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PROLOGUE

It's hard enough being a psycho wi thout having a paranoid | ooki ng over your
shoul der all the tinme. The paranoid' s name was Col es-at |east, that was the
nane

| knew himby. He was good. He was so good, he could insinuate hinself into
ny

m nd wi thout ny even knowi ng he was there. But | was getting better. So far
I'd

caught himat it twice. The trouble was, | didn't know how many tines |
hadn' t

caught himat it and that was maki ng ne paranoid. O course, professiona
psychos aren't supposed to let things Iike that bother them Amateurs
general ly

don't last long in the high-risk scenarios of Psychodrone. Mst of them quit
after their first round, assum ng they survive it. You either learn fast or
you

die. O perhaps you only go insane. It depends on whether you're dealing with
something that's real or a progranmred hall ucinati on. How do you know? Wl |
that's just the trouble, you don't. Once the Psychodronme conmputers start
interfacing with your mind, all sorts of strange things start to happen

As a pro, | was still fairly new at the gane, though after fighting as a
corporate nercenary on an undevel oped pl anet, being stal ked by gangsters of
t he

Yakuza in Tokyo, trailed across half the universe by genetically engi neered
assassi ns, and al nost eaten by an anbi norph on a quarantined world, the
novel ty

was starting to wear a little thin. Not that Coles really gave a damm. You
tend

not to give a damm when you're one of the people who controls things.

And Coles controlled a lot of things. At the monment, he was controlling me in
a

little game that could easily turn deadly and the fact that | had Rudy Breck
as

backup was no small consolation. Breck used to be a mgjor in the Special
Service, or the SS, as they're nore commonly call ed-genetically engi neered
conmandos, created froma matrix of human and ani mal genetic material, known
as

hybreeds. Conceived in a Petri dish, raised in a creche, and trained for

mayhem

fromthe nonent they can crawl. Breck had retired fromthe service to play
Psychodrome professionally. Their loss, ny gain. | was starting to | ose count
of

all the tines he'd saved nmy life.
Breck was supposed to be sonewhere cl ose behind ne, in position to nove in

quickly if the bait was taken. Since | was the bait, | would have felt a
little
nore secure if he were close enough for ne to see him For all | knew, he had

stopped of f sonewhere for a drink. That was the trouble with Breck, you could
never count on himto react quite the same way a normal hunman bei ng woul d.
Hs

strength and reflexes were far superior to those of ordinary men, but certain
things were nissing. Fear, for instance. The instinct for self-preservation



was
not one of the ingredients that went into an SS hybreed matri x. The enotion
of

fear and the instinct for self-preservation in the face of danger were
entirely

lacking in him Wth Breck, self-preservation was nerely a matter of
self-interest, not instinct. A subtle difference, perhaps, but an inportant
one.

| was getting knots in ny stomach and feeling chills running up and down ny
spi ne, but Breck was probably strolling along casually sonewhere behind nme in
this rat's maze of screamers, whistling to hinself while he checked out the
sights. There were a lot of sights to be checked out on the Lower East

Si de-or

t he Downside, as the locals called it-and some of themcould be pretty scary.
Both the sights and the |ocals.

Al most every major city had a nei ghborhood where only the truly desperate or
t he

seriously crazed ever ventured out at night. On New York City's Downside, it
was

al ways ni ght. Sunlight never penetrated down to the |ower levels of the city.
Streetlights provided sonme illum nation and nulticolored | aser signs strobed
over doorways you really wouldn't want to go through unless you were a tw st,
but nmostly, there were small pools of light around the street |anps
surrounded

by | arge areas of shadow through which people noved |ike scuttlefish. Jack

t he

Ri pper woul d have felt very nuch at honme here

I'd spent a few years on the Gnza Strip of Tokyo and I'd al so seen the

gr ound

| evel of that city, a squalid, ugly, fearsonme warren known as Junktown. | had
even spent some tinme in Tokyo's Conbat Zone, a place so wild and depraved

t hat

it had been sealed off to keep the screaners in. The seany side of life was
nothing newto nme, so the prickly feeling at the back of my neck wasn't just
a

sense of apprehension at being in a nasty nei ghborhood. It was the certain
feeling that | was being stal ked.

I was noving through a ghetto teeming with all sorts of predators. That woul d
have nade the stalker difficult to spot in any case, but there was a good
chance

that this stal ker was an anbi nor ph, which nmeant he woul d be inpossible to
spot

until he-or it, since shapechangers do not have gender-was right on top of ne.
| could imagi ne people tuning in right now, conming home fromwork and turning
on

their psy-fi sets, plugging into the net and selecting a vicarious adventure
fromany one of dozens that Psychodronme was runni ng- maybe even nine-and for a
while, they'd be able to tune into one-way tel enpathic contact with a psycho
star and experience a fantasy.

| thought of Stone, who had once performed on the |ust channel s because she
was

turned on by the idea of having sex with billions of people at the sane tine.
The thrill had eventually worn off and she had switched to high-risk gane
scenarios, searching for a stronger fix. She never really knew what she was

| ooking for. For a while, she thought it might be ne, but she had died before
she could find out for sure. | wondered if the sane thing that had killed her
was now st al ki ng ne.

The hone audi ence sharing my experience was getting a good heady dose of
sudden

fear and an adrenaline rush-enotions and reactions that were nodul ated



careful ly

by the fail-safe biof eedback sensors on their psych-fidelity sets. It

woul dn' t

do to give some excitable old fart a coronary just because my heart was
poundi ng

like a trip hamrer. For them it was all show Shared perceptions with
cybernetic safeguards. For me, it was the real thing.

"Col es?" | said

He coul d hear me back at Game Control, but the honme audi ence woul d never hear
ne

say his name. That was because the home audi ence only knew about the surface
| evel s of the ganme. They did not suspect that they were nuch nore than
spectators. In a way, they were participants, only they didn't even know it.
So

far as the hone audi ence was concerned, Coles did not even exist. So far as
Psychodrome International, Inc., was concerned, Coles did not exist. So far
as

every governnent agency you coul d reach through normal channel s was

concer ned,

Col es did not exist. Sonetines | wondered if even Col es knew he existed, if
he

actually saw a reflection when he | ooked into a mirror. In any case, he
apparently did not exist for me right at that noment, because there was no
answer. Perhaps he wasn't there. Perhaps he wasn't as ommi potent as he often
seenmed. O perhaps he sinply didn't want to talk to ne.

"Col es, damm it "

I wished | knew where Breck was. | hoped to hell he was somewhere close. Rea
close. | felt as if crosshairs were centering on the back of ny neck. | had
t hat

feeling you get sonetines when soneone is staring at you intently across a
crowded room You sense it somehow and you turn, your eyes neet

Yel | ow eyes. Red-flecked, yellow eyes with vertically slit pupils. Iridescent
snakeskin stretched taut across high cheekbones. Upper |ip protruding
slightly

over nmodified incisors. Tall, spikey crest of feathery white hair streaked
with

silver, ending in a long pony tail cascading down the back. Sleek, black

net al - studded skinjac with chain-mail epaulets; silver and black |ycras and
bl ack, hi gh-heel ed boots. A cyberpunk. But unlike nmost of them whose bi onods
were nerely artifice- trendy weekend nonster makeup easily renoved when it
was

time to go to work-this one had gone the hardcore route with cosnetic
surgery.

They called it getting "hardwired." He grinned at me and gl eaning all oy
hydraulic fangs slid out of his two |large, holl owed-out incisors.

Was this an anbi morph I was confronting or was it only sone hardcore kid

| ooki ng

to finance his next score? Either one was dangerous, it was just a matter of
degree. The safest thing would be to frag the punk, whether he was an

anbi mor ph

or not, but Coles wanted a |live shapechanger. And that neant there was a good
chance he'd wind up with a dead psycho- nanely one Arkady O Tool e, yet

anot her

casualty of the ratings war.

The cyberpunk and | stared at each other |ike two conpeting predators
circling

before a fight for turf. Neither of us noved as the sea of people flowed
around

us. | couldn't see Breck anywhere, but | spotted two nore cyberpunks slowy
closing in frommy left and right. One had hinself done up as a pussycat,



conplete with lion's mane and whi skers; the other one | ooked |ike something
you'd find on a used cyborg |lot. Maybe all three were no nore than what they
appeared to be, but maybe one of them was a shapechanger who, in his

cyber punk

di sgui se, had joined up with a couple of wild boys to take me out. Either way,
I

was in trouble. Snakeskin started to nmove toward ne through the crowd, his
hands

in the pockets of his skinjac. | didn't think he was just trying to keep them
war m

| ducked down into a-stairwell leading to a doorway bel ow the sidewal k | evel .
A

| aser sign over the entrance depicting a withing double helix alternately
flashing blue and purple read, "Blue Genes." | paid the cover and wal ked into
a

wal | of sound.

A band up on the small stage was filling the club with enough volune to

pol eax

an el ephant. The | ead singer was snarling through an inplanted vocoder throat
m ke, rhyming "insect eyes" with "nesnerize." | didn't catch the rest of the

lyrics. They would have been difficult to understand in any case, since the
band' s sound engi neer chose that monent to switch the singer's throat nike
from

mul ti pl ex-overl ay human node to sonething that sounded like a nobsquito big
enough to eat the Bronx.

The rest of the band was pounding out a driving beat that sounded |ike the
scream ng i nner workings of a giant machi ne about to expl ode. The rmnusici ans
wer e

shirtless, their fingers dancing over keyboards that were hardwired into the
puckered, livid white skin of their skinny chests. In addition to getting

t hensel ves hardwired for sound, cyberpunk mnusicians often spent the extra
noney

to hook up their instrunments to their pleasure/pain centers as well,

obvi ati ng

the necessity for drugs by giving thenselves the ability to orchestrate their
own highs. It gave a whole new neaning to the phrase, "playing with yourself."
| threaded ny way through the undul ati ng bodi es on the dance floor, | ooking
for

the back way out. | figured it would be behind the stage, where the nusicians
changed and the bar took its deliveries. | glanced over my shoul der and saw
Snake-ski n nmoving t hrough the crowd, |ooking for ne.

| spotted a door in the back, near the stage, nmarked "Enpl oyees Only." A
muscul ar young man with red and bl ack hair | eaned against the wall beside the
door. He was dressed in skintight orange and black lycras with a flane
pattern.

H s head was nodding slightly in tine to the nusic. He spotted nme heading

t owar d

t he door and stood in front of me, blocking nmy way with a hand on ny chest. |
didn't have time to argue with himand the nmusic was too loud in any case, so
I

grabbed his arm spun himaround, and sl amed hi m agai nst the door, using his
body to push it open. Once inside, | shoved himinto a pile of boxes and nmade
for the back door that led into the alleyway behind the club

| kicked the door open and bolted out into the alley, straight into the arns
of

the other two cyberpunks. The door behind nme opened once again and Snhakeskin
cane out into the dark alley. They'd suckered nme. Snakeskin had foll owed ne
into

the club while the other two had cut around the back. They proceeded to slam
ne



against the building wall a fewtines to take some of the fight out of ne.
Snakeski n grinned, opening his nouth and hissing like a cobra, teeth bared.
Hs

trick fangs slid out again, curved and-needl e-sharp

| didn't know where the hell Breck was and |I didn't have tine to worry about
it.

There's only one thing to do when the odds are agai nst you and you can't run
away. Attack and attack hard. O course, running away was vastly preferable,
but

t he cyberpunks had me by both arnms and they showed no inclination to | et go.

I

| eaned back agai nst them suddenly, kicked out, and caught Snakeskin under the
jawwith nmy right foot. His teeth clicked together and he fell back, bl ood
streaming fromhis nouth where his alloy snake fangs had inpal ed his | ower
[ip.

The cyberpunks who held nme recovered quickly and ran me at the wall. | barely
had enough tine to turn ny face aside before they slamed nme agai nst the
brick.

It felt like doing a belly flop into a swinmm ng pool that had no water in it.

| was so scared, | didn't think about how rmuch it hurt. | only knew that if |
didn't do sonething drastic right away, it was going to hurt much worse. They
yanked me back and ran ne at the wall again. | |eaned back against them at

t he

last mnute and ran two steps up the wall, flipping over backward to | and
behi nd

them It actually worked and they lost their grip on me. Unfortunately,
unl i ke

all the swashbuckling heroes who always |land on their feet after trying such
stunts, | went over backward and fell right on ny ass.

I rolled and clawed my gun out of its hol ster underneath ny jacket. To hel
with

Coles and his bring-'emback-alive instructions. My first shot went wld,
whi ni ng of f somewhere down the alley, but nmy second one struck one of the
punks

right in the chest, exploding on penetration and maki ng sal sa out of his
entire

upper torso. | mssed with my third shot and the other punk took off down the

alley. | got to ny feet, ainmed carefully, and squeezed off another round. It
caught himin the back and he went down.

Then | heard sonet hi ng nove behind me. | spun around, saw Snakeskin | ungi ng
at

me, and fired. The bullet hit the wall behind himand expl oded. Suddenly he
wasn't there anynore. He had sinply di sappeared.

For a nonent, it didn't sink in. | stood there in a daze, staring at the spot
where he had been a second earlier. Then | realized he nmust have shapechanged
and even as | realized that, | felt something wind itself around ny |egs.

| |1 ooked down and saw t he head of the cyberpunk on the body of a serpent

t hi cker

than nmy thigh winding rapidly around ny legs, clinbing up my body. | froze
with

horror and then ny arns were pinned agai nst ny sides, the coils crushing ne,
t he

head with its obscene travesty of a human face drawn back, fangs gl eam ng
dri ppi ng poi son-

| screaned

"No, no, no'." said Coles, bending over me and grasping me by the shirtfront,
shaki ng me.

| was still screamng. He slapped nme twi ce across the face, hard enough to

make



my head ring, but it had the desired effect of snapping ne out of it.

"You froze'." said Coles. "You pani cked!"

| gasped, trying to stop hyperventilating. My heart was beating like a wild
thing trying to claw its way out of ny chest. The scan crew was anxiously
nmoni toring my readouts. They could have hel ped by inducing a cal m ng al pha
state, but Coles wasn't going to let nme off the hook that easily.

"You pani cked and you died!" said Coles, grabbing ne by the shirtfront and

shaking me again, lifting me half off the | aboratory couch. He grimaced in
di sgust and let me go. "Damm you, O Toole, you're going to be no use to ne at
all if you panic at the slightest provocation!"

| stared at the son of a bitch, hating him

"M st ake nunber one," he said, ticking themoff on his fingers, "you ducked
into

that club, putting yourself on the defensive and giving the initiative away.
M st ake nunmber two, you failed to take advantage of the people in the club to
outfl ank the opposition. Instead, you continued to retreat, continued to
remai n

on the defensive, and you ran right into a trap. M stake nunber three, you
caved

into pressure and di sregarded ny instructions by shooting to kill. M stake
nunber four, you all owed your enotions to overwhel myou and you |eft yourself
exposed. M stake nunber five, you hesitated when the cyberpunk shapechanged,
a

nm st ake you compounded by freezing when you saw t he snake clinbing up your

| egs,

thereby giving it enough time to pin your arns. And any chance you m ght have
had |l eft then, you sinply threw away by giving in to terror. How many tines do
I

have to tell you? You go on the defensive, you lose the initiative and give
up

hal f the battle. You panic, you die."

"Sir," said one of the technicians on the scan team "the subject's blood
pressure is dangerously high. We're registering critical stress levels. |
urgently reconmend that he be taken down before-"

"Hell, do whatever you want," said Coles inpatiently, dismssing ne with an
irate gesture. "By all neans, put himon downtinme before he self-destructs.
I've

got no use for himthe way he is right now "

They started bringing ne down even before he finished speaki ng and Col es

sl ow y

receded into a dimhaze as they eased me into downtime, turning off my mnd
before it built up a critical mass of stress and started a chain reaction of
del usi ons no one could control. The | ast conscious thought | had before
drifted off into linbo was that it mght be nice if they just left nme there,
suspended in a thoughtl ess, dreamess, nearly lifeless state, where neither
reality nor nightrmare could intrude. Perhaps deep down, that's what every
psycho

really wants.

ONE

"I heard you died," said Breck, laconically.

He stood | ooking down at nme with a wy smile, his flaxen blond hair in

di sarray.

The cracked-ice intensity of his blue eyes was hei ghtened by his use of bang,
a

hybrid plant devel oped froma mnmutated strain of noncarci nogenic tobacco and
an

of fworld herb called bangalla. Smoking it had the effect of stinulating
adrenal i ne production, increasing visual acuity, and anplifying tactile



percepti ons. Smoki ng bang woul d nake an ordi nary human bei ng burn out and
sel f-destruct, but then Breck wasn't an ordi nary human bei ng. Prol onged use
of

bang al so had the curious side effect of making the eyes |anbent. Wth Breck,
whose hybreed matrix gave himcat's eyes to begin with, it had the

di sconcerting

ef fect of making his eyes strobe when the light hit themjust right.

"Shall we drink to ny demise?" | said, sitting up slowy and rubbing ny
tenpl es.

| glanced around at the scan team and noticed that they weren't the sane
psychocyberneti c engi neers who were on duty when Col es brought me out of the

hal | uci nact. "How | ong have | been down, Cass?" | asked the crew chief.
"About eight hours," she said.

"Nothing like a good night's sleep,"” | said, though strictly speaking,
downt i me

wasn't really sleep. It was a psychocybernetic trance state. A way to turn
peopl e off when you didn't need them for anything. "So what's the prognosis,
M ss Daniel s? My readings all okay? Nothing in the red? No mai nt enance
service

requi red?"

"No therapy is indicated," she said, consulting my chart printout. "I"'d

advi se

agai nst consum ng al coholic beverages, though | doubt you'd listen. At |east
try

to stop short of getting conpletely intoxicated. It really throws the

readi ngs

off."

| stared at her and nmentally undressed her. She was wearing a |oose-fitting
white | aboratory junpsuit, but one of the nonitor screens behind her suddenly
showed her standing there in a sheer black lycra bra and bikini panties, dark
stockings and spi ke heels. | wasn't on line, so the inmage stayed in the
contro

room but it wouldn't have been broadcast anyway. Not even psychocybernetic
engi neers can totally control the output of a human mnd-at |east, not yet-so
there's always a slight delay between the biochip reception and the tachyon
broadcast, allow ng for sone highly sophisticated editing. One of the other
engi neers cleared his throat softly. She turned around, saw the screen, and
rai sed an eyebr ow.

"You flatter me, O Toole," she said, in a disinterested, clinical sort of

t one.

"Unfortunately, I'mnot quite as narrow wai sted as you seemto inmagi ne. The
result of a sedentary job with too little time for exercise, I'"'mafraid. And
asi de from consi derations of style, if | were to wear shoes like that, it
woul d

| ead to serious orthopedic problens."

The i mage on the screen broke up into snow briefly before resolving itself
once

nmore into what | actually saw before ne, an attractive and apparently
conpletely

hunor| ess young woman in a white |aboratory junpsuit. It's hard to maintain a
decent fantasy wi thout at |east sone cooperation

"Besi des," she said, and for a noment | could have sworn | saw the barest
trace

of a smle, "you left out ny tattoo."

"She isn't normally so personable,” Breck said as we were |leaving. "I think
she

rather likes you."

"You think she really has a tattoo?" | said.

"A bl ack king scorpion on her left inner thigh," Breck said, with a perfectly
straight face



| stopped and stared at him

"Only joking," Breck said, with a smle. "For all | know, it's a snake and
dagger on her biceps. However, | would resist the tenptation to find out for
sure if | were you. Considering her position, she probably knows nore about
you

t han you know about yourself."

"That's a large part of what makes it so tenpting,"” | said, grinning.

Breck sighed. "You still have a great deal to |learn, O Toole."

He was undoubtedly right. Conmpared to Breck, | was a rank begi nner at the
gane.

Unfortunately, novices tend to make m stakes and Psychodrome can be very

unf or gi vi ng.

My invol verent started as an accident. Perhaps even a lucky accident. The
jury

was still out on that one. | was born on Mars, in Bradbury Cty; Irish on ny
father's side, Russian on my nmother's. My father was a hard-drinking,

hard- gam ng, two-fisted wild nan naned Scan O Toole. My nother, Irina, was a
| ong-suffering, self-effacing, beautiful and nbody wonan who believed that
nothing really good would ever happen to her until she hit the afterlife and
even then, who knew? My dad was rul ed by | eprechauns and she was spooked by
generations of Russian Othodox archbi shops. A mismatch of a marriage if
there

ever was one, but it lasted due to equal parts of stubbornness and |love. As a
result of this somewhat unlikely mxture, | never did get settled all the
way.

Archbi shops and Little People didn't get along too well. The Irish part of ne
believed in luck, but my Russian half kept telling ne 1'd never get it.

| came to Earth as a freshly nustered-out serviceman | ooking for sone fun on

Tokyo's G nza Strip. | suppose | nust have had sone, because the norning after
I

arrived, | woke up in a Junktown slumw th alnost all my noney gone, a tattoo
of

a dragon (never mind where), and a brand-new wi fe who was perhaps all of
fourteen. As things turned out, the marriage wasn't |egal because M ko and
her

famly were non-regs. If you' re non-registered, then you're not legally a
citizen and you haven't any rights. How can you have rights if you don't
exi st?

O course, | didn't know about that then, because on Mars and on the
out wor | ds,

people are still too valuable a comobdity to ignore. Only Mther Earth

negl ects

her children. Al | knew was that | had, as ny father would have said, really
farted during vespers this time. I've been in straits considerably nore dire

since, but at the time, things seemed pretty grim And they proceeded to get
gri nmmer .

I'd al ways been a hustler, but unlike ny dear father-roast his soul-1 was
strictly small-tine. The terrifying prospect of living out the remai nder of

ny
days in Junktown, saddled with a child wife and her starving non-reg fanily,

made ne throw caution to the winds. | did what any self-respecting Irishman
woul d do when he was truly up against it. | went |ooking for a ganme of poker
I

found one. And | nade a very serious mstake. | won.

| know it flies in the face of logic, but there is such a thing as a hot
streak.

Most ganblers live for it; however, if you' re not very careful, it can
utterly
destroy you. | don't know what causes it, but when it strikes, you know it

wi thout the faintest scintilla of a doubt. It's magic. It's as if a ghostly



finger taps you on the shoul der and the voice of Fate whispers in your ear
"Ckay, kid, thisis it. It's your turn to be God."

At any other time, | would have known better and exercised restraint, but at
any
other time, | wouldn't have been there to begin with. Those guys were way too

heavy for ne. The secret to handling a hot streak and comi ng out ahead is
knowi ng when to stop. It's a principle that every ganbler knows. However,
there

is a lesser known corollary that separates the winners fromthe losers in the
long run. And in some cases, it separates the living fromthe dead. Unless
you're in a large casino, which likes to have a big wi nner now and t hen
because

it draws in all the losers, don't ever win too big. Engrave that on your

gr eedy

little heart. The smart hustler is not a barracuda. He lives on little bites.
He

just noves around and makes a lot of them | wasn't smart. | knew that | was
on

a streak and | got greedy. And | bit off a lot nore than | could chew.

The guy who got chewed up the worst was a sore | oser naned Haki m Sagqara, who
just so happened to be a warlord of the Yakuza. If 1'd known that when | took
his money, | probably would've cormmitted hara-kiri on the spot. It would' ve
saved everyone a lot of time and trouble. If he felt like it, he could have
had

me killed that very night, but | had pricked his pride and he wanted to draw
hi s

satisfaction out a bit. He decided to continue the game, so to speak, away
from

the table. So he waited. He gave ne tine to parlay nmy winnings into a
confortable life-style. The noney | pulled off himallowed me to buy citizen
registrations for Mko and her famly and | oan her enough funds to buy an

education so she could get a job. | never thought 1'd see it back, but I
didn't

really give a damm. |1'd had a run of bad luck and | had sonmehow nanaged to
turn

it all around. Then Saggara made his nobve and gave nme an education in mgjor

| eague hustling that I'Il never forget.

By the time he was finished with me, | was so well and truly on the hook to
hi m

t hat when he snapped his fingers, | was in the air before he finished saying,
"Junp." He took me for everything | had. In the process, | learned a bit too

much about him so when he decided | had nothing left to | ose and could be no
further use to him he told his boys to drop nme in the bay. Wthout a doubt,

I

woul d have wound up fish food if the | eprechauns hadn't delivered a mracle.
My nunmber was selected in the Psychodronme lottery.

Now Psychodrone was never ny idea of entertainnent. | found reality
chal | engi ng

enough, thank you, | didn't need fantasy tripping. | hadn't even bought the
dam

ticket. Before we parted conpany, my wife M ko once nentioned picking up a
couple of tickets for us and | had forgotten all about it until nine was

dr awn

for the grand prize-a chance to play an adventure gane scenario with a couple
of

Psychodrome's hottest stars. There | was, trying to hide out from Yakuza
assassins and the next thing I knew, | was fambus. Al | wanted was to go
somepl ace where no one knew ny nane and suddenly everybody knew ny nane.

| didn't have a lot of options. | was broke, wi thout even enough noney to buy
another meal. | had been all the way up and down the scale. I'd gone from an



ex-serviceman with some noney to burn to a pauper down in Junktown to a high
roller on the Gnza Strip to a stockbroker in Hamamatsu. And then the
downwar d

slide had started as Saqggara wapped his tentacles around me and in five
short

years | was right back where |I'd started, no worse off than before, except
for

one slight detail. There was a contract out on ne. Psychodrone was a way out.
I f

I had known back then what | was letting nyself in for, |I mght've stayed in
Tokyo and taken my chances with the Yakuza.

There were different levels to the game known as "the ultimate experience."
Sone

of them provided harm ess fantasies built around | uxury and pl easure.

What ever

turns you on. QGthers provided adventure, challenge, and great risk. Players
rich

enough to afford the entry fees could choose their own scenarios fromthe
adventures Psychodrone had to offer. The |less fortunate could buy tickets in
t he

lottery, with the grand prize being the chance to play. However, there was a
catch. Wnners of the lottery didn't get to choose their game scenarios and

t hey

had no control over their experiences. In that respect, there were two |evels
to

Psychodrome; one in which wealthy players got to use the ganme for
interactive,

exhi bitionistic entertainment and one in which the ganme got to use the

pl ayers.

Those who fell into the latter category were generally diehard thrillseekers,
ganbl ers, or desperate individuals. In other words, people very much |Iike ne.
And there's never been a shortage of such people.

Pl ayers about to enbark upon "the ultinate experience" were taken to the
headquarters of Psychodrome International, the megacorporate entity which
operates the gane. There, the prospective player was given a full nedical and
psychol ogi cal exami nation and a definitive player data base was assenbl ed.
The

pl ayer was then taken into surgery, where a special seniorganic,
psychocybernetic biochip was inplanted into the cerebral cortex. Permanently.
You couldn't take it out even if you could afford psychocybernetic surgery.
The

chip grewdirectly into the brain matter like a rooting seedling. It gave the
pl ayer the ability to interface directly with the Psychodrone conputer banks,
as

well as with Psychodrone's playernaster satellite network.

The gane began when the players were transported to a selected, |ocation
wher e

they were supposed to interact with people and situations they encountered in
order to achieve specific gane objectives. It was possible to win, but stil
nore possible to lose. And | osing could nean death. Which nade for great
entertai nnent, you see. The game scenarios could be | ocated anywhere on Earth
or

on another world or froma fantasy halluci nact devised by Psychodronme. In

ot her

words, it could be real or a progranmmed hallucination. Only the playernaster
knew for sure.

As the players pursued their game objectives, the playermaster was capabl e of
interfacing with themto provide gui dance or ganme clues, but never direct
assistance. If you got into a jam it was up to you to figure out how to get
out



of it. And the fun part was that the playermaster satellite network enabl ed
i nst ant aneous tachyon transni ssion of your experiences to Psychodrone Gane
Control for broadcast on mass nmedi a psych-fidelity entertai nment channel s.
Peopl e using their psy-fi sets at home could follow the adventures of their
favorite players and experience the gane with them by plugging into the net.
Psy-fi entertainnent systens allowed themto achieve an el ectronic sensory
l'i nk

with the players. Each player's experience was broadcast on a separate
channe

of the system By swi tching channels, the hone audience could switch players,
vi cariously "becom ng" those players. Sort of |ike renting sonmeone el se's
body

to have a fantasy adventure, sharing all the sensory experiences fromthe
safety

of your living room O bedroom Like | said, whatever turns you on. And if
things got a bit too hairy, the fail-safe bionmonitors built into the system
woul d protect you from becom ng too excited.

Home viewers were al so capable of some linmted interaction with the players
by

voting on selected gane options. The vote was electronically tallied and the
results instantaneously transmtted to the players via tachyon beam The

pl ayers

then had the option of follow ng the advice of the home audi ence or not.
However, since ratings were inportant, there was a certain amount of pressure
on

the players to please the audience. And they could be a bit bl oodthirsty on
occasi on.

Real i zed gane objectives resulted in fabul ous cash prizes, as did accunul at ed
"experience points." Psychodrome professional s-psychos-were cult figures
l'iving

out a life of fantasy nost people could only dream about (or experience
vicariously). It wasn't the sort of career | would have selected for nyself,
but

as somebody once said, life is just what happens to you while you' re busy
maki ng

ot her plans. Besides, what ganbler can resist the lure of a big gane? And

t hough

Psychodrome seenmed to be the biggest ganme around, it turned out that there
was

an even bi gger gane being played out behind the scenes- the cl andesti ne gane
that Col es seened to be running.

| had al ways assuned that there was soneone runni ng Col es, because the

t hought

of Col es being accountable to no one but hinmself was a bit too unsettling to
deal with. There had to be an order to things. Even Einstein had insisted

t hat

God didn't play dice with the universe. O course, Einstein dealt with things
on

a far larger scale than | did, but if Coles wasn't God in ny own small corner
of

t he universe, he was certainly one of H s Four Horsenen. He was one of Them
t he

myst eri ous and omni potent They you're al ways hearing about, the ones who run
things, the ones with all the power. He appeared out of nowhere, waltzed

ri ght

into Game Control, and started giving orders.

I'd al ways wondered about Psychodrone International wiring all those people
up.

The biochip was presented to the world as the latest thing in cybertech, a
boon



to all humanity. There was nothing like a brain/conputer interface for

i ncreasi ng hunman potential. Take a short nap and wake up with a coll ege
education, or fluency in a foreign | anguage, or have yourself programred with
an

advanced-| evel technical course. Al you had to do was pay for the data,
conpetitively priced; the conputer time, expensive; and the inplantation of a
bi ochip, a nere king's ransom

The operation was a relatively sinple one for a psychocybernetic surgeon to
perform and the actual cost of manufacturing a biochip, even allowing for a
whoppi ng profit, was still considerably |ess than what they charged. But then
when something is ruinously expensive, it becones that much nmore desirable to
t hose who can afford it-nanmely, the rich and powerful, the nmovers and the
shakers. If you want to hook that crowd, price your product accordingly and
they'Il line up for blocks to get one. And if you offer it as a grand prize in
a

gl anorous lottery, a prize that not only lets you participate in the
adventure

of alifetime, but gives you a biochip to keep forever as a souvenir,
sonet hi ng

that can increase your life potential (providing you can pay to have it
programred), well, you can sell all the tickets you can print. Everybody, but
everybody, played the lottery.

However, on the other hand

I nevitably, over a period of time, you' d have nore and nore people with

bi ochi ps

permanently inplanted in their brains, which not only allowed their mnds to
interface with a conputer, but could al so conceivably all ow soneone to

br oadcast

coded signals to their biochips and access their mnds. Wthout their even
knowing it. O course, only a paranoid would think Iike that.

Enter M. Col es.

I never would have net Coles or |earned how insidious Psychodrome could be if
it

hadn't been for a gaming round that took me to a planet called Draconis 9

The

dom nant formof life on Draconis 9 were creatures known as anbi norphs-in

ot her

wor ds, shapechangers.

The first corporate devel opment teamto set foot on Draconis 9 did what
humans

al ways do whenever they encounter a new w | derness. They started killing

t hi ngs.

Until the humans came, the anbi norphs were sinple creatures who survived by
instinct. But after ignorant humans started killing them the anmbi norphs
instinct for survival led themto initate the strange new predators. They

t ook

human form and nmutated in the process, beconing sentient. And that's when

t hey

becanme a real problem

Breck had been with the Special Service unit sent to rescue the humans on
Draconis 9. The m ssion had been a m serable failure. There had been no way
to

differentiate between the humans and t he shapechangers. The anbi norphs were
one-way tel epaths. They conmuni cated by readi ng one another's minds. And
their

shapechangi ng was nore than superficial. They not only took on hunman form

t hey

became human. They were so plastic a life formthat one of themcould read ny
m nd and take my shape and becone conpl etely indistinguishable fromne. It
woul d



sound like nme. It would act like ne. It would know everything | knew. It
woul d

duplicate ny biology and essentially beconme anot her
any

other format will, with |lightning speed.

No one knew how they could do it. No anbi morph had ever been captured alive
and

studi ed. Dead ambi norphs did not revert back to whatever their "natural" form
was. They becane fixed sonmehow i n what ever shape they had taken on before

t hey

di ed and even a detail ed autopsy could not penetrate the secret of their

nor phol ogy. They had been harm ess, unconplicated, unreasoning beings with a
bovine placidity-until they encountered us. Then, just to survive, they
changed

and became the nost terrifying life formin the universe, chaneleons wth
human

cunni ng and, worse still, human instincts. W had created the eneny and he
was

us-only it was a superior design

Draconis 9 was quarantined. A nilitary base was established in orbit above

t he

planet to maintain the quarantine and it m ght have ended there except that
there was sonething on Draconis 9 that people wanted-fire crystals.

Demand for the crystals as rare ornamental and industrial genms led to the
formati on of the Draconis Conbine, a multinational conglonerate with enough
clout to circumvent the quarantine and establish orbital habitats above

Dr aconi s

9, housing a new species of professional who was part adventurer, part

ganbl er,

part nercenary, and part scumthe crystal hunter. They went down to the
surface

of Draconis to hunt their crystals and kill each other to protect their digs
and

anni hilate anything living that cane close to them just in case it was an
anbi nor ph. They went down equi pped with state-of-the-art weapons and ski nmer
sl eds and specially coded transceivers so they coul d be scanned when they
cane

back, have their humanity verified, be placed into protective quarantine, and
exhaustively exam ned just to make sure no anbi norphs got through. Well, it
didn't work. The shapechangers broke the quarantine.

Coles, in his infinite deviousness, had directed Psychodrone to announce the
creation of a brand-new, continuing adventure game scenario. "Com ng up
soon-Alien Invasion! Tune in and share the fantasy! Stal k the anbi nor phs who
wal k anong us! Join the elite teamnobilized to save the human race!" It was
billed as the nost realistic game scenario the conpany had ever run and only
a

smal | group of people knew that it was real. Trust Coles to find the perfect
way

to desensitize the public to an alien invasion. Make it into a nedia event.
Breck and | were part of an inner group of psychos answering only to Coles. |
don't recall ever being asked to join. At first, it scared nme silly. And then
I

nme." And it could take

started to get excited about it. |I tried to tell nyself that it was only ny
ganbler's instinct responding to a challenge, the lure of the big ganme, the
charge in laying it all right on the line. | really wanted to believe that.
But

there was a little chip inside my brain, a mracle of nbodern psychocybernetic
engi neering, and ever since they'd put it in there, | never really knew for
sure

where ny ideas came from anynore. But, of course, psychos aren't supposed to



| et

things like that bother them

Breck it up a bang stick and | eaned back in his chair, inhaling the vaguely
mnty snoke and holding it in his lungs a noment before exhaling slowy. He
clainmed the devilish stuff actually relaxed him | tried not to inhale too
deeply. The last thing | needed was a contact adrenaline rush that woul d make
ne

start clinbing up the walls. Breck ordered a beer and | asked the waitress
for

an Irish whiskey. It was ruinously expensive, what with the inport tariffs,
but

there sinmply was no adequate donestic substitute. Just as there was no
adequat e

substitute for cocktail waitresses.

The unenpl oynment statistics being what they were, any service establishment
using robotics was liable to get boycotted, if not trashed, so nost places in
the city had di sposed of their robots and gone back to using human hel p. And
t hey made an astoni shing di scovery-people actually preferred being waited on
by

peopl e. There were fewer mi stakes involved in taking orders, it nade the

at nosphere nore congeni al, and custoners were far less likely to assault a
human

wai ter than to denolish a robot server, so the overhead went down. Besides,
no

robot could beat a cocktail waitress with great |egs.

Solo's wasn't very crowded yet. The action didn't really pick up until after
m dnight, so we didn't draw a great deal of attention. Breck only signed
about

ten or fifteen autographs. | signed five, but then | wasn't as big a star as
Breck was. Not that | ninded very rmuch. | watched the way they approached
hi m

t he expressions on their faces a m xture of awe, lust, and envy. It nade ne
ner vous.

It's only natural to want people to Iike you, to accept you for who and what
you

are, but you want it on your terms. You want to be able to deci de how rmuch of
yourself you're going to reveal at any given tinme and you want to control how
close you're going to let other people get. Psychos didn't really get to do
that. We had nore than just a sensory link with the home audi ence, we had an

enotional link, as well. It wasn't true tel epathy, but soneone plugging into
t he
net and tuning in a psycho often got nore than just sight, sound, snell, and

feel . Some psychos "projected" better than others. There was a greater sense
of

enpat hy. Apparently, | let a great deal of mnmy self seep through and people
who

tuned in on nme not only got the sensation of sharing nmy experiences, they got
a

strong sense of what it felt Iike to be ne.

I found that out the hard way. 1'd fallen in love with Stone Wnters and kept
it

to nyself, but when she plugged into a rerun of one of our adventures and

t uned

me in so that she could see how her game partner reacted, she experienced ny
feelings about her. And during the broadcast, so did everyone el se who tuned
ne

in. | started receiving fan mail from wonen who |iked the way my feelings
felt.

It was enbarrassing, to say the |least, but there was nothing | could do about
it. Blame it on ny heritage, | was apparently one hell of an enoter



Breck was different. Rudy was larger than life. He gave them a sense of what
it

felt like to be a hero, a swashbuckler who quite literally knew no fear. He
was

i mensel y popul ar because he gave his audi ence a chance to experience what it
felt like to have power in their world. It wasn't really theirs, it was
Rudy' s,

but for a while, they got to share it with him It nmade their desperate
wor ki ng

lives a bit nore bearable. Perhaps that was a good thing in sonme respects, a
beneficial therapy, but on the other hand, com ng home froma long grind at

t he

of fice and "becom ng" Rudy Breck was a heady experience.

Soneone who di d not possess Breck's physical perfection, his superior hybreed
strength and reflexes, his "leap into the jaws of death and devil take the
hi ndnmost " approach to life could tune himin and get a fix of what that felt
like-only with safety valves incorporated into the delusion. No real danger
no

real stress, no risk, no pain, no ganble. It could be incredibly addictive,
turni ng people into passive receptors, dreamers whose fantasies becane nore
real

to them nore neaningful, than the lives they actually led. It was both sad
and

scary. And | was part of it, somewhere in the mddle, not quite sure where
fit

in.

"You' re | ooking very pensive," Breck said, glancing at ne over his beer glass.
| tossed back the whiskey. | had prom sed nyself | wouldn't drink anynore,
but

an lrishman trying not to drink is like a politician trying to be sincere.
It's

agai nst the |laws of nature. "I was thinking about the life we lead," | said.
"t

doesn't really belong to us, does it? It belongs to Coles; it belongs to the
conpany; it belongs to the audience, to everyone except us."

Breck made a wy face. "You' re not going to get drunk again, are you,

O Tool e?

You al ways becone naudlin when you're drunk."

| sighed. "I"mjust tired, Rudy. | don't think |I've had nore than six hours
to
nmysel f since | got back from Tokyo. If Coles isn't running us ragged, he's
got

me on downtime or he's staging hallucinacts in which I'mdying half the tine
and

| can't tell the difference between what's real and what isn't anynore. |'m
on

the verge of overload. And in answer to your question, yes, |'mgoing to get
drunk. "

" There's nothing nore tedi ous than soneone who's half Russian, half Irish,
and

all drunk," said Breck. "The last tine you were in your cups, you got up on a
tabl e and made an i nconprehensi bl e speech about the virtues of ethica
conduct .

Then you sang a little song, received a great round of applause, and passed
out

on the floor. | had to carry you home and put you to bed. | wouldn't have

m nded

so nuch if | hadn't been repri manded by Col es for not keeping a tighter rein
on

you, as if that were ny responsibility."



"A man's got to unwi nd sonehow, " | said weakly.
"Yes, unwi nd, not cease running altogether," Breck said. He pointed his index

finger at me. "lI'mwatching you this time, O Toole. The minute you start
runni ng
your sentences together, |I'mcutting off your booze."

"He doesn't do it to you, does he?"

Breck frowned. "Who doesn't do what to nme? \What are you talking about ?"
"Col es! Who el se?"

"Ah, the hallucinact training sessions, you nean." He shook his head. "No,
he's

been havi ng scan crews working round the clock, debriefing ne, trying to
prine

nmy subconsci ous so they can reconstruct that mserable mssion to Draconis 9
al |

those years ago. It's an experience | dearly wish | could forget and he's
been

making me relive it. Al he's doing to you is trying to bring you up to
speed;

somet hi ng you shoul d probably thank himfor, believe it or not. It wll

i ncrease

your 'survivability quotient,' as he puts it. Bureaucrats seemto have a

| anguage all their own, don't they? In any case, buck up. At |east you've
still

managed to retain your sanity. That puts you ahead of the gane."

"You could die playing this gane," | said. "And | sure don't feel like I'm
ahead. | feel as if I'"'mlosing touch with ny own reality." | drained the
gl ass

and ordered anot her whi skey.

"On the contrary,” Breck said. "Your own reality is the one thing you' re not
| osing touch with. Do you renenber the advice | gave you when we first met?
You

were worried about howto tell if what you were about to experience would be
real or a programmed hal lucination and | told you not to concern yourself
with

that, to treat each and every experience as if it were absolutely real
because

if you allowed yourself the luxury of doubt, your mnd would cling to that
doubt

in monents of extreme stress and that could kill you." | nodded. "I remenber.
I

didn't even know the half of it then."

"What happened in your last hallucinact?" said Breck. 'The anbi norph got ne,"
I

said, staring down at the table. "I screwed up and | died."

"But did you ever doubt that you were really about to die?"

I frowned and shook my head. "No. It seenmed so real..."

"Precisely," Breck said. "Even after repeated training sessions in
psychocybernetic conmputer simulations designed to subject your mind to
continually increased |levels of stress, you still maintained your grasp on
your

perceived reality. You stayed grounded, in other words. You did not retreat
into

denial. Even faced with what appeared to be inminent death, you continued to
i ntegrate your perceptions into your own reality, instead of allow ng your
sense

of reality to disintegrate.”

| stared at him "But don't crazy people do exactly the same thing? If what
you

perceive isn't real and you act on that, is that sanity?"

Breck smiled, "It depends on how you respond to what you perceive,'

he sai d.



"Schi zophrenics, for exanmple, tend to have conpl etely unpredictable
responses.

If you react to your sensory input in a normal manner, it doesn't matter if
your

percepti ons are based on sonmething that isn't real. The brain is essentially
a

conputer and a conputer is only as good as its input. If Coles inputs a

hal | uci nact in which you are about to die, what matters is how you react to
t hat

situation, not whether or not the situation is actually real. Because your
perceptions are all you have to go on. You night say a hallucinact bypasses
your

‘"reality circuit.' Since it's the only input you're receiving, it becones the
only reality you can respond to."

"You mean as in 'garbage in, garbage out'?" 'That's a rather peculiar way of
putting it, but in principle, it's essentially correct. Another way to | ook
at

it istothink of it as problemsolving. Al life is, after all, is a series
of

probl ems that we have to solve. A hallucinact is nmerely a nodel of the rea
thing. Both require the same probl em sol ving approach. However, if you start
to

doubt your own perceptions, questioning your input, then that becones the
equi val ent of ignoring the problem That doesn't nean it's going to go away."

"I understand that part of it," | said, "but what has me worried is that
Col es

seens intent on confusing my sense of reality. He'll send us out on a
real -life

exercise, then he'll programa hallucinact that mnicks that reality and
never

know which one it will be."

"Wl d you believe that it doesn't really matter?" ; "Now that's crazy,"
sai d.

"Not fromhis point of view, " Breck said, with a shrug. "The nost effective
way

of training someone to cope with life or death situations is to place themin
life or death situations. That's why the Asian martial arts purists always
trained with real edged weapons and why the Special Service always trains
with

live ammp. Coles is getting you accustoned to facing death. Once you becone
accustoned to it, the threat itself doesn't affect your response tine
anynor e.

It's a rather novel way to use hallucinacts. The service should probably I ook
intoit. It's certainly nore econom cal than going on maneuvers."

"But if | keep encountering life-threatening situations in hallucinacts and
waking up to find out that it was all a' psychocybernetic dream then won't

t hat

have the effect of desensitizing me to the idea of dying?"

"That seens to be the general idea," Breck said, nodding.

"But fear is a function of self-preservation.”

Breck shrugged. "I wouldn't know. Personally, 1'd rather depend on know edge
and

ability for my survival."

| couldn't argue with the man. He'd been through nore hell than |I would ever
see

and he'd survived it. But then, that was what he'd been designed to do. He was
a

hi gh- per f ormance nodel and | was strictly econony class. | wondered why Col es
bothered. A man in his position could easily recruit nore hybreeds |ike Breck
or



even ordi nary humans, who were nuch nore suited to the task than | was. Wy
nme?

It couldn't have been sinply because | knew too nmuch not to be on the inside.
I

had no illusions that my civil liberties would nmean anything to a man |ike
Coles. If he thought it would be nore cost effective to wipe nme like a slate,
he

woul dn't hesitate a nonent.

| worried away at it oh the way back to the hotel. | had stopped at the point
where | had a pleasant buzz on instead of getting drunk, and that was
fortunate,

because when | got hone, | found out | had conpany.

As | wal ked in the door, Cass Daniels canme out of my bedroom wearing ny

bl ack

silk robe and carrying two gl asses of chanpagne. She | eaned agai nst the
doorfrane and held one glass out to ne. As | took it, the robe fell open and
I

saw t hat she was wearing a sheer black Iycra bra and panties, dark stockings
and

spi ke heel s.

"Was this nore or less what you had in m nd?" she said, raising her eyebrows.
It felt as if there were sonething stuck inside nmy throat. | drained the

gl ass

in one gulp. She sipped her drink and watched nme over the rimof the gl ass.
"Cass ..." | said.

She approached ne, holding the glass in her |left hand and putting her right
hand

on nmy chest. She sniled as she started to undo ny shift. "I thought we shoul d
get better acquainted," she said huskily. "Al you really know about ne is

t hat

' mone of the scanning engineers at Gane Control .’
smled. "But | know a great deal about you."

Her |ips cane closer, her slowy noving hand dropped |lower as it stroked

She | ooked up at me and

gently

and there was sonet hing ni bbling away at the back of ny nmind, only I was

havi ng

trouble paying attention. | felt her warmbreath as her |ips brushed my cheek
and she pressed hersel f agai nst ne.

"Wait," | said. Inexplicably, | suddenly felt paranoid and backed away from
her,

trying to catch my breath.

"Why?" she said, letting the robe slip to the floor and reaching around to
unf asten her bra.

She | ooked exactly as | had i magi ned she woul d | ook without that

| oose-fitting

junpsuit. Exactly the way | had pictured her in ny mind. Only | suddenly
recal | ed her saying that she was actually sonmewhat heavi er around the m ddl e.
I

didn't see any love handles. And there was no tattoo. Perhaps she had been
joki ng, but | suddenly wondered what would happen if | called Gane Control
Wuld I find out that she was still on duty?

She suddenly threw the gl ass aside and opened her nouth in a snarl. d eamn ng
hydraulic fangs slid out of her incisors. Her skin becane iridescent and
devel oped scales. She was turning into a nightmare plucked right out of ny

m nd

Wthout thinking, I clawed for my gun and fired. The bullets passed through
enpty air where she had been an instant earlier and expl oded agai nst the wall.
And then | felt something clinmbing up ny I|eg.

The thick serpent's body with the travesty of a human feral e head coil ed
around



me and | wanted to scream but instead | jamred ny gun right into its gaping
maw

and squeezed the trigger. The back of the creature's head expl oded, and

kept

firing until the magazi ne was enpty.

| fell to the floor, trapped by the serpent coils as the creature stiffened
in

death. | hammered against its body with my enpty gun, trying to free myself.

After struggling for a few mnutes, | managed to extricate nyself fromthe
coils

and | stood over the thing, covered with its bl ood and breathing heavily.
"Al'l right, Coles, damm you," | said through clenched teeth, "this tine |
didn't

die!"

Only Coles did not respond. And the scene did not dissolve around ne and
didn't come out of it lying on a |laboratory couch at Gane Control. | was
still

in my hotel roomand there was an alien creature |lying dead on ny carpet and
I

had its blood all over ne.

I was still shaking when Breck broke down the door

TWD

The entire floor of ny hotel had been secured so fast, ny neighbors nust al
have been in shock. So far as they woul d ever know, someone had nade an

at t enpt

on ny life and I'd shot himin self-defense. They'd see the body bag bei ng
renoved, but they'd never suspect what sort of thing was actually inside it.
I

wonder ed how they'd have reacted if they had known.

"I wish you hadn't killed it," Coles said, his voice manifesting itself in ny
m nd.

"Well, now what the hell was | supposed to do?" | said out |oud, stil

feeling

badly rattled. The men sealing the body bag gl anced at me. They hadn't heard
Col es, of course, and they | ooked puzzled for a nmonent, then they figured out
what was goi ng on and wordl essly went back to their task.

"I didn't nmean that as a criticism" said Coles. "I was nerely expressing
regret

that we m ssed an opportunity to capture one of themalive. It obviously
intended to kill you and take your place. If it had succeeded and we weren't

nmoni toring you, your death would not have regi stered before the creature
coul d
assimlate your biochip and it m ght have penetrated our security. W were

very
lucky. It was a close call."

"Yes, I'mso relieved that 'we' cane out of it all right," | said.

"I want you both to report in inmrediately," Coles said. "I don't want either
of

you talking to the news nedia, so |I'm having you picked up in the | obby. Not
a
word to anyone. Understood?"

"Under st ood. "

| watched the nen carry the seal ed body bag out into the hall. "Doesn't seem
to

bother them" | said. "You'd think they bagged human- headed serpents every
day."

Breck glanced at ne. "Are you all right?"
"Yeah, 1'Il live. 1'll probably have nightmares for a while, but these days,



what's the difference? Awake or asleep, reality or hallucination, seens |ike
it's all the same damm thing."

"You nmean it isn't?" Breck said, grinning and flexing his nysteel fingers. He
had lost his real armin the service and the prosthesis had some interesting
nmodi fications built into it, such as the knife blades that sprang |ike
stilettos

out of his artificial fingers. Not to mention that the nysteel alloy itself
was

damm near indestructible. One shot with it was all it had taken to pul verize
ny

door.

"You ruined ny door with that damm thing," | said.

"Sorry. | didn't mean to knock quite so hard."

| grimaced ruefully. "I guess | should stop conpl ai ni ng about the scan crews

nmoni toring us on our own tinme. For all the damm good it did. If I hadn't shot
that creature, their nonitoring ny readouts woul dn't have hel ped ne nuch. You
woul d' ve arrived too late. No one saved ny ass this tine but ne."

Breck raised his eyebrows. "Are you quite certain of that?"

| glanced at himsharply. "What do you nean?"

"Game Control scanners registered abnornmal |evels on your readouts, resulting
in

a signal alarmthat alerted themto tune you in. | suspect that confronted
with

t he spectacl e of Cassandra Daniels in her scanties, or what you thought was
Cassandra Daniels, you reacted with predictable excitement. Add the fact that
you' d been drinking, which affects the bio signals, and the result was an

abnormal readout of some sort. The real M ss Daniels, still on duty back at
Gane

Control, thought it prudent to tune you in and check on your activities.

| magi ne

how surprised she nust have been when she tuned in and saw that you were
about

to make |l ove to her] The amnbi norph apparently plucked your current fantasy
strai ght out of your mind the noment you wal ked in. However, the significant
thing about all this is that the creature didn't pick up on the fact that you
were being nonitored, either because it couldn't or because it was too intent
on

plucking a fam liar and conpelling image fromyour nind to throw you

i medi atel y

of f guard. It suggests that anbimorphs are not infallible m nd readers. And
that's encouragi ng news."

1 was slow on the uptake. "Wait a mnute. If Cassandra tuned ne in and saw
what

was happeni ng, why didn't she contact ne?"

Breck | ooked anused. "Wat nakes you think she didn't?"

| suddenly renenbered that nagging little feeling at the back of nmy mnd,

t hat

i nsi stent, prodding sensati on which had burst into a powerful attack of
paranoia, and | realized what nmust have happened.

"She knew you were in trouble," said Breck, "and distracted by a rather
power f ul

sexual stimulus. Rather than throw you off bal ance by using voice contact,
whi ch

m ght well have caused a fatal hesitation on your part, she sinmply activated
your strongest defense response and anplified it. You did all the rest. |

t hi nk

it was an excellent judgnent call on her part. She saved your life."

| stared at him stunned. |'d been wondering why Col es bothered with someone
like nme, when he could easily have recruited nore hybreeds |ike Breck, with
superior strength, responses, and powers of concentration. The answer, of



course, was that soneone |like Breck would be a | ot harder to mani pul ate.
Br eck

was "wired differently.
Br eck

knowing it. The degree of nental discipline and control that came so easily
to

Breck was excruciating work for ne. | was getting better at it, but Breck
bei ng

a hybreed, would al ways have the edge. Consequently, Breck was a good choice
as

an operative, but a poor choice as a subject for experinentation to see how
nmuch

cybertech could do applied to ordi nary humans as behavi or nodification

| began to see that | was much nore than a covert governnent agent playing
Psychodrome professionally as a cover. | was an experinental prototype, as
wel | .

When Col es | earned where all my buttons were and how to push them he could
do

the sane thing nore easily with others-and in such a manner that they would
never be aware of it. It was as if | were the vehicle and Coles and his
peopl e

were sitting behind the wheel -1 earning how to drive.

"I see," | said softly, trying not to think about the worst nightmares of
Ceor ge

Owell. "I suppose |I'mgoing to have to thank Cass Daniels for pushing the

ri ght

button."”

Breck gave ne a wy smile. "Just make certain that it's really her this tine.'
There had been sone changes at the corporate headquarters of Psychodrone
International since Coles and his people took over. They were subtle changes
for

the npbst part, such as the security systemthat relied not only on hidden
scanners, but on human receptionists and guards plugged into the security
matrix, their senses nonitored by Security Control

To the casual observer, the | obby of the building | ooked no different than it
had before the advent of what sone of us referred to as "the change in

Col es could not tiptoe through his mnd w thout

management." (Personally,.! wasn't at all convinced that there had been a
change

in managenent. | had a sneaki ng suspicion that Coles m ght have been running
things all along. | know, paranoia. ..) Entering through the front doors from

the courtyard plaza, you cane into the cavernous atrium The centerpiece was
t he

massi ve nul tipl ex hol ocube di splay. The huge cubes were clustered like quartz
crystals, each containing constantly changi ng scenes, slices of experience
from

past interactive gane scenarios. The whol e thing was suspended over a
reflecting

pool which, depending on the time of day, was either placid or had col ored
fountains playing in it.

Beyond this garish testanent to our corporate image, there was the

i nformati on

desk, staffed by a covey of bright, young, hel pful people whose primry
function

was to be polite, cheerful, and attractive wi thout being terribly
accomuodat i ng.

If you were able to convince themthat you had | egitimte busi ness somewhere
in

the vast corporate hive, they would point you in the right direction, usually
down one of the side corridors |leading to a bank of lift tubes. However, by

t he



time you' d gotten that far, you' d already been scanned about a dozen

di fferent

ways, exam ned by both automated and human sensors.

VWhil e that charm ng young receptioni st was soothing you with her seductive
Voi ce

and perhaps even flirting with you a little, she was making direct eye

cont act

and her visual inpression was being instantaneously transmitted via her

bi ochi p

to Security Control, where conputer enhancenment of the inmage enabled a
readi ng

of your retinal pattern for identification. Your voice print was checked as
t he

receptionist listened to you speak and the scanners hidden in her desk made
certain you weren't carrying anything antisocial on your person. Mre of the
same took place inside the lift tubes, which were equi pped with conceal ed
ant i personnel weapons capabl e of tracking and zeroing in on individua
passengers and rendering them either unconscious or dead w thout harming the
person standing next to them |f necessary though, the entire tube could be
destroyed. Needless to say, all but a handful of enployees were ignorant of
t hese procedures, just as only a handful of enployees knew that there was
somet hing .nore to Psychodrone than entertainment. In other words, we were so
paranoid, we didn't even tell our own people what we were doi ng.

So far as | knew, Col es never left the upper |evels of the building. Perhaps
he

felt safer there or maybe he wanted to be right on top of things twenty-four
hours a day. Probably both. The maxi mum security floors of the building were
prohi bited to anyone who wasn't inplanted with a biochip. Everyone with

cl earance for access to those floors was now nonitored by automated scanner
banks around the clock. At the first abnormal reading, as had happened in ny
case, alarns went off and a scanning engi neer on duty tuned in inmediately.
Col es was serious. | wondered if he was serious enough to have had hinsel f
inplanted with a biochip, as well. | guessed he probably had. Fanatics like
Coles tended to be true believers in the system If it were up to him he
woul d

probably have a biochip inplanted in every infant that was born

He was waiting for us in his office on the top floor. It was all done in

bl ack.

Bl ack carpeting, black walls, black ceiling, black furniture, black fixtures
and

accessories ... it was like the inside of a wonb. | always felt slightly
disoriented in his office, alittle claustrophobic, as if | were visiting a
nol e

inits lair.

"Come in, gentlenmen," Coles said, frombehind his big black desk. "Have a
seat .

I'd like you to see sonething."

He pressed a tiny sensor panel in the console set flush with the desktop and
a

panel in the wall slid up to reveal a hol oscreen

"The footage you're about to see," said Coles, "was obtained froman

i ndependent

producer who was attenpting to sell it to the news nedia. Fortunately for us,
they didn't bite. They thought he was trying to pull a hustle with sone
speci al

effects.”

The scene flashed on abruptly, showi ng a beautiful young woman standi ng on

t he

guardrail of a span way, against the background of the m dtown towers, high
above the lower levels of the city. She was clearly about to junp. Breck and



I

both tensed as we recogni zed Stone Wnters-only we both knew that this wasn't
really Stone. It was the anbi norph that had returned to Earth with us by
assum ng her identity.

What we were watching on the screen had taken place nonments after the
creature,

still in the shape of Stone Wnters, had escaped fromthe very building we
wer e

in. Game Control had still been receiving signals fromthe biochip the
shapechanger had assinilated when it had eaten Stone and | knew what was
com ng

up next. The creature had panicked at the sight of all the vehicles bearing
down

upon it as it fled out onto the spanway and it had | eaped over the guardrail
shapechanging as it fell

W were on its trail when it happened. Gane Control had been receiving
signal s

fromthe biochip and Coles had fed the transmission directly to Breck and ne.
I

recalled the terrifying sensation of falling, followed by the feeling of

wi nged

flight, the transformation taking place so quickly that there was no
sensati on

what soever of the change. What we had experienced through the nedi um of the
bi ochip interface with the creature, we were now about to see for the first
tine.

"This was an absolute fluke," said Coles as he froze the image on the screen
"This guy was shooting a series of background scenes for an ad agency
canpai gn

and he just happened to catch this." He started the footage once again,
reversing it so that it rewound to the scene an instant before the caneraman
had

seen "Stone" up on the spanway. "All right, now here's where he spotted what
he

t hought was a worman about to conmit suicide.”

He resumed running it once nore and we saw the blurring effect as the

caner aman

qui ckly panned up to the spanway, catching "the wonman" poised on the
guardrail .

A second | ater, she junped

"Now hold on to your seats," said Coles.

The canera foll owed as "she" fell, tunbling Iike a high diver out of control
and then suddenly, incredibly, the falling figure expl oded, bursting apart
into

a flock of small birds, pinwheeling around one another and then grouping
together into a flight that went soaring out of frame as the picture tilted
crazily-

"Here's where he dropped the canera," said Coles, stopping the hol ographic
footage, and then reversing it. He ran it fromthe fall and froze the inage
at

the instant of the transformation. The process had been too fast even for a
hol ocamera to capture. One nmonent, a falling woman. The next, a human figure
expl oding into birds.

"My God," | whispered.

"Amazing," said Breck, staring at the screen. "So that was how it seened to
achieve the inmpossible and alter its mass. It never altered its mass at all
it

sinmply rearranged it by separating into discrete entities, |linked by one
intelligence! | never dreaned that they could do that!"

"What about the people who saw this?" | said. "What about the caneraman? How



did

you intend to keep them quiet?"

Col es shrugged. "I have no intention of trying to keep them quiet. They can
tal k

about it all they please. They' re even wel cone to tal k about how we seized
their

footage. The news nedi a have already decided it's a Psychodrome publicity
stunt."”

"But what if sonebody believes thenP"

"Peopl e believe all sorts of irrational things," said Coles. "They see

ghost s,

they speak with Jesus Christ, they westle with the devil, they're kidnapped
by

little green nen in flying saucers . . . Aliens wal king among us is hardly
somet hing new. | doubt even the sensational press would find it very

interesting. On the other hand, our xenobiologists find this utterly
fascinating. The fact that the anbi norphs can do this seens to support the
theory that they reproduce asexually, by fission."

"You nmean mitosis?" Breck said.

Col es shook his head. "I don't know |'mwary of sticking a convenient |abe
on

it until we know for sure exactly what it is they do and how they do it. It
could be a formof cell division we've never even seen before. Qur people
believe it's possible that what we're dealing with here is not a species of
i ndi vi dual creatures, but that each anbinorph is a sort of 'colony.' As you
said, Breck, discrete entities |linked by a cormon intelligence. But also

l'i nked,

apparently, by sonmething nmore than that, something |ike a comon nervous
system

possi bly based on enzymes or even sonething on a particle |evel

m cro- ol ecul ar. A dead anbi mor ph becones fixed, rather |ike water freezing
into

a solid block of ice. The cells, | guess you'd call them aren't conpletely
i ndependent. They can sustain a certain anmount of damage, but past sone
poi nt,

trauma becones irreversible. W know they can be killed. Wat we didn't know
is

that we could be dealing with interdependent, symbiotic communities of
creatures

t hat behave together in an individual manner."

"You nmean like a hive?" | said.

Col es raised his eyebrows. "Perhaps. That's an interesting way of putting it.
O

course, we won't know any of this for certain until we can manage to get our
hands on a |ive anbi morph. Wiich brings nme to the nain reason why | sent for
you. Have either of you ever heard of a place called Purgatory?"

Purgatory.

Just the nention of the name was enough to make nmy stonmach start contracting.
I

had once spent three nonths on Purgatory while | was a supply sergeant on a
service freighter and those three nmonths had been three of the nbst m serable
months |'d ever spent anywhere, including the Gnza Strip, Junktown, and that
bug-i nfested swanp of a planet where | received ny baptismof fire as a

psycho,

fighting with a brigade of corporate nercenaries.

I'd heard of a place called Purgatory, all right. I was twenty years old and
t he

barge we charitably referred to as a "ship" had linped into port at Purgatory
Station, where our chief engineer finally conceded that it would take nore
t han



a crescent wench and sonme electrician's tape to effect repairs. What it took
was an overhaul of the drive system which tied up engineering for about
three

weeks, and debugging a small glitch somewhere in the navigational conputer
which only took a little over two nonths. Those of us who were not in

engi neering or systens nmai ntenance had nothing to do except m ckey nouse
make-work and we'd al ready been doing that for nmonths. So the skipper decided
to

break down and give us shore | eave on the planet surface.

Five of us never nade it back

W never did find out what happened to them They had been drinking-there
wasn' t

much el se to do on Purgatory-and they had taken a jet-powered desert sled out
beyond the confines of the mlitary ground base. They had been careeni ng
around

t he desert, shooting up the bl eeding cactus, when they ran out of fuel. A
sear ch

party fromthe ground base nmade several flyovers and they finally |ocated
their

desert sled, but there was no sign of our nen. No one seemed surprised.

Their bodi es were never recovered. Possibly because there were no bodies to
recover. They mi ght have encountered one of several predatory species who
lived

out on the high desert plains. They m ght have di ed of exposure and been
recycled by the efficient little scavengers of Purgatory, who wasted not hing,
not even the bones. O they m ght have been taken by the natives, nomadic
tribes

whose life in the high country was so harsh that they could al ways use an
extra

hand or two. Having found the abandoned sl ed and no sign of our nen within a
fifty-mle radius, the ground-base commander had sinmply shrugged and said,
"Forget it."

Qur skipper gave us a choice. Go back up to the orbital station and our ship
or

remain confined to the ground base.

The ground-base commander didn't nuch care what we did. As far as he was
concerned, if we were stupid enough to go out into the desert and get |ost,

t hat

was our own | ookout. He had other things to worry about, such as the fact

t hat

it |ooked as if he was never going to get his transfer. So he did a | ot of
dri nki ng.

I wound up doing a great deal of it with him watching my crewmates, one by
one,

succunmb to the endl ess heat and drudgery and take the shuttle back up to the
ship rather than go bugfuck. | was determ ned to nake the nost of ny
groundsi de

liberty as long as we were there, because | knew it would be a long tine

bef ore

| got ny feet on solid ground again, but a choice between staying aboard ship
or

ground liberty on Purgatory was |ike a choice between a killer mgraine or an
infection of the urinary tract.

| couldn't imagine why in God's nanme Col es would send us to a place |ike
Purgatory. There was nothing there except for a fewrefineries and a toxic
wast e

dunp or two. However, as | learned fromColes, it seened that Purgatory had
experienced some growth in recent years and the high pay scal es and harsh
conditions had nade it a natural recruiting ground for the Draconis Conbine.
After a few years spent on Purgatory, workers had nore than enough cash to



st ake

t hensel ves to a crystal hunter's ganble in the Conbine's Fire Islands

habi tats

and they were desperate for a thrill. Al too many of them wound up getting
nor e

thrills than they had bargai ned for.

The Conbi ne operated frequent flights between Purgatory and the Fire Islands.
The Draconi s Combi ne was not above "selling contracts"-a polite euphem sm for
i ndentured servitude. There was always a need for |aborers on Purgatory and

t he

Conbine liked to maintain a decent turnover in the habitats. It was all too
easy

to get suckered in by dreans of easy noney and adventure in the Fire Islands.
Once you got there, you might decide that a crystal hunter's life was far too
violent for you and then you wanted out. That was when you fell prey to the
human sharks who inhabited the Islands. If you were |lucky, you got out on a
turnaround. If you weren't, you found out what slavery was all about. If you
were | ucky, you were "turned around"” and had your contract sol d-nost likely
to

one of the companies on Purgatory. It was a vicious cycle that trapped a | ot
of

peopl e. There was virtually no escape. Once the value of your contract and

t he

frei ght had been worked off, you were then free to go anywhere you liked.
However, first it would be necessary to save up for the fare, and nmeanwhile,
you

had to eat, so you signed another contract

It was a profitable systemfor the Conbine for many years, but the Fire

I sl ands

habi tats were under quarantine now. Am bi nor phs who had broken the quarantine
woul d have been nore likely to wind up on Purgatory than anypl ace el se. From
t here, given enough noney, they could have gone al nost anywhere. However, it
seened that some of them had stayed.

There had been an expl osion at one of the refineries. A huge cracking tower
had

been denolished and the fire had damaged rmuch of the plant before it was

br ought

under control. It had been no accident. Explosive charges had been
strategically

pl aced, and just before the tower had bl own, a plant foreman had ordered
everyone away fromthe site. They later found him bound and gagged in a

st orage

closet. He swore that he had been struck from behind and that he had conme to
i nside the closet, where he had been unsuccessfully struggling to escape his
bonds for hours. And despite eyewitness testinony that he was the one who had
war ned everyone out of the area, the foreman deni ed havi ng done any such

t hi ng,

i nsisting that someone was trying to frame him

It looked like it was tinme to play another "gane."

The pl ayermaster Col es had assigned to run the operation was our old friend
Tol li ver Mondago. Coles had far too nmany irons in the fire to personally run
field agents on a m ssion. Mondago woul d nake sure that Col es was kept

i nf or ned.

Personally, | didn't know who was worse, Coles or Mndago. Mndago had a | ot
to

answer for. That crazy old man had alnost killed us last tinme. |I often
wor ri ed

about telling the difference between reality and progranmmred hal |l uci nati on, but
I
wasn't sure Mondago knew there was a difference. And Col es would only part



with

so nmuch information-as usual, the operative termwas "need-to-know "
Personally, | needed to know a lot nore than | was being told. | didn't know
i f

Coles was playing it by ear or just close to the vest. Probably both. |
didn't

know i f Mondago knew nore than he was willing to tell us or if he, too, was
bei ng made to function purely on a need-to-know basis. Again, probably both.
For

that matter, | didn't even know if this was going to be a real mnission or
nerely

anot her el aborate hal |l uci nact the hone audi ence would share with ne. It was a
hell of a way to train agents and run a covert operation-with |live coverage
on

mass medi a entertai nment channel s.

The audi ence would be sitting at home, plugged into their psy-fi sets,
vicariously participating in what they thought was an interactive fantasy
adventure gane. Only it would be for real -appropriately edited, of course.
And

as they plugged in and watched and heard and snelled and felt, Coles would
undoubtedly be plugging in to themat the sane tinme, feeding them sublimnna
programs and propping themfor future use as they enjoyed their

entertai nnent.

He' d be | earning how to push their buttons. It was the new ecol ogy. Eat or be
eaten, beat or be beaten. Use or be useless.

| came out of downtime as the ship nade its approach to Purgatory Station. |
didn't renmenber going down. And | had no idea how |long | had been down. The
| ast

thing I remenbered was sitting in a confortable black |eather chair in
Coles's

black, dimy lit office. Someone flicked a switch and turned ne off and now
was conming out of it trillions of miles away.

There were no viewports in the supercargo conpartnents Breck and | were
traveling in, tiny individual passenger cubicles not rmuch | arger than the

i nsi de

of a coffin, but I was able to see Purgatory Station by turning on the small
nmoni tor screen built into the bul khead. There wasn't enough roomin the
conpartnent to sit up, so | turned over on ny side and propped ny head up on
ny

el bow, watching the tiny screen as we nmade our docki ng approach

There wasn't nmuch to see. Purgatory Station was a small island habitat, a
sphere

about one nmile in diameter with external radiators at its poles that renoved
heat fromthe interior of the station and solar mrrors that directed
sunl i ght

i nside through wi ndows near the rotational axis. Like nmpbst such stations, it
was

equi pped with tachyon drive. It had functioned as a starship until it reached
its destination and then it becane a permanent orbital habitat. |If necessary,
it

could becone a starship once again, but |eaving orbit would nean | eaving
behi nd

the various smaller work stations and cylinders that had been constructed
around

it over tine and linked to it with skyhooks. There were a | ot nmore of them

t han

when | had been here as a young noncomin the supply corps, berthed aboard a
freighter we used to call "The Sl op Bucket."

Qur pilot then wasn't rmuch better than our pilot now Docking was
acconpl i shed



with all the dexterity of a drunk trying to thread a needle, but we

eventual |y

made it and | ocked on. W left the ship and transferred to a shuttle that
woul d

take us to the planet surface. The cargo would follow later, in severa

shifts,

and anyone who had brought a | ot of |uggage would have a long wait until they
could collect it at the ground-base spaceport termnal. Fortunately, Breck and
I

were traveling |ight.

As we made our descent to Purgatory, | saw that nothing had really changed.
I't

was still a wild, desolate world of | ow nountains and hi gh plains which

| evel ed

off toward the equator into vast deserts that seened to go on forever. There
were a coupl e of oceans on Purgatory, nuch smaller than those on Earth, and
there were a few | akes nestled in mountain valleys. Soneday, there would
probably be cities, but for the present, there was nothing here except for a
nunber of sprawing refineries and industrial plants that were the sole
reason

for human presence on the planet.

You coul d make a flyover of the barren plains and see nmiles upon mles of
not hi ng and then, suddenly, you'd see giant islands of metal rising up out of
the ground like surreal scul ptures, surmounted by dense cl ouds of pollution
The

unm st akabl e footprints of man. Havi ng al nost poi soned our own world beyond
recovery, we were now dunpi ng our waste into other people's yards.

There had been a |l ot of construction since | had spent three |onely,
maddeni ng

nmont hs here all those years ago. Snall devel opments had grown up around the
pl ants, scatterings of clustered workers' housing all |ooking absolutely

i dentical, interconnected by plastic tubeways. The shuttle | anded and we

di senbarked. | was inmmediately struck by a blast of desert heat and the
stench

of pollution.

Breck sniffed the air and grimced. "Travel halfway across the universe," he
said, "and you arrive at a place that snells just |ike New Jersey."

We hurried across the tarmac and into the air-conditioned cool ness of the
termnal. W were supposed to neet a man named G over Higgins. | imagined
some

corporate type stanped out with a cookie cutter, glib and superficial, a PR
man

with red eyes and ruptured capillaries in his nose fromtoo much drinking.
Soneone who had suffered a long fall fromthe clinmb up the corporate | adder
and

was stuck out in the mddle of nowhere, desperate to make good and get out.
Grover Hggins turned out to be not at all what | expected

The man who greeted us as we cane into the termnal was in his late forties,
about five-ten and a well-built hundred and eighty pounds, with thick, dark
brown hair and sl eepy, deeply set brown eyes. He was darkly tanned and his
hai r

was streaked from sun bleaching. H's skin had the weathered | ook of a nman who
had spent a great deal of time outdoors. He had a slow and easy dinpled snile
and a rel axed, informal way about him He was dressed in |ightweight khakis
and

wel | -worn | eat her boots.

"M. Beck, M. O Toole? |I'm Gover Higgins." H's hands were callused and his
handshake very firm The hands of a real working man, not an office
butt on- pusher. "Hope the flight out wasn't too bad," he said. "That all you
brought with you?"



"Yes, just our hand |uggage," Breck said.

"I find it's always best to travel light, nyself," he said. "How about a bite
to

eat and a drink or two or three?"

"Sounds fine to ne," | said.

He led us to a little cart and beckoned us in. "Hop aboard."

He sat behind the tiller and the cart whispered off quickly across the

t erm nal

headi ng toward a tubeway. The tinted plastic cut out the sun's glare and the
cool air inside the tube was a marked contrast to the heat outside. The tube
ran

fromthe ternminal toward the plant, with several branching off points al ong

t he

way, where the tube corridors radiated out fromtraffic circles like spokes
from

a wheel. Qther open carts zipped by us, but we didn't see a single
pedestri an.

Apparently, the people on Purgatory didn't walk any nore than they had to and
they spent nost of their time insulated fromthe outside environnment, which
made

mMe even nore curious about Higgins with his outdoorsy |ook. He didn't seemto
fit in.

"We'|| be eating at ny place if it's all right with you,'
we

don't have any bars or restaurants, but | think | can prom se you better food
than that. I'ma pretty decent cook."

"I hope you won't go to any trouble on our account, M. H ggins," said Breck
"It's no trouble. | like to cook and | thought you might prefer a quiet place
to

eat and talk a bit. Qur bars tend to be a little on the rowdy side and you
bei ng

celebrities, | thought you might not want to attract a crowd right off."
"That's very thoughtful of you," Breck said.

"Like | said, no trouble at all."

The cart swung around and shot off down another branch of the tubeway,
headi ng

toward a cluster of residential buildings nestled in a slight depression. He
parked the cart at the end of the tubeway and we went into the village.

It was designed as a residence mall, with all the individual dwellings
clustered

toget her into one huge, multileveled structure. The entire vill age was seal ed
off fromthe outside. The climate control systens kept the temperature inside
quite cool, as if in overconpensation agai nst the heat outside. The corridor
opened out onto large wide, nultilevel ed wal kways with tinted skylights
overhead. The interior of the mall was generously | andscaped and heavily

pl ant ed

with trees, vines, flowers and shrubs, sweet-snelling herbs and nosses, rock
gardens and artificial streams and waterfalls.

"Looks like a damm rain forest, doesn't it?" said Hi ggins.

"It"'s like living in a terrarium | try not to spend a lot of time here."

As | wondered where he spent nost of his tine, he led us up to a door and
opened

it by placing his pal magainst the sensor pad. As we entered, he called out
to

someone in a |language | had never heard before.

The wonman who canme out to greet us was dressed in a knee-length khaki skirt,
a

plain white cotton bl ouse, and knee-hi gh, soft |eather boots. Her hair was

t hi ck

and dark, alnost |like a horse's mane, naturally streaked with gray and sil ver

' he said. "Not that



hi ghl i ghts. Her skin was the color of coffee with a lot of creamin it, a

l'i ght

caranel shade, and her eyes were golden. She nobved with a sinuous grace that
made ne think of a |large predatory cat-a mountain |ion

"This is ny wife, Tyla," Hi ggins said. "She's tribal."

.. Wi ch nmeant, of course, that she wasn't human.

THREE

That "God made man in H's own i mage" was a conceit we've had for a long tine,
despite the inprecision of the statenent. Man was a varied speci es-sone of us
were bl ack and sone were white; sone were brown, some were red, and sone were
yel l ow; some of us had sharp features, some had flat and broad ones; sone
eyes

were sl anted, sone were round, some al nond-shaped . . . Precisely which of

t he

many i mages of Man was God' s?

That ol d debate was conplicated further the first tinme we encountered races

t hat

weren't human, but that |ooked disturbingly famliar. It sure did upset a |ot
of

folks. It disappointed all those people who had clung to the notion that
humanity was unique in the universe. And it provided nuch fuel for

t heol ogi cal

debate, as well as for sone arguments that weren't exactly theol ogical, such
as

the old chestnut about how we were "planted" on Earth by sone
extraterrestrial

superrace of ancient astronauts who had apparently wandered around the

uni ver se,

scattering people like cosm c Johnny Appl eseeds. O course, what nakes old
debates old is that they never really get resolved. The discovery of
intelligent

races on other worlds didn't change anything as far as that was concerned.

W did what we usually do when we encounter strangers. W acted like a bunch
of

busybodi es, sendi ng out anbassadors and nissionaries, foll owed by enbassies
and

mlitary bases and settlenments and fast-food outlets. Sonetinmes we were

wel cone,

sometines we weren't. Either way, the arguments continued. Personally, 1've
never bothered with the truly weighty questions. I'ma fairly sinple guy and
I've always tried to stick to issues | coul d understand.

When it comes to Truth-with-a-capital-T, | don't really know, you see
However ,

I do know the difference between faith and knowl edge and after where |'ve
been

and what |'ve done, | don't take anything on faith. |I figure that since |'ve
got

consi der abl e doubt about the issue in ny mind, then if there is a God, that
nmust

have been the way He nade ne. |'m neither prejudiced nor insecure. For all
know, maybe CGod did nmake us in His own inage, but that doesn't necessarily
nean

the image referred to is physical. Virtually all of the humanoid races we'd
encountered had sone sort of spiritual nythos, a sensibility beyond the
rudel y

physical. Call it God if it makes you confortable, call it Nature or call it
Bei ng, any way you look at it, we all came fromthe sane ingredients. On
Earth

al one, there were so many of us who were different in so many ways, yet
roughly



simlar in essence, that perhaps we shouldn't have been surprised to find the
same basic design occurring el sewhere under simlar conditions.

There was no question that Tyla wasn't hunman, but on the other hand, she

| ooked

a lot nmore human than some people | have known-sone cyberpunks, for instance.
Her fingers had short, catlike claws, though they were retracted when she
shook

our hands; her canine teeth were long and sharp, bringing to nmnd the i nage of
a

vanmpire; and her grip was very strong. Her hair was thick and coarse, yet
beautiful in a savage way. She | ooked |ike sone surrealist's inpression of an
Apache. The nost striking things about her were the tawny col or of her skin
and

t hose incredible gol den eyes. There was an ot herworldly beauty about her,

whi ch

seened a ridicul ously obvious observation, since she was otherworldly and we
were the aliens here, but no other expression would suffice.

She shook hands with me first, very fornmally and correctly, as if it were
somet hi ng she had | earned recently, and she was puzzled for a nonment when

Br eck

of fered her his gloved right hand. She took it and frowned, glancing at him
uncertainly as she felt the hard, smooth nysteel inside the glove instead of
fl esh. Confused, she glanced at Hi ggins.

"I"'msorry," Breck said, removing his glove.

Tyl a gasped and took his netal hand in both of hers, looking at it with
wonder .

"You'll have to excuse her," Higgins said, alittle awkwardly. "She's never
seen
a prosthesis before.” He spoke to her briefly in her native tongue, a

rol l'ing,

lilting, musical-sounding series of quick, short syllables. She glanced up at
Breck and reluctantly released his artificial hand.

"Please tell her it's all right," Breck said. "I'mnot sensitive about it. I
don't mind if she examnes it."

H ggi ns spoke to her again and she glanced fromhimto Breck, then back to
Breck's artificial hand.

"It's all right," Breck said, holding it out for her to inspect.

She touched it and gently ran her fingers over it, fascinated by its cool
pol i shed snoot hness. She felt his wist and then his forearm glancing up at
hi m

with alarmas she realized that the entire armwas nade of nysteel. Then she
turned his hand over and stared raptly at the articulated nmetal, the conpl ex
apertures built into the palm the strange slits in the tips of the fingers

she frowned and | ooked up at hi m questioningly.

"Watch," said Breck, taking his hand away and holding it up in front of him
fingers extended stiffly. In rapid succession, the six-inch gl ean ng nystee
bl ades shot out of his fingertips with sharp pneumatic sounds and | ocked into
pl ace.

Her eyes grew very wi de. She | ooked down at her own hand, exposed her own

cl aws,

t hen | ooked back up at Breck's considerably nore | ethal ones. Wth a smle,
Breck retracted his blades in quick succession. They vani shed up into his
forearm allowing himto flex his fingers once again. She turned to Higgins
and

| aunched into a brief torrent of her native speech, rem niscent of the
[ilting,

si ngsong cadence of Mandarin mxed with the quickness of Japanese and the

si bilant and hard consonants of a Senmitic dialect. Higgins answered her in
ki nd



and she turned back to Breck, staring at himintently, searching his face as
if

seeki ng some sort of explanation there.

"Uh, | told her you were froma tribe of great warriors," Hi ggins said, "and
that you were injured in a battle and had your flesh and bl ood hand repl aced
with one that was a weapon, so that you could continue being a warrior." He

added, sonewhat apologetically, "I couldn't really explain about hybreed
conmandos. | had to put it in terms she could relate to. It was the best |
coul d

do."

"And perfectly appropriate,” said Breck, with a smile.

Tyl a spoke briefly to Breck and Higgins stiffened slightly and was about to
say

something to her, but Breck caught it and quickly asked hi mwhat she said
before

H ggi ns coul d speak

"She asked a question we would normally consider in poor taste," said

H ggi ns.

Breck gave hima pronpting | ook. Higgins |ooked slightly ill at ease. |
suddenl y

had the insight that she wasn't the reason he was unconfortable, we were.

" She

doesn't mean to be rude,"” he said. "It's just that her people tend to be very
direct. She, uh, wanted to know what happened to the other great warrior, the
one who took your arm™

Breck suppressed a smile. "Tell her | took ny arm back from hi mand beat him
to

death with it. It isn't literally true, of course, but it's true enough in

t he

nmet aphori cal sense. | exacted my pound of flesh, if you'll forgive the pun."
H ggins stared at Breck for a nonent, then turned to his wife and transl at ed.
Tyla's eyes grew wi de again and she | ooked at Breck with new respect.

D nner was excellent, nade from Earth vegetabl es grown i n hydroponic

greenhouses. There was some neat, as well, which Higgins served with a

di scl ai ner, saying he didn't knowif we ate neat or not, but if we did, we

m ght

be curious to try sone |ocal gane.

It certainly snelled ganey. | tried a small piece; as did Breck. It was tough
and slightly salty, of a consistency not unlike beef jerky. The flavor wasn't
all that bad, despite the snell. It wasn't venison or beefsteak, but it was

passable fare if you didn't mnd chewing relentlessly.
"Interesting flavor," Breck said. "Wat exactly is it?"
"Sort of a cross between a wild boar and a rodent," said Higgins. "It's

hunt ed

by the native tribes. It's a staple in their diet."

"Your wife isn't eating with us?" | said.

"Tribal wonen don't eat with their nmen," said Hi ggins.

| raised nmy eyebrows. "Well, just because they treat their wonen as
second- cl ass

citizens, doesn't nean we have to," | said. "Can't we ask her to join us?"

H ggins smled. "I'"mafraid you m sunderstood. It isn't a matter of her being
a

'second-class citizen,' as you put it. It's the other way around. The tribes
of

Purgatory are matriarchal. Besides, they never cook their food. They eat it
freshly killed. Tyla is as offended at the idea of roasting neat as you m ght
be

at the sight of her tearing at her kill, with blood running down her chin."
"Ch," | said, feeling alittle foolish. "I see."

"Have many of the people here married natives?" Breck said.



"No, I'mthe only one," said Hi ggins, "which nmakes me a bit of an outsider
The

tribes tend to keep their distance, you see. We're quite a puzzle to them
They

don't understand why we want to wall ourselves off fromthe environment-or at
| east they didn't until they started seeing what we're doing to it. The
peopl e

here call them Nomads. That's when they're not calling them something worse.
There's not nuch contact between humans and natives. A lot of the people here
think they're little nore than animals, primates of a sort. They couldn't be
nmore wrong, but they're not interested in listening to me. |I'mjust the token
treehugger around here. Corporate environnental counsel or and xenobi ol ogi st.
Most of themthink I'mcrazy. Sone of themwon't even talk to ne. After all
it's ny job to make life difficult for them" He grimaced wyly. "A job

wi t hout

much point, actually. It's like pissing in the wind. | keep submtting ny
reports and recommendati ons and t hey keep doing everything they can to ignore
them But, hey, |'mhere! That proves their corporate concern for an alien

envi ronment . "

"I take it you spend a great deal of your tine with the natives," Breck said.
"Well, | find there's a lot to be said for their way of life. And | find them
fascinating. | have to work here, but | try to spend tine with Tyla's tribe
whenever | can. Tyla very rarely cones here. She cane this time as a favor to
me, because you were com ng."

"You mean you live apart, you here and Tyla with her tribe?" | said.

"Much of the tine we live apart, yes. But Tyla has ot her husbands. Sixteen

to

be exact, not counting ne."

"You' re one of seventeen husbands?" | said.

"Their females give birth in litters and there are usually nore mal es anong

t he

of fspring than fenal es,"’
as

| arge as theirs woul d cause probl ens, but the Nonads have a very
accommodat i ng

bi ol ogy. Their fermales are fertile virtually all the time, whereas the nal es
have cycles. And since these periods occur at different tines, depending on
t he

mal e' s stage of devel opment, the females normally bond with a nunber of

mal es,

usual ly of different ages."

Hi ggi ns expl ained. "In a human society, an inbal ance

"You nmean the fenmales rotate their males?" | said.
"Well, not exactly, though |I suppose you could look at it that way. A female
could be mating with several different nales sinultaneously . . . well, not

actually at the same tine, but during the sane cycle, especially if she is of
high rank in the tribe. However, this doesn't seemto cause any troubl e anong

the males. | suspect it's because it takes far nore stani na than any one nale
has to keep a fenale satisfied."
"You nmean she ..." | cleared ny throat. "That is, they . . . the females

wear the mml es out?"

"Well, 1've only mated with Tyla once and it alnost crippled nme," Higgins
sai d
matter-of-factly, as only a scientist could. "I still have the scars. Since

then, as a matter of self-preservation, our relationship has been essentially
pl atonic."

The ensuing silence fell |ike an anvil
"Excuse me," Hi ggins said apologetically. "I didn't mean to be tactless or
crude. | tend to be socially awkward on occasion. Tyla's people are a great

deal



nore direct than we are and | sonetimes find it difficult to switch nodes.
You

see, ny marriage to Tyla isn't quite the same thing as a human marri age,

whi ch

is not to say that | regard it as anything less. But it's a different sort of
rel ati onshi p.

"By our human standards, I'mnot legally married to Tyla, since it was a
triba

marriage. And in any case, there's certainly been no | egal precedent. The
situation poses an ideal opportunity to observe at close hand the custons and
lifeway of an alien species. If | weren't an ethical nan, then once | was

finished with ny studies, | could easily | eave and not feel in any way bound
by

the tribal ceremony. However, | recognize that while their marriage custons
are

different fromours, they don't take them any |ess seriously than we do.
coul d

even argue that they take their formof marriage a great deal nore seriously
than we take ours, since they bond for life. They'd never understand the
concept

of divorce. But while mating is an inportant part of their bonding, it's by
no

nmeans an inperative

"For instance, Tyla's nother is still in the prinme of life, yet three of her
husbands are well past their prine. The cycle doesn't cone upon them anynore.
One of themis very old, indeed, the senior husband of another narriage whose
matri arch had died. Death of the wife releases a nmale for remarriage, but in
this case, the male was extrenely old, no | onger capable of reproduction and
only mnimally capable of sharing in the workload. Tyla's nother married him
nevert hel ess, adopting him in a manner of speaking, into her marriage.

Rat her

like bringing an orphan into the famly

"You see," he continued, "in a sense, the matriarchal structure of the tribes
pl aces every female in a marriage in the role of both wife and nother to her
husbands. Wich is not to say that the husbands are necessarily subservient.
Once you' ve seen a Nomad male, | don't think you could conme to that
concl usi on.

The wife is not an autocrat. She's treated with the respect and veneration we
m ght give an elder, the founder of the fam ly- even though she very often is
not the senior in chronological ternms. She's the famly arbiter. The children
are all held in common within a marriage, sharing all the husbands as

fat hers.

Femal e children within the narriage have a certain share in their nother's
ranki ng."

H ggins grinned. "Inmagine what it's like to court a young woman with six
fiercely protective older brothers and you m ght have some idea of what it
neans

to become involved with a Nonad female, only she m ght have a dozen or nore
fiercely protective brothers and as nmany fathers. The fermale has the fina

say

inthe mtter-the nother rarely interferes-but if the males in the famly are
al | against you, the odds of your being accepted into the marriage are
extrenely

small. In fact, if their disapproval is strong enough, you may not even
survive."

"So, apparently, you made a good inpression on the relatives,"'
smling and sipping his w ne.

"Well, nore specifically, | made a good inpression on the tribal matriarch
Tyla's grandnother. The marriage was really her idea, though Tyl a vol unteered
for it."

sai d Breck,



"I don't follow," | said. "You nean your marriage to Tyla was . . . what
woul d

you call it, arranged? | thought you said the senior females didn't
interfere.”

"Normal ly, they don't, but in this case, it was different. | had established
a

rapport with the tribe over a period of tine and Dyla, the tribal matriarch
called all the females in the tribe together and asked if any of them would
be

willing to accept me into marriage. And it was very much a request, not an
order. Tyla volunteered."
He grinned. "I've always wondered if she was the only one, but she won't tel

me. W both treat the marriage seriously, but we obviously didn't nmarry for

| ove. We have respect and affection for each other, but even as |'m observing
them they're observing nme. They' ve always kept their distance from humans
before, but nowit seenms they want to learn a little nore about us."
"Because they're starting to perceive humans as a threat?" | said.

"Partly," Higgins replied, "but there's another reason, which bears directly
on

your comng here. Their gods have started appearing to themin physica

mani festations, directing themto increase their contact with humans and

| earn

nore about us."

"Their gods?" said Breck

"The Nonads have a very spiritual relationship with their environnent," said
H ggins. "They worship nature spirits. To put it in our terns, they believe
t hat

each element in nature has a spirit or a soul-plants, animals, mnerals

Wl |, there have been reports circulating throughout the tribes of nature
spirits mani festing thenselves to tribal matriarchs. Animals suddenly

st andi ng

upri ght and transform ng thensel ves into the aspect of people-tribal people,
that is-speaking to themin their own | anguage and then changi ng back again
before their eyes."

Breck and | exchanged gl ances.

"The tribes believe each living thing is possessed of a spirit," Hi ggins
continued, "and they extend that definition to things we would ordinarily
consi der inanimate, such as rocks, water, nist, and the ground itself. To

t hem

everything in nature is inmbued with "spirit force.' Their rituals reflect
this

sort of anthroponorphism However, while they believe that one is capabl e of
conmuning with the elenments, there is no basis in their spiritual nythos for
a

literal communi on, where the spirit forces actually start talking back to

t hem

Nor is there any basis in their folklore for mani festati ons such as |'ve been
hearing about. And it's not in their nature to lie or exaggerate. |'d already
started having sone suspicions and the recent sabotage at the refinery seens
to

confirmthem"

He paused, watching us carefully for a reaction. "I think the quarantine of
Draconis 9 has been broken. | believe there are anbi norphs on Purgatory.

Whi ch

means there could be am bi norphs on the col ony worlds, as well. Perhaps even
on

Earth."

Nei t her Breck nor | said anything.
H ggins refilled our wine glasses, then poured hinself another glass, as
wel | .



"So ... | made ny reports through the necessary channels, and forwarded

copi es

to the corporate headquarters and Bureau of Extraterrestrial Resource
Managenent, discreetly voicing nmy suspicions, and | was told that |1'd becone
a

ravi ng paranoid, that |'ve been spending far too rmuch tine out in the

wi | der ness

with the tribes, that |'ve gone native and started to | ose touch with

reality,
and that what | really needed was a |l ong rest. Perhaps even to be relieved of
ny

post here and sent back home to recuperate.”

He sipped his wi ne and watched us over the rimof his glass. "Only | wasn't
relieved, as you can see," he continued, after a brief pause. "In spite of
what

seened to me to be a disproportionately strong reaction to ny reports.

| nst ead,

| received notification of acknow edgment concerning nmy reports and
assurances

that they were being carefully reviewed. Now, ordinarily, | mght have been
inclined to consider this sort of reaction placatory, except for the fact

t hat

it was so out of synch with the initial response. And then suddenly | was
notified that my reports had been classified ' Top Secret,' and | was to

di scuss

themwi th no one. | was also inforned that |I'd be contacted and that | should
stand by for further instructions. All this in a nmlitary courier pouch
classified, for my eyes only, destroy when read."

He set down the wi ne glass and gave us a level stare. "And who should turn up
but a couple of Psychodronme stars, of all things. Not quite what | expected.
Yet

one of themis an SS hybreed, a former senior officer with a distinguished
mlitary record."” He glanced fromBreck to ne. "And you're a forner

servi cenan,

as well. Merely an interesting coinci dence, perhaps?"

He | eaned back in his chair and folded his arnms. "So where exactly do we
stand

here, gentl enmen? Has sonmebody deci ded to incorporate ny so-called paranoid
delusion into an escapi st fantasy gane scenario or is it all sone sort of
subterfuge? Are we playing a gane here? |Is that what this is?"

"Even if it was, we'd probably tell you it wasn't," said Breck. "After all

i f

this was nerely a gane, a Psychodronme fantasy adventure, then part of our job
woul d be to make it appear as realistic as possible for the benefit of our
home

audi ence.
you

put it, and we were actually dealing with reality here, then we'd probably
want

to make it seemas if it were nothing but a gane, because we wouldn't want to
pani c everyone, would we? You see, any answer | gave you woul d be suspect."

H ggins sat silent for a nmonent, rubbing his chin. "Are you telling ne that
Psychodrome is actually going to broadcast all this as a gane scenario? Is

t hat

what you're sayi ng?"

"We could be live on the psy-fi channels at this very nonment," Breck said.
"Whi ch doesn't nean that we're not taking you seriously. You did receive your
orders in a mlitary courier pouch, didn't you?"

H ggi ns shook his head, frowning. "I don't understand. You nean the gane
scenario is just a cover? How can you possibly hope to keep sonething like

He shrugged. "On the other hand, if this was a 'subterfuge,' as



this

a secret, especially if you're incorporating it into a psych-fidelity

br oadcast ?

Do you seriously expect to convince people that none of this is really
happeni ng? That's crazy!"

"Perhaps," said Breck, "but there's a certain logic to this particular form
of

insanity. You see, people are to a large extent conditioned by what they
experience through psy-fi. They often tend to confuse it with reality. You
have

no i dea how many tinmes peopl e have approached nme, strangers acting as if we
wer e

old conrades in arms, clapping ne on the back and wanting to rem nisce about
some adventure we had shared. O course, they never actually shared any
adventures with me, but they 'experienced it with me through psy-fi. It
seened

real to them not only because the feelings they experienced-al beit
passi vel y-were real, but because they wanted it to seemreal. And they really
di d experience ny feelings and perceptions vicariously. They're reacting
based

on those vicariously shared feelings and perceptions and it's part of my job
as

a psycho to play along. Yes, | tell them as if they really were old conrades
in

arms, certainly | renenber, wasn't it something? Didn't we have a hell of a
time?"

"But this is no gane," protested Higgins. "This is really happening."

"Al'l the adventures we psychos have really do happen," Breck said, with a

sl i ght

snmle. "Except for the hallucinacts, of course. However, we always treat

t hose

as if they were actually happening too, because we usually don't have any way
of

knowing if they're really happening or not. So if it's real to us, it seens
real

to the hone audience and only later on we mght find out that it was all an
el aborate illusion. The hone audi ence mi ght never know. In fact, what we're
experiencing right now nmay be nothing nore than an el aborate psychocybernetic
illusion, yourself included, only we won't know that for certain unless we
wake

up when it's all over."

"Bull shit, Breck," Higgins said. "I know |I'mreal and no anpbunt of head ganes
wi Il change that. | know what's really happening."

"I"msure you do," said Breck, with a nocking smle, "but what difference
does

that make?"

H ggi ns frowned. He had no appreciation for Breck's cynical sense of hunor.

"l

don't understand. What do you nean?"

"Well, ask yourself," said Breck, "what has nore inpact-an event that takes
pl ace, or the way that event is reported to have taken place? | will give you
an

updat ed version of an old Zen koan. Inagine that a tree falls in the forest
and

there is no one there to hear it fall except yourself and a psy-fi crew You
hear the tree fall with a not terribly dramatic thud, but the psy-fi crew
enhances the effects considerably and the world hears it fall with a

r esoundi ng,

roaring, echoing crash. Wich of the two '"realities’ will the world accept?"
H ggi ns sai d not hi ng.



"You see?" said Breck. "Under such circunstances, your know edge of reality
woul dn't mean a thing. The public would know what 'really' happened, woul dn't
they? After all, they were there, they experienced it through psy-fi. And the
i nteresting thing about psy-fi reality is that it's very pliable. By now,

we' ve

been interacting with you | ong enough for Gane Control to have created an

ef fective conputer vocal matrix for you. That nmeans as we're sitting here
havi ng

this discussion, Gane Control could be running a computer-generated

si mul synch

and the hone audi ence would see us sitting here, only they m ght hear us

t al ki ng

about the weather or the dinner we've just had. Qur psychocybernetic

engi neers

are rather good at editing reality. On the other hand, they m ght decide to
run

it as is. After all, this is only a gane. Isn't it?"

"You people are scary," Higgins said softly.

"For whatever it's worth," | said, "I find it pretty scary, too."

"But you go along with it."

"That's right."

"\Why 2"

It was a good question. "I'mhonestly not sure | could explain that to you,
M.

H ggins. "

| wasn't all that sure | could explain it to nyself. For one thing, | wasn't
convinced | had a choice. Maybe it was all a matter of nomentum play or pay.
Once you were in, you were never really out again, like all those people who
had

bi ochips inplanted in their brains that Coles could access anytine he chose.
But

that was only part of it. Another part of it was ny ganbler's instinct and

t he

fever of the game. | had bought into the game the nmonent | wal ked into The
Pyramid Cub and sat down at that table wi th Haki m Saggara. O maybe it had
started even earlier, when | enlisted in the service and |l eft Mars, |ooking
for

a way to get out of the giant shadow cast by Scan O Toole. Either way, the
cards

had been dealt and there was nothing left to do but play them Just the way
t hey

fell.

"What happens if nore incidents |like the explosion at the plant occur?" said
H ggins. "Are innocent people going to be blamed? Surely you can't contro

t he

news nedi a? How can things |ike that be covered up?"

"Once again, you're asking questions | really don't know how to answer,"

Br eck

said. "For one thing, such decisions are not ours to make. After all, we're
only

here to play the gane." He smiled. "However, one m ght suppose that if

am bi mor phs were responsi ble for the explosion at the plant, it could be
because

they wanted to announce their presence and were trying to see how far we can
be

pushed. It's significant that everyone was warned to vacate the prenises well
in

advance of the explosion so that no one was hurt. If the anbi norphs were,

i ndeed, responsible, they also very considerately provided us with a
conveni ent



scapegoat. The plant foreman."

H ggi ns frowned. "You nean, they did it that way on purpose? | don't
under st and.

Why woul d they want to do that?"

"Maybe they wanted to |l eave us a way out," | said. "They don't want to force
us

to enpl oy strategic weapons on Draconis 9. The threat that we'll sterilize
their

hone world is the only thing that prevents w despread terrorismon their
part,

an all-out war waged fromw thin. But they'll keep pushing, as with the

expl osion at the plant, trying to force us to accede to their demands."

"Then, for God's sake, why not negotiate?" said Hi ggins.

"Because their terns woul d necessarily be unacceptable,” said Breck

"How can you know t hat ?"

"I't's obvious. They'd want control over their own destiny, which does not
seem

like a lot to ask, but unfortunately, the only way they could ensure our good
faith would be by their continued presence anong us. And that would be
unaccept abl e, you see. Yet, even if the anbi norphs agreed to return home, how
woul d we ever know they hadn't left infiltrators behind? W cannot trust

t hem

you see, and they cannot trust us."

"So what's the alternative?" said Hi ggins.

Breck shrugged. "There doesn't seemto be any. W nust try to maintain the
standof f sonehow, at least until a way can be found to detect their presence
anong us. In the neantine, they will undoubtedly continue to nmake that
presence

felt. It's very much a war of nerves."

"It doesn't seemto ne as if it's a war that we can win," said H ggins. "Even
if

you cone up with a way to detect an anmbi norph nasqueradi ng as a human, what
are

you going to do, screen every single human? It's inmpossible! You sinply can't
control people like that!"

"They're working on it," | said.

FOUR

After dinner, Higgins drove us to our hotel, located at the hub of Center
Gty,

the industrial conplex. Wth the exception of visiting conpany officials and
newly arrived workers not yet assigned to housing, it didn't see much

busi ness.

W stayed there only | ong enough to unpack. W had one bag api ece, each

containing a plasma pistol and a small, |ightweight plastic sem auto
chanber ed
for stunners and the snmall, jet-powered fragnentation rounds. The pol yner

hol ster rigs, spare magazi nes, and di sposabl e charge paks |eft barely enough

room for a change of cl ot hes.

"Looks |ike you take your 'ganme' pretty seriously," said Higgins.

"Some games are nore serious than others,” Breck said. He slipped the heavy

pl asma pistol into his shoulder rig, snugged the sem auto into the cross-draw
hol ster on his belt, then put on an el egant, three-quarter-Ilength black coat,

fashionably cut and tailored | oosely to conceal the bulges. "And I, for one,
don't like to |lose," he added.

"Who's the plant foreman accused of the sabotage?" | said.

"G 1 Cavanaugh."

| glanced at Breck. "I think we should see himfirst."

"I agree," said Breck. "And then, M. Higgins, perhaps you' d be kind enough



to

show us some of the local nightlife, such as it is."

"I was hoping to get an early start in the norning," Hi ggins said. "Tyla has
agreed to take us out to her tribe and-"

"It's early, yet," said Breck. "lI'd like to get a feeling for the nobod of the
workers here in light of what's occurred. Ask your wife if she'll acconpany
us."

H ggi ns shook his head. "I don't think that woul d be a very good i dea.

haven't

exactly endeared nyself to the people here. My relationship with Tyla has
only

made things worse. 1'll show you around if you like, but it wouldn't be smart
to

bring Tyla along. It would be inviting trouble."

"Trouble is precisely what | wish to invite," Breck said. "If there are any
anbi nor phs anong the workers here, | not only want themto know we're here, |
want themto know we're going out to contact the natives tonorrow. We'll [ook
after your wife, don't worry. She'll be perfectly safe with us.”

"I't's not ny wife I"'mworried about," said Hi ggins.

Breck rai sed his eyebrows.

H ggi ns shrugged. "All right, 1'll take you over to see Cavanaugh and then

[ 11

drop you off at what we call the 'Red Zone.' 1'll go get Tyla and neet you at

a
bar called Cody's Place. It isn't hard to find. Just ask anyone."

G| Cavanaugh was a very angry man. He was also a very big man, with a face
like

a russet potato, wi de and ruddy, the sort of face on which every thought and

enotion were plainly witten. | didn't think it |ooked |ike the face of a
sabot eur.

"I"'mnot going to let "empin this on me, the bastards!" he shouted, slamm ng
his hand down on the table. "I told '"em put ne on the goddamm rmachi nes,

gi me

the test and see if I'mlyin'!"

"Settle down, Cavanaugh," a tinny voice cane from a speaker nounted bel ow t he
singl e high window The roomwas bare save for a table and four chairs. W
sat

on one side of the table, Cavanaugh sat on the other. There was not hi ng
separating us, but Cavanaugh was weari ng nmagnacuffs which coul d be activated
at

a nonent's noti ce.

"You keep your nouth shut, Evans, |I'mtalkin' to these people!" Cavanaugh

t hundered, pointing a neaty finger up at the guard' s w ndow.

"Just settle down, all right, GI?" said Evans wearily.

"All right! AIl right!" He scow ed up at the wi ndow, then continued at a

slightly | ower volune. "Anyway, | took the test and | passed the goddamed
thing! I wasn't lyin', see? But that's not enough for 'em the sons o'
bi t ches!

They figure | came up with some way to beat the damm machine. Me, a sinple
workin' stiff, what do | know' about crap like that? |I'm no cybernetics

engi neer! Listen, | tell "em what the hell do you think |I did, planted the
expl osi ves, then beaned nyself with a goddamm wench and tied nyself up while
I

was unconsci ous? Feel the size of that lunp there! Dam near split ny head
open!

So you know what they came back with? 'W know you didn't pull this off

al one, '

they said. 'You' ve got an acconplice. Tell us who he is and it'll go easier
on
you,

they said. 'Confess,' they said. Confess? Confess ny ass! Confess to



what ?

| didn't do a goddam thing!"

"Cavanaugh, |'m warning you-" Evans's voice canme through the speaker overhead.
"Fuck you, Evans!" Cavanaugh hollered, leaping to his feet and sending his
chair

crashing to the floor. He pointed up at the wi ndow. "Corporate security, ny
ass!

You're just a cheap, inmported arnbreaker, you union bustin' son of a-"

The guard activated the magnacuffs and Cavanaugh's bracel eted wists suddenly
snapped together with a hard click. He doubled over sharply as the cuffs

sl anmed

agai nst the netal nagnaplate in the belt around his waist.

"AAARRCGH Evans, you weasely little runt . . . I'"™ H's muscles bunched as he
strained against the cuffs. "You wait till | get outta here, 1'Il rip your
goddamm head off!"

"Rel ease him please, M. Evans," Breck said

"I don't think that would be a very good idea, M. Breck," Evans's voice cane
t hrough the speaker. "You' ve got himall excited. The state he's in right now,
I

couldn't answer for-"

"Rel ease him please."

The cuffs were turned off and Cavanaugh strai ghtened up, glowering at the
guard

behi nd the wi ndow. He gl anced at Breck and nuttered, "Thanks."

"Pl ease sit down, M. Cavanaugh," Breck said. "There's no need for these
histrionics. We're inclined to believe you."

"Yeah?" he gl anced at Breck uncertainly.

"Yes. W have good reason to think you're probably telling the truth.

However ,

we cannot help you at the nmoment. To do that, we would have to prove that you
did not sabotage the plant and that would be difficult, as there are nunerous
wi t nesses who saw you."

"I don't care how many wi tnesses say they saw ne, | didn't do it!"
"What do you think happened, G17?" | said.
"How the hell should I know? I'mbein'" set up, that's all | can tell you! If

peopl e are sayin' they saw nme do it, then they've been paid off. Wuldn't
surprise ne one bit. Between that damm treehugger try in' to shut us down and
the conpany try in'" to stop us fromstartin' up a union, that's the only
expl anation | can think of."

"Well, | can think of another possible explanation," Breck said. "Tell ne,
did

you happen to notice anything unusual before you were struck unconsci ous?
Anything at all?"

Cavanaugh frowned and shook his head. "No, nothin' special. Wy?"

"Were there any new people on your shift?"

Cavanaugh shook his head again. "No, it was the sane crew |'ve been workin'
with

for months.”

' '"Was anyone not where they were supposed to be?" | said.

Cavanaugh shook his head. "No. Not that | know of. Wiy? Wat are you gettin'
at ?"

"We're attenpting to find out if any of your coworkers were in a position to
assault you," Breck said.

"There wasn't anybody near nme that | could see," said Cavanaugh. "You think if
I

saw soneone comn' at ne with that wench, they'd have knocked ne out? The

bastard snuck up on nme. Believe ne, | wish there was something | could tel
you,
but if |I didn't see anything, | didn't see anything. One minute | was just

doi n'



nmy job, and the next | was out on the floor."

"Can you think of anyone who m ght have wanted to do you an injury?" Breck
sai d.

"Someone you had quarreled with, not necessarily related to your efforts with
form ng a union. Somrething personal perhaps?"

"Hey, on a job like this, you have your argunents, you have your fights. You
go

out after work and have a few, sonebody mouths off and you dance around a
little. It's no big deal. It happens all the tinme. You don't go hangin'
something like this on anyone for that."

"So what you're telling us, M. Cavanaugh, is that you really can't help us

prove you're innocent," | said.

"I don't have to prove |I'minnocent, for God's sake, | didn't do it! They
have

to prove I"'mguilty, don't they?"

"They' ve apparently got a hell of a case,”" | said. "Your own friends have
testified against you."

"Yeah, that's what they tell nme," Cavanaugh nuttered norosely. "I don't

understand it. Someone nust've got to 'em sonehow, threatened 'em paid 'em
of f,

I don't know, what can | say?" He turned to Breck, anxiously. "You said you
had

anot her expl anation for all this?"

"A possible explanation," said Breck, "but it would be very difficult to
prove.

W' d have to prove that what your fellow workers saw was not you, but
soneone- or

some t hi ng-who | ooked exactly |ike you. A creature capable of assum ng your
appear ance, of reading your m nd and know ng exactly where to find the

expl osi ve

charges and how to place themfor optimumresults. In other words, M.
Cavanaugh, a Draconi an am bi norph. A shapechanger."

Cavanaugh's jaw dropped. "That's inpossible,” he said. "That woul d nean they
broke the quarantine!" His eyes narrowed. "Wait a mnute! This is all part of
that new gane of yours! Is that what this is all about? That's why you're
takin'

an interest in ny case, isn't it? You're tryin' to use ne in your goddam
game! "

He started to get to his feet.

"Sit down," Breck said firmy. "Even if we were only hel ping you to add
real i sm

to our gane, what difference would it nmake? You need all the help that you
can

get. And fromwhere |I sit, it doesn't look as if you're getting any. R ght
now,

we are all you' ve got. As to whether or not this is a gane, judge for

your sel f.

Your own friends saw you order everyone out of the plant. Perhaps sonme of

t hem

could have been paid to frame you. It's certainly possible. But all of then?
I

don't know these people, but you do. You've worked with them Wat do you

t hi nk?"

"You're sayin' this is for real?"

"You tell nme," Breck said. "But in order to convince your accusers, we'll
need

to prove two things to our own satisfaction first. W' Il be |leaving first

t hi ng

in the norning, to investigate reports of what could be anbi nor phs anong the
Normad tribes. W' ve heard enough to make us think there are. But we need



proof . "

"You said you'd need to prove two things to get nme off," said Cavanaugh. "So
what's the second?"

' That could be even nore difficult,
are really human."

"Were you serious in there?" Hi ggins had watched and |istened with Evans in

t he

guardroom "You actually suspect that Cavanaugh may not be hunman?"

"I allowed that suspicion to enter my nmind, yes," said Breck. "That way, in

t he

event that Cavanaugh isn't really Cavanaugh, he now knows that we suspect him
of

bei ng an anbi norph. And now that he al so knows our plans, it may force his
hand.

Unl ess, of course, he's really what he seens to be, in which case we'll have
to

try and flush our quarry el sewhere.™

"So then it wasn't just a ploy; you really do suspect hin®"

"l suspect everyone, Higgins," Breck said. He turned to himand smled. "Even
you. "

"Well, that's certainly reassuring.”

"Don't sound so affronted. It's nothing personal,"” said Breck

"You realize, of course, that Evans heard everything you said. That was
intentional, wasn't it? You want it to get around. You're setting yourselves
up

as targets. And that nmeans |I'll be a target too, because |'mw th you."

"We are all targets, Higgins," Breck said. "That is the nature of the gane.
Anyone can be a victim"

"So everyone shoul d be suspected,” Higgins said, shaking his head. "I

coul dn't

live like that. I'd becone a raving paranoid."

"Paranoia has its uses," Breck said. "A useful psychosis,’
wyly.

"There's a new idea."

"I'n an insane world, sanity has its drawbacks,"
smile.

H ggins didn't seemto find Breck's remark amusing. For that matter, neither
did

I, largely because it was the sort of black hunor that was derived from
truth.

Gl lows hunor, as it was sonetines called. W were all going to swi ng

t oget her,

so we mght as well have a good | ast |augh

Real psychos, as opposed to the entertai nment kind, were all too often merely
peopl e who coul dn't handl e the psychosis of society. They caved in to the
pressure and becane buried in their own del usions, which were different from
those of society only in degree. Sanity was relative. It all canme down to how
much you could handle. Survival of the fittest translated into how nuch
madness

coul d you take?

It was all a matter of conditioning, something Coles was expert in. He was a
product of the system a systemthat insidiously conditioned us all through

t he

news and entertainnent media to gradually accept greater and greater |evels
of

abnormal ity as being normal. More viol ence, nore death, nore decadence, nore
editing of our reality by those we placed in charge of us. It was a chain
reaction, out of control and growi ng exponentially. Like grading on a curve,

t he

scal e of sanity kept noving farther and farther into the red zone of

said Breck. "We'd have to prove that you

H ggi ns said

Breck said with an ironic



psychosi s,

but since we were all taking that trip together, nobody really noticed.

The ones who broke down, we | abel ed mad because they couldn't take our |evel
of

i nsanity, which becanme "sanity" by virtue of being shared by the mgjority. |
enpat hi zed with those who didn't want to play the game. Who was to say they
weren't the sane ones, the ones who saw what we were doing to oursel ves and
opted out in the only way they coul d?

Part of our audience was going to believe that all of this was real; part
woul d

think it was a gane, only a harm ess psychocybernetic entertai nment; and part
woul dn't have known the difference either way, perhaps because they had

st opped

caring. It was that |ast segnent of the audience Coles was trying to expand,
because they were the ones whose realities would be the easiest to
mani pul at e

who woul d be the easiest to control. Was there a worse sin in the nodern
wor | d

than to be useless? No, it was far better to be used. Mich |ike Cavanaugh
who

was being used by both sides. And nmuch like nme. After all, | was to sone
ext ent
a product of their fantasies. | couldn't tell what was real and what wasn't

anynore, so it all becane reality to me. It nade nme wonder, was that insanity
or

nerely sel f-defense?

The Red Zone reminded ne a little of the Gnza Strip, only on a far smaller
nore conpartmentalized scale. Like the workers' residential villages, it was
laid out in atri-level mall on the west side of the industrial hub known as
Center City. Only here, there was no effort nade to create a "bal anced |iving
environnent," as the planners liked to put it. The Red Zone was definitely
unbal anced.

The at nosphere was raucous. Flashing lights and bl asting nusic conpeted with
t he

anplified shouting of the pitchnen as they tried to snag passersby into their
sal oons. Feral -1 ooki ng hookers cruised the mall, cyberpunked to the core,
charging all the trade coul d bear-which was consi derabl e-thinking to score
bi g

and return to whatever urban warren they had cone from They' d probably w nd
up

just as lost in that dream here as they woul d have been at hone. Few of them
woul d ever make it out again.

Conpany-town norality ruled in the Red Zone. Enterprising business people
cane

in and for a small licensing fee paid to the consortium a rental and utility
agreement, and a percentage of the gross, they opened up establishnents to
service the workers-in much the same way that stallions serviced mares. The
consortiumpaid its enpl oyees generous wages to offset the hardships of
wor Ki ng

on Purgatory. The Red Zone furnished entertai nment and the means for the
consortiumto recover some of those generous wages. The consortium coul d
afford

to pay the workers well partly because, one way or another, nuch of that
noney

went right back into the conpany coffers.

As Hi ggins had prom sed, we found Cody's Place w thout any trouble. It was

| ocated at the far end of the mall, on the third level. Cody's Place was a
bi t
different fromnost of the other funplexes on the nall. For one thing, it

didn't



have a flashing sign or speakers blaring nmusic or a pitchman or any kind of
vi deo di splay. There were no nynphettes cavorting in the wi ndows; in fact,
there

were no wi ndows. There was just a black wall with the words "Cody's Pl ace"
painted on in large gilt letters. The door was an unpretentious netal slab
and

there was a glassed-in notice posted on the outside that read,

"NO HUSTLERS, NO HOOKERS, NO CREDI T. PATRONS WLL BE HELD RESPONSI BLE FOR
BREAKAGE. "

"I suspect this place has what they call 'character,’
W opened the door and went inside.

The bar was imediately to our left and it ran the length of the entire
establishrment. You could have held races on it. If it cane in a bottle and
was

al coholic, it looked like Cody's had it. There were several bartenders, both
mal e and female, and they were all being kept busy by a m xed crowd of

| aborers

just off shift. It wasn't a gam ng establishnment, but there were a nunber of

sai d Breck.

friendly card games going on at several of the tables. | stifled ny natura
urges and swore that | would nerely observe. A hol ojuke was playing a

pl ai ntive

ballad as the life-size, three-dinmensional imges of the singer and her
backup

band were projected on the stage.

Sonme men and wonen were gat hered around several arcade ganmes in the corner
one

of which featured a realistic-1ooking robot cowboy that urged you to "Slap

| eather, hombre." If it beat you to the draw, you caught a sonic pulse from
its

gun that was |ike being struck hard in the chest with someone's fist,

wher eupon

t he robot grinned, spat a stream of ersatz tobacco juice into a brass
spi t oon,

and said, "Eat dirt, greenhorn.” If you beat the robot, it went flying
backwar d,

struck against a wall, slid down to the floor, and said, "You got nme, Doc."
Then

it picked itself back up again to urge the next player to "Slap |eather
honbre. "

"Yup," said Breck. "Character."

"Hel p you, gentlenmen?" said the pretty bl onde behind the bar

"I'rish whiskey," | said.

"Your best dark ale," said Breck

"Comin' right up." She brought the drinks. "You fellas aren't new, are you?"
"Actually, we're only visiting," | said.

"Visiting? You' re kidding. Wio visits Purgatory? |'ve been here six nonths
now

and it feels like six years."

"I know the feeling," | said.

| felt like telling her that if she thought it was bad now, she shoul d have
seen

it before the construction of the tubeways and the malls, before there was
anything like the Red Zone or a "planned living conmunity," when there was
only

a small mlitary base with a despondent drunk for a commander, a coupl e of

i solated industrial plants, and a cluster of nodul ar workers' housing tacked
onto the soldiers' barracks. And beyond that, miles and mles of nothing.
There

were still miles and miles of nothing; only now the steel islands of human
i ndustry were much larger and the air around themwas nmuch dirtier, though



t he
i nhabitants were well protected within their closed environnents.

She gl anced fromBreck to ne with a slight frowm. "I swear you guys | ook sort
of

famliar. Wait a mnute ... | know you!"

Here it comes, | thought, Breck's swashbuckling charm strikes again.

"Aren't you Arkady O Tool e, the psycho star?"

Breck grinned and raised his glass to ne.

"Yes, | am" | said, astonished at being singled out over Breck

"And you're Rudy Breck, aren't you?" she said, glancing fromne to himand
back

again. "l can't believe it!" She grabbed ny hand in both of hers. "Can | have
your aut ograph? \What are you doi ng here?"
"Vell, we-"

"Wait a minute! You' re staging one of your adventure ganes, aren't you? O
course, why else would you be here? | can't believe it! Are we on right now?"
"Well, actually, we are-"

"Ch, my CGod! Hey, people, listen up! You'll never believe this! W' re on
Psychodr one! "

W i medi ately becane the center of attention. People crowded around us,

shaki ng

our hands, asking for our autographs, wanting to buy us drinks. It took a
whil e

to get the whole thing sorted out. W wound up sitting on the bar so everyone
could see us, surrounded by the patrons and answering their questions. A |lot
of

themwere fanmiliar with the alien invasion "gane" that the company had been
promoting. Col es, never one to waste an opportunity, had broadcast sone of ny
hal | uci nact training sessions as "comng attractions." They wanted to know if
we

were going to stage an invasion scenario on Purgatory.

"Here to hunt some shapechangers?" one big guy said, with a wi nk.

"Hey, Rudy," said another bruiser, as if he'd known Breck all his life, "what
do

t hese anbi norphs | ook |ike?"

"They could | ook |ike anyone ... or anything," said Breck. "W heard there
nmay

have been some sightings anong the native tribes. W're leaving in the
nor ni ng

to check out those reports.™

"Hell, they start with those screwy cerenmponies of theirs, they're liable to
see

anyt hi ng," soneone el se said, to acconpanying | aughter.

W coul d have sat there, |like a couple of boys who had cried wolf, insisting

that it wasn't just a game, that it was real, that the shapechangers of

Dr aconi s

had actually broken the quarantine and could even be standi ng anong us at

t hat

very nmonment, and they woul d have | aughed and played along with it in the
spirit

of the gane, figuring we had to play it as if it were for real

The fact that it was for real didn't seemto matter. |If a squad of anbi norphs
had wal ked into that bar, shapechanged in front of everyone, and sl aughtered
hal f the people there, the surviving w tnesses would probably never have been
bel i eved, so strong was the nmomentum of the alternate reality Col es had

creat ed.

Common sense seened to indicate that it had to break down sonmewhere. The lie
woul d have to becone too cunmbersonme and the truth would have to cone out
eventual ly; only I didn't think Coles cared about that very nuch. Like npst
bureaucrats, he'd deal with the truth only if and when he had to. Meanwhil e,



he

woul d manufacture lies and stall. Power brokers always played for tine,
because

time could purchase power, which could buy nore time and so on. The trouble
was,

time was not an unlinited conmodity. Sooner or later, it ran out.

The crowd kept getting bigger as word of our arrival spread and Cody,

hi nsel f,

appeared to take charge of the situation. The owner of Cody's Place was a

dar k,

wiry, sharp-featured man naned Cody Jarrett, a five-foot-five bundle of cocky
energy who spoke in sharp staccato bursts and easily dom nated the roonful of
roughnecks, despite being fully half their size.

"We m ssed you guys at the hotel,"” said Jarrett. "Wien we heard you'd arrived,
a

bunch of us went out to give you a proper wel come, but you never showed."
"Sorry, we had dinner with a friend," | said.

"Ch, you nean sone inconsiderate shit wined and di ned you while we all cool ed
our heels waiting? Wiomdo we have to thank for this?"

"A gentl eman naned Grover Hi ggins," Breck said

Qur audi ence stopped smling.

"You shoul d be nore careful about who you call your friends," said a huge
barrel -chested man with a shaved head. "Qut here, a man's judged by the
conpany

he keeps."

"That's enough, Strang," said Jarrett. He turned to us with an apol ogetic
shrug.

"Your friend, Higgins, hasn't exactly gone out of his way to get along with
peopl e here."

"He nentioned somet hing about that," Breck said. "The way he tells it, it
seens

as if he's only doing his job.
"There're different ways to get a job done,"” said Strang.

"I only know two," Higgins said. "A right way and a wong way."

He stood outside the circle with Tyla by his side. People made way for them
some staring at Tyla with nmore than just surprise at seeing a Nomad fermale in
their mdst. She stared back at themw th equal frankness, inperious
chal | enge

i n her gol den eyes.

"If you're going to nouth off about ne, Strang," Higgins said, coming to
wi t hin

about a foot of him "why don't you do it to ny face?"

"Come on now, that's enough, boys." Jarrett tried to intervene by standing
bet ween them The gesture | acked sonmething. He only came up to Higgins's chin
and Strang | ooked over himw thout any trouble whatsoever. | wasn't even sure
he

saw him

"What're you gonna do, wite me up in one of your reports?" Strang said with
a

sneer.
"My job is to make sure the operations here are in conpliance," Higgins said
evenly. "If they're not, | have to report it. You' ve got your job, Strang,
and

|'ve got mne."

"Bull," said Strang. "You just want to shut us down so you and your scienti st

friends can have this piece of rock all to yourselves."

"Come on, boys, simmer down," said Jarrett. "Sit down and have a drink."
"Why don't you tell the truth?" said Strang, ignoring Jarrett. "You don't
really

gi ve a damm about conpliance. You're glad that cracking tower blew |



woul dn' t

be surprised if you even had a hand in it. You' ve been out to shut us down
ever

since the day you got here."

"That isn't true," H ggins protested. "You know I-"

"Quys, look-" said Jarrett, vainly trying to get their attention

"The hell it isn't. It's because of guys like you that workin' nen |like us
have

to bring our famlies out to some mserable piece of rock |ike Purgatory just
to

make a living. You shut us down on Earth and now you even want to cl ose us
down

out here. And for what? For a bunch of stinkin', savage, subhuman-"

H ggi ns reached right over Jarrett and punched Strang in the face. Strang
reel ed

back, recovered quickly, shoved Jarrett aside, and delivered a roundhouse

bl ow

to Higgins's jaw. As Higgins went down, Tyla lunged at Strang with a snarl
and

laid his face open with her claws. Strang how ed with pain and rage, seized
her,

and threw her clear across the room

She flipped in mdair and | anded crouched on the balls of her feet in the

m ddl e

of the stage. She looked as if she would have conme right back at Strang, only
landing in the mddle of a hol ographic projection confused her. The singer
strutted across the stage and passed right through her. Tyla | eaped backward,
gl anced down at herself in shock, and then reached out to touch one of the
projections, jerking her hand back when she found that it was insubstanti al
By

the tine she had recovered from her shock, Higgins had plucked a beer bottle
of f

the bar and broken it over Strang's head.

One of Strang's buddi es took exception to this cavalier christening of his
friend and punched Higgins. Jarrett tried to intervene and got his nose

bl oodi ed

for his trouble. Sone friends came to his rescue and the donnybrook erupted in
a

cacophony of yells, grunts, smashing glass, and breaking furniture. For a

monent, | had a ringside seat atop the bar, but then I felt nyself being
pul | ed
over backward and the next thing | knew, | was flat on ny back on the floor

behind the bar, with the pretty bl onde bartender crouching over ne.

"These things can get a little noisy sonetinmes,"” she said, her eyes bright,
her

voice sultry. "It's much quieter down here."

Her face was inches frommnine. She noistened her |ips. Suddenly her features
swam and seened to nelt. Her nose becane a snout, her teeth | engthened into
feline fangs, her snooth skin became tawny fur. A deep growl runbled from her
throat as the hands hol di ng down ny shoul ders turned i nto huge paws .

There was a sudden jarring inpact on the creature's back and the

bl ood-chilling

grow becane an agoni zed, high-pitched yelp as five razor-sharp nystee

bl ades

ri pped through its chest, spattering me with bl ood.

The creature wenched itself off Breck's blades and col |l apsed beside ne, its
transformation to feline predator not yet conplete. Wth its last breaths, it
changed back to the formof the pretty bl onde bartender, her chest and back a
bl oody ruin, her lips flecked with red foam She stared at ne with utter

| oat hi ng, then coughed twi ce, blood bubbling up fromher throat, and died.



"Don't just lie there, O Toole," said Breck, |eaning over the bar and

ext endi ng

his left hand to ne. "Cone on!"

He pulled me to ny feet and, with only one hand, lifted ne effortlessly over
t he

bar. The riot was still in progress and | couldn't even tell which side was

whi ch, much | ess who was wi nning. Breck pulled nme toward the exit, shoving
peopl e out of his way as he plowed through the crowd |ike a juggernaut.
didn't

see Higgins or Tyla anywhere.

"Where's Higgins?" | shouted as we burst through the door

A nunber of people passing by recoiled fromBreck as he stood there, |ooking
around wi I dly, blood dripping fromthe slender blades on his artificial hand.
"There!" He pointed with his knives and | saw Higgins in the distance, racing
along the mall. We took off after him

| didn't have the slightest idea of what was going on. | kept thinking about
how

close I'd cone to being killed again. Breck had saved ny life once nore. He
easily outdi stanced ne, running wth astonishing speed. He caught up to

H ggi ns

and passed him | sobbed for breath, punping nmy arns and legs for all | was
wort h, dodgi ng around people or knocking themover. | heard the high-pitched,
whi ni ng sound of Breck's semiauto firing the stunner darts.

As | turned the corner into a wide circular atrium | saw people running in

t he

opposite direction, scream ng and shouting. Breck stood against the railing
of

the promenade to ny left. Three stories down, on the ground |level, a fountain
spouted up fromthe center of a wi de pool, shooting | ong plunes of water

t owar d

the skylight. Across fromBreck and to ny right, H ggins was running around
t he

promenade toward the far side, where Tyla lay sprawled at Strang's feet.

' '"Stay back, Higgins!'' shouted Breck, leveling his weapon.

He fired again just as Strang | eaped over the railing. H s body became dark
and

blurry as it fell, as if it had been atonized into thousands of particles,
and

then it burst apart into a black, buzzing cloud of insects that circled the
fountain, heading straight toward Hi ggins.

| drew ny plasnma pistol and fired.

The white-hot charges sizzled through the fountain, sending out clouds of

st eam

incinerating nost of the insects as they flew toward Hi ggins. The rest, al

t hat

remai ned of the whole that had been Strang, rained down |ike gravel into the
pool bel ow.

| came up beside Higgins. He was bendi ng over Tyl a.

"I's she all right?"

H ggi ns nodded as she stirred slightly. "She was just knocked unconsci ous.
She

saw Strang run and she went after him Only it wasn't Strang, was it?" He

| ooked

over the railing, down at the fountain, and he shook his head. "How the hel
do

you fight creatures |ike that?"

"For the nmonment, fighting themis the |east of our concerns,’
he

came up to us. "Fighting themis not inpossible. What 1'd |ike to know is how
we're going to capture one."

said Breck as



"Capture one?" said Higgins. "Are you crazy?"

"No, merely a psycho, M. Higgins." Breck grimaced wyly. "Capturing an

anbi norph is what we cane here to do, though no one bothered telling us
exactly

how we are supposed to do it. In any case, we'd best pick up our bags at the
hotel and be on our way about it now, instead of waiting for the norning. If
we

remain here, | may be charged with nurder."

" Mur der ?"

"I had to kill that pretty young bartender,"” Breck said. "She wasn't human,
you

see, but I"'mafraid that only O Toole and | could testify to that, since the
creature managed to change back to human formbefore it died.”

"Jesus, that's unbelievable," said H ggins.

"Precisely," said Breck

"But if both you and O Toole testify that she was an am bi norph, and if |
testify to what just happened here-"

"Don't be absurd," said Breck. "I have no intention of standing trial. \Wo
woul d

listen seriously to our testinobny? W psychos don't even know what's real and
what isn't. Besides, everyone knows that this is just a gane."

FI VE

The desert sled skimed several yards above the ground, its jet engines

ki cki ng

up thick clouds of dust behind us. The brightly Iit steel islands receded in
t he

di stance, plumes of flane shooting up above the roiling black clouds over the
cracking towers. It was |like | eaving one world and entering another. The sky
was

streaked with indigo, orange, and red-violet as we hurtled toward the sunset
at

over 200 miles per hour, Higgins watching the softly gl ow ng instrunent

panel ,

following a course plotted into the sled s navigational conputer

The screen before himshowed the forward scanner's gui dance di splay. bjects
in

our path appeared as blips on the green grid. Higgins noved the joystick with
a

supple wist, effortlessly skirting the blips, which becane briefly visible

t hrough the cockpit canopy as we passed them |l arge, dark, shadowy projections
sticking straight up out of the ground. The "bl eeding cacti" of Purgatory. W
passed several of themvery closely and | glanced uneasily at Hggins. If we
hi t

one at our speed, the collision itself m ght not damage the sled, but it
woul d

send it slewing out of control, almnmpst certainly resulting in a fatal crash
However, Higgins seenmed to know what he was doi ng.

| sat beside himin the front; Breck was with Tyla in the back. Except for

t he

glow fromthe instrunent panel, the interior of the cockpit was dark

Qut si de,

it was getting darker still.

The red-gol den, violet-orange streaks in the night sky were fading rapidly.

"You fellas mind a little fresh air?" Hi ggins said. "I sure could use sone."
"It's all right with me," said Breck
"Sure, why not?" | said, figuring that he was going to open a few vents.

Instead, he flipped a switch and the entire cockpit canopy retracted. The
aerodynami cal |y shaped wi ndshi el d kept our faces fromblow ng off, but | was



unprepared for the sudden how ing blast of w nd.
H ggi ns inhal ed deeply. Tyla sat up, raising her chin and sniffing at the

airstream "God, | love it out here," Higgins shouted over the blast. "A man
can
feel like a man, instead of |like some rat in a naze!"

| suddenly noticed dozens of blips appearing on the screen and ny stomach
ti ght ened as Higgi ns banked the sled sharply, heading directly toward the

bl i ps

i nstead of maneuvering to go around them

"What the hell are you doing!" | yelled.

"Ever do any skiing back on Earth?" Higgins yelled back

"What ?"

"Watch this!"

He hit a switch and four powerful floodlight beanms stabbed out into the
darkness, illumnating the desert dead ahead. W were headed straight for a

veritable forest of bleeding cactus. They were huge, standing |like garish
twi sted specters in the desert, spidery arnms flung wide as if to snatch at us
as

we passed. The snaller, younger plants were w thout "arnms" and no thicker

t han

my wist, but the largest cacti grew as tall as fifty and sixty feet, and
wer e

as big around as the body of our sled.

"Hi ggins, are you crazy?" | shouted over the wind blast. "W can't go through
there!™”

He | aughed.

"Hi ggi ns!"

W plunged into the cactus forest, Higgins working the joystick quickly with
sharp, deft nmoverments of his wist as the sled slaloned through the clunps of
gi ant plants, the headlight beans sweeping crazily back and forth |ike |aser
turrets as we banked sharply first one way, then the other. Dozens of tines,
it

| ooked as if disaster was inmnent, but Hi ggins always pulled out just in
tine,

maneuvering the sled expertly, turning at the | ast second, standing it on its
side, and zoomi ng through the narrow gaps between the plants, once scraping
by

so close that we abraded the nmeaty pulp off one of the large black cacti and
t he

thick red sap that gave the plants their nanme splattered the body of the

sl ed.

After what seened like a heart-stopping eternity, we were out of the dense
forest and back on the open desert, heading toward the foothills.

H ggi ns threw back his head and gave a Texas cheer. "Eeeee-hah!"

| let out nmy breath slowy. "Hi ggins, you' re a maniac."

He grinned at nme. "And you're a couple of psychos. Fine bunch we make!" The
sl ed

gave a sudden lurch. "Un-oh ..."

He instantly becanme serious and stabbed at the console, rapidly flicking

swi tches on and off, checking the instrunments, his mouth drawn in a tight
grimace. | wasn't reassured by the sight of all the flashing Iights that had
not

been there before.

"What the hell is happening?" | yelled at him over the wi nd bl ast.

"We've got a problem " he shouted back

He hit the switch to slide the canopy back over us again, cutting out the

wi nd

bl ast and naking the various little flashing lights and warning al arns t hat
nmuch

nore omi nous as their rapid beeps becane audi bl e.



"Looks like we're running out of fuel," he said.

"What ? Qut here in the middl e of nowhere?"

"I can't understand it," he said. "The gauge shows full. And the stabilizers
aren't responding, either."

He was struggling with the joystick as the sled pitched wildly, its jets
spurting, cutting out. He grimaced as the controls becane | eaden and
struggl ed

to keep the sled's glide under control as it rapidly |ost nmonentum

"Shit, hang on!" he said through cl enched teeth.

The undercarriage scraped, the sled rebounded, scraped again, and Higgi ns
barely

managed to get the nose elevated slightly before the tail section caught and
slamed the body of the sled into the ground, sending out plumes of dust and
dirt as it plowed a long furrow in the desert before com ng to a shuddering
st op.

H ggi ns | eaned back agai nst his seat, blood running down his face froma cut
on

his forehead. He took a ragged breath and let it out in a long and heavy
exhal ation. "Damm. W made it. | was afraid we'd tunble when we hit. That
woul d' ve been a real mess. |Is everybody all right?"

"We're all right back here," said Breck. "O Tool e?"

"Barely," | said. | turned on Higgins furiously. "Well, that sure was fun
Your

stupid stunt going through that cactus forest was what probably damaged the
dam

sled!'™

"No way," said Hi ggins enmphatically. "W only scraped by a couple of those
pl ants, just barely touched 'em That woul dn't have been enough to rupture

any
of the fuel cells or cause a failure in the stabilizer system Besides, the
gauge was showing full! | can't understand it. | checked the sled nyself this
nmor ni ng! "

"But | suppose anyone could' ve gotten to it since then," said Breck

"Are you sayi ng soneone sabotaged it?"

"Someone or some thing," said Breck. "Wat sort of shape are we in?"

"Not good." Higgins stabbed at the buttons on the console. It was dead. He
shook

his head. "This sled isn't going anywhere. W've torn up the entire
undercarriage. It's nothing but a pile of junk now "

He rel eased the canopy, but it wouldn't open all the way. He swore and
hanmer ed

at it several times, but it wouldn't budge.

"Great! We'll fry in here when the sun comes up."

"Allow ne," Breck said

He rose up in his seat, grabbed hold of the canopy, grunted, and shoved with
al |

his mght. There was the sound of netal buckling in protest, then it scraped
back with a grating whine into the fully retracted position. | felt the coo
night air on ny face. The silence was eerie.

H ggi ns junmped down lightly to the ground, Breck and Tyla followed. | clinbed
down out of the cockpit, thinking back to the last tine | was on Purgatory,
when

t hose crewrates of mne had gotten drunk and taken a sled out into the
desert.,.

H ggi ns reached inside the cockpit and pulled out his small backpack, then he
tossed our packs down. "M ght as well start wal king," he said.

"Wait a minute," | said. "Wat are you tal king about? W're miles from
anywher e!

Wul dn't we be better off staying with the sled?"

"What for? There won't be any help coming," Higgins said, hiking the pack up



onto his shoulders. "The |ocator beacon's out and we don't have any radi os.
Your

peopl e at Psychodrome could send for help, but even with tachyon broadcast,
by

the tine anyone got out here to pick us up, about a dozen different things
coul d

happen to us, none of themvery pleasant. W' ve got sonme nocturnal predators
out

here that coul d be dangerous, but the ones active during the day, you really
woul dn't want to nmeet, believe nme. We'd best try to make the high country
before

daybreak. "

| could barely see the hills against the night sky. "W'Ill never make it," |
sai d.

"OfF course we will," said Higgins. "Remenber, Tyla's people have |ived out
here

for generations. She'll get us through.”

| glanced at her, standing casually off to one side as if nothing unusual had
happened, | ooking al nost bored by our discussion. She was barefoot, dressed
only

in a hide skirt that was belted at the waist and fastened at the shoul der

| eavi ng the opposite shoul der and both arnms bare. It was crudely nmade from

t he

skin of some native animal, light-colored, thin and supple, cut high on one
hi p

to allow for freedom of novenent. It was a garment nmeant to be purely
utilitarian and not in the | east bit decorative, though she |ooked terrific
in

it. Her lush, manelike hair hung long and | oose, blowing in the wind. In the
nmoonl i ght, her shadowed form standing with I egs slightly apart, hair rippling
in

the wind and arnms hangi ng | oosely at her sides, she seened |ike an archetype
of

the primal fermale. She certainly didn't seemworried. But then, she wasn't
hurman, either.

"He's right," said Breck, checking his weapons and shoul dering his pack. "It
will be easier traveling on foot at night than during the day. Let's not
wast e

any time. It seenms someone doesn't want us to contact Tyla's tribe. Since we
al ready know there are anbi norphs on Purgatory, | wonder what it is they
don't

want us to find out."

"I"ll settle for finding out how we're going to get out of this alive,"

sai d.

W started wal king, heading toward the distant hills. Tyla led the way. She
had

a graceful, easy wal k, springy and absol utely soundl ess. She placed one foot
alnost directly in front of the other, holding her body upright, sniffing the
air on occasion as she wal ked. By contrast, | felt clumsy. The two small

bri ght

nmoons of Purgatory made the night a cool, shadowy bl ue rather than an

i npenetrabl e bl ack. The figures of Tyla and Breck | ooked |ike ghostly shadows
nmovi ng ahead of nme. Higgins walked in the rear with me, no doubt to rmake sure
I

didn't straggle and get |ost.

I was in good condition-or at least | thought | was-but after a while, the
seem ngly easygoi ng pace set by Tyla started to feel exhausting and | began
to

fall behind. Breck, of course, had no trouble keeping up with her. She could
have sprinted and he'd probably have been able to run rings around her



However,

what little solace ny ego could have derived fromthe fact that Breck was
super human and Tyla wasn't human at all was di ssipated by H ggins, who wasn't
tiring anywhere near as quickly as | was. Several tines, he had to call out
to

Tyla in her native tongue as she and Breck started to get too far ahead. Then
they'd stop and wait for us-for me-and 1'd feel humliated at the easy way
she

stood there, head cocked, watching me as | closed the distance between us.
Then

she woul d turn and go on at what seened to be a slower pace, only to have ne
start falling behind again after about a mle or two.

Under other circunstances, | mght even have enjoyed it. Alittle. Maybe. The
ground sl oped very gently upward as we headed toward the foothills. The w nd
was

brisk and it was subtly perfuned with the piquant snells of the flowering
scrub

brush all around us and the short, grasslike growhs with delicate stal ks
surnmount ed by whi spy bl oons rising out of the centers of the clunps. Al
around

us was a lovely surreal vista in hues of blue and black and purple, eerie and
peaceful save for the occasional piercing cry of sone nightflyer giving
war ni ng

of our presence. But | would have appreciated the prineval beauty of the
Purgatory | andscape nore if we'd been able to turn back when we got tired.
Anyone tuning in to me would be feeling the apprehension of civilized urban
man

out of his element in the wild. The uncertainty of not knowing if we were
goi ng

to make it, despite what Hi ggins said. The exhaustion of strenuous exercise
in

an atnmosphere | wasn't used to. The surge of adrenaline with every sound that
broke the utter stillness of the night. The fear of what m ght be |urking out
there in the darkness.

Every now and then, Tyla would stop, her head held high, noving slightly back
and forth, her nostrils flaring. She would hold her armout, silently
not i oni ng

us to keep still. Then, when the unknown danger had passed, we would go on
again. After the first tinme, | asked Breck if he had snelled anything at all
He

shook his head, saying, "It's difficult to separate the unfamliar snells."
The

second tine it happened, he shook his head again, frustrated at her ability
to

di scern an odor he could not, and the third time, he finally sensed sonet hi ng.
"It's very faint," he said, sniffing the breeze. "Something rather mnusky. |
was

barely able to pick it up at all. It had to be a good di stance away, because
I

could neither see nor hear anything. Her ol factory sense nust be incredible.
Do

you have any idea what it was, Hi ggins?"

"I'f it was nmusky, it was probably a herd of unicorns," he said.

"A herd of what?" | said.

"Well, that's what we call them anyway," Higgins said.

"It's a one-horned, antelopelike creature, quite small, only about knee-high
with long, very shaggy hair that stinks |like you woul dn't believe. They're
ni ght

grazers."

"They don't sound very dangerous," | said.



"Unl ess they charge and try to stick you with their horns, they aren't

really.
However, if you get a good whiff of one, the snell alone is liable to nake
you

want to chop your nose off. It's also an irritant that gets into your eyes
and

mucous nenbranes. Burns like hell. The Nomads have | earned to give thema
wi de

berth. But the real danger is the sandcats that prey on the herds."
"Those are the nocturnal predators you nentioned?" | said, shifting the
wei ght

of nmy pack slightly as we wal ked.

H ggi ns nodded. "They're large, roughly the size of alion or a tiger, only

| onger and | eaner, built closer to the ground. They're all nuscle and they're
fast as hell. If one of themtakes off after you, you' d better be a damm good
shot, because you're not going to get a second chance. Incredibly ugly
brutes.”

"I think |I've seen one," | said.
"What ? Where?"
"No, no, not out here," | said quickly. "I meant the am bi norph that attacked

ne
back at Cody's Place. It assuned a shape |ike what you just described before
Breck killed it."

"Then you were very lucky," Hi ggins said. "A sandcat could rip you apart in
seconds. These anbi norphs nmust be amazing creatures. It seens to go agai nst
every scientific principle we know that they can take virtually any form
with

no di scernible difference, even on the microscopic level. It's got to take an
i ncredi bl e amount of energy for any creature to undergo a change like that."
"I guess so. Why? \What are you getting at?"

"Sinply that they have to have sonme linmitations. No living thing | know of
has

an i nexhaustible supply of energy and the nind boggles at the anount of

ener gy

that rmust be required for the anmbimorphs to transnutate the way they do. They
nmust have absolutely fantastic metabolic rates. And | ogic woul d suggest that
t he

nore they transnutate or shapechange, the nore energy they'd need. You said

t hey

reproduce by fission?"

"Qur people originally thought it could be something |ike binary fission," |
said, "as with unicellular organisms, but nowit |ooks as though they're not

actual ly independent entities at all. The latest theory is that they're a
sort

of "hive' of mcroscopic protoplasnic creatures, existing in a conplex
symnbiotic

rel ati onship and functioning as a unit."
"In a sense, that's exactly what we are, as well,

said Higgins, with a

smile.

"Qur cells are sinply not as flexible. |I keep thinking about that footage you
told me about, where the am bi norph in human form suddenly seemed to expl ode
into a flock of birds . . . exactly the sane way Strang changed into a swarm
of

i nsects. Maybe that was nore than transmutation. Has it occurred to you that
it

coul d have been the creature reproducing itself?"

| stared at him "No. It couldn't be."

"Why not ?"

"Because Breck and | both saw the creature shortly afterward. And it didn't
| ook



any different. I mean ... it wasn't smaller or anything ..
My voice trailed off.

"You see ny point, don't you?" Hi ggins said excitedly. "How would you know?
I't

may be a multicellular organismthat behaves as if it's unicellular, dividing
i ke bacteria, by geonetric increase, only at a nuch faster rate than any
bacteria we' ve ever seen!"

"\What are you saying, that the damm things are a disease!"

"No, what |'m suggesting is that it's possible they reproduce by multiple

di vision, very nuch the sane way that bacteria do. Simlar to a disease, if
you

like."

"But if an anbi norph reproduced by multiple division," | said, "then it would
follow that it would have to be rmuch smaller after reproduction, wouldn't it?
I't

couldn't possibly divide and still retain the same mass."

"No," said Higgins, "but how woul d you know sinply by looking at it? There's
nore to mass than size, you know. There's also density."

| frowned. "Wat do you nmean?"

"Take that anbi norph you saw back on Earth, the one that divided into a flock
of

birds and then re-forned once again in human shape. You say you saw it both
before and after the transnutati on. But suppose one or two of those birds
didn't

rejoin with the others to re-forminto the sane body once again? The
difference

in mass woul d have been very slight, perhaps not even noticeable, and even if
there was a noticeabl e decrease in mass, the creature m ght have altered its
density slightly to conpensate for the |oss."

I wal ked on for a few steps w thout saying anything, profoundly disturbed by
t he

i mplications of what Higgins was suggesting.

"It's possible, isn't it?" said H ggins, the xenobiol ogist in himexcited by
t he

theory. "Then whatever part did not re-formw th the main body would be nuch
smal l er. There would have to be enough of it to sustain a separate existence,
because sone of those insects Strang changed i nto-the ones who weren't

i ncinerated by your blast-fell dead into the fountain, so we know there has
to

be sone sort of mininmumnmass for the creature to sustain total separation
from

t he parent colony, but the result would be a baby anbi norph

"It could survive by adopting protective coloration," Higgins continued with
excitement, "taking the shape of smaller creatures and avoi di ng unnecessary
transmutation to conserve its strength while it grew . . . and considering
what

their netabolic rates nust be and the amount of energy they nust consune,
their

growm h rate nust be phenonenal! Considering all the energy they nust burn up
how I ong could their |ifespan be? There has to be a powerful reproductive

i nperative. They'd probably die if they didn't reproduce. Listen, O Tool e,

t hat

anbi nor ph you encountered back on Earth . . . after it had re-formed again,
back

i nto human shape, was there anything about it, the way it | ooked or acted,

t hat

suggested it could have been in a weakened condition?"

| renmenbered how Breck and | had trailed it, how Breck had run on ahead of ne
and entered the slumbuilding the creature had gone into. It had taken on the
form of a cyberpunk, connected with a young cyberpunk girl, and gone back



with
her to her apartnment in the box warrens on the ground | evel of the city. A

pl ace

to hide out and recuperate after reproduction? Breck had al ready gone inside
by

the tine | got there. As | arrived, out of breath, | saw the cyberpunk girl

| eavi ng.

Breck had gone in; she had come out. | ran after her, drawi ng ny gun and
ai m ng

| yelled and she had turned around . . . and it was Stone's face that had

| ooked

back at ne. Only Stone was dead. It all came back to ne.
"Arkady! Don't! It's ne, Stone!"

Col es was screaming in ny nind, "O Toole! Don't kill it! | want that thing
alivel™

The creature spoke in Stone's voice. "Let me go, Arkady. Please. They'll hurt
ne."

It hadn't changed. Like "Strang," it could have transmutated into a cloud of

i nsects and swarnmed away. It could have turned into a flock of birds or sone
other sort of creature, they could change so quickly, but it hadn't. It had
stood there, helpless, pleading with me and only Saqqgara's assassins striking
at

that precise noment had allowed it to escape. It had not tried to fight back
nor had it killed Breck, choosing instead to knock himout and flee. Wy?
Because it had been in a weakened condition fromreproduci ng? | renenbered
what

t he shapechanger had told us back on Draconis, about how consum ng human

fl esh

had made it violently ill. Maybe that was all that had saved Breck, its
weakness

and its fear of being incapacitated.

Had the creature used up its last reserves of strength by assum ng Stone's
form

in a desperate ganble for its life? It had made only a partial change, only

t he

face, since it had already been in the shape of a hunan female. Did it choose
that tactic sinply because it was the only option left to it, because it had
strength enough only for a partial transformation?

"There was somet hing, wasn't there?" said Higgins, watching ne intently as he
wal ked besi de ne.

"Yes," | said, slowy, "there was."

"I knew it! God, I wish | could exanine one of those creatures!”

"I know soneone who feels nuch the same way you do," | said, thinking of
Col es.

| had a feeling that if we ever got back alive, Hi ggins would probably cone
to

regret his wish.

After a while, even the |oquacious H ggi ns abandoned conversation in favor of
conserving his energy. W'd been wal king for hours, but it seemed |ike days.
Sonetimes we followed a desultory course, stopping for a while to |et
sonet hi ng

pass by in the night that only Tyla could sense or making a detour around an
unseen herd of night grazers, but for the nost part, we kept heading steadily
toward the high country.

The desert plains of Purgatory had a desol ate nmagni tude about them t hat

br ought

back nenories of the red dust plains of Mars. | had spent nmuch of ny life in
cities, but there was sonething about the vastness of a sweeping desert

vi st a,

the trackl ess scope of unpopul ated country stretching out to the horizon that



always instilled silence. It was hunbling. It seemed sonehow i nappropriate

for

man to make his paltry noise out in the nmdst of all that pristine wlderness.
Per haps that was why we al ways congregated in cities, responding to sone
primeval herding instinct. Maybe it was because we were frightened by the

wi | derness, not so nuch by the dangers there-because there were far nore
dangers

in our cities-but because the wlderness put us in our place. It was

difficult

to stand out in the niddle of a desert and say, "I amthe Master.'
woul d sound so smal | .

There coul d be thousands of niles of virgin, unpopul ated country avail able
al |

around us, and yet nost of us always gravitated to the skyscrapers and the
slunms, the concrete and the steel, the pul sating, sweating, heaving

mul titudes

Your voice

choking in their own effluvium pressing in on one another, living |like
i nsects
in a hive, all for the illusion of security and fellowship. The city nmade its

own rul es and forgot about the rules of nature. It becane a raveni ng beast,
its

pul se abnormally fast, its reactions unnatural, its sexuality perverse, its

m nd

twi sted. When there are too many ants in a colony, they all go mad. The

| onel i est, saddest people |I've met have always lived in cities.

My ancestors were Irish and Russian, both peoples with a passionate

i nvol venent

with the land, a feeling for it, a |love as profound as that for famly and
sel f.

Sonmewhere in the distant past, ny people had worshiped at Druidic altars and
gal | oped on horseback across vast steppes. They had farned and hunted. When

t he

gane was scarce, they went hungry. Wen the drought came, they starved. Their
connection with the land was tangible, if at tines brutal. But as we built
our

cities and exerted our collective will against the wlderness, we lost that
connection with the land. And in so doing, we had |ost a part of ourselves,
as

wel I .

W would either live or die. W would do our best to live, and with Tyla's
hel p,

we had a far better chance than we woul d' ve had on our own. The terror of (he
city dweller out in the wild and away fromeverything famliar had abated and
in

its place there cane a quiet acceptance, a serenity, a sense of peace. It was
as

if the vastness of the desert had rem nded ne of my insignificance and,

properly
hunbl ed, | had once nore assuned my proper place in the natural schenme of
things. | wasn't "master" of anything. | was, instead, nerely a part of

everything. There was a certain inexpressible joy in that realization, a true
feeling of comunity that people always seek in cities and never really find.
It was al nost dawn by the time we reached the foothills. W had wal ked

bri skly
all night and made surprisingly good tine. | was absol utely exhausted, but I
had

to give Coles credit. If it weren't for all the hell he'd put ne through
bot h

physically and nmentally, | doubt I would have made it. The others woul d' ve
had



to carry ne.
Tyla heard it first. She stopped and pointed back the way we canme. | couldn't
hear anything at all. Neither could Breck, at first, but then he heard it,

t oo.

Morments later, so did Higgins and I. It was the faint, far-off sound of a jet
engine. It mght al nost have been the wind. But then we saw the silvery
sparkl e

of light reflected off a desert sled as the sun started to cone up over the
hori zon.

"He's circling,'

H ggi ns said. "R ght where our sled crashed. By now, the

wi nd

wi || have erased any tracks we left, but he'll figure out we've headed for
t he

hi gh country. He'll probably fly a few wi dening circles around the weck,
t hen

he'll start heading this way. It mght be a good idea if we got out of sight."
"And it might be an even better idea if we didn't," Breck said. "Since you're

a

conpet ent outdoorsman, Higgins, | assume that one of these packs contains
something in the way of an energency shelter?"

"Well . . . yes, |I'mpacking a collapsible, reflective dome shelter, but-"
"Excellent," said Breck. "If you're quick about setting it up, it should
reflect

quite nicely as the sun clinbs over the horizon."

"But that would only attract . . . oh, | see.”

Breck smiled. "Precisely."

A few nonents later, Higgins had the shelter erected. It was a silver nyflex
done big enough to confortably sleep two; four if confort wasn't a mmjor
concern. Cbviously, H ggins hadn't counted on using it, but being a conpetent
out doorsman, as Breck had observed, he had packed it as a prudent safety
neasure.

"\What happens now?" said Higgins as he finished setting it up

"Now ... we wait," said Breck. "Let's see what he does when he spots the
reflection off the done."

"You think it's an anbinorph in that sled?" said Higgins. "Qur saboteur?"

Breck nodded. "lI'msure of it. Unless you can think of any other reason why
soneone woul d wish to follow us out here.”
"I hate to bring it up," |I said, "but I can think of one. Soneone could have

followed us with the express purpose of arresting you for nmurder. The people
back there woul dn't have any way of know ng that bartender you killed was an
anbi norph. |If there are other shapechangers present in the city, they'll be
certain to exploit that situation. And it's entirely possible that soneone
famliar with the terrain mght have found us without the aid of a |ocator
beacon. "

"How?" asked Higgi ns, frowning.

"Sinmple. They could tune in to the broadcast of the gane."

H ggins stared at me with astoni shment. "They could what! Wait a minute, |et
nme

get this straight,'
I've

gotten nyself mxed up in. You and Breck are Psychodrome players, but you're
al so working for the government. However, since that's supposed to be a
secret,

you've made it part of your alien invasion gane, only the invasion is
actual l'y

real, which nobody's going to believe because it's part of the game to act as
i f

it's real. So, supposedly, what's happening isn't really happening, except it
is, right? And anyone with a psy-fi set can tune in on this craziness?"
"That's about it," | said.

he said. "I want to make sure | understand this |unacy



"But. . . but when you expl ai ned about editing and enhancenent for broadcast
pur poses, | assunmed you neant that steps would be taken to protect your

m ssi on. "

| shook ny head. "Not necessarily. They edit primarily to protect the hone
audi ence fromreality. And for naxi mumdramatic inpact when they broadcast

t he

condensed version in a rerun. You see, Hi ggins, the nore danger we're in, the
nore interesting it is for the home audi ence. That's the bottom|ine, because
if

we get good ratings, nore people will tune in. If nore people tune in, the
gane

becomes nore popul ar. The nore popul ar the gane becones, the nore people wll
enter the lottery, the nore biochips will be given out as prizes, which neans
nmore m nds and bodies for our friend Coles to play with. He calls it
"increasing

the data base.' He'd probably like to do it nore quickly, but if he started
handi ng out biochips by the thousands, it mght ook a little funny. Instead,
what he's trying to do is pick his winners carefully, utilizing things |like
denogr aphi cs, position in the business comunity, political affiliation, and
so

forth. O course, this part of our conversation will probably be edited out
for

br oadcast and redubbed with simulsynch. That's the sort of reality people
have

to be protected from So as far as the hone audience is concerned, we

pr obabl y

aren't even having this conversation. | wonder what we're really sayi ng?"
H ggins turned to Breck. "lIs he serious?"

"I'"'mafraid so."

"But . . . that's crazy!" Hggins stared at us with disbelief. "Don't you

realize what that neans? It means you're being used as Judas goats! It neans
t hat any amnbi morph with access to a psych-fidelity set can tune you in!"

He pointed to the silvery speck of the desert sled in the distance, gradually
getting larger as it approached. "Woever or whatever that is only needs a
conmuni cation link to someone tuned into you right now to know exactly what
you'

re planning!"

"Makes it a bit nmore challenging, doesn't it?" said Breck, watching as the
craft

appr oached.

SI X

The jet-powered desert sled cane out of the sun, heading straight for the
reflective done tent. As it banked sharply, turning its canopy toward us,

H ggins followed it w th binocul ars.

"It's Jarrett!" he said.

"I think we can safely assume that it nost definitely isn't Jarrett," Breck
sai d

as we hid in sone rock outcroppings a short distance fromthe done. "Not

unl ess

Jarrett has sone sort of official |aw enforcement status here.”

"No," said Higgins, glancing at Breck and then putting the binoculars back up
to

his eyes. "Blaisedell's Chief of Security. You met himwhen we went to visit
Cavanaugh. |f he had a warrant out on you, he'd serve it hinmself. He woul dn't
send Jarrett. And if he came after you, he sure as hell wouldn't cone al one.”
"I didn't think so," Breck said.

The sl ed banked sharply and circled round the done.

"He's retracted the canopy,"” said H ggins. "He's-"



A burst of automatic weapons' fire sounded above the whine of the jet engines
and the fragnentation rounds plowed into the done shelter, exploding as they
hit.

"Now, " said Breck, bringing his pistol up, "as our friend | ands so that he
can

survey the damage ..
The sled set down with a di m ni shing whine of engines beside the weckage of
t he

shelter. Jarrett junped down fromthe cockpit and cane toward what was |eft
of

the shelter, holding an assault rifle at the ready. Breck stood up and
rapidly

fired three stunner darts into his back. Jarrett spun around and fired a
bur st

in our direction. The rounds exploded as they hit the rocks, sending shards
and

chi ps of stone flying everywhere. Breck tried to fire once nore and Jarrett
opened up again, forcing himto duck back down. | edged around the

out cr oppi ng

on the other side, leveled nmy gun and fired twice. The fragmentation rounds
t ook

Jarrett in the chest, spinning himaround as they exploded. He fired as he
fell

and the frag bullets stitched the body of the sled, struck the fuel cells,
and

t he whol e thing exploded into flane.

"Dam you, O Toole!" swore Breck, "I was trying to take himalive!"

| glanced down at the grip indicator of ny gun and saw a strip of red show ng
t hrough the clear plastic. Red magazine. Fragmentation rounds. | thought I'd
| oaded stunners.

"I"'msorry," | said, lanely. "I thought I... Holy Christ!"

| stared wi de-eyed as the ground around Jarrett's body churned and what

| ooked

i ke hundreds of fist-sized, hairy, multilegged creatures erupted to the
surface. They | ooked like a cross between tarantul as and hermt crabs. They
swar med over the body, covering it conpletely in a black, withing, hairy

bl anket. There was an incredi bl e sound, |ike hundreds of wal nuts cracking,
and

nmonents |l ater, they had burrowed back down beneath the surface, |eaving
not hi ng

behi nd. Not even bones.

"My God," | said. "Wat were those creatures?"

"Sandstriders," Higgins said. "They burrow underground at night and then cone
up

and swarm over the surface toward their prey.”

"W were standing right there just alittle while ago," | said, swallow ng
har d.

"That's right," said H ggins, uneasily. "And we're standing way the hell too
close right now W'd better nove it."

"My apol ogies, O Toole," said Breck as we hurried away. "You may not have
intended it, but you just saved our lives. "It's a pity about the sled,

t hough. "

"At |least Jarrett, or the shapechanger, didn't realize it was a trap," said
H ggins. "What if he had been in conmunication with another anbi norph who was
tuned in on the gane?"

"It m ght have been interesting," said Breck. "And if they were tuning in on
us,

it would certainly have been worth knowi ng. However, | think they'd shy away
fromthat idea. | don't think they're certain yet how vul nerabl e they woul d
be



if they plugged into the net. For that matter, | don't think we're sure of
t hat ,

our sel ves. "

"I"'mhaving a hard tinme keeping all this straight,
occurs

to ne that if people could foll ow our experience right now by tuning in to
ei ther of you guys through the psy-fi network, then wouldn't they have been
abl e

to see the bartender transform ng herself into a sandcat? That neans they'd
know

she was an anbi nor ph, wouldn't they? Surely that would clear you?"

"It isn't sonething I would care to bet on," said Breck. "If anyone on

Pur gat ory

was tuned in at precisely the right tine, and if they believed that what they
were seeing was actually real as opposed to a psychocybernetically achieved
speci al effect, then perhaps it mght have cleared ne. But | don't think a
court

of law woul d be convinced that anything experienced on Psychodrone was
representative of reality."

"But what about the body?" Hi ggins said. "Certainly they can't doubt that
reality!"

"It's the body of a human fenale,"” said Breck. "And no autopsy would be able
to

prove ot herw se."

"But unl ess she was an anbi nor ph, -what reason woul d you possi bly have for
killing her?" asked Hi ggins.

said Higgins, "but it

"Some of themw Il think I sinmply went berserk," Breck said. "After all, | am
a

hybreed who has been trained to kill and everyone knows that genetically

engi neered killing machines such as nyself occasionally slip a cog,

especial ly
gi ven the high incidence of Psychodronme players going i nsane. O course,
there

may be others who will think the alien invasion gane is real, especially if

t hey

wi tnessed the girl's transformation on psy-fi." He smled. "It all depends on
whi ch brand of reality you subscribe to. In any case, none of it anmounts to
proof. | imagine it will prove somewhat controversial."

"Aren't you even worried?" Hi ggins asked.

"I never worry," Breck replied, with a shrug. "Wat would it acconplish?"
"But you could wind up facing a nurder charge!"

"Quite possibly."

"And that doesn't bother you?"

"At the nmonent, we have other things with which to concern ourselves. Such as
the fact that your wife seens to have di sappeared.”

H ggi ns spun around, |ooking all around him There was no sign of Tyla.

"She was here a mnute ago,"” | said.

"You didn't see her |eave?" said Breck

| shook ny head.

"Neither did I," he said. "Now that may be cause for worry."

H ggi ns turned on Breck. "What are you saying? You don't think that... Now
wai t

a mnute! You're not seriously suggesting that Tyla could be one of then? Ch,
come on! That's ridicul ous!"”

"ls it?"

"Don' t be absurd! She nust have gone to hunt for food or..."

"y

"For CGod's sake, Breck, I've lived with her! You can't seriously believe that

she could be one of those creatures!”

"I"ve told you once before, Hi ggins," Breck said, "I suspect everyone. Even



you. "

"You're crazy. Tyla! Tyla!" H's voice echoed in the rocks above. There was no
answer. He glanced fromme to Breck and back again. For the first time, | saw
uncertainty in his face. He didn't want to think about it, but he was only
human

and Breck had planted a frightening, horrible suspicion in his mnd.

"You said yourself that you lived apart much of the time," said Breck. "How
do

you know that it was really Tyla who came back to you this tinme?"

"You think I wouldn't know my own wi fe?" Higgins |ooked around anxiously,

t hen

cal l ed her nane agai n.

The answering call came fromhigh up in the rocks.

"There!" he said triunmphantly, visibly relieved. "I knew she hadn't run out
on

us! She nust have found us shelter up there or some food."

He started clinbing quickly up the slope. Breck and | foll owed.

"What do you think?" | said.

"I think we should take turns sl eeping tonight," said Breck

Tyla had found a small cave in a |arge group of rock outcrop-pings higher up
in

the foothills. It provided some wel come shelter fromthe savage heat. As the
sun

clinmbed higher in the sky, | was extrenely grateful that we had wal ked al

ni ght

and not stayed on the desert. W would have cooked down there. Not to mention
the possibility of being eaten alive by creatures |ike those sandstriders.

H ggi ns spread out his bedroll and settled down on the rock floor with Tyl a,
who

curled up beside him Breck volunteered to take the first watch, since | was
exhausted. | spread out my own bedroll, on loan from Hi ggins, and stretched
out

nmy aching |l egs. Breck took up position near the entrance to the cave.
"Breck," said Higgins quietly, his voice echoing slightly in the confines of
t he

cave.
"Yes?"

"How do | know that you 're not one of thenP"

Breck smiled. "You're learning, H ggins. W'll make a psycho of you yet."

| closed my eyes and wondered where the whol e dam thing woul d end. Wat
woul d

we find out here in the mddle of this godforsaken no-man's-1and? And how
woul d

we get back? | felt that we were stunbling in the dark, inprovising as we
went

al ong. How the hell were we supposed to capture an anbi norph alive? And how
wer e

we supposed to deliver it to Coles? We'd had several chances already and we'd
bl own every one.

| thought about Kami, a young woman | had known back when she was the | eader
of

a gang of wild scooter bandits in Tokyo. She'd noved up in the world a bit
si nce

t hen. She was now known in the Japanese underworld as the Tiger Lady,
oper at or

of The Pyramid Cd ub, the plushest casino on the G nza Strip, and through her
position as shogun of the bushi do gangs, she controlled over a dozen nore.
The

enpire that had once been Haki m Saqgara's was now hers. |1'd had sonething to
do



with that and she had nade it clear that | was welcone there to share it with

her anytime | chose. | wi shed | was there right now.

There had been a tinme, not very long ago, when the life that Kanmi |ed seened
frighteningly violent to ne. | had told nyself | was too old for taking up
with

a gang of scooter bandits and zoom ng around hi gh above the streets of Tokyo
on

a jet-powered skimmer, terrorizing the "zens." That sort of |life seened very
tame now conpared with what | was involved in. At least Kanm's world was
sinmpl e

and brutally direct. Mne had becone about as unpredictable as possible. And
far

nore violent than | could have dreaned.

| opened my eyes and saw a dark figure in a long flowi ng coat that bill owed
like

a cape. He stood at the entrance to the cave, silhouetted against the light.
I

| ooked for Breck, but he was nowhere in sight. Hi ggins and Tyla were both
gone.

| sat up quickly, reaching for my gun, but ny weapons had di sappeared, as
wel | .

The sun made a blinding aura around the shadowy figure standing notionl ess at
the nmouth of the cave, watching nme. He took a couple of steps forward,

seemi ng
to glide across the rock floor of the cave. As he cane closer, | could see
t he

long white hair falling to his shoul ders, the gaunt face etched with age, the
dark and penetrating eyes, the bl ood ruby amulet of the playermaster on a
chain

around his neck..

"Mondago, " | said.

He smiled, standing over nme, and though his lips did not nove, | heard his
fam | iar deep sepul chral tones as he spoke inside my mind. "How are you
beari ng

up, O Tool e?"

| realized | was asl eep. Mondago always had a flair for the dramatic. He

l'i ked

to contact players in their dreanms, nmaking his entrances in clouds of mst,
appearing like a specter frombeyond. He was another one for tiptoeing

t hr ough

people's minds without their knowing it. He'd done it to me on at |east
severa

occasions that | knew of. Now here he was again, appearing in my dreamlike
an

unwel come guest conme to spoil the weekend.

"What do you want, Mondago?" | said irritably. "I"'mtired. Let ne sleep.”
"You are sleeping, ny dear boy. And quite soundly, | night add. Judgi ng by
your

readouts, it would take sonething on the order of a cannon to wake you up
ri ght

now. "

"Fine, get to the point, Mndago. | was having a perfectly nice dream when
you

showed up."

"Ah, yes, that fascinating young bandit queen of yours. Qite charming, in a
rather feral way. You seemto have unusual tastes in wonen."

"Mondago ..."
"Yes, yes, very well, I'Il cone right to the point. There have been a nunber
of

i nteresting new devel opnments Col es thought you should be aware of. In Iight



of

what we' ve | earned through your experience here, Purgatory is going to be
pl aced

under quarantine. This is all highly classified, of course, and the

guar anti ne

will not be officially declared until after you' ve left, but the orbita
station

will be refitted as a nilitary garrison and everyone on Purgatory wl|
essentially be held i ncommuni cado until such tine as we can devise a

f ool pr oof

nmet hod for differentiating between a human and an anbi norph. "

"Short of inplanting everyone with biochips frombirth and nmonitoring them
from

t he nonent they can crawl, you nean?"

"I will assune the question was rhetorical," Mndago said, ignoring ny
sarcasm

"As | was saying, the quarantine will be officially put in place after you
and

Breck have left, but you will not be |leaving alone. Coles would like M.

H ggi ns

to acconpany you."

"Wait a minute," | said, "why Higgins? And what if he doesn't want to go?
He's

got a wife here, you know. "

"Who apparently has nore than her share of husbands already ," Mndago said
dryly. "One nore or |ess would probably make little difference. Inpress M.
H ggins with the inmportance of his leaving with you. Hi s ideas on the subject
of

anbi nor phs have aroused a good deal of interest here. W would |like to have
hi m

on our research staff.’

"Does he have a choice?"

"Not really, no. W could arrange for himto be shipped hone, but we would
prefer his voluntary cooperation. People tend to be nore productive when
they're

wor ki ng of their own free will."

"That's a hell of a radical thought for sonebody who works for Coles."

"Yes, | suppose it is, at that. In any case, it would be best if you were the
one to bring the matter up. H ggins seens to have a slight antipathy for

Br eck.

He might take it better coming fromyou. Do try to convince him"

"I'l'l see what | can do."

"Cood. | doubt it will be all that difficult. He is a scientist, after all.
He' || probably junp at the chance. Meanwhile, you recall the anbi norph you
knew

as the crystal hunter, Nikolai Razin, the one who came back from Draconis 9
with

you as-"
"As Stone, yes, | renenber. Christ, Mndago, how the hell could | forget?"
"Well, we were able to track it for a time until it apparently |earned how to

control the signals fromthe biochip it had assimlated fromMss Wnters."
Assim |l ated. He neant that the creature had absorbed her and ingested her

bi ochip, as well. For a while. Game Control had received internmttent signals
from Stone's biochip, but then the signals had become erratic, fluctuating
wi I dly, suggesting that the creature was | earning how to control the biochip,
somet hi ng that was supposed to be inpossible. Eventually, they had |ost the
signal s al t oget her.

"We've started receiving signals fromthat biochip again," Mndago said.

It was startling news. | was convinced that the anbi morph Breck and

referred



to as "N kolai Razin," after the crystal hunter whose identity it had
assuned,

was perhaps the nost dangerous of themall. It had come very close to
penetrating our security and it was the only anbi norph to have ever been

i nsi de

t he Psychodronme headquarters conpl ex. "Then you've found the creature?"

sai d,

excit ed.

"Not exactly" said Mondago. "More like it's found us. The biochip is not
responding to an activating signal from Gane Control. The creature, which we
have code named Chanel eon, has | earned how to activate its biochip at wll
and

transmt selectively, directly to our satellite network."

"Does that mean you can't trace it?" | said.

"No, as long as the signal is identified in time and we can get a fix on it,
we

are capable of tracing it with some limted success, depending |argely on how
| ong Chanel eon is transmtting. But what is far nore significant and oni nous
is

the fact that Chanel eon is now capable of transmtting signals that can
conpl etely bypass Ganme Control ."

| still didn't understand. "Wat are you telling nme? You nean you can trace
t he

signal if you can lock inon it in time, but you can't control it?"
"Unfortunately, no, we cannot. W are still trying to find ways to block it.

Chanel eon has been sending us transmi ssions which are essentially the

equi val ent

of test patterns, as if it were arrogantly showi ng us what it has learned to
do.

Al t hough we've had no direct evidence of it as yet, theoretically, what this
means is that it's possible for the creature to use our satellite network to
tap

into psych-fidelity broadcasts."

It finally sank in and | was stunned. "Are you saying it can make direct

tel enpathic contact with anyone tuned in to the channel it's tapped into?"
"Exactly."

"Holy shit."

"Col es used somewhat stronger term nology hinself. You can appreciate how
this

has caused the situation to escalate alarmngly. If one anbi nmorph can |earn
to

do this, no doubt others can. This opens up the possibility for
psychocybernnetic

terrorism with the victins being accessed through the nedia."

"But what about the fail-safe systens, the biononitors built into psy-fi
sets?

wn't they protect the user?"

"We don't know. Obviously, we're hoping that they will, but the fail-safes
are

designed so that the biomonitors will register unacceptable |evels of stress
and

bl ock out that part of the transm ssion or shut the entire system down. For
exanple, if someone who is tuned into M. Breck perform ng sone feat of

dari ng

becomes too frightened and experiences increased respiration and accel erated
heartbeat and so forth, the bionmonitors will register that and the fail-safe
systenms will react accordingly. So we can protect our audiences fromtheir
own

physi cal reactions. But can we protect themfromtheir enotional reactions?
Can



we prevent ambinorph terrorists frominstilling ideas within their
subconsci ous

mnds that will fester and break out only after the psy-fi set had been

di sconnect ed?"

"And you know that can be done because you peopl e have been doing it
your sel ves,

haven't you?" | said, "All along, you' ve been feeding the home audi ence sone
subconsci ous progranming along with their entertainnment. And |'ve been part
of

the program God help ne. Well, nowit |ooks as if Game Control is about to
| ose

control. | don't know if | should |augh or cry."

"I cannot give enough enphasis to the inportance of your assignment,

O Tool e, "

Mondago said intensely. "W must have a live anbimorph to study. It is
absolutely inperative. W have every avail abl e undercover teamout in the
field,

attenpting to capture one. So far, you and Breck have had the nost contacts.
And

you al so have the nost experience."

"I gather the other teans aren't doing too well," | said.

Mondago was silent for a nonent. "W have |ost touch with nine of them™

| swal | owed hard. "Conmpletely?"

"Conpl etely. Term nation signals have been received. Shortly after that,
their

bi ochi ps began transmitting once again, indicating that they had been
assim |l ated by the anbi norphs. And then, as happened wi th Chanel eon, we | ost
them™

"God. "

"You must bring back an anbi norph, O Toole. Alive. At any cost. Any cost, is
t hat under st ood?"

"Ch, it's understood, all right. But you mnd telling me how?"

He becane insubstantial and faded away.

| opened nmy eyes with a start and sat up abruptly. |I was sweating. | |ooked
around. Higgins and Tyla were still asleep, curled up together in the back of
the small cave. Breck sat |eaning against the wall at the nmouth of the cave.
He

heard me sit up and gl anced toward ne.

"What is it? Are you all right?" he said.

"How | ong have | slept?"

"About four hours."

| sighed and got out of ny bedroll. "I guess that's enough. | mght as well
t ake

over the watch. Go get sone sleep. You' re about to have a really rotten
dream "

SEVEN

There's a certain type of person to whomthe idea of "roots" is meaningless.
I'd

met a |l ot of them because the currents of ny life were such that | al ways
wound

up floating with the drifters. Breck was |ike that, though he was really sort
of

an exception, because he never had a hone and famly to start w th-unless you
can call a hybreed creche a home and | certainly can't. It's not the sane.
That's why hybreeds tend to feel a sort of extended famly cl oseness toward
one

another, even if they've never net before. There's sonething in there, deep
in



the human part of their genetic matrix, that drives themto seek the fanmilies
t hey never knew. No, Breck was different. | was thinking of another type of
person al toget her, one who grew up in the normal circunstances of famly and
hone, conmmunity and friendship, and who for one reason or another wound up
rejecting them

The corporate nercenaries | had fought with during ny first Psychodrone
adventure were such people. Sorme had fanilies at home that they woul d

pr obabl y

never see again, sone had been driven to the corporate wars by desperate

ci rcumst ances, but by far the vast majority of themthe hardened pros who
wer e

the real survivors-were truly isolated nen. And, sonetines, wonmen. They |ived
in

their owmn little self-contained worlds. They had no need of hone or famly
They

had no lovers, only sex partners. No friends, only conrades. They had no
roots.

No past. At least, no past that mattered. And no real future, either. They
clained to like it that way, but | noticed that they didn't really rmuch |ike
anyt hi ng.

In the Mddle Ages, nercenaries were known as "free conpanions." Fromthe
Latin

com nmeani ng together, and panis, neaning bread. In other words, a conpani on
was

someone to break bread with and if you were a nercenary, you were free to
choose

whi ch soldiers you' d break bread with. You were also free of |ove, free of
famlial ties, and free of care. You broke bread together and you fought
toget her and there ended your responsibilities. But since there was no such
thing as a free lunch, that kind of freedomhad a price. Paid in the coin of
| onel i ness.

| stared down at the rocky slope, letting ny gaze travel out across the

sun- baked desert that stretched out unbroken for as far as the eye could see.
I't

was a lonely place. Sonewhere beyond the cobalt-blue horizon, there were huge
surreal -1 ooking islands built of steel and glass, w th noxious black clouds,
like storms hot through with flanmes, hovering above them Purgatory, indeed.
I

felt like a lost soul

| had never consciously rejected the idea of having roots, of having a hone
and

famly. A place to settle down. The very phrase bespoke a sense of cal mand
peaceful ness. Settle down. Relax. Apparently, that was not for nme. Not yet.
Per haps, not ever. That little biochip was in ny brain to stay. It seened
ironic. Here | was, huddled in a tiny cave over a trillion mles away from
anything I knew, and | was feeling lonely-all the while, mllions, perhaps
billions, of people were sharing my experience.

"Wake up, O Toole," Breck said. "You were a million mles away."

"More like a trillion," | replied. "What's the matter? Can't you sl eep?”

He | ooked at me strangely. "I rarely have difficulty sleeping," he said.
"I've

slept three hours. It's enough.”

| stared at him "Wat are you tal king about ?"

"It's a good thing you weren't under ny conmand when you were in the
service,"

Breck said dryly. "I would have skinned you alive for falling asleep on guard
duty.”
"But | never fell asleep!" | protested. "I've been awake all the tinme, just

sitting here and thinking ..
"And you were not aware that over three hours had passed?" said Breck.



| shook ny head. "What is this, a joke? |I relieved you no nore than ten or
fifteen mnutes ago! |'ve been awake all the tine!"

"And you haven't noticed anything unusual ? You're telling ne that absolutely
not hi ng' s changed since you relieved me?" Breck said.

| shook ny head, feeling utterly confused. "No, of course not. Wiy? What are
you-"

"You did not see Tyla |leave?" he said softly.

n \N]at ?II

| scranbled to ny feet so fast | al nbst smashed ny head on the |l ow ceiling at
the entrance to the cave. | glanced back into the cave, and after a few
seconds,

nmy eyes became accustonmed to the change in light and | saw Higgins curled up
on

t he ground, asleep. Alone. There was no sign of Tyla.

| stared at Breck, utterly bew ldered. "I know |l didn't fall asleep,” | said.
"l

couldn't have! There has to be another exit fromthe cave."

"There isn't," Breck said curtly.

"But she couldn't have gotten past me w thout my seeing her!"

"No, not if you were awake," said Breck

"What's going on?" said Hi ggins, getting up and stretching.

"Your wife seenms to have wandered off again," said Breck. "She has a

di sconcerting habit of coming and going as she pl eases."

"Maybe that's because she's free to come and go as she pl eases,’
a

slight edge to his voice. "Or were you under the inpression that she had to
ask

your perm ssion?"

"Now | ook here, Higgins-" Breck began, but Higgins didn't let himfinish.
"No, you | ook here, Breck. |’ve had about enough of your paranoid

i nsi nuati ons!

If it wasn't for Tyla, you wouldn't even be here now You woul d' ve died out
there on the desert. And if Tyla was a shapechanger, she's had nore than

anmpl e

H ggi ns said,

opportunity to kill us all. If anyone's got reason to be distrustful, believe
me, friend, it isn't you. I've lived with Tyla and her tribe. | don't know
you

from Adam And what's nore . . ." He stopped hinself, his gaze focusing

behi nd

us, and we turned quickly to see Tyla standing there and watchi ng us.

She had cone up on us without a sound and she stood at the entrance to the
cave,

an ani mal carcass slung over her shoul ders. There was bl ood on her nouth. She
dunped her kill onto the ground at the cave entrance, then turned and wal ked
away.

H ggi ns brushed past us, handing Breck his knife. "You carve,'
get some wood."

| had no idea what it was we ate and | was so hungry, | didn't even care.

H ggi ns cooked the beast over a fire made fromthe scrub brush that grew in
scraggly clunps anong the rocks. The wood gave the meat a pungent, extrenely

he said. "I'II

snoky flavor. | felt like sone Neanderthal as | sat near the entrance to the
cave and tore into a roast haunch, the juices dribbling over my lips onto ny
chin, the grease making my fingers sticky. | never was nuch of a neat eater
and,

given a choice, |1'd take seafood or veggies anytime. For all | knew, the

r oast

mystery neat would either kill us or give ne incapacitating stomach cranps,
but

at that nmonent, if Higgins had told ne it was some sort of giant slug,
woul d



have eaten the damm thing just the sane. | wondered if the majority of ny
home

audi ence was experiencing disgust at my gustatory sensations or a vicarious
thrill at the way | tore into ny neat as if | were some prinmal savage
In any case, | managed to survive the dinner. O breakfast, or whatever neal

it

was. My time sense was thoroughly screwed up. Especially since | had sonehow
| ost about three hours. | didn't understand that. And | sure as hell didn't
like

it. Breck did not pursue the issue. Perhaps, since no harm seened to have
cone

of it, he had decided to forget about it. | was, after all, only an ordinary
human. Hi ggi ns, who was nore accustomed to the terrain than | was, had sl ept
like a dead man our trek. Maybe Breck thought he was being too hard on ne. But
I

could not forget about it. It preyed on nmy mnd as we resuned our journey in
t he

af t er noon.

According to Breck, | had slept about four hours. During that tine, | had
been

dream bri efed by Mondago. Then | awoke, relieved Breck, sat down with nmy back
agai nst the rocks at the cave entrance, and ten or fifteen minutes |later

Br eck

was telling me that | had fallen asleep on watch and about three hours had
gone

by.

| didn't believe it

Not that | thought Breck was lying to ne. | knew he woul dn't do that and

besi des, when | |ooked at the position of the sun, it was clear that nuch
nor e

than ten or fifteen minutes had gone by. No, what | did not believe was that

I

fell asleep. True, | was exhausted, but |1'd gotten by on far |ess sleep
before

wi t hout nodding off like that. It was possible that | m ght have dozed off

wi thout realizing it, but when Breck spoke to ne, there had been no sensation
of

waki ng up, that startled feeling when soneone wakes you suddenly after you've
nodded off. | had, in fact, never nodded off. | was convinced of it. Fromthe
monent | relieved Breck till the noment he spoke to me some three hours later
I

had experienced conplete continuity of thought and consci ousness-and sonmehow
it

had been "conpressed" so that it seenmed like only ten or fifteen m nutes.

No, | had not fallen asleep. Something had been done to nme. The question was,
by

whon?

If it was Mondago, who was presumably at the controls, then it was sone sort
of

new winkle that he .had never tried before and | could see no purpose to it.

Breck had told nme that, with time, | would becone nuch nore aware of
interface

and he was right. | didn't think that anyone at Gane Control, not even Col es,
could pull a stunt like that without nmy at |east being aware of sonething
bei ng

done, even if it was only after the fact-as had happened when Cass Daniels
activated ny natural defensive nechanisns and anplified theminto an attack
of

par anoi a whi ch had saved ny life. Later on, when | had a chance to think
about



it, I could pinpoint the exact nmoment when it happened and | could recall the
feeling. But this tine, there was not hing.

It gnawed at nme as we clinbed higher up into the hills. If someone back at
Gane

Control was playing with nmy perceptions, what purpose would it serve? Wy
interfere with an operative out on a m ssion? Unless, of course, this wasn't
really happening at all and it was sinply one nore hallucinact, with Col es

pressing some new buttons so he could see what happened. | had to adnit that
was
a possibility, but I could not afford to consider it a probability. |I had to
act

on the information of nmy senses-whether it was happeni ng objectively, in rea
life, or subjectively, in ny mind, it had to be real for me or else | m ght
not

survive it. At least not with nmy sanity intact.

Breck had once told me, with characteristic black humor, that psychos could
not

afford to doubt the reality of their perceptions. It was an involuted pun
one

that grimy underscored the thin |ine between a Pyschodrone pro and a
psychoti c.

The only difference between our sort of psycho and the real thing was that we
were better able to handle alternate realities-at |east until we crossed over
that line. | could not consider that a possibility. That way, literally, lay
madness.

That |eft one other explanation. If it wasn't Game Control, and if | wasn't
going crazy, then it could only have been Tyla. W knew that shapechangers
coul d

read m nds. And at | east one of themthe anbi norph Col es had code naned
Chanel eon-was | earning how to use a biochip to send. Tyla could be an

anbi mor ph

O maybe it was Higgins.

What did we really know about him anyway? It occurred to nme that this whole
thing could be a trap. What if both Higgins and Tyl a were shapechangers? \Wat
better way to divert suspicion fromthensel ves than to have staged that
confrontation in the Red Zone? The Purgatory settlements had to be infested
with

the creatures. And all we had to do was catch one. | felt as if |I'd been given
a

speargun and told to bring home a fish for dinner-then dunped into the niddle
of

a school of sharks.

| had to talk to Breck. |I had to convince himthat | hadn't sinply fallen

asl eep

on watch. But | had to have a chance to talk with himalone and that would be
difficult with Tyla and Hi ggi ns around. Supposedly, Tyla didn't speak our

| anguage. However, we had only Higgins's word for that. And if she was a
shapechanger, she wouldn't need to speak our |anguage. She could sinply read
our

m nds. She could be reading nmy mnd even now .

| stopped short, my heart pounding, my stomach suddenly in knots as paranoi a
washed over me in waves. It was insane. There was absolutely no defense. How
could you hope to prevail over an eneny who knew what you were thinking?

"O Tool e?" said Higgins, |looking at ne strangely. "You all right?"

"Yeah . . . sure," | said, wondering if he could read my mnd, if he was
human

or a creature that could assunme any shape at will, |eading Breck and ne to
some

ungodly fate out in the wilds of Purgatory.
"You sure?" he said. "You look a little pale. You want to rest?"



"No. Let's go on."

Breck was watching ne, the expression on his face unreadable. Did he know what
I

was thinki ng? Was he thinking the same thing? O was he using his form dable
.mental discipline to mask his thoughts in a way that | could not?

As | hurried to catch up with the others, | wondered what ny audi ence at hone
was thinking. Their interface with ne wasn't telepathic, after all, but

tel enpat hic, which nmeant that they could share perceptions with me and a

gr eat

many of ny feelings, too. As | had | earned, some psychos "projected" far nore
strongly than did others and I was one of them So even though ny hone

audi ence

did not know what | was thinking, they could undoubtedly infer a | ot about ny
t houghts fromthe enotions that | projected through the interface. And in

t hat

sense, | wondered if | was not a two-edged sword for Coles, on one hand
acting

as his eyes and ears-the ultimate intelligence agent, a sort of renote,
anbul at ory sensor bank through which he could pick up information-and on the
ot her, an unpredictable human |ink between a hone audi ence that did not
suspect

how it was being mani pul ated and a secret agency that was hiding in plain

si ght,

pl aying a deadly ganme within a game that was far nore om nous than anybody
realized.

The day grew |l ate and the sun began to sink behind the hills, staining the
sky

i ncarnadi ne and violet. W made canp in a little valley created by a ridge, a
rocky outcropping that rose up several hundred feet, curled around in a

sem circul ar shape and | evel ed off gradually at either end. It was a spot
protected fromthe nmountain wi nds, which made our situation sonmewhat nore
confortable. We stacked rocks to create inprovised bunkers that were open on
t he

top and we put our bags down inside these makeshift shelters, on top of beds
made of piled scrub-tree branches. It wasn't until Higgins started to nmake a
fire that | noticed Tyla had gone off again. She reappeared by the tine

H ggi ns

had the fire going, threw down the freshly killed carcass of a creature that

| ooked li ke a cross between a small antel ope and a hairy nountain goat, and

i nperiously departed once again sonmewhere off into the darkness, where she
woul dn't have to witness the distasteful spectacle of nales eating, and
rui ni ng

perfectly good flesh by roasting it. | was beginning to feel seriously

i nadequat e.

"You want ne to take the first watch?" Hi ggins said after we had eaten. "Or
woul dn't you feel confortable unless one of you. was awake and wat chi ng ne?"

| glanced at himsharply. He met ny gaze with a wy snile.

"I don't have to be a mind reader to know what you're thinking,'
your place, 1'd be thinking the same thing. Is he or isn't he?"
"And what woul d you concl ude?" said Breck, |eaning back against a rock and
lighting up a bang stick with a glowing twig fromthe canpfire.

"I"'d think that if | mm an anbi norph, then | probably wanted you alive, since
I've had anple opportunity to kill you." H's eyes glinted with anusenment. "It
woul dn't necessarily convince ne that | wasn't an anbi norph, but it might at
| east keep me fromlosing any sleep over it."

Breck grinned. "There's a certain fatalistic logic to that," he said. "But to
play the devil's advocate, what keeps you from|losing sleep over the fact

t hat

O Toole and | mght not be what we seen®?"

"The sane reason,” Higgins said, with a shrug. "If you wanted me dead, you'd

he said. "In



hardl y have needed to go to so much trouble. And if you were shapechangers
who

had successfully assuned the identities of a couple of governnent agents, |
can't think what in hell you'd need nme for."

"Good point," said Breck, nodding.

"Paranoia's a lot like a disease, isn't it?" said H ggins thoughtfully. "It's
cat ching. "

"It can be," Breck replied, inhaling deeply on his bang stick. "However, your
wife seens to be inmune to it."

"Her people don't worry about things the way we do,
I've

noti ced, anyway. Their lives seemto have nore inmedi acy than ours. They
sinmply

take things as they cone."

"Such as these sudden mani festations of their gods?" said Breck

H ggins was silent for a monent as he stared into the enbers of the fire.
"I'm

not really sure what they think about that. Qutside of what Tyla's told ne, |
haven't been able to get much of a reading on that situation.”

"What do you mean?" | said, frowning. "I'd think you, of all people, would be
in

t he best position to know how they felt about that."

H ggi ns shook his head and added sone wood to the fire. "You' re assuning
they're

as open with their feelings and opinions as we tend to be. They're not. In
sone

ways, they're a lot nore direct than we are, but in other ways, they're a

gr eat

deal nore private." He glanced at Breck. "Questions we m ght consider too
personal , such as her questions about how you | ost your arm are perfectly
accept abl e anong them But questions that ask for value judgnents, that's a
different story. You won't get very far."

"You mean they don't think in abstract terns?" | said.

"No, | didn't say that," said Higgins. "I neant that abstract thoughts are
hi ghly personal to them Different people-and different cultures-have

di fferent

t hreshol ds of privacy. Tyla's people are sinply private about different

t hi ngs."

"So what are you saying, that Nomads keep their opinions to thensel ves?"

sai d.

"I guess you could put it that way," said Hggins, with a smle. "You could
say

that they call themas they see them but they take great pains not to be
judgrmental . There's a very formal sort of courtliness about them which

adm ttedly sounds strange when you're tal king about primtive

hunt er - gat her er s,

but I can't describe it any other way."

"I wonder what they think of us?" said Breck

"They don't understand us," H ggins said sadly. "W just don't think the

Hi ggi ns said. "Not so

sane. "

He sighed. "They don't realize what's going to happen to them" He suddenly
changed the subject. "Well, so what's the deal ? Do you want nme to take a
wat ch

or should I just get a good night's sleep while you two soldiers take turns
standi ng guard over ne?"

"Take the first watch," Breck said. "I'l|l stand the second.”

| glanced at him but | didn't say anything. | just stayed awake unti

H ggi ns

woke Breck to relieve him | waited until Hi ggins had crawl ed back into his
stacked rock shelter, then | quietly crawl ed out and joined Breck at the



canpfire.

"W need to talk," | said softly.

"You think | made a m stake, trusting himto stand watch?" said Breck
"It's not like you," | said.

"No, it isn't, is it?" he said. And then he grinned. "I was awake all the
tine.

Actually, | rather like him but | still don't trust him"

"Well, that wasn't what | wanted to talk to you about anyway."

"I know. You were going to insist that you hadn't fallen asleep last night,
t hat

either Tyla or Hi ggins had sonehow hypnotized you or sonething to that
effect.

Yes, | know. And | believe you."

| stared at himin the firelight. "Then why did you-"

"Discipline, O Toole, discipline. | wanted to think that you had fallen
asl eep,

in the event that anyone was eavesdropping, in a manner of speaking. Notice
t hat

Tyla still has not returned. Higgins doesn't seemto find that unusual

Per haps

she's out stal king or baying at the noon, but whatever she's doing, | fee
somewhat safer with ny thoughts when she is not around.”

"Are you saying she's a telepath?" | said. "She's one of them an anbi norph?"
"It's possible," said Breck, "but sonehow | don't think so. Earlier, | felt a
sort of ... tug. Very hesitant and crude, but definitely probing. Even Col es
is

nore subtle than that. And if it was an anbi nor ph, you can rest assured

woul dn't have felt anything at all. No, I"'minclined to accept Tyla at face

val ue. However, there is no question that she's telepathic to sone degree.
Whi ch

rai ses some interesting questions. Is this sonething all the Nomads share or
is

she an anomal y? And why didn't Higgins tell us about it? O does he even
know?"

"I don't like the way she keeps wandering off," | said.
"I wouldn't conplain about it too nuch," Breck said. "She's kept us fed."
"And that's another thing," | said.

Breck glanced at nme and raised his eyebrows. "You'd prefer going hungry?"

| grimaced. "That's not it. It's just the way she does it. Shows up with sone
dead animal and throws it down on the ground before us |ike we're a bunch of
dogs or sonething. Here, boys, have sonme nmeat. Here's some bones for you."

Breck-repressed a snile. "I see," he said, with nock solemity. "You'd rather
she prepared it properly, skinned it and cut it up into nice steaks and
chops,

asked you how you liked it done, and then served it to you on a plate with
some

pot at oes on the side, so you could wolf it down, belch, and say, 'Wat's for
dessert, dear? "

"Christ, is that what I'mdoing?" | said. "My nmal e ego's being threatened?"
"Perhaps just little, eh?" said Breck

"Perhaps," | said sourly.

"O Tool e, sonetimes | have a hard tine understanding you," said Breck. "That
rather | ethal young woman back in Tokyo is about as subservient as a shark
and

she could break you in half w thout even working up a sweat. We've both seen
her

kill with her bare hands, yet she doesn't threaten you and Tyl a does?"
"Kam never threw ny food down on the floor," | said.
Breck shook his head in exasperation. "Go to sleep, O Toole. | have nore

i mportant things to think about than your tender sensibilities. Get sone



rest.

"1l wake you in about four hours."

| didn't renenber falling asleep. In fact, | wasn't even sure | had fallen
asl eep. | renenbered Breck waking ne to take ny turn on watch. | renmenbered
addi ng sone wood to the fire and settling back against a rock to chew on sone
of

that roast hairball or whatever it was Tyla had brought us for our supper, and
I

renmenber sitting there and sort of drifting, resting and feeling
unaccount abl y

rel axed, nmy attention occupied with the utter inpossibility of our situation
and

ot her cheery thoughts like that and then suddenly it was starting to get

l'i ght

and it couldn't possibly have been starting to get |ight because | knew damm
wel | that dawn wouldn't come for about another three hours. Yet the sky was
starting to get snoky gray and streaked with the silver aura of predawn |ight

and the nmorning mst was thick upon the ground. | told nyself that | coul dn't
have fallen asleep, | sinply couldn't have, and | stared dunmbfounded at the
cold

ashes of the fire, which had been burning brightly only nmonents ago-or what
seened |ike only noments ago- and then | saw them standing there |ike

specters

in the mst, notionless, |like dead warriors descended from Val hal | a.

| didn't move. | sat there, staring at them ethereal barbarians weathed in
t he

chilly norning mist. Long, thick, silver-streaked black hair falling to just
above their waists, fram ng bronze-col ored faces with gaunt, chiseled
features

and prom nent jaws; curved vanpirelike fangs protruding slightly over their
lower lips; eyes of gold that seenmed to glow as if illum nated from behi nd by
sone hellish fire in the brain.

They were dressed in furs and skins, armed with | ong-shafted, stone-tipped
spears and crude stone axes. | recalled what Hi ggins said about the

mat ri ar chal

structure of the Nonad tri bes.

Sonet hi ng about how once we'd seen a Nonad mal e, we'd never again think of

t hem

as being subservient. | saw them and | understood.

| had no idea how |l ong they had been standing there. For that matter, | had
no

i dea how long | had been sitting there. | had once agai n experienced that

peculiar time-conpression, as if |1'd been sonehow frozen in a linbo while the
rest of tine went on without ne. For a nmoment, no, |onger than a nmonent,
wasn't sure if | was awake or if it was a dream It was a noment stuck in
tine.

| sat there, notionless, staring at themw th wonder as they stood silently
in

the gently undul ati ng m st, watching me. The scene nmust have resenbled a

Bi bli cal engraving by Doré, a sleeping prophet visited by angels.

"Breck . . ."l said, not very loudly, and then |I cleared ny throat and said
hi s

nane again, a little louder, though | was suddenly afraid to raise ny voice.
"Breck!"

| heard a sound behind me and | turned to see Breck sitting up behind his
stacked rock shelter, his plasma pistol in his hand, and then Higgi ns was
besi de

him saying, "Don't!"

Tyl a wal ked out past nme toward her tribesnen and stopped before them | had
no



i dea when she had returned. She cane up to the male who stood closest to
ne-there were about fifteen of themin all-and she flowed into his arnms,
pressing up agai nst him her hands running up and down his flanks, and for a
monent, | thought that they were kissing, but they weren't. They were

sni ffing.

Not |ike animals investigating one another with short, quick inhal ations, but
nmore |ike oenophiles |anguorously snelling the bouquet of an exquisite

Vi nt age

wi ne. He closed his eyes as she rubbed her cheek against his, and with his
lips

slightly parted, his sharp fangs gl eam ng, he gently inhal ed her natural
nmusky

scent while she buried her face in his long nmane. It was the nmpost erotically
sensual display |I'd ever seen and | sinply had to | ook away.

"Her senior husband," Higgins said, beside ne. "His nanme is Garr. 1'lIl greet
hi m

first, but don't do what | do. The proper greeting between unrelated nmales is
right hand held up, palmout, as if you were taking an oath. Wait for himto
touch your fingertips, then maintain contact until he takes his hand away.
It's

i nportant that you look directly into his eyes, nowhere else. If this were
hi s

canp, you would go to him but since it's our canmp, wait till he approaches
you. "

| waited until Tyla brought Garr over to where we stood. The others al

remai ned

standi ng where they were. None of them had nmoved so nuch as a nuscle. They

| ooked |i ke statues. Hi ggins stepped forward and placed his hand fl at agai nst
Garr's chest, over his heart. Garr perforned the sane gesture and they stood
there for a nonent, hands on each other's chests, and then Tyla brought Garr
to

stand in front of me. She glanced quickly at Hi ggins and he nodded-1 guess to
| et her know that I'd been instructed properly-and | held up ny right hand,
as

if I were about to swear to tell the truth and nothing but, so help nme CGod.
Garr raised his own right hand and gently touched fingertips with ne. The
directness of that gol den gaze was di sconcerting, but | managed to maintain
eye

contact. |I'd known sonme chanpi on deep gazers in my tinme, such as Hakim
Saqgqar a,

who could literally nmake shivers run up and down your spine with just one

| ook,

and ny friend Kam, who could |lock eyes with you and stare right down to the
bottom of your soul. If it hadn't been for that kind of practice in the past,
I

don't think I'd have been able to neet Garr's gol den gaze wi thout | ooking
awnay.

But it was Garr whose concentrati on wavered when he went to touch fingertips
with Breck.

Breck had taken off his glove and he kept his face perfectly expressionless
as

he held up his hand for Garr to touch. It was interesting to watch.
Apparently,

Tyl a hadn't briefed her senior husband, as if she wanted to see how he'd
react.

He was a trooper. | had no idea how, but he was able to tell at once that

Br eck

was sonehow di fferent from H ggins and ne. Perhaps there was a subtle
difference

in our scent or sonething, but he knew sonehow that Breck was a different



br eed.

O hybreed, to be nore precise. | could see the flicker of uncertainty as, for
a
split second, he hesitated, then he stretched out his hand . . . and

absol utely

froze when he realized that Breck's hand wasn't flesh and bl ood.

For a nonent, he was thoroughly at sea. He had no idea what to do. He wasn't
human, but the expression on his face was unmni stakably one of conplete

di smay.

Breck remained utterly notionless, his face deadpan. | could see that Garr
was

dying to ask Tyla what the hell was going on, but it seemed that form
prevent ed

it. It was fascinating. Tyla had no compunctions what soever about asking

Br eck

what the deal with his hand was and Hi ggi ns had warned us that the Nomads
wer e

direct, but here, quite clearly, sonething el se was happening. | held ny

br eat h.

Then Garr slowy touched Breck's nysteel fingers, very gently, and the
expression on his face was one of profound sorrow. Then he took his hand away.
| heard Hi ggi ns exhal e heavily beside ne. "Fool," he whi spered savagely. "I'm
a

conplete and utter fool! Wuld you believe | forgot all about his hand?"

"I's everything all right?" | said, under ny breath.

"I honestly don't know, " said Higgins. "Tyla threw Garr a curve by not
telling

himabout it. Did you see how she was wat ching hin? She did it on purpose.”

n W]y?ll

Garr spoke before Higgins could reply. H's voice was startlingly deep and
sonorous, his words were addressed to Breck, though of course neither Breck
nor

| could understand them There was very little known about the Nomads of
Purgatory and there were no | anguage prograns that Coles could have fed us.

H ggi ns transl ated. "He hunbly apol ogi zes for hesitating in his greeting," he
told Breck. "He says that he perceived at once you were a warrior, but that
your

... uh ... your 'carved hand' is an, uh, artifact he had never before seen
and

he was startled. He apol ogi zes again for his rudeness and expresses his
deepest

sorrow at your . . . your having been rendered ... uh ... hell, Breck, he

doesn' t under st and
"What ?" said Breck
"At your having been rendered crippled and usel ess,
awkwar dl y.

Breck was about to reply, but Tyla spoke first. Her tone was sharp, but it
did

not seemto be a rebuke. More like a correction. Garr glanced fromher to
Br eck,

a slight frown on his features

He said sonething and Hi ggi ns transl at ed.

"He's speaking to Tyla," Higgins said. "He said, but humans have no cl aws.
How

can this one, who has not even a hand, possess claws sharper than nine?"
Tyl a said one word to Breck

"Show him" Higgins transl ated.

Breck wordl essly held up his hand and rapidly snicked out his blades, one
after

the other. Garr's eyes grew wi de and he sucked in his breath sharply. He

Hi ggi ns fi ni shed



stared

at Breck with wonder, reached out for his hand, then hesitated, speaking to
Breck once again.

"Is it pernmitted?" Hi ggins translated.
"Tell himhe's welcone, but to be careful,’
razor-sharp."

H ggins translated to Garr and slowy, alnost reverently, Garr took Breck's
artificial hand in both of his, feeling it, lightly touching the incredibly
strong nysteel blades. As he examined it, the others all approached, staring
wi th equal fascination. Tyla spoke to them

"Ch, hell," said Hi ggins.

"What is it?" Breck said.

"She's telling themthe story of how you | ost your arm She's passing on your
rat her facetious comrent about how you used it as a weapon and beat to death
t he

man who took it fromyou. Only she's enbellishing somewhat on the details,
['m

afraid.’

Breck grinned.

"She's also telling themthat you have the true soul of a warrior. That when
you

| ost your arm you had it replaced with one that was a weapon, so that you
coul d

continue to be useful to the tribe. She says that is the true test of a
warrior,

one who continues to fight for the good of the tribe until there is nothing

| eft

of himat all."

"lI've heard that sonewhere before,"” said Breck

"I"msure you have," | replied wyly. "Probably from Col es. "

Breck said. "The bl ades are

El GHT

It was probably a good thing that Purgatory was going to be placed under

guar antine, because otherw se | shudder to think what woul d have happened to
t he

Normads. Humanity woul d have descended upon themwi th a vengeance. Already, we
had started dunpi ng our garbage on their world; we'd brought in sone of our
dirtiest industries, our nost toxic wastes, and given time, we would have
started exporting our nost undesirabl e product-people.

True, there were already people on Purgatory, but they were there only for

t he

money and they didn't really give a damm about the natives. That nmade them
far

| ess dangerous than the ones who woul d have really cared about the Nonads.
The

lure woul d have been irresistible. Here were savages to civilize, primtives
to

save. W have always been real big on saving. W'd been saving each other for
centuries and considering how seriously we'd been at it, you' d think we'd
have

gotten the whole job done by now But we hadn't, partly because the various
savers coul d never get their act together collectively- which was, you'l

par don

t he expression, a blessing-and partly because sonme of us didn't feel |ike
bei ng

saved. But there were very few of us who seened at peace sinply being the way
we

were. The sad fact was that nmost of us required answers to sone of life's
nor e



conplicated questions and it was upsetting to hear that in a conplex world,
there were no sinple answers. Sinple answers were infinitely nore attractive.
You coul d get nore people to listen to a sinple answer, because a conpl ex one
confused them and their attention span was |udicrously short at best. So keep
it

simple, set your hook and reel 'emin.

Clearly, the Nonads needed saving. They needed the benefits of our civilizing
i nfl uence and our spiritual guidance. Their lives were elegantly in harnmony
with

their surroundi ngs. Sonethi ng was obvi ously wrong here. What they needed was
nodern clothing, box warren apartnments, nmass transit, fast food, and

bi ochi ps.

In time, we would have given it all to themand, in the process, taken away
their culture and their |land. The am bi norphs were probably the best thing

t hat

ever happened to them

This was seditious thinking for a man in ny position, a psychic cog in the
machi ne of the nmultinational overm nd, but then | was a reluctant cog at best
and the fact that | was still able to think seditious thoughts was one of the
few things that kept nme sane. But, unless you had all the sensitivity of a
real -estate developer, it was hard not to think such thoughts when confronted
with the Iifeway of the Nonmads.

Their canmp was in a high valley ringed by nmountains and as we descended the
trail that led down to the verdant valley floor, winding along a swiftly

fl owi ng

river fed by a roaring cataract, it felt as if we were stepping back in tine
to

a period in Earth's prehistory. Their "houses"-|ow, dome-shaped shelters made
of

hi des and scrub thatch-brought to mnd sonme old Celtic village fromthe
Bronze

Age. The dwellings were spaced fairly wide apart, in a rough circle around a
| arger central structure that was probably used for tribal neetings. A crude
sort of earthworks had been thrown up around the canp, which seenmed to

i ndi cate

some competition anmong the tribes, or perhaps it was only there to keep the
beasties out. W went in through the main gate and i medi ately becane the
center

of attention as the entire tribe turned out to | ook us over.

Al'l the clichéd expressions sprang to mind as | returned their scrutiny-noble
savages, fierce pride, primtive grandeur, and all that-but the truth was

t hat

none of those expressions really did the Nomads justice. |nmagine a cross

bet ween

Crazy Horse and Lucifer. The result woul d be sonething both magnificent and
frightening. The result would be a Purgatory Nonad.

As Hi ggi ns had al ready expl ai ned, Nomad was our termfor them They thought
of

thenselves in terns of their tribal identities. Tyla's tribe was Dyl a-ken

H ggi ns explained that this translated roughly as "Dyla's people." They took
t he

nane fromtheir tribal matriarch, Tyla's grandnother, and her nother before
her

and so forth. If Dyla were to die, then Tyla's nother, Noli, was the next in
line and at a sort of cerenony of investiture, she would add to her birth
name

the nane of the matriarch, though she would be addressed only as Dyl a.
Eventual ly, Tyla would al so take on the nanme, using it as a prefix to her

own.

In this manner, the nane had becone a sort of title.



However, nanes anong the Nonads played a nore col orful and descriptive role
t han

anong humans and apparently things could get a little conmplicated. Birth
nanes

were usually short and sinple, chosen fromanong fam |y names, but from

t here,

it was anything goes. The next set of nanes a Nonad was saddl ed with depended
on

some significant or possibly even an anusing incident in his or her young
life.

Garr, for example, was actually Kol - Ap- Garr-Hoc- Al tani, which Hi ggins
transl at ed

as "Kol, Small Killer of Large Stones.'
went

along with this, as there was a story that went with every Nomad nane.

It seened that when he was a child, Garr-then known only by his birth nane,
Kol - had been playing hunter with sone other children and had attacked a
fairly

good-si zed boul der, pretending that it was some |ocal equivalent of a woolly
manmot h or sonething. He had struck it a strong two-handed blow with a stone
ax

bel onging to one of his fathers and the shock traveling up his arms had put
hi m

on his ass and nade his head spin. However, he nust have struck the boul der
on

t he exact spot of a flaw, because the damm thing cracked and split apart,
enhancing his reputation no end anong his playmates. Hence,

Kol - Ap- Garr-Hoc-Altani, "Kol, Small Killer of Large Stones," which he had
informally shortened to Garr, which nmeant sinply "Killer"-a name with a
consi derably nmore ominous interpretation, but given his size, apparently no
one

felt inclined to nitpick.

| learned all this, and a few other pertinent bits of information, while we
waited in the large central structure for the tribal neeting to formally
convene. Everyone, or nost everyone, it seened, was already there and we were

There was, of course, a story that

now wai ting on the matriarch, who was being fashionably late. | half expected
to

hear a skirling of wood flutes or a roll of hide-covered drunms announci ng her
arrival, which | guessed would be in sone sort of a sedan chair. | was
surprised

i nstead when a Normad femal e who didn't appear much ol der than Tyla wal ked in
wi t hout ceremony and sat down cross-legged on the ground, about fifteen feet
away fromthe fire pit dug in the center. At once, the other nenbers of the
tribe gathered on either side of her, formng a circle around the fire pit
whi ch

we were neant to join. We sat down and the fire was lit. | stared across the
flames at Dyla, the matriarch of Tyla's tribe.

She was dressed sinply, in the sane short animal hide shift worn by the other
femal es, and her hair was nore silver than dark. For a grandnother, she wore
her

years extrenely well. But then, what was old for a Nomad? | had no idea. 1'd
have to renenber to ask Higgins. At the nonent, instinct told me to keep ny
nmout h shut, because everyone el se was being quiet and you could cut the

sil ence

with a knife.

Ever sit in the same roomw th about a hundred peopl e and have absolutely no
one

make a sound? Well, perhaps in church, but even in church people tend to
cough

and shift around and rustle hym books and there's al ways at |east one



anar chi st

who breaks wi nd | oudly enough to shake the rafters. This was serious silence.
Nobody noved. Nobody breat hed. Then Dyl a started speaking.

Her voice wasn't very loud, but it was firmand full of confident authority.
She

exchanged a few words of greeting with her granddaughter, then she spoke

briefly

to Higgins, who replied in her own | anguage. | didn't know what was said, but
she seemed to regard himwi th the patient approval of a teacher toward a
pupi |

who was naking progress. Then she turned to | ook at us, and even from a

di st ance

of about twenty feet, that golden stare was difficult to deal with. | felt as
if

fuzzy caterpillars were crawl i ng around inside the back of nmy head, tickling

t he

gray matter as they slithered across ny nind.

| didn't knowif | was really feeling that or if |I was just imagining |I felt

that. Was the feeling self-induced by an attack of paranoia or was it

sonet hi ng
she was doing to ne? O was it sonething that evil bastard, Mndago, was
doi ng

to nme back at Game Control? | couldn't tell and that was scaring ne. These
little anxiety attacks were comng nore and nore frequently lately and the
fact

that 1'd nanaged to keep it all together so far wasn't all that reassuring

| knew only too well that the breakdown rate anong psychos was phenonenal |y
high. My norbid curiosity had led ne to investigate a nunber of those cases.
In

each of them anxiety attacks and a grow ng sense of paranoia had increased
exponentially until the mind went boom. . . and it seened no one was really
certai n what happened after that, where those poor bastards di sappeared to or
what was done with them

In fact, the idea of the m nd "going boonmt raised a very nasty question-could
t hat happen literally? Could Col es have slipped a mcroscopic bonb into ny
brain

t hat woul d expl ode upon reception of a certain coded tachyon signal? O would
he

ever need to do that? Could he get into nmy driver's seat and make ne shoot
nmysel f or dive headlong off a cliff or beat ny head agai nst the ground unti
it

turned to jelly?

| suddenly realized that | had drifted off into another paranoid fantasy, a
sort

of mini-fugue, a real doozy this time. |I blinked and shook my head to clear
it.

Dyla was still staring at me without expression. Jesus, how |l ong had | been
sitting there, glassy-eyed and sl ack-jawed, thinking those nightmarish

t hought s?

I shot a sidelong glance at Breck and saw that he was staring straight ahead,
sitting perfectly still, conpletely notionless except for a slight tic at the
corner of his mouth. | opened ny nouth to say his nane, but | couldn't seem
to

do rmuch nore than part ny lips slightly and nake very faint croaking sounds.

| felt sweat trickling down my back. What the hell was happening here? A
horrifying i dea occurred to me, a terrible suspicion that Dyla was not a
Nonmad

at all, but an anbi norph, that they were all anbi norphs, that Higgins had Ied
us

into a trap, that he was one of them and in a nmonment they were going to



start

turning into giant snakes and slithering toward us, their jaws unhi nged,

f angs

gl eam ng, dripping poison ..

And suddenly the fear was gone-Bam'- just |like that, vanished in an instant,
and | was staring into the flames of the crackling fire in the pit, seeing
forns

nmovi ng in the background through a veil of heat shinmers. My tinme sense was
confused again. My vision was a little blurry. It seemed very, very warm The
fl anmes were danci ng and the heat shinmers above them were dancing and the
figures beyond them were dancing and there were strange sounds filling the
air-the ethereal, high-pitched, whistling whine of bone flutes, like the
cries

of sea gulls on the wind. For a monent, | thought | heard Mondago calling ne,
but it was only a distant echo in ny mnd that dissipated in that haunting

bi rdli ke nusic.

A young Normad fenal e stood before me, |ooking down at ne, |egs spread apart,
hips rolling gently, arms hanging strai ght down at her sides, fingers spread
rigidly apart. Her head was inclined toward me and her jet-black hair hung

| ong

and | oose down to her waist, only partially covering her naked breasts. She
was

weari ng nothing except a sort of brief aninmal-hide |oincloth and her gol den
skin

gl eaned with a sheen of perspiration. Her lips were slightly parted and
coul d

see the tips of her two large pointed canine teeth. Her eyes were |like yell ow
gold in firelight.

Several other couples were dancing slowy around the fire, noving in a sort
of

surreal mnuet to the intertw ning, whistling nelodies of the bone flutes, a
cacophony of sounds like a bird chorus comng froma distance, as if heard
from

across a | ake. The couples didn't touch. They stood cl ose to one anot her
undul ating gently, swaying |like trees bending in the w nd, alnobst touching,
and

then rolling back, and nmoving in and circling slightly, then al nbst touching
once again .

The Nonad girl reached out and pulled ne to ny feet. | stood and started
imtating her novenents, a little awkwardly at first, then falling into the
rhythm of the bone flutes, their rising and falling whistles having a sort of
ebb and flow, like surf crashing on a distant shore. Her gaze was | ocked with
mne and | couldn't |ook away. Nor did | want to. The snmoke fromthe fire
filled

the interior of the | odge, making my eyes smart. The tenperature kept rising.
In

nmonents, it seened, | was soaked with sweat. The wood they were burning had
sone

sort of pungent, nusky scent-or was that her scent?-that somehow nade ne

t hi nk

of the frankincense burned by the Russian Othodox archbi shops of ny
ancestors

during their sonber, nelancholy services. | alnost seenmed to hear them
chanti ng

in their ancient Church Slavonic, the basso profundo voices of the deacons
rising up fromdeep in ny subconscious, nenories rising not fromme, but

t hr ough

me, fromall those who had gone before me, fromthe |ong-suffering peasants
on

my mother's side to the pagan Celts on ny father's. The Byzantine intonations



of

t he bi shops seenmed to segue into the stentorian, guttural chanting of
white-robed Druid priests, marching slowy in torchlit procession to an altar
set in the center of a circle of high stones. A pale-linbed girl with hair as
red as fire was held down on the slab, her green eyes wide with terror as the
crude stone knife was raised-

-and her sharp claws raked across ny chest, leaving thin red trails that wept
bl ood. | was naked, on ny back, with the Nomad girl straddling me, her |ong,
coarse hair, like a horse's mane, whipping me as she rolled her head with
each

savage thrust of her hips. Her hands gripped ny shoulders and I felt her

cl aws

breaki ng nmy skin, digging deep, and | screaned, though not only with pain, a
screamthat seemed to catch sonewhere in ny throat and sound only in my mind
echoi ng i nside ny head and bounci ng off a cacophony of inmages froma past

t hat

was conpletely alien to ne, and yet, at the sane tine, hauntingly famliar
"Good norning," Breck said. "How s the new ywed?"

| opened my eyes and saw himsitting cross-legged beside the pile of furs |

| ay

on, a nocking smle on his face.

"What ?" | croaked, my voice soundi ng hi deous.

| tried to push nyself up, but | collapsed al nost inmrediately. My entire body
was sore. | felt as if 1'd run a marathon and then been forced to turn around
and do it all again because | hadn't done it fast enough. |I felt as if I'd
gone

ei ght rounds with the heavywei ght chanpion of the world with ny hands tied
behi nd nmy back. | felt as if |I'd been-

Jesus! | sat bolt upright and the entire roomstarted spinning. Breck caught
ne

and steadied me with his arm around ny shoul ders.

"Easy there, son," he said. "You'd best take things a little slowmy for a
while."

| 1 ooked down at mysel f and i medi ately squeezed ny eyes shut. | was stark
naked

and ny chest and thighs were covered with claw marks. My hips were bruised
and

there were thin trails of dried blood caked on ny stomach. | |ooked as if 1'd
been nauled by a |l eopard. Actually, not exactly maul ed, but

"Ch, CGod," | groaned. "Don't tell ne . . ."

"One of these days, O Toole, you'll have to explain to ne about this

attraction
you seemto have for savage, predatory females." Breck pursed his lips
t houghtfully. "Perhaps you appeal to their maternal instincts."

"What the hell happened?" | managed to croak

"You mean you really don't renenber?"

"Goddammit, Breck, this isn't funny!" | | ooked around at the inside of the
tiny

| odge. "Where the hell are we?"
"Your honeynoon suite, it seens,
enough

to loan it to you, seeing as how you married her little sister when you did

t he

mati ng dance with her last night."

| groaned again and fell back on the furs, pulling themup over me. "Jesus. |
can't believe it. Wiere were you while all this was happeni ng? Wy the hel
didn't you stop ne?"

Breck shrugged. "Well, after all, you are over twenty-one and | didn't really
think it was my place to interfere.”

"So help me, Breck, if |I had enough energy to make a fist, 1'd punch you in

said Breck. "Tyla's famly was gracious



t he

mout h, " | said weakly.
"Al'l right, I"'msorry," Breck said, with a smle. "But you nust adnit that
this

situation is not without its com c aspect.”

"Notice |I'mnot |aughing."

"Duly noted," Breck said. "In fact, | couldn't have stopped what happened any
nmore than you could. |I've had a rather busy night nyself, if not quite as
active." He smirked, then caught hinself. "Sorry. Actually your newwfe is
extremely concerned about you. Tali is young and apparently very energetic.
She

was afraid she might have killed you. She's with Tyla and Hi ggins at the
nomnent ,

being instructed in the proper care and treatnent of her fragile human
spouse. "

"You really find this anusing, don't you, you miserable bastard?" | said.
"Where're ny cl ot hes?"

Wrdl essly, he held up what was left of nmy shirt. It was in tatters. Hs
nout h

started to twitch and he struggled to keep it contained, but it was too nuch
for

himand he lost it, dissolving into laughter. | wanted to kill him
A moment | ater, he got hinmself back under control. "I'msorry, O Toole," he
sai d, shaking his head. "I truly am It's just that-" and he started to |augh

once nmore, but this time he nanaged to fight it down. He | ooked away, cleared
his throat, took several deep breaths, and turned back to me again. "W

really

do have nmuch to tal k about,"” he said.

"Dam you," | said. "You should have done sonething! | sinply can't believe
it!

| remenber sone of what happened, but it's . . . it's as if | was drugged or
somet hing. Breck, | can't be married! You' ve got to tell Hi ggins, he's got to
explain it to ... what's her name agai n?"

"You cad," said Breck

"Danmit, Breck-"

"Her nane is Tali," he said. "And you can explain things to her yourself. She
can speak English, after a fashion."

"She ... she what?"

"Here," said Breck, tossing ne sone hides. "Put these on while | go get you
some

breakfast. Though she finds the idea quite appalling, Tali has actually

agr eed

to burn some nmeat for you. Even Higgins is inpressed. In this culture, that's
akin to a princess agreeing to debase herself before the coachman. She nust
really like you. There must be nore to you than neets the eye."

| glared at himas he went out to get ne sonething to eat and then |I started

dressing in the hides he'd left me. Wien | was done, | |ooked absurd, as if |
were on ny way to a masquerade party. | was in fairly good shape, but in the
out si ze hides, | |looked |ike sone sort of undernourished caveman. O perhaps
a

cyberpunk in drag. A few nonents |later, Breck came back with sone food, which
he

had prom sed we woul d eat out of sight of the Nonmads. Higgins, it seened,

ever

t he conpl ete xenobi ol ogist, had learned to eat his meat raw with the ot her

mal es.

"I"ve heard from Mondago," Breck said, as he bit into his roast beast. "He's
been absolutely frantic and Coles is in a state, as well. It seens they

coul dn't

get in touch with us. Mondago kept trying repeatedly, but he could not



establ i sh

contact."

"I seemto remenber Mondago calling to ne last night," | said, "during the
tribal meeting or cerenony or whatever it was-"

"Did it sound as if he were calling froma great distance, his voice sort of
muf f | ed?"

"More like a distant echo,” | said. "Then it wasn't just ny imagination?"
Breck shook his head. "No, | heard it, too. And after a while, it sort of
f aded

away. They bl ocked hi m out, you see."

| frowned. "Wat do you nean, they bl ocked himout?" And then it sank in
suddenly and ny jaw dropped as | stared at Breck with disbelief. "They

bl ocked

hi m out ?"

Breck nodded. "I don't really understand it, but it seems that what the
Nomads

did was to telepathically "insulate' our mnds, effectively jamm ng the

t achyon

br oadcast and reception.”

"But . . . but how?" | said, astonished.

"That" said Breck, "is what our friend Coles would give his right armto
know. "

"Did Hi ggi ns know about this?"

"How woul d he know? The Nonads have never been confronted wi th biochips
bef ore.

He knew about their being telepathic, though." Breck grimced. "It seens he
neglected to informus of that little detail."
| shook ny head. "I don't understand."

"It's sinmple enough,"” said Breck. "He's on their side. Not against us,
specifically, but against what's being done on Purgatory. And he realized

t hat

we could help him"

"So this whol e thing about anbi norphs pl ayi ng gods anong the Nonads was a
setup?"

Breck shook his head. "No, he clainms that's real enough and Dyl a backs hi mup
I

spent nost of last night talking with them 1t was absolutely fascinating,

wi sh you coul d have been there, but you were . . . otherw se engaged."
"Don't start," | said, pointing at him

He grinned. "Have some neat, you need to keep your strength up."

"Very funny. I'mstill waiting for you to explain what this is all about.
What

does Higgins think we can do for hin? Wiere do the anbi norphs fit in? And why
the hell was it necessary for me to marry ..."

"Tali," Breck pronpted.

"Yeah," | said, feeling nmy face flush. "It couldn't have just been ny boyish
charm Conpared to the nal es around here, |I'm downright anemic. So why?"

"At the risk of wounding your tender ego," Breck said, "it was not |ove at
first

sight. It has to do with their custons and traditions, which require sexua
bonding in order to ... well, it's rather conplicated. I'll explain it to you

|ater. For the nmonment, let's sinply say that the reasons for your marriage
wer e

primarily political, although Tali does seemto have taken to you. But you
need

not concern yourself. It's a serious nmatter, to be sure, but it isn't quite

t he

same as marriage in our society, as Higgins has already pointed out. In fact.
Tali has sonmething like fifteen husbands al ready."

"Fifteen?"



"I understand that's a conservative nunber for a female in her position

She's

bei ng grooned to take her place in the matriarchy, along with Tyla," Breck
expl ained. "And to accept responsibilities far greater than any matriarch has
ever had to undertake before. Which is why she's been | earning English
telepathically fromHi ggins. Sort of on the principle of know your eneny."
"Meaning us," | said.

"Meaning us. It seens we never learn fromour m stakes. We underestimted the
creatures we found on Draconis 9 and now we' ve done the sane thing with the
Nomads. W wrote themoff as primtive nomadic tribes, senisentient savages
at

best, of no great interest to us because we had nothing to learn fromthem
and

all they had that we wanted was their real estate.”

"Instead, it turns out that they're the biggest threat to Psychodrone's

m nd-control nonopoly,"” | said. "Looks like Coles has finally met his match.
He

can't push their buttons. Nor can he push ours, if they don't want himto.
They

decided to cut himoff and that was that. They sinply pulled the plug."

And then it hit ne. | took a deep breath and let it out slowy. "My Cod,

Br eck,

they really did pull the plug. On thenselves. They're already in the way of

t he

greedy bastards who want to come in and rape this planet. And Hi ggins thought

that he was hel ping them by bringing us here? Hell, we've just hamered the
| ast

nail into their coffin! Any reason Col es could possibly have had for hel ping
out

t he Nonads di sappeared the nonment he found out that they could beat the

bi ochi p

with just a thought. That makes them al nost as great a threat as the
anbi mor phs. "

"Perhaps it would, except for one thing," Breck said. "Well, two things,

actually. The first is that the Nonads are not hostile and they're not
interested in threatening Col es or anybody el se. They'd really much rather we
went away and left themthe hell alone. However, they woul dn't have much to
bargain with if it wasn't for the second thing."

"And that is?"

"They can detect anbi norphs,’

sai d Breck.
N NE

| wondered which nmoron had decided that the Nonmads were not as intelligent as
we

were. Breck was right; we never |earn. Woever had contacted the tribes of
Purgatory first had probably taken one | ook at the way they lived, at the
sinmpl e

ani mal hides they wore, at the fact that they were nomadi ¢ hunter-gatherers,
not

interested in agriculture or technol ogy, and based on that, they judged them
si mpl e savages. And the Nomads politely gave the fools back exactly what they
expected, no nmore, no less. And no one ever suspected how sophisticated these
"savages" really were

No one except a xenobi ol ogi st naned G aver Hi ggins, maintained on the
consortium

staff as an exercise in public relations-a man who was expected to do no nore
than collect his salary, keep his mouth shut, and | ook the other way while

t hey

did to Purgatory what they once tried to do to Earth. Only Higgins took his



duties seriously. Unlike all the bought and paid for corporate scientists and
resear chers who, throughout the years, had defended everything from
cigarettes

to strip mning, H ggins cared about the truth. And because of that, he had
di scovered the truth about the Nonads.

| recalled what he had said about the Nomads being "private about different
things." Their refraining from being judgnental was both an indicator of how
differently they related to one another than we did and the different |evels
of

their comunication. A very formal, nonabstract sort of comrunication took

pl ace

on the oral l|evel. Secondary, nonoral communication required an intimte
bondi ng, apparently nmore fromcustomand tradition than purely functiona
consi derations. Higgins knew nore about the Nomads than any ot her human, but
wi t hout sophi sticated scanni ng equi prent such as could be found at Gane
Contr ol

he could do no nore than theorize about the way their brains worked.

H's idea was that their mnds functioned as if they were two separate

or gans- and

for all he knew, perhaps they were. A sort of primary and secondary brain, as
he

put it, able to work together, but able to function separately, as well. The
primary brain, to follow his anal ogy, was the main engine. The secondary
brain

acted as a sort of turbocharger, anplifying the functions of the primry
brain

when necessary and giving themtheir telepathic and, in some rare cases,
telekinetic abilities. However, not all of themwere gifted equally.

The males, with only few exceptions, had little or no telepathic ability.
Wth

nost males, it wasn't mind reading so much as it was intuition. The femal es
seened to have greater devel opnent of their secondary brains, but not all of
them were equally telepathic. Tyla, for exanple, had not been able to sense
t he

presence of the anbi norphs back in the Red Zone. There were far too many
peopl e

there, too nmuch "white noise," as Higgins put it, for her to pick up on the
subtl e difference.

"But Tali could ve done it," he said. "Her powers are al nbst as strong as
Dyla's, and Dyla says her own abilities increased with her maturity. Wen she
was Tali's age, she says she wasn't nearly half as strong."

| glanced at Tali, sitting silently next to me, follow ng the conversation
There was a very intent, interested expression on her face, but then
realized

that | was judgi ng her by human standards and, for all | knew, the expression
on

her face m ght well have been one of amusenent or even boredom How was | to
know?

"In-trest,"” Tali said in softly accented English, enunciating carefully. "
am

in-trest, husband mate."

"I aminterested,” Hi ggins corrected her. "And it's just husband, Tali, not
husband mate. Human femal es call their mates husband, at |east when there's
been

a marriage cerenony. Unlike the tribes, humans do not al ways have a narriage
cerenony before mating."

She | ooked surprised, then she glanced curiously at ne. "Have you mated with
human fenmal es w t hout cerenony?"

Breck choked back a laugh as | tried to figure out howto reply, but nmy Nomad
wi fe was al ready way ahead of ne.



"This is . . ." She glanced at H ggins and briefly slipped back into her own
| anguage, ending on a question

H ggins cleared his throat and replied, saying the word in her |anguage and
thinking it in ours.

"Per-son-al," she said, enunciating carefully and nodding. "I understand.
Interested.”

"Interesting," said Hi ggins.

"I nterest-wi#?" she said, |ooking puzzled. It seemed that proper English

gr ammar
even taxed a telepathic mnd. She glanced at ne. "No offense in-ten-ded."
"None taken," | said, feeling somewhat flustered. "This, uh, is going to take
a

little .getting used to. Are you reading nmy mnd right now, Tali?"
"Do you not desire me?"
"Do you not want me to,

Hi ggins hastily corrected her

"It's alittle late to worry about confusion on that score,” | told him
wyly.

"Uh, Tali . . . can you read ny mnd only when |I'm speaki ng and not at ot her
times?"

She nodded. "Yes. | want to have . .. courtesy?" She gl anced uncertainly at
H ggi ns.

"I want to be courteous," he corrected her. He turned to ne. "I know it mnust
be

pretty confusing for you right now, O Toole. You see, they regard their
secondary conmuni cation-the tel epathy-as their nost intimte | evel of

conmuni cati on, for obvious reasons. Their telepathy is not involuntary. It's
somet hing that takes a deliberate effort. And they don't need to be bonded to
read each other's mnds, but generally, they don't unless there's a close
famlial relationship involved. In any case, it doesn't take a nind reader to
see that you're in a somewhat difficult position. You mght feel as if you've

been . . . well, raped, | suppose. There's no delicate way to put it. At the
very |l east, you were seduced. But there really wasn't any other choice."

"l don't understand,” | said.

"I know," Higgins said. "It's difficult to explain. You see, a Nomad nale is
not

normal |y sexually responsive unless he's specifically triggered or, to put it
anot her way, 'activated' by a female desiring to mate. That's part of what
you

felt last night. It's an incredibly powerful stimulus the fenales put out,
part

ol factory, part telepathic. Part visual, too," he added, smiling. "And as you
di scovered, it works very well on humans. Sort of an aphrodisiac that hits

you
on several levels at once. If you'll forgive the pun, a Nonad female quite
literally turns you on."

"Tell me about it," |I said, still feeling weak and sore all over. | glanced
at

Tali awkwardly. There was a feral beauty about her that was absolutely
riveting

and | couldn't get over how | could have forgotten nost of what had happened
| ast night. She nust have tripped sonme secret switch deep within nme and
driven

me into a raving sexual frenzy. | now understood what H ggi ns nmeant when he
sai d

that mating with Tyla had al nbst crippled him No question about it. | sinply
wasn't man enough for ny new wife. Another night like that and my heart would
burst. | sure hoped she'd understand and not hold it against ne if | told her
that | had a headache.

"Anmong t he Nomads," Hi ggins went on, "choice naturally falls to the females.
They can take as husband any male they w sh, subject to their ranking in the



tribe. For exanple, if Tyla wanted the sane nale that Tali wanted, Tyla's
choi ce

woul d take precedence and Tali woul d not begrudge her. Jeal ousy woul dn't
ent er

intoit."

"But, purely for the sake of argument,’
want ed one of Tyla's husbands?"

Tali glanced at Breck with a puzzled expression. "There are nany nmales with
no

mat e, " she said, speaking precisely and choosing her words carefully, her
Engli sh improving rapidly as she picked up the conversational rhythns. "Wth
so

many nales in need, why would I-wish to take a male fromny sister?"

said Breck, "what if Tali decided she

"And if it was that inportant to her," H ggins said, "I think Tyla probably
woul dn't hesitate to give one of her males to Tali."

"Wait a minute," | said. "Don't the mal es have anything to say about it?"
"Why?" said Tali, looking at me earnestly. At least, it seened |like an

ear nest

expr essi on.

"Why?" | said. "Suppose a nale doesn't agree with a female's choice?"

She stared at nme. "Males do not question females," she said, as if speaking
an

obvi ous truth.

"Well, this one does," | said.

"O Toole, give it arest a mnute," H ggins said. "You' re not at home, okay?
You

know, when in Rone, do as the Romans do?"

"What are Romans?" Tali said. "Different from hunmans?"

"I think I"'mlosing control of this discussion,” Higgins said, with a sigh

"They're sort of a human tribe, Tali. Anyway, the point I'mtrying to make
her e,

O Toole, is that for Tali to have the . . . uh, the depth or intensity of
contact with you that was necessary to forestall the telepathic attack upon
your

mnd, it was necessary for her to mate with you and-"

"Whoa! Back up a minute!" | said, staring at him "Wat do you nean, 'to

forestall the telepathic attack upon my mind ? What tel epathic attack?"

H ggi ns gl anced at Breck. "You didn't tell hin®"

"I thought perhaps you' d best explain about his getting married first," Breck
said. "He's had a rough night and it's not the first tinme he woke up on the
nmorni ng after and found hinself a new ywed, you see. He's a bit touchy on the
subj ect.”

"What the hell are you two tal king about?" | said.

"That time conpression sensation you experienced," said Breck. "You remenber
when | told you that | felt a nental tug, as well? A sort of probing?"

| nodded.

"We thought it was Tyla," he said. "Turns out it wasn't. It was Chanel eon.”
For a nonent, | sinply stared at himstupidly, and then it dawned on ne.
Mondago

sai d that Chanel eon had | earned to use his biochip to tap into the

pl ayer mast er

satellite network and bypass Game Control. But | hadn't realized that neant

t he

shapechanger could tune directly into any one of us!

"Tyla sensed it," Breck said, "but she didn't quite understand what was
happening to you at first. It threw her. She thought humans were incapabl e of
tel epat hi ¢ communi cation."

"She didn't know about bi ochi ps,
see. "

"You will,"

Hi ggi ns explained. "I don't have one, you

sai d Breck.



“"Like hell I will."
"I"'mafraid you won't have any choice," said Breck. "You're about to be
drafted,

H ggins. "

"Listen, if your people think they can sinply-"

"Wait a minute!" | interrupted them "Can we settle this later? For God's
sake,

Breck, some alien creature just attacked my mind fromlight-years away and
you' re arguing about whether or not Hi ggins is com ng back with us?"

"Take it easy, O Toole," said Breck. "You' re safe enough for now Mndago and
Col es managed to override Chanel eon's signal. Besides, you'll be all right so
long as Tali's with you. She's the one who saved you. If it wasn't for her
Mondago and Col es woul d never have been in tine."

"What woul d have happened?" | said, not sure that | really wanted to know
"You woul d have died," said Breck. "Along with everyone who was tuned into
you. "

What had saved Breck was his hybreed brain-his phenonenal powers of
concentration and his iron will. And even at that, he had been through an
ordeal . Because Tyla had told her people that he was a "warrior," Dyla had
chosen to let Breck cope with the assault all on his own, partly because she
had

not wanted to offend his "warrior pride" and partly because she wanted to see
how t he attack progressed and how he dealt with it. The concept of telepathic
war fare was sonething new to them They were both appall ed and fascinat ed.
Chanel eon had used his biochip to tap into one of Psychodrome's playermaster
satellites and launch a telepathic attack directed by tachyon beam He (at

| east

we t hought of Chamel eon as a "he," though anbi norphs did not seemto have
gender) had prepared for us with a series of experinmental satellite contacts
and

transm ssions. By the time Coles and his people had realized what was goi ng
on,

t here had been thousands of casualties.

Rel uctantly, Tali agreed to "release" ne so that Mondago coul d contact ne

t hrough nmy biochip. That, in itself, was an unsettling devel opnent-the fact

t hat

Tali could cut me off from Game Control. Ironically, despite all the paranoid
feelings | had about having lost ny nental privacy, | had grown accustoned to
the i dea of having Coles and his people there all the time. Suddenly, with

t hem

gone, | felt sonehow naked and exposed. It was at the sane tine both

i nteresting

and frightening to realize how dependent on them | had unconsciously becone.
And

it was also highly disturbing to think that this young, incredibly beautifu
alien femal e, who seened so outwardly primtive and youthfully naive, could
so

easily slip into ny mnd and, as Breck had put it, "insulate" me fromall of
Psychodrome's hi-tech w zardry. Coles found it highly disturbing, too.

During the tribal meeting, Tali had realized that something was drastically
wrong with us, as had Dyla, Tyla, and every other Nomad feral e with enough
telepathic abilities to sense the assault Chanel eon had | aunched agai nst us.

I

had slipped into sonmething resenbling a coma-the tinme conpressi on phenonmenon
I

had experienced before-and everything had sinply stopped for ne as

Chanel eon' s

mental assault was transnmitted through ny biochip. In a way, it was like the
cal mbefore a storm | had sort of "phased out" for a short while. And then

ny



m nd had started screaning.

The very idea of telepathic comrunication being used offensively to harm
anot her

bei ng so shocked the Nomads that at first they hesitated, confused by what
was

happeni ng. Then Tali did an unprecedented thing. Sensing my psychic agony
nor e

strongly than any of the others, and thereby enpathizing nore, she reached
out

to ne telepathically-using their nost intimate form of contact to conmune wth
a

total stranger. And an alien, at that. O course, Tyla had communed
telepathically with Higgins, but he was no longer a stranger to her by then
and

even so, she had waited until after their bonding. In terms of tribal custons
and beliefs, what Tali had done was unprecedented and scandal ous, but then

t hey

had never before been confronted with a nind being flayed "before their eyes.”
That was when they had cut us off. Tali had reached out to ny mind and
"insul ated" ne fromthe i ncom ng tachyon signal. Dyla, the matriarch, had
foll owed her | ead and done the sane for Breck-only that hadn't ended it. In
effect, they had neutralized a weapon after it had already been fired. The
ammuni tion had already hit its target.

Chanel eon had broadcast to us a telepathic inperative to kill ourselves. Tal
had cut nme off fromthe broadcast, but nmy mind had already received the
nessage

and been progranmed. Breck still had enough presence of mnd to fight the
terrible directive. Dyla had sensed his awesone w || power and allowed himto
wage the struggle on his own while the entire tribe watched his silent
conflict

with hinmself. | was not a "warrior" and was consi derably weaker, so to
counteract mny progranmmed i npul se to destroy nyself, Tali had chosen to fight
with the strongest inpulse she could engender in me-the procreative urge.
She had bl asted me with the overwhel m ng sexual stimulus of a Nomad fenal e
triggering her mate and while | was dizzy with lust, she had thrown ne over
her

shoul der and carried nme away, because once a Nonmad femal e had started, there
wasn't any way to stop. | was thankful for small blessings. At |east we
hadn' t

done it in front of the entire tribe.

Afterward, she had gently heal ed ny psychic wounds with' a balmof very

sel ective, telepathically induced amesia. Fromthe nonent the assault had
started to the monent | awoke with Breck | ooking down at ne, it was al nost a
total blank. | did not renenber the agoni es Chanel eon had inflicted on ne, but
a

| ot of other people weren't so |ucky.

The gane had becone truly deadly, not only for the players, but for the hone
audi ence, as well. Mondago's scanners had gone right off the scale. Gane
Contro

had clipped the broadcast signal the nonent they realized what was going on
but

they were too late for a | arge segnent of the audi ence.

"The fail-safe biomonitors built into the psy-fi systems were never designed
for

this eventuality." Mndago's voice seened to echo in nmy mnd while Tal
eavesdropped on our conversation, listening to Mondago tel epathically and
hearing ne respond to himout |oud. "They were designed to neasure physica
stress, not psychic disturbance. A glaring and fatal flaw in the design."
"So you're saying they were useless,” | said.

"Not entirely useless," Mndago replied. "Qur ratings indicate that the



maj ority

of those people tuned into you and Breck were saved when their psychic

di stress

resulted in physical synptons that registered on their fail-safe biononitors,
whi ch i medi ately caused their psy-fi systens to shutdown. Unfortunately, a
segnent of the hone audi ence retained a deep residual psychic inprintation
after

their systens had shut down and there was no way for us to reach them Many
of

them conmi tted suicide."

"How many?" | said.

"W don't know yet. The figures are still coming in."

"Dam it, Mndago, how nmany so far? And what's the breakdown?"
Us hesitated. "I see no purpose in going into that right now"

"Dam it, Mondago, tell ne!"

"Thousands, " he reluctantly admtted.

"And the breakdown?"

"Really, O Toole, there is no need to-"

"Answer ne!"

I could feel himsigh. "The mpjority of the suicides so far have been anong
those in the home audi ence who were tuned into your channel," said Mondago.
"The

percentage figures currently are at 86.3, but the progranm ng anal ysis
department isn't sure how nuch of that is due to the fact that Breck was
better

able to stand up to the assault than you were and how nmuch is due to
denogr aphi cs. "

"Denogr aphi cs?" |1 said.

"They think that the nore sensitive individuals among our hone audi ence m ght
have been tuned in to you, because of a greater affinity they'd have for you
as

opposed to Breck. However, | hasten to add that this is only specul ati on on
their part and not supported by any hard data, so please don't try to take
any

of this on yourself. It was not your fault. Nor are you the only one that
this

has happened wi th. There have been other incidents."

"You mean with Chanel eon attacking the honme audi ence through ot her players?"
I

sai d.

"Yes, " replied Mondago. ' 'But to date, you and Breck are the only ones who
have survived.'

"That's it, then," | said. "It's gone far enough. Too far. If Chanel eon can

assimlate a biochip and learn to do this, so can other anbi norphs. You' ve

got

to shut down. You have to tell Coles to stop the gane."

"That woul d be inpossible."

"Why, for God's sake?"

"O Tool e, you have no idea what you're suggesting," said Mndago. "The gane
has

become an integral part of society in many nore ways than one. It isn't nerely
a

function of public entertainnent. It's nuch nore."

"Yes, | know exactly how much nore it is,”" | said bitterly. "It's about
control
isn't it?"

"To be conpletely honest with you, yes, in part," Mndago said. "But only in
part. It's also about facilitating conmunication between Earth and t he col ony
worl ds. The playermaster satellite network and tachyon relay stations are
used



for much nore than just the gane. Moreover, people need the gane. The hone
audi ence has grown pat hol ogi cally dependent on it."

"A dependency that Psychodronme has been exploiting," | said.

"True," Mondago adnitted. "But we did not create that dependency. W nerely
fulfilled a need; we did not engender it."

"That's a little like saying a pusher only provides the drugs, he doesn't
make

you take-them"

"The point is arguable. And also irrelevant. The game is necessary to keep
t he

public entertained-"

"And under control," | said.
"The gane is necessary to nmaintain the |lines of conmunication in our
society, "

he continued, as if | hadn't spoken, "and the gane is necessary for our
security. Besides, even if it were possible to shut down Psychodrone, it
woul d

not elimnate the threat. The shapechangers would still-be anong us, free to
strike out anytime and anywhere, at will. Psychodrome is our only nmeans to
fight

them The gane nust continue, no matter what the cost."

"Then at |east you've got to warn the people,” | said. "Go public with this.

Tell them what's going on!"

"We've done that right fromthe begi nning, renenber?" said Mondago wyly.
"But you sold it to themas if it were part of the ganme!" | protested.

"But it is part of the gane," Mondago said. "We' ve been playing it as if it
wer e

for real all along. If we were to go public with it now, they d sinply think
it

was part of the fantasy scenario, that we were mani pul ating death statistics
to

make it appear as if a spate of unrelated recent suicides cane about as a
resul t

of an anbi norph attack. They'd think we were incorporating real-life events
into

a fantasy adventure, as we've always done. W' ve been presenting themwth
fantasy scenarios and playing themas if they were for real for so |ong that
no

one woul d accept it if we said, 'Yes, but this tine we really nmean it."' It
woul d

be like the boy who cried wolf. We've even fooled the news nedia in the past
and

they 're still smarting over it. They no | onger take us seriously, which was
precisely our intent, because we wanted to keep them from findi ng out what
was

behi nd the entertai nment programm ng. How could we convi nce them now? Coul d
we

produce an anbi norph? No, they'd never believe it wi thout proof. But even if
we

coul d make them believe it, the result would be an absol ute disaster. Total
chaos. Imagine the panic it would cause. Think of all the innocent people who
would die as a result. No one would know who was really human anynore. We'd
have

mass psychosis. Paranoia on an uni magi nabl e scale.”

"So what the hell are we supposed to do?" | said, feeling utterly powerl ess.
"Continue with the game," Mndago said. "Believe nme, the public is better off
not knowi ng the truth. So long as they think it's just a ganme, we can use the
gane as a cover. And we can use the audience, as well, tuning in on them
whil e

they're tuning in on you."



"And how | ong do you think you can get away with that?" | said.

"As |l ong as necessary," Mondago replied. "And in the neantime, we're anxious
to

find out nore about the natives of Purgatory. Coles would Iike you to bring
one

of these Nomads back with you for observation."

| glanced at Tali. Mndago realized that she was |istening, of course. "What
Coles would |i ke and what Coles will get mght be two very different things,"
I

said. "The Normads are free to nake their own choices. And if they choose to
stay

here, 1'mnot going to argue with them For that matter, you're liable to have
a

problemwi th Hi ggins, too. Seems he doesn't think having a biochip inplanted
in

his brain is the great boon you guys always say it is. G-over Higgins is a
very

i ndependent man and he's got his own agenda in these matters."

"I see," Mdndago said, after a nonment. "And what does M. G over Higgins
want ?"

"I think he'd probably be happy with that quarantine you spoke about, for
starters. It would serve to keep out the industrial consortiumnms. And

i magi ne

he'd |i ke a xenobiol ogy research station to be established here, under his
authority. | think you can probably work out a deal with himwhereby the
conpany

woul d be able to use his facility to study the anbi norph problemin return
for

sone consi derations."

"W intended to put the quarantine in place anyway," said Mondago. "And we
certainly don't need M. Higgins to establish our own research facility on
Purgatory."

"True," | said, "but without him you won't get the cooperation of the
Nomads. "

"You can inform M. Higgins that we'll be happy to give himwhat he wants,"”
Mondago said, "subject to one condition."

"What is it?"

"That he return with you for debriefing with at |east one Nonad to acconpany
him"

"Come on, he'll never agree to that, Mondago," | said. "It's not fair to ask
hi m

that."

"Fairness has nothing to do with it,-O Toole," Mndago said. "W are at war
and

we cannot find the eneny. Apparently, the Nomads can. W'd like to find out
how. "

Tali touched my arm | glanced at her

"I will go back with you," she said.

"No, Tali," | said. "I can't allowit."

"0 Tool e-"

"Stay out of this, Mndago! Tali, listen to ne. | don't think you realize
what

you're offering to do. You have a position of responsibility in the tribe.
You

have a famly. If you went back to Earth with us, | couldn't say when you'd
return. O even if you would return.”

"O Tool e, are you deliberately trying to frighten-"

"I said, stay out of this or I'll ask her to cut you off again!" Mndago fel
silent. "Tali, I'mtrying to say that |I couldn't guarantee your safety if you
went back with us. | have no idea what Coles mght decide to do with you."



"If I went with you, it would help my people,” she said. "The human
settlenents

that foul the air and break the | and, Mndago and this man Col es coul d nake
t hem

stop?”

"Tali, it's possible that you could nmake themstop,” | said. "If you can
ent er

my mnd the way you do, then nmaybe all of you working together coul d-"

"O Tool e, what you're doing could be considered treason,"” said Mndago
sharply.

"So charge ne," | said. "lI'd love to see this one go to court."

Tali was shaking her head. "No, O Toole," she said, choosing her words
careful ly. "Humans nust make the humans stop. Humans must decide. It would be
wrong for us to do to humans what the fal se one did to you."

"The fal se one?" sai d Mondago.

"It's what they call the anbi norphs,” | expl ai ned.

"I see,” he said. "Do | take it, then, that we have a vol unteer?"

| took a deep breath and let it out slowmy. "I guess it seens that way. But
you

can tell Coles that if anything happens to ny wife, he'll answer to ne."

"Your wife?" Mondago said. "That native, uh, wonan with you is your wife?"
"Breck didn't tell you?" | said.

"No, he didn't." | could sense the puzzlenent in his voice. "I ... | suppose
congratul ations are in order."

| grinned. "Thank you, Tolliver. And now if you don't mind, 1'd like to
resune

nmy honeynmoon, so |I'Il ask Tali to cut us off again. If anything inportant
cones
up, |I' 11 let you know. "

"Wait! O Toole, | -"

But Tali had already slamed ny nental shutters down and he was gone. |
chuckl ed. Let himsweat it out. And let Coles bite his fingernails down to
t he

bone, wondering what | had gotten nyself into.

"O Toole," said Tali, "what is 'hon-i-noon'?"

"Ch," | said, feeling flustered, "well, it's . . . it's . "

"I understand," she said, reading ny mnd. "A human bondi ng cerenony."
"Well, yes, | guess that's as good a way of putting it as any."

"You wi sh to do this now?"

"Uh . . . listen, Tali... you're very beautiful and | understand that we've
been

bonded and | don't want you to get the wong idea, but | really don't think
coul d take another-"

"I could try the human way," she said.

| stared at her, taken aback. "The human way?"

"You have strong nenory of a hunman female called Kam,'
| earn

fromthis nmenory, if you w sh."

| tried to i magi ne how Kami would react to the idea of another woman taking
pointers fromher by telepathically scanning ny nenories of our |ovenmaki ng and
I

declined as politely as | could. Some nmen might have found a situation |ike

t hat

sexual |y exciting, but not nme. | don't believe in reducing sex to a
recreationa

activity. It's far too intimate for that. Kam and | had shared sonething

very

speci al that perhaps neither of us had ever fully understood. She was the

| eader

of a wild gang of scooter bandits whose first response to al nost everything

she said. "I can



was

vi ol ence and | was a down-on-his-luck ganbler on the run whose first response
to

every threat 1'd ever encountered was cowardly self-preservation. W nade
about

as much sense together as a pair of msmatched Argyl e socks, and yet

t oget her,

we inexplicably nmanaged to create a whole that was somehow nore than the sum
of

its parts. And we both canme away fromit with pieces of each other in our
hearts. After a relationship like that, sex for the sake of sex sinply
doesn' t

cut it.

Tali's ability to read my mi nd made such conplicated expl anations sinpler

but

it still took alittle work. Her people, unlike nine, had a very high regard
for

mental privacy and even though the two of us were bonded, she was very

ci rcunmspect about poking around inside ny head. She seened to feel sone

anxi ety

about our situation, not that | could blame her. She had been confronted with
a

choi ce that had nmade things very difficult for her-disregard the custons of
her

tribe or stand by and watch anot her being suffer. It hadn't really been nuch
of

a choice for her. Her enpathy was very strong and her sense of ethics-though
I

doubt she thought of it that way-had not allowed her any other options. Now
she

was trying to make things right in the only way she knew. She was trying to
find

ways to strengthen the bond between us, nmaking it nore meani ngful

| was the problem | kept thinking of our relationship as a marriage in the
terms 7 was accustonmed to and, of course, it wasn't that. Despite the fact

t hat

H ggi ns spoke of his relationship to Tyla as a marri age, he had made a poi nt
of

saying that it wasn't the sane thing as the relationship we called a

marri age

But | kept getting hung up on the word. It was a word that always gave ne
troubl e.

Tali tried to help nme find a way to wap ny nind around it. W spent a long
night trying to get to know each other. O course, being able to read ny

m nd

she had a consi derabl e advantage, but she was hesitant to use it unless we
started having trouble communi cating. It was fascinating, having a
conversation

wi th someone who could |l ook into your nmind and find out exactly what you
neant ,

but at the sane tine refrain from"rifling the files,
what

else was in there. If | had the ability to do that, |I don't know that | could
have resisted the tenptation

There's somet hi ng about us that always seenms to result in our trying to find
out

everything at once about the people we becone involved with. Perhaps it's a
function of our loneliness. We're so desperate to get close to soneone that
we

have a tendency to rip open our shirts and bear our breasts, spill our guts

as it were, to see



in
an effort to let the people we want to get close to see us as we really are
in

the hope that they will do the sane. Tali could have easily found out
everyt hi ng

there was to know about me in no time at all, but she was in no hurry. She
didn't want to take any nore than | was willing to offer

The nmenory of Kami was sonething she had picked up involuntarily while we were

well, mating, | suppose. 1'd hesitate to call it making | ove. She was
fascinated by the distinction that | drew. Nomads did not "make |ove." They
mat ed. When they could "touch souls" the way they did, sexual intimcy canme in
a
poor second. She found it interesting that human nmales were fertile all the
tine
and did not require "activation" by a female in order to have the ability to
mate. | explained to her that, in a certain sense, we did, nerely that the
"activation" wasn't quite so drastic. It did not drive us into an
uncontrol | abl e
sexual frenzy-generally speaking, anyway-and it did not necessarily take any
vol untary action on the part of a human feral e. Sonetines just | ooking was
enough.
What Tali found nost interesting-and i nconprehensible- was the fact that our

human society was not structured along matriarchal lines, and that while
equality was the official rule, in actual fact, the true power structure was
still essentially male dom nated. This puzzled her

"You say that human nmal es and femal es are equal in power,’
tribal |eaders are all nale?"

"Mstly male, yes," | said

"Then how are they equal ?"

"That's sonething a | ot of wonmen have been asking for a very long tine,"
sai d.

"I guess a lot of human males feel the need to be in control all the tine."
"\Why 2"

"That's anot her question wonen have been asking for a long, long tine,"

sai d.

"And no one answers then®"

she said, "yet the

"Cenerally not, | guess.”

"Why do they allow this?"

"I know a few who don't," | said.

"Your mate-w thout-cerenony?" she said.
"My what ?"

"The one called Kam ."
"Ah. Yes, she's one."
"l wish to neet her."

"That m ght be arranged,” | said. "I think she'd like you."

"Then | will like her, also."

"Strange how things work out,"” | said. "Wen Coles sent us out here to bring
back an anbi morph, | figured just about anything could happen, but | never

expected anything like this. O anyone like you."

"Am bi - norph," she said, trying on the word for size. "This is how you cal
t he

fal se ones?"

"Or shapechangers," | said. "Higgins told us they were pretending to be your
gods, trying to mani pul ate you."

"And sonetinmes they pretend to be like us and stay anong us," she said.
"Only you can recogni ze them and they don't know that. That's the part |
don't

qui te understand. They can read your ninds and find out how you represent
your



gods and take that form but they don't know that you can see through their
deception and recogni ze them for what they really are. You understand about
what

H ggins calls your primary and secondary brai ns?"

She nodded. "The part which speaks is that part which we let the fal se ones
know. The part which touches souls is that part which we do not let themsee.'
"Or to use the ternms Higgins cane up with," | said, "the anbi norphs can read
your primary brain, but they cannot read your secondary, nore intimate,
brain,

because you won't let them | w sh to know how you prevented them"

f r owned.

"In fact, if they don't even know your secondary brain is there, perhaps that
could explain why they can't read it. They telepathically scan your primary
brain, think that's all there is, and then don't bother |ooking any deeper
What

| don't understand is if you are capable of recognizing them no matter what
shape they've taken, why do you let themget away with it?"

"Because they have done us no harm" said Tali

"But they pretend to be your gods because they want to take control here."
"Humans al so wi sh to take control here," she said. "Not all humans. Not

H ggi ns.

Not Breck. Not you. But the others, across the desert. The humans and the
fal se

ones -the am bi norphs-both wish to take control."

"And you're caught right in the mddle," |I said, with a sigh. "I guess we're
no

better than the anbi nmorphs. In fact, we're considerably worse. At |east the
shapechangers don't pollute or build developnents.” | grinaced. "They're a

| ot

easier on the ecology, |'ve got to give themthat. Makes it kind of hard for
ne

to act like I'mone of the good guys."

She frowned with puzzl enent, then her expression gave way to one of

conpr ehensi on as she took a glinpse inside and saw what | neant.

"At times," she said, "the tribes conpete for territory. One tribe chooses to
settle in a valley with a river flowi ng through it, another cones and wi shes
to

settle there as well, but there is no room nor gane enough for both. They
fight.
This is the way. This we can do. But we will lose if we try to fight the
humans,

t hough hunmans nmay be the greater threat to us. So Dyla has met wth other
triba

el ders and they have decided that we shall help the humans in their fight

agai nst the fal se ones in exchange for humans not taking our territory. And
if

humans accept our help and still try to take our land, then we shall help the
fal se ones agai nst the hunans. W have no wish to join this conflict, but
with

three tribes all wishing to settle in the valley, the wi sest one will play

t he

ot her two agai nst each other. And, if necessary, fight the weakened w nner."

| stared at her, astonished, and | wondered once agai n what noron had deci ded
that the Nomads were not as intelligent as we were. And | hoped Col es had
enough

sense to realize that power politics was not a gane one played with the
natives

of Purgatory. | hoped he had enough sense to take Tali very seriously. And
hoped to God that he didn't have any funny cards tucked up his sl eeve.

As the enbers of the fire died down, we curled up together and slept in each



other's arnms. Just before sunrise, the shapechangers tried to kill nme.
TEN

I wasn't sure what woke ne; whether it was the noise outside or the
shapechanger's cry of pain as Garr's spear struck it in the back with such
force

that about half its Iength came out through the creature's chest. In the

dar kness, the figure of a young Nomad mal e canme stunbling two steps into the
hut

and then fell sprawing face-first onto the ground about a foot away from ne.
I

scranbl ed for ny weapons, which | had foolishly tucked away inside nmy pack

M
hand was on the plasma pistol when Garr stuck his face inside the hut.
"Wait!" said Tali, stopping me just in tine.

Garr stepped inside and gl anced at me, then | ooked down at the body on the
ground. He grunted with apparent satisfaction, pulled his spear out, grabbed
t he

corpse's foot around the ankle, and dragged it back outside.

"What the hell?" | said, being unforgivably slow on the uptake.

"It was a false one," said Tali. "An anbinorph. It nmeant to kill you."

| got to my feet quickly, strapped on ny hol ster, ducked down through the
doorway, and went outside. The sky was gray with predawn light. M st eddied
like

a tide just above the ground. Through the haze, | could make out the bodies
of

three Nomad mal es thrown in- a heap, one on top of another. Garr and severa
ot her mal e Nomads stood around them | eaning on their spears and talking

softly
anong t hensel ves.
"Breck!" | yelled, alarned.

"No need to shout, O Toole, I'mright here,’
and dunpi ng anot her body onto the pile.
"What the hell is going on?"

"Not hi ng, at the nonment," he said. "It's all over. We're nmerely tidying up a
bit."

| stood there, staring at himand at the piled bodies. Tali cane up beside ne.
I

shoved my plasma pistol back into its holster

he said, stepping out of the fog

"It seens we had a nunmber of infiltrators,” Breck said. "It was a rather
cl ose

call. Fortunately, I'ma very light sleeper."”

"I thought you said you could recognize them" | said to Tali.

"Yes," she said.

"Then why didn't you know about this?"

"W knew, " she said sinply.

"You knew?" | couldn't believe I'd heard right. | thought for a nmonent that
per haps she hadn't understood me, but of course, she had. "You knew there
wer e

anbi nor phs anong you and you did nothing!" | said, incredul ously.

She stared at me steadily, without saying a word. It was suddenly very quiet.
Breck cleared his throat softly.

"I don't think we're in a position to demand any expl anati ons here, O Toole,"
he

said. "Besides, they did not exactly do nothing. They did save your life, at
sone risk to their own."

| took a deep breath and let it out slowy to steady ny nerves. "l'msorry,"
I

said to Tali. "I didn't mean to seemungrateful. It's only that I ... uh ..."



I

trailed off lanely. Only that |I'd been scared shitless. And there was no
poi nt

in saying it out |oud. She knew.

Tali spoke briefly to Garr and the other nales. Mst of the tribe had cone
out

to see what the commotion was all about and we had quite an audi ence. Garr
and

the other males seened to relax and | suddenly realized how out of line I'd
been. Males did not nouth off at femal es around here.

"W knew that there were fal se ones anpbng the young, unmated nal es, " Tal

sai d.

"They came in the night. They did not know that we knew t hem for what they
wer e.

As they are curious about us, so we are curious about them W did nothing
because they had done not hing. Now t hey have offended. Now they are dead."
They started to drag the bodi es away when suddenly someone cried out and
turned around in time to see a long tawny form streak across the clearing and
| eap straight at Breck

It happened with incredible speed. Garr had his spear up in an instant, arm
cocked, but Breck was even faster. Hi s armnoved so quickly that | couldn't
even

followit. Something went "hisssst” and a bright sliver of metal flew through
the air like an arrow, striking the beast in midleap, enbedding itself in the

sandcat's skull. The creature fell like a heavy sack to the ground at Breck's
feet, a gleanming nysteel dart with metallic fletching stuck right between its
eyes.

For a nonent, they were all too stunned to nove, then they gathered around

Br eck

and the dead sandcat at his feet, kneeling over the huge beast and gazing
with

wonder at the gleaming dart. Garr tried to pull it out, but he couldn't budge
it. It was stuck firmy in the bone.

"What is it?" one of the other nales said.

"l do not know," said Garr

"He threw it?"

"He had nothing in his hand! How could he have thrown it when he held

not hi ng?

Wiere did it cone fron®"

"To kill a sandcat with a thing so small!" said one of the others.

"It was not a sandcat," a young Nonmad female said. "It was a fal se one."

And suddenly, with a shock as if a bucket of ice cold water had been dashed
right in nmy face, | realized that they were speaking in their Nonad tongue and

I

coul d understand what they were saying!

Breck bent down and took hold of the dart firmy with his nmetal fingers, gave
it

a sharp yank and it pulled |l oose. He wiped it off on the sandcat's fur-the
shapechanger had becone "fixed" in death, as they always did-and then he ran
hi s

fingers over the netallic fletching, which retracted into the shaft of the
dart

and | ocked in place. As the Nomads watched with awe, Breck slipped the dart
back

into the tiny barrel built into the top of his nysteel wist. He fitted it
into

the barrel, tapped it in lightly, and then made a notion as if he were
contracting a forearmnuscle and the dart went back up inside his armwth a
sharp pneumatic hiss. The small barrel then retracted back into his wist.

| had never seen himuse that particul ar device before and under other



ci rcunmst ances, | mght have been just as inpressed as the Nomads, but | was
absol utely fl abbergasted by ny sudden, inexplicable ability to understand
their

speech.

"Breck, | can understand them " | said.

He gl anced at ne, grunted and nodded.

| stared at him conpletely taken aback by his lack of reaction. "Did you
hear

what | just said? | can understand what they're saying!"

"Yes, | heard you," he said. "Wat did they say?"

"Well, they' re amazed at the way you-what do you nmean, what did they say? |
understood them | actually understood them as if they were speaking
Engl i sh!'"

"Yes, | know, " he said.

"You know?"

"It's part of your ongoing bonding experience with Tali," he explained. "As
she's |l earning English by reading your mnd, she's also teaching you her

| anguage. It apparently happens on the subconscious |evel. Perhaps she did it
while you slept. If you try speaking to Tali in her |anguage, | think you'l

find that you'll be able to, though you nmay have sonme trouble with the
pronunci ation for a while."

It was too nuch for nme. | |eaned back against a rock outcropping and rubbed
t he

bridge of ny nose. | was getting a splitting headache. Perhaps from ny

unusua

formof sleep learning, if that's what it was. | was having a hard tine
assimlating all this. It all seenmed so incredible. There were long tracks in
the dirt where the dead bodi es of the shapechangers had been dragged away
nmonents ago and here we were, discussing telepathic |anguage | essons. The
whol e

thing was surreal. | | ooked up at Breck

"How t he hell do you know all this?"

"Higgins told me." He shrugged. "There was not nuch else for me to do | ast

ni ght

except talk to Hggins. After all, | didn't have a date."

"Very funny," | said. "Where is Hi ggins?"

"Applying sone first aid to one of the young nal es who was injured."

"Why doesn't anyone tell ne anything?" | said, in exasperation. "Did you know
about the shapechangers bei ng here?"

"No, of course | didn't know," he said. "If |I had known, then they would have

known that | knew and they woul d al so have known how | knew, and then they
woul d

have known that the Nomads knew, and the Nomads did not want themto know
that."

| blinked and shook my head. "Huh? You want to run that by ne again?"
"I"'mnot sure | could,"” he said, frowning slightly. "It seemed to nmake sense
as

| was saying it. In any case, the point is that |I didn't know about them
bei ng

here. They apparently cane in last night, thinking they could slip in and
pass

unnoticed, only of course they were spotted right away. Unlike Chanel eon

t hese

wer e young anbi nor phs and they weren't very experienced. Wich was rather
fortunate for us."

"How do you know they were young?"

"Educat ed guess, based on their relatively inexperienced behavi or conpared to
some of the shapechangers we've run into and based on the fact that they

br eed

not far from here."



"Ch. | see." | did a double take. "They what ?"

"Really, O Toole, | do wish you' d pay nore attention so | wouldn't have to
say

everything twice. It seens the shapechangers have a breedi ng ground not far
from

here. We're going there today. Undoubtedly, that was what precipitated the
attack on us. W did cone here to capture one of themalive, if you'l

recal | .

That was the point of the whole exercise. | thought we night bring Col es back
a

baby anbi nor ph. "

| was beginning to realize why they called it Purgatory. Hell was just around
the corner. The idea of a breeding ground for anbi norphs conjured up an i mage
of

an entire nest of the damm things, a creche, a colony of creatures each of
whom

was already a colony to begin with. And Breck proposed to waltz right in and

bag

one like going to a pet shop and picking out a puppy. Sure, why not? No
pr obl em

Easy for a hybreed commando who was incapable of feeling fear. I, on the
ot her

hand, was not only capable of being afraid, | was real good at it.

The idea of invading the shapechangers' breeding ground didn't seemto bother
t he Nomads very much. After the remmins of the anbi nmorphs had been di sposed
of ,

they held a neeting in the |odge to decide which of themwuld get to go on
this

junket and there was no shortage of volunteers. | wondered if any of them
woul d

be interested in taking nmy place.

Normads had sone rough simlarities to us in the sense that they fell into the

life-formclassification we called humanoid and, in fact, there were many
paral | el s between them and a nunber of primtive human hunter-gat herer
societies, but in spite of some superficial simlarities, they were really
very

different. Their formof marriage, for exanple, the mating and the bondi ng,
was

nothing Iike any marriage in a human society, not even a conmunal one. It was
nore |ike a sexual -nmetaphysical rite of passage into an extended fanily

defi ned

| ess by mating patterns than by a sort of telepathic spirituality, with the
femal e hol di ng things together at the center, functioning not only as a

sexua

catal yst, but as an intimate telepathic Iink between the other males in the
rel ati onship. The Nomad word for it was "tal-ken," roughly translating as
"soul -tribe."

On one hand, the Normads seened to have an al nost enotionl ess placidity about
them Yet, on the other hand, their sexual responses were frenzied and

passi onat e beyond belief and their telepathic "soul touching" was incredibly
intimate and tender. Their response to the situation that confronted them to
us

and to the anbi norphs, was at the sane time both coldly Iogical and
confusingly

nonsensi cal . They knew what the anbi norphs intended when they had infiltrated
the village, and they had prepared for it, yet rather than confront the

t hr eat

i Mmediately in order to deter the attenpt on our lives, they waited until the
anbi nor phs had nade their nove, as if they needed that excuse to act, to

wi t hdraw the hospitality of the tribe, which apparently required a truly



serious

transgressi on, even though it had been accepted under fal se pretenses.

"We di d not hing because they had done nothing," Tali had said. "Now they have
of fended. Now they are dead."

Cause and effect. The tribal etiquette inplacably and ruthlessly
admi ni st er ed.

Even with their tel epathy, when they picked up the shapechanger's intent to
kill

us, that hadn't been enough. They had needed the initiation of the act itself
before they could bring thensel ves to do anything about it. Cause and effect.
Si npl e.

But maybe it wasn't that sinple. Perhaps it was the result of their

t el epat hy.

At sone earlier point in their devel opnent, they had to have confronted the
phi | osophi cal probl em of when a crinme becane a crine-when you thought about
doing it, when you planned to do it, or when you actually started to execute
it.

Per haps they never actually thought of it in quite that way or in those

t er s,

but it was sonething that they nust have had to deal with.

H ggins's theory about their "primary" and "secondary" brains was not
necessarily literally true. O course, there would be no way of telling that
for

sure unl ess a Nomad was scanned or autopsied, but if nothing else, the theory
served as an excellent analogy for the way their mnds functioned as conpared
to

ours. If they didn't actually have two brains, perhaps they had a bifurcated
one

that functioned as if it were two separate organs. In principle, their brain
function could be sinmlar to right brain/left brain dom nance in humans,
wher e

in humans the right brain was the concrete-logical and the left brain was the
intuitive-creative, only it seemed that the Nomads had essentially divided
brain

function, as if there were two discrete channels that were conplinentary, but
that could also function i ndependently.

"That whi ch speaks and that which touches souls,” as Tali had put it, trying
to

find words in ny | anguage to convey an idea they probably never even had to

t hi nk about before because they took it for granted.

In a telepathic society, the need to preserve privacy and limt intimcy had
to

be intense. Even nature had conspired to inpose limts on the Nomads. The

mal es

vastly outnunmbered the females and they were rarely tel epathic. They needed

t he

females to link themin their soul-touching within the tal-ken. And beyond

t hat ,

there were the custons and traditions of the Nomads, slightly different from
tribe to tribe, but essentially the sane in principle. Though there were
certain

t hi ngs they probably couldn't avoid picking up, especially if someone was

thi nking very "loudly," Nomads didn't go around arbitrarily readi ng other
people's minds, just as in human society you don't go around arbitrarily
grabbi ng peopl e and having sex with them And if you do, the society has |aws
to

deal with the likes of you

The arrival of humans, and anbi norphs, presented the Nomads with sone fairly
serious problens. Humans, not being telepathic, were very sloppy with their

t houghts. We thought the Nomads were savages. They thought we were



unconsci onably crude. W started to build pernmanent settlenents as opposed to
seasonal ones and we constructed factories that screwed up the ecology and it
did not even occur to us to ask permission. Not that it woul d ve nmade any
difference if the Nonads had refused.

The anbi nmor phs, on the other hand, had followed their natural instinct to

bl end

inwith their environnent, which m ght have been a great deal nore acceptable
if

they hadn't done what their survival instincts nmade them do-tel epathically

i nvade the Nonmads' minds and try to turn theminside out in an effort to find
out everything about them so that their shapechangi ng deception could be
conplete. To a Nomad, this was even nore insufferable than the barbarity of
humans. They had shut down. O at |east they had shut down that part of

t hensel ves which they considered nost intimte, what Higgins called their
secondary brains, in effect allow ng the amnbinorphs to go only so far and no
further. And the anbi norphs apparently never realized that they had only

ski nmed

the surface and never gotten to the part that really counts.

It all raised a nunmber of fascinating questions. How did the Nomads manage to
shut out the anbi norphs? And could they continue to shut out the amnbi norphs
if

t he anbi nmor phs di scovered that they were only reading the surface | evel ? And
then there was the nost fascinating question of themall-how were the Nomads
able to infallibly identify anbi morphs for what they were-"the false
ones"-wi t hout the shapechangers catching on?

Part of the answer had to do with circunstances. Anbinorphs did not often try
to

pass as Nonmads. They had arrived on Purgatory by passing as humans. In the
controll ed environnent of the Purgatory settlenents, it would have been
difficult for themto breed unnoticed, so they had found safer places to

br eed

out in the wild high country. While they were developing, it was easier for

t hem

to take on the aspect of the various small creatures indigenous to the high
country and the desert. In this manner, they survived until they matured and
becanme | arge enough to take on human formand infiltrate the human

settl enments,

which was their main priority. Until recently, there had been no reason for

t hem

toinfiltrate the Nomad tribes. They were at war with us, not with the
Nomads.

However, it had apparently occurred to themthat if they could exert a
controlling influence upon the Nomads, they could conceivably turn them

agai nst

the human settl enments, and so some of them had started trying to infiltrate

t he

tribes in Nomad form

Only it wasn't working. Because the nmales so vastly outnunbered the femnal es
in

the Nonad tribes, the ambinorphs naturally attenpted to infiltrate the tribes
by

taking on the form of Nomad nal es, hoping to get lost in the nunbers. But
whil e

they had no trouble getting in, they had trouble staying there for any |l ength
of

ti me, because the nmonent they tried to do anything, they were taken out. So

| ong

as they remained within the tribe as young, unmated Normad nal es, the Nonads
accepted them and didn't bother them But the nmoment they tried to do
anyt hi ng



to exert any influence within the tribe, the shapechangers ran into a dead
end.

They could not take on the form of Nomad femal es because every Nonad fenal e
was

known by every other nale and female within the tribe and the only way to
suppl ant one of themwould be to kill the original and take her place. Mich
easi er said than done, especially when your quarry can read your mnd w thout
your knowing it. And males did not have any voice in a matriarchal triba

| eadership. If the anbi morph inposters tried to press the issue, they were

i medi ately chal |l enged by ot her young Nomad mal es and killed. The manner in
which it was done made it appear as if it were a perfectly normal part of
triba

life-unmated, young males frequently chall enged one another in an attenpt to
prove thensel ves in the eyes of fenmal es who might consider them as potenti al
mat es and these ritual conbats were always to the death. A bit extrene,

per haps,

but mal es were a surplus commodity and the weaker ones were expendable. It

i nproved the tribal gene pool. These ritual conbats between unmated nal es
invariably resulted in the defeat of amnbinorphs trying to pass as Nomads,
because they were at a nmarked di sadvantage. They could not take on any ot her
formw thout revealing thenselves for what they were and their tel epathy did
not

avail themin trying to win these fights, because there was always at |east
one

femal e wat ching the contest and she would tel epathically anticipate the next
nove t he anbi norph i nmposter woul d nake and conmunicate it to the Nomad mal e
it

was fighting via the secondary brain. And the amnbi nor phs never realized what
was

goi ng on.

The shapechangers had not yet managed to catch on that they were being
systematically "weeded out" of the tribes in this manner. But it was only a
matter of time before they'd figure it out and the Nonads knew that. For the
ti me being, sone of the anbi norphs were trying out the strategy of taking on
t he

formof Nomad gods, taking their cues fromthe representational art and
ritual

dances of the tribes, but when it becane clear that that wasn't working

ei t her,

it would have to occur to the anbi norphs that sonething was goi ng on that

t hey

didn't know about. They had never before encountered a species that could
recogni ze themin any guise and they were confused. But eventually they'd
figure

it out. The Nomads knew t hey would not be. able to remain neutral any | onger
They had to take sides.

Why us? Because we were the logical choice. They knew their odds of com ng
out

ahead were far greater if they came in on our side than if they hel ped the
anbi nmor phs.

"It nakes perfect sense,"” said Breck. "For one thing, the shapechangers never
asked for their help, they tried to conpel it. Bad m stake. They were even
nor e

i nvasive than we were. W only canme in and took sone of their Iand. The
shapechangers tried to take their identities. But beyond that, if the Nomads
were to fight with the anbi norphs agai nst us, they'd be nuch nore vul nerable
because they coul dn't shapechange and they'd have damm little defense agai nst
our weapons. On the other hand, we'd cut just about any deal with themif it
woul d hel p us agai nst the anbi norphs, including pulling out of Purgatory and
probably providing themw th some technol ogi cal support and weapons systens.



That way, they could not only use any weapons we gave them agai nst the

anbi nor phs remai ning here, they could also turn them against us if we ever
tried

to doubl e-cross them Trusting us is still a risk for them but it's a
calcul ated one. And it looks as if we need thema [ot nore than they need us.
|'d say they've thought it out quite well and nade the best possible
deci si on.

They | earn quickly."

The sun was getting high as we wal ked up the nmountain trail. | felt exposed
and

unconfortable in nmy hand-me-down Nomad hides. Even though they had bel onged to
a

very young male in Tyla's tal-ken, they were way too big for me. The
proportions

were all wong. Nomad males were truly nmassive in the chest and shoul ders.
Their

arms and | egs were |longer and thicker than ours. They were generally size
extra

extra large. A child' s hides would have been too snmall and the only ot her
alternative woul d have been to wear female clothing, which would have | ooked
even sillier on me than the outsize hides. | |ooked |ike some sort of
futuristic

barbarian with ny weapons strapped on over mny hides. A futuristic barbarian
who

could have done without the cold drafts finding their way into ny ensenbl e.
There were about two dozen Nomad nales with us, along with four females,
including Tali and Tyla. Al were armed with their [ong spears and stone
axes.

Breck and | carried our plasma pistols and sem autos, with as nany extra
magazi nes | oaded with frags and stunners and as nmany pl asma charge paks as we
could carry. | noticed that several of the males had curious-Iooking bundl es
of

woven scrub branches tied to their backs and ny curiosity finally got the
better

of me. | asked Higgins what they were and i medi ately wi shed | hadn't.
" Torches, " he said.
"Torches? But it isn't even mdday yet," | said. "How far is this place?"

"We're al nost there," said Higgins.

' Then why the torches?"

"Because it's underground."

"What ?"

"Underground. In a cavern."

There was a tight feeling in nmy chest and it suddenly seened difficult to
breat he. Underground. In a cavern. It all canme back to me with a sickening
feeling of deja vu, that cavern on Draconis 9 where | had hung over a

bot t onl ess

chasm clinging by nmy fingertips to a pile of |oose rock while a nmurderous
crystal hunter had bl azed away at ne. The cavern where Stone had died, buried
under tons of rock and shi mering crystal

| glanced at Breck, wal ki ng several yards ahead of ne on the nountain trail.
I

wondered what it must be like to have never felt afraid in your entire life,
to

be literally incapable of feeling fear. Breck had told me once that Speci al
Servi ce commandos were fascinated by fear because it was an enotion they
coul d

never feel. A good way to get a hybreed conmmando to stand you to a drink or
t wo

was to tell himabout sone tinme in your life when you' d been paralyzed with
fear



or terrified half out of your mind. Breck was no exception. He read horror
fiction voraciously, trying to analyze and understand what it was that
frightened people. He enjoyed discussing people's nightnmares with them and he
was fond of tuning into reruns of Psychodrone adventures where the players
had

been scared to death, in sonme cases literally. | once asked himwhat he felt
when he plugged in and vicariously experienced soneone el se's fear and he had
told me that he had vicariously felt some of fear's physical synptons-the
strange tightness in the chest brought on by stress, the racing pul se, the
qui ckened respiration, the clamy skin, the knot in the pit of the

st omach- but

he was never able to get out of it that essential psychol ogical trauma that
was

the essential fear experience. He never knew what it was to panic. He had
been

designed not to and soneone el se's fear experience sinply didn't translate.
He

had worked out an intellectual understanding of it, but he could go no
further.

He couldn't feel it. |I envied himthat. | told himso once and he said, "You
shouldn't." Wen | asked himwhy, he said that the ability to feel fear also
brought with it an ability to feel an incredible euphoria that came in the
aftermath of surviving a terrifying experience.

"It's apparently much nore than sinply experiencing an adrenaline rush," he
told

me. "As | understand it, it's a sensation of incredible vitality. It's been
described to me as a thrill that has no equal, an intoxicating joy at having
confronted your own nortality, of laying it all on the line and surviving."
He

shrugged. "I wish to hell | knew what that was like. 1've laid it all on the
line more-tines than | can count and |'ve felt no worse, no better. No one
experi ence seens nore nenorabl e than any other and none has left nme feeling
thrilled. They were nerely situations in which | mght have died and didn't.
Peopl e envy nmy being able to take these things in stride. They call it

cour age. "

He shook his head. "They're quite wong, you know. Courage is not the absence
of

fear. It is the ability to confront one's fear and go on in spite of it. You
can

be courageous, O Toole. | can only be fearless."

The distinction had seened a subtle one to ne at the time, but | understood
it

better than ever now. In spite of all his wy jibes and ironic taunts, Breck
actually respected me because | was a coward.

"What was it Shakespeare wote about a coward dying a thousand times and a
hero

dyi ng only once?" he had said. And then he'd snmiled. "Hell, dying once is not
so

hard. Dying a thousand times? Now that takes guts."

At the nmoment, ny guts were tying thenselves in knots. The Nomads carrying

t he

bundl ed torches on their backs had unshoul dered their burdens and were

passi ng

them around. | | ooked up at the rock wall rising above us. It was honeyconbed
with caves. Apparently, we'd reached our destination. In a manner of

speaki ng,

it was all downhill from here.

"How did they find out about this place?" | asked Hi ggins.
"Sinmple," he responded, tapping his forehead with his index finger. "They
| earned about it fromthe amnbi norphs who had tried to infiltrate the tribe.



And

this al so happens to be the site where sone of the god manifestations had
occurred. The anbi norphs wanted the tribes to think that this was sacred
ground.

They paid lip service to the nyth while they actually read the shapechangers
m nds and found out what was really going on here."

"I wish they could teach us that trick," Breck said. He | ooked at ne and
grinned. "Well, what do you say, O Tool e? You ready to bag yourself an
anbi mor ph?"

Bag was the word, all right. A lot of thought had been given to how we were
supposed to contain an anbi morph once we nanaged to catch one. The assunption
was that we woul d use stunners to inmobilize the target, then literally bag
it

in a self-sealing plasteel polymer container. The plasteel polynmer was
flexible

and m croporous, so it would stretch and still retain a very high tensile
strength. Presumably, the creature would be able to breathe inside it.
Presumabl y, the shapechanger woul d not be able to break it or sonmehow seep

t hrough the nicroscopic pores. W were assured that based on what we knew of
anbi norphs, that wasn't very likely. But then, we didn't know rmuch about
anbi nor phs, so what the hell did that nmean? W didn't even know if stunners
woul d be effective against them Presumably-there was that word again-if the
anbi norph was in human form or the form of any creature agai nst which
stunners

had previously proved effective, then they would work. They had not seened to
work all that well on "Jarrett."” It seemed to ne that Coles and his
xenobi ol ogi st advisors were presunming a great deal, but then nobody asked ne.
They just sent me and Breck out with sone hardware that was supposed to knock
out an ambi nmorph and a hi-tech sandwi ch bag that was supposed to keep it from
escapi ng and we were supposed to take care of the rest. They didn't bother
with

the pesky little details.

"I don't suppose anyone has any idea of how many am bi morphs we're liable to
run

into in there?" | said.
"Ch, | imagine that there'll be a few, " said Breck, gazing thoughtfully at
t he

cavern nout hs. Huge, gaping nouths with stalactite teeth, waiting to swall ow
us

up.

"How the hell are we going to keep from shooting at each other in there?"
said, feeling the cold danpness on ny back as fear sweated through ny pores.
"The fenmales," Breck replied.

"What ?" | said.

"Tyla and the others are going to link us all telepathically," Higgins
expl ai ned.

| swal |l owed hard and nodded.

"Afrai d?" said Higgins.

| stared at him "Aren't you?"

"I"'mscared spitless,” he said. "But | wouldn't miss this for the world. No
scientist has ever had a chance to observe a |ive anmbi norph. No one has ever
seen one in its natural state and 1'mgoing to be the first to actually see
t hem

breeding! It's an incredible opportunity!"

| shook ny head. "Yeah, to get killed," |I said. "I'll never understand
scientists.”

"You don't want to go in there, do you?" Higgins said.

| snorted. "Whatever gives you that idea?"

"But you're going to do it anyway."

| sighed. "Higgins, |I. can't begin to tell you how nuch I want not to go in



there," | said. "But you're right, I"'mgoing to do it anyway. And you're
goi ng

to ask me why and 1'mgoing to tell you | don't know and you're going to
suggest

that maybe I'mnot all that different froma scientist such as yourself. Only
it

isn'"t the same thing. You're scared, but you're going to do it because your
ent husi asm your scientific curiosity, outweighs your fear. Wth ne, believe
e,

not hi ng outwei ghs ny fear. |I'm so goddamed scared that | may start to cry at
any noment, but much as | don't want to do this, I've got to. | have no

choi ce. "

"Why?" said Hi ggins.

"To be perfectly honest with you, | don't really know Because it's ny job, |

guess. Because Breck is going to do it and | can't let himgo in there al one.™
"But he isn't going to be alone,"” said H ggins. "And Breck is a hybreed. He's
i ncapable of feeling fear."

"That makes no difference," | said. "We're a team Partners. And partners
don't

| et each other down. And | guess maybe there's nore to it than that. AH ny
life,

I've been a ganbler. A hustler, strictly small-tinme, until | got into a gane
that was way over ny head and that led me to what |'m doi ng now. The gane's
not

over. The pot in the center of the table sinply keeps on getting bigger and
bi gger, but the gane goes on. And | just can't throw 'emin and fold so I ong
as

|'ve got nmoney on the table. That nmake any sense to you?"

"I think I understand," he said, with a smle. "W're not really so very
different after all, you know A scientist is a great deal like a ganbler, in
a

sense. You don't really know the outcone of what you' re doing. But you don't
nmerely stunble along blindly, either. You play the odds. Sometinmes you win,
sonmetines you lose. And in science, as in ganbling, you probably | ose nore
often

than you wi n, but you keep going, hoping to at |east break even, going for

t hat

Wi n because it's worth it and because it feels so satisfying. And there's

t hat

special thrill when you know you' ve played the Iong shot and it's paid off.
"And then, aside fromthat, there's also a certain sense of duty," he

conti nued.

"Li ke the responsibility you feel for your partner, Breck. It's my job, too,
O Toole.. And | can't let down all the other scientists out there who need to
know what only I amin the position to find out right now. So perhaps you
understand scientists a ot better than you think. W' re ganblers, too. The
only

real difference is that nost of the time, we don't stand to | ose as mnmuch as
you

do. Except maybe in this case.”

| watched the Nonmads light their torches and felt nmy heart inching its way up
ny

t hr oat .

"I guess | never thought about it that way before," | said. "But it nakes
sense

to ne."

"What | don't quite understand," said Higgins, "is why he does it." He

gl anced

at Breck. "He's not a scientist and he's not a ganbler. Ri sk holds no thril
for



him Hybreeds can't feel fear, so it can't be a danger high that notivates
hi m

VWhat is it with him duty? Patriotisn? A test of his abilities? Wat?"

"Al'l of those, | guess," | said. "But nostly it's what he does best. He's a
soldier. It's what he was trained to do, what he was designed to do. | was a
sol di er once, nyself. Not |ike Breck, of course, but | think that

sol di ers-regul ar arny soldiers, that is-probably understand hybreeds better
t han

anybody el se. Better even than the people who designed them They're

di fferent

fromordi nary people, sometines in very obvious ways, sonmetines in very
subtl e

ones. And it goes beyond the biological differences between us. You and | are
not the result of a carefully designed genetic matrix created in a

| aboratory.

W had parents. W had a family life. W had roots. Hybreeds had none of

t hose

things. Behind all their strutting elitism their arrogant nonchal ance, is a
very real and very painful awareness of the fact that they were shortchanged
in

some fairly inportant ways. And they're also painfully aware that in a
certain

sense, they were never really born so nuch as nade. They can never have
children

of their own. There are certain enotions, such as fear, that they can never
feel. And they know that something' s m ssing."

| watched Breck giving- instructions to Tali, who passed them on

tel epathically

to the others. An officer giving a final briefing to his troops. He was in
hi s

el enent .

"He can do nore with that artificial armof his than anyone could do with one
made of flesh and blood," | said, "but technically, he's disabled and that
neans

the SS can't use himanynore except in sone adm nistrative capacity. They
designed himto do just one thing and then when he got hurt in the Iine of

duty,

they told himhe couldn't do it anynore." | glanced from Breck, standing with
t he Nonmads, to Higgins, standing next to ne and watching him "A |ot of

hybr eeds

conmit suicide after they | eave the service, did you know t hat ?"

"No, | didn't," he said. "I thought depression was stress-related, |ike fear

I
woul d have thought they couldn't feel it because of the way they were

desi gned. "

| nodded. "True, but I don't know what's worse, being depressed and feeling
despair or not feeling anything at all. Except naybe that you're useless."
"CGod," said Higgins, softly.

"Breck's one of the lucky ones," | said. "He's found another way to keep on

fighting battles, to continue being useful. And he's a gl amporous star, fanobus
and incredibly wealthy. A lot of people think he's got everything. But you
know

what? | think he'd trade it all to know, just once, what it was like to fee
afraid.’

Breck was beckoning to us.

"Poor bastard doesn't know what he's missing," | said wyly, taking a deep
breath and letting it out slowy in an effort to steady ny nerves.

noi st ened

nmy |ips and checked ny weapons. "Shit. Let's go."



ELEVEN

How do you sneak up on creatures who can read your m nd? The answer is, of
course, you can't. To some extent, the Nomads could keep their thoughts
secret

fromthe amnbi norphs, but they couldn't hide their presence. They coul d shut
down

their secondary level of intelligence, but the anbi morphs woul d detect their
primary nmental energy. And Higgins, Breck, and | couldn't do anything to

hi de.

Tali could try to shield ne telepathically, as she had done before, but 1'd
need

all ny faculties intact to get through this one. I couldn't take a chance on
not

bei ng conpletely in control. Besides, Coles wanted both Breck and ne

cl earheaded, so we could transmt our experiences back to Gane Control. That
way, even if we didn't make it, Coles would still have a record of what
happened

and the public would get one hell of a show never suspecting it was real. And
if

we died, the official story would probably be that we had succunbed to the
mental stress of a hallucinact computer sinulation. Another case of psycho
stars

dying for the public's entertainment. Hey, that's show biz, folKks.

| recalled the nightmare in the nountain cavern on Draconis 9, when |I'd cone
so

very close to dying. The raw fire crystal that veined the cavern walls had
kept

Gane Control from picking up our signal. Fire crystals were used for focusing
t he tachyon beam transm ssions and the crystal formations in the cavern had
kept

our signals bouncing around inside the nountain. Fire crystals were not to be
found on Purgatory, so there was no reason why Col es and Mondago coul dn't
fol | ow

all the action back at Ganme Control. Coles had insisted that under no
circunmstances were we to allow the Nomads to shield us telepathically. He
didn't

want to miss this for the world.

| tried to i magi ne what the scene would be |ike back there, Mndago at the
pl ayermaster's console in the darkened room Coles standing tensely behind
hi m

pl ugged into an auxiliary psych-fidelity channel, watching the screens
intently

as the scan team nonitored the readouts. Meanwhile, the xenobiol ogi sts and
psychocybernetic engineers would all be glued to their own sets, plugged in
and

fail-safed, their access ternminals on stand-by to receive the data as they
fed

in their inpressions of what they would vicariously experience through us.

| felt as if | were sone kind of renote probe being sent into unexpl ored
territory to record as much information as possible before the hostile
environnent destroyed me. In effect, that's exactly what | was to them no
nor e,

no less. If | stopped functioning, at |east they still had Breck. And if

Br eck

was killed, they would all sigh collectively and go anal yze the data we'd
sent

in while Coles lined up a couple of new probes. |I didn't harbor any ill usions
that we meant anything to himor any of the vultures back there. W were
not hi ng



nmore than a nmeans to an end. Wth any luck, not our end.

As we went through the cavern nouth and the torchlight cast ghostly shadows
on

the rock walls, | wondered if Chanel eon was tuned in.

There was a tine when | felt a certain synpathy for the anbi norph Col es had
appropriately named Chanel eon. He could easily have killed us in the Fire

I slands or later on Draconis 9, when we believed himto be a crystal hunter
naned N kol ai Razin, but he hadn't, although he certainly had reason to.

How woul d humans have reacted if we were confronted with aliens who cane to
Earth as if they owned the place and started hunting us for food? The idiots
in

the first survey party sent out to Draconis 9 had deci ded that the herds of

| arge, slow noving, placid creatures they had found there | ooked enough Iike
steers to barbecue. The meat was apparently quite tasty, so the fools had
continued to shoot the animals for food. And the anbi norphs, who made up a

| arge

part of the herds of peaceful quadrupeds, started to shapechange to hunman
form

in self-defense

| recalled how "Razin" had revealed hinself to us and |I recalled how he had
said, "W want only to survive." | could understand that. | could even
synmpat hi ze. But the trouble was, being tel epaths, they knew us well enough to
realize that we could not trust themand they could not trust us.

There seened to be no way around it. A shapechanger was a shapechanger and a
human was a human and the universe, absurdly, did not seem big enough for
bot h

of us. W did not want them ampong us, pretending to be human, living with us,
wor ki ng with us, marrying our daughters, God forbid, and they did not want to
take us at our word that we would not reduce Draconis to a cinder if they al
went back to where they came from Because, the sad truth of the matter was,
that's probably just what we'd have done.

And so the gane continued-a gane within a game within a game, w th bystanders
like the Nomads getting dragged in against their will. So long as there were
anbi nor phs anong us, we could not attack their home world for fear of their
unl eashing war the Iike of which the human race had never seen. Sonet hing

t hey

had | earned fromus. And what kept the anbi norphs fromall-out warfare was

t he

fear that we would then destroy their home world. An inpasse.

Meanwhile, we tried to protect people fromthe truth, to pretend that none of
this was really happening, to convince themall-with a massive cover-up and
propaganda reinforced with covert m nd-control techniques-that it was nerely
anot her gane scenari o of Psychodrone. And as we played for tinme, working
desperately to find a way to ferret out the anbi norphs anmong us, they

i ncreased

their number and nade their presence felt with acts of terrorismhere and

t here,

such as the sabotage on Purgatory. Except at |east one of them Chanel eon
had

started to escal ate the gane.

Coul d anybody win? Hell, | didn't know | was still trying to figure out
whi ch
was worse, living in a world where you never had any way of knowing if the

person you were with was really human or living in a world where everyone was
hardwi red with a biochip and you never had any way of knowi ng if soneone was
accessing your nmind. The way we were going, we'd probably wind up w th both.
An

anbi norph could read your mind, a nman |like Coles could programit
sublim nal ly.

Christ, no wonder Higgins wanted to remain on Purgatory.



"Never mind ne," Higgins said, "just keep your m nd on what you're doing."

| jerked and. spun around to face him startled to hear himsay that, and then
I

realized that he hadn't actually said it. He had thought it.

"Tali's got us mndlinked," he said, though he said it in ny nmind and not out

| oud. The phenonenon was simlar to the effect of Coles or Mondago contacting

ne

via my biochip. |I could actually "hear" him though, of course, | wasn't
really
hearing himat all. Tali was picking up his thoughts and relaying themto ne.

"It feels strange at first" Higgins continued thinking at ne, through Tali,
"but

bei ng accustoned to a biochip, you and Breck shoul d make the adjustnent
pretty

quickly. Try not to let your m nd wander. OQtherw se, that nakes it difficult
for

Tali. Concentrate. Discipline your mnd. Think only about the job at hand.'

| tried to push all extraneous thoughts out of nmy head and concentrate only
on

t he danp, downward-sloping tunnel floor before nme. It was not an easy task.
was nervous as all hell-frankly, | was scared to death-and at such times, ny
m nd has a tendency to bounce fromtrain of thought to train of thought Iike
a

pi ng-pong ball. But | had to nake an effort to "enpty ny mnd," as the Zen
roshis in Japan woul d say, and open nyself up only to the here and now, to

t he

sights and snells and sounds inside the cavern tunnel

The four Nomad fenmal es who had acconpani ed us were the four nost gifted
telepaths in the tribe. And their job would be a great deal nore difficult

t han

ours. Between the four of them they not only had to link the rest of us
toget her telepathically, so that the anbi norphs would not be able to confuse
us,

but they had to be prepared to defend thenselves, as well. And having three
humans in the telepathic matrix made things rmuch nore difficult for themthan
i f

all of us were Normads. W were the weak l[ink. W had the | east anount of
nment a

di scipline. Except for Breck, whose will and self-control were superhuman. |
breat hed deeply as | wal ked and forced nyself to relax as rmuch as possible
under

the circunstances. | think Tali helped. O maybe it was Breck

It was an incredible experience. In a sense, it was roughly sinilar to the
experi ence that soneone in our home audi ence night have. It was |ike being

t uned

in to soneone el se, sharing their perceptions, their feelings, and even their
t hought s, which was sonething psych-fidelity did not offer to the fans. My
audi ence at home, apparently because | was a better "projector" than nost, had
a

superficial sense of what it felt like to be me, to feel about things the way
I

did and to experience ny enotions, but they could not literally read nmy m nd.
In

this case, we could do that. | could tell what Breck was thinking. Breck knew
what Hi ggi ns thought. And Higgins was able to share Garr's thoughts and so on
and so on, all of us linked in a gestalt that gave us shared thoughts and
perceptions. It had to be incredibly exhausting for Tali and the other

fenal es,

Tyla, Lina, and Tola, one of Tyla's daughters with her husband Zaal - who was
al so



with us. | wondered how | ong they would be able to keep it up and was

i medi ately reprimanded by Hi ggi ns once again, who told ne-or thought at
ne-to

keep ny nmind on the business at hand and stop plugging up the matrix with ny
anxi eties.

Sure. Easier thought than done. | sensed Tali's displeasure and tried to
concentrate on our surroundi ngs.

The nmountai n was honeyconbed with caverns. Snaller tunnels created by

vol cani c

action net up with ours fromtine to tine and | hoped we'd be able to find
our

way out again-no, stop that, don't think about that stuff, just pay attention
to

everything around you-there was a barely perceptible, cool breeze against ny

cheek, coming up fromthe caverns sonewhere still ahead of us, which neant

t hat

there were ot her openings connecting with the cavern. It was just |ike that
cavern back on Draconis 9, when we-no. | swallowed hard and concentrated on

t he

present.

The torchlights flickered ahead of me as the Nomads in the vanguard descended
down into the tunnel, headi ng deeper and deeper inside the nmountain. | saw
their

shadows | engthen on the rock walls as they turned around a bend. The tunne
floor was sl oping much nore sharply now and the breeze com ng from bel ow
seened

stronger. | slipped slightly on the steep grade and put my hand out to steady
nmyself on a large thick stalagmte to my right . . . and inmrediately jerked
back

nmy hand as it encountered sonething sliney.

| stopped abruptly and brought my hand up in front of ny face, staring at it
in

the torchlight. It was glistening, covered with a slippery, slinmey, clear

subst ance of some sort. | was suddenly overcome with revulsion and | started
frantically w ping the stuff off on ny hides.
"O Toole ..."

Behind me, Hi ggins was holding his torch close to the stalagmte. The entire
rock formation was coated with the slick, glistening sline. My stomach felt

queasy.
"What is it?" | thought.
H ggi ns shook his head. "I don't know " He brought the torch down | ower,

illuminating nore of the stalagmite, closer to the ground. The gli stening
sline

coated the stalagnmte down to its base and then it went across the tunne
fl oor

and up the opposite rock wall, ending at a large crevice high up in the wall.
"Jesus," Higgins thought. "It's a trail, like what a slug would | eave or
."He gl anced back at nme. " .an anbinorph in its natural state?"

| shivered and started w ping ny hand agai nst ny hides again.

"Come on, you two" Breck's voice came to us in our minds. "You're falling
behi nd. "

"Breck," | thought intently, "there's a-"

"I know. Keep your eyes open and your weapon handy."

| pulled my plasma pistol out of its holster and checked the charge pak

agai n.

Then | flicked the safety off. Unlike Breck, | could only handl e one weapon at
a

time. | was never any good at that fancy two-gun stuff, so | had given ny

sem auto to Higgins, along with a pouch containing spare magazi nes. They were
col or coded. The bl ack nagazi nes contained the stunners. The red ones held



t he

fragnent ati on rounds.

"I'f the stunners don't get the job done,"” | had told himbefore we started
down,

"forget about taking one alive. Jack out the mamgazine and slap in one of the
red

ones. The frags will stop 'em™
"Assuming | can hit anything with this,” Higgins had said wyly. "I don't
have

much experience with firearnms. Maybe |1'd be better off with the plasma gun.”
"Are you kidding? If you start shooting wild with that thing, we're all going
to

cook! If you're not sure what you're doing, you' re better off with the

sem aut o

It's lighter and a | ot easier to use.”

"There's only one problem™" he had said. "You know what's liable to happen if
I

start popping off with exploding rounds inside a cavern?"

"Wl d you rather carry a spear?" | had said.

"M ght be a whole lot safer,” he had replied.

"Yeah, for the ambi norphs. Just take the damm thing and nmake sure you hit
what

you shoot at. Wait till your target's close enough to spit at if you have to.
What ever you do, don't panic and start spraying frags all over the place.
That's

liable to get real nessy."

He had | ooked at the gun as if it would bite him

"Christ, what the hell do you use when you go out in the desert all by
yoursel f?" I'd asked him

He had reached into his pack and pulled out a snmall canister about ten inches
long with a circunference only slightly larger than that of a small billy

cl ub.

"What the hell is that?". 1'd said.

"XQ@4," he had said. "Chemical irritant. It's got good range, you don't have
to

be all that accurate. It discourages nost creatures w thout harming them™
"Well, what happens if you get a stubborn one that just keeps right on

com ng?"

He had reached into his pack again and took out a |eather bootsheath, from
whi ch

he had pulled a huge honest-to-CGod Bowi e knife. | had stared at it with

di sbel i ef .

"You're kidding," I'd said.

He had frowned slightly. "Wy, what's wong with it?" he had asked.

"Nothing, if you want to whittle tent pegs or chop carrots. But as a serious
weapon, it |eaves sonmething to be desired.™

"Breck's got knives," he had said.

"Breck's got reflexes that are at least three tinmes as fast as yours, to say
nothing of his strength,” I'd told him "Do yourself a favor. Forget the

pi gsti cker and take the gun."

He had the semiauto in his hand now, but he had al so tucked the Bow e down
into

hi s boot .

"O Toole!" Breck's voice in ny mind snapped ne out of it. "You hear it?"
From somewhere up ahead of us cane a roaring sound that echoed through the
cavern.

"Water," Higgins thought as he canme up behind me. "It's an underground
waterfall!"

As we rounded the bend, the tunnel opened out into a |arge cavern. The

t orches



we carried could not begin to illumnate it all. | could feel the spray from
t he

waterfall on ny face. Its roar was deaf ening.

Breck fired his plasma pistol at the roof of the cavern. The charges sl amed
into several large stalactites, superheating themand causing themto ignite,
the mneral deposits in themburning with a white-hot flane and lighting up

t he

cavern all around us.

The waterfall roared down froma fissure in the wall about sixty feet above
us.

It crashed down into a depression about forty feet below Billow ng clouds of
m sty spray came rising up fromthe churning water. The crunbl ed rocks around
the waterfall's base were glistening, but not only fromthe spray.

One of the Nomads started scream ng, batting at hinself wildly. A dozen or
nor e

translucent, silvery lunps of protoplasmclung to him creatures that | ooked
less like slugs than like fist-sized gl obules of mercury. A large rock

out croppi ng next to which he'd stood was covered with them It glistened with
slime as they noved over it, sone of themthe size of grapefruits, others

| arger, nore oblong, up to several feet in Iength. The Nomad scranbl ed back
blindly fromthe rock outcropping, screaning and tearing the creatures off
hi s

body, and before anyone could stop him he slipped over the edge and fell to
hi s

death onto the rocks below. As | stared down in horrified fascination, the
rocks

began to squirmand withe. They rose up over the body of the fallen Nomad
and

covered it conpletely as they started to assimlate it.

The ot her Nomads were jabbing with their spears at the silvery gl obul es on

t he

ground around them hamering at the creatures with their axes and thrusting
down at themwth their torches. The torches were having nore effect. Some of
the small er gl obul es began to bubble and run, like plastic nmelting. The other
anbi nor phs escaped by turning into insects and rapidly scuttling away or
shapechangi ng into various snmall aninmals and reptiles native to
Purgatory-1lizards, sandstriders, and other creatures |'d never even seen

bef ore.

A nunmber of themturned into |leather flyers sinmilar to birds. A bunch of them
flewat nmy face and | cried out as | backed away, shielding ny eyes. | felt
stinging pain in ny hands and on ny arns and when | | ooked at them they were
bl eeding in a dozen places where the flesh had been torn away.

"O Toole! Help ne! 1've dropped ny gun!"

H ggi ns was backed up against a wall, an expression of stark terror on his
face

as several of the creatures crawl ed toward him shapechanging into voraci ous
mul til egged sandstriders as they cane. He reached out to me desperately.
"Throw ne your gun, quick!" he shouted.

Wthout thinking, | alnobst did it when a voice inside ny mind cried, "No!" and
a

Bowi e knife cane whistling through the air past ny ear and thudded into his
chest, enbedding itself alnpbst conpletely to the hilt. He cried out and

cl utched

at the huge bl ade, then sank down to his knees and fell forward onto his face.
I

turned, stunned, to see the real Hi ggins standing a short distance behind ne,
wavi ng nme on.

"Think, O Toole, don't talk!" he thought at me through the m ndlink

" Renenber,

anbi norphs can't send!"



He fired several stunners, clicked on an enpty nmagazi ne, jacked it out, and
sl apped in a red one.

"Hi ggins! That's a frag-"

"I know, damm it, the stunners aren't even slow ng the dam thi ngs down!"
Breck cane plunging past nme, carrying one of the plasteel polyner sacks in
hi s

right hand. Sonmething inside it was squirnng

"Let's go!" his voice came through the mndlink, "I've bagged a couple of

t hen

Everyone get out! Get out now" He passed ne, firing as he ran

| fired a plasma charge at a cloud of cluttering insects that cane down at us
fromthe ceiling of the cavern. It incinerated nost of them and steaned into
t he

waterfall. Breck was firing down at the rocks, where the creatures were
breedi ng. The larger ones were dividing rapidly, stretching like glistening
translucent taffy and breaking apart |ike globul es of quicksilver. They
bubbl ed

as the plasma charges whunped into the rocks, frying themand igniting the

m neral deposits.

The entire cavern was in flanes. Plasma commingled with the spray nmist filled
t he underground chanber with fire and steam There were | oud popping sounds
as

rock cracked and shattered fromthe intense heat. Spray hitting the burning
plasma filled the cavern with a hissing as if the place were filled with

t housands of gigantic snakes.

| felt something winding itself around ny |leg. The nightmare plucked from ny

subconscious coiled itself around me, its jaws gaping wide. | incinerated its
head with a plasma blast, wincing as the wash of heat blistered ny skin. My
hi des were snmoking. | heard the sound of Higgins firing the frag rounds, the

echoing bl asts as they went off, and then the om nous runble fromthe rock
wal | s.

A Nomad was suddenly in front of nme, holding a spear. | leveled ny pistol at
him "Wo are you?" | thought at him and he nade the m stake of replying out
[ oud, in English

"Don't shoot, I'm@Garr!"

"Wong answer," | said, and fired point-blank at his chest.

The creature screanmed briefly as the plasma whunped into its torso, burning a
huge hol e straight through it. The body burst into flames and fell backward,
a

charred hul k of crackling, steaming flesh. And then |I heard shrill scream ng
as

Tyl a and several of the mal e Nomads becane engul fed by an arny of tiny
shapechangers in the form of sandstriders.

The voracious crablike creatures swarmed over them turning their bodies

bl ack

with their wiggling hairy fornms. The Nonmads screanmed in terror and agony.
Tyl a

pani cked, sendi ng waves of searing pain and hysterical fear through the

m ndl i nk. Hi ggi ns screamed out her nane and |lunged toward her. Two Nomad

mal es

grabbed himand started to pull himaway as he struggl ed, scream ng her nane,
and then | felt her shrieking terror in my mnd, her unspeakabl e agony as the

sandstriders ate her alive. | leveled ny plasma pistol at her and fired a

bl ast

on w de di spersion

For an incandescent second, | "felt" a wash of unbelievably intense, searing
heat all over my body and then she was gone and Hi ggi ns was screamnming as the
Normads carried himaway. | kept firing ceaselessly, feeling the pisto

gr owi ng

hot in ny hand as creatures of every size, shape, and description scuttled,



crawl ed, flew, and slithered toward ne as the cavern burned and cl ouds of
st eam

obscured ny vision and choked nmy lungs. Then there was a runbling that was
even

| ouder than the roaring of the waterfall and the hissing of the steam and
turned and ran, the last one out, my |legs punping as | foll owed the bobbing
torches ahead of ne down the tunnel. The entire damm nountain was coni ng
down,

the rock groaning like sone gigantic beast in its dying throes, and then it
roared its |last as tons of stone cascaded down behind ne.

It was happening again, just like the last time, when the wall of rock cane
down

and crushed our skimer, burying Stone. | ran blindly, ignoring the pain as
si deswi ped a rock outcropping and scraped nmy side raw. | ran, ny |lungs

bur sti ng,

stark terror driving nme as the tunnel shook and | felt trenmors in the ground
beneath ny feet. Behind ne, there was a sound like thunder, |ike a bonb going
of f, and the ceiling of the tunnel started to cave in on ne.

| felt the rocks raining down, the shards of stone lacerating ne ... and then
Tali was there, inside my mnd, urging me on, giving me a fresh burst of

ener gy

and speed and | saw daylight up ahead. As | burst out of the tunnel, | felt

power ful hands grab me underneath ny arms and lift nme as two Nomads, Garr and
Zaal , picked me up and ran with me down the slope. Then we were falling,
tunmbl i ng head over heels as the ground shook and the mountain collapsed in
upon

itself.

| gulped in air as | lifted my head and saw Breck on his hands and knees,
still

hol di ng onto the pl asteel polymer sack. The creatures in the sack were
squirmng, trying to break free, but the material held. Breck slanmmed the
sack

savagel y agai nst the ground several tines and they stopped squirmng. Tal
and

Toli had both nmade it out. Toli had coll apsed upon the ground. She | ooked
unconsci ous. There was no sign of Lina. OF the males, only six were left and
al |

of them were wounded, two of them badly. Breck was breathing hard and his
face

was ashen. |I'd never seen himl ook that way before.

"I felt it," he said, swallow ng hard, his chest rising and falling as he
breat hed deeply. "Her fear, her terror, | actually felt it! So that's what
it's

like! I had no idea! | never knew anything could be so incredibly ..." His
Voi ce

trailed off as he failed to find words to describe an enotion he had never
bef ore experienced and then he saw Higgins sitting on the ground, staring at
hi m

with a stricken expression. "My God, |'msorry, Higgins,'
truly

sorry."

| tried to lift nyself up off the ground, but | had nothing |l eft. Nothing
what soever. Tendrils of smoke curled up fromny bl ackened hides. My face,

ar s,

hands, and | egs were scored with scrapes and |acerations. | felt bl ood
runni ng

down froma | arge gash in ny forehead. My right side was badly bruised froma
collision with a rock outcropping and it felt as if | might have fractured
several ribs. The plasma pistol, still gripped tightly in my right hand, was
so

Breck said. "I'm



hot that the grips had nelted and burned into my flesh

| felt Tali gently easing her way into nmy mind, shielding nme, envel oping ne,
shutting ne off fromthe agonies of ny battered body. |I felt as if | were
drifting, cut loose fromnyself and floating in a warm and soot hi ng darkness.
I

heard Breck saying sonething to ne, but | could not make out the words. They
seened to echo in my mind. | could no |l onger see, | could no | onger feel. The
last thing | heard was the far-off sound of Hi ggins softly sobbing.

TVELVE

The pl asteel polyner tape around ny chest felt tight, which was the genera
idea. | wasn't supposed to nove nuch, not with three fractured ribs. My right
hand was tightly wapped, as well, where the plasma pistol grips had nelted
and

burned into ny palm M arns and | egs were bandaged, ny face felt swollen, and
I

ached all over.

"How do you feel ?" said the doctor

"Li ke a nountain fell on ne," | said.

"I"ve given you sonething for the pain," the doctor said, "but it won't knock
all of it out and I wouldn't want it to. | want you to hurt a little, so
you' |

take it easy for a while."

| was strapped down onto a gurney inside sone sort of small room | was stil
feeling slightly disoriented. | seenmed to feel a sensation of notion.

| ooked

around. "Were am|?"

"I'n the cargo conpartment of a desert sled," said the doctor. "Perhaps not

t he

fastest way to travel, but it's the best thing I could cone up with on such
short notice. My nane's Shulman. Dr. Jay Shul man. Your friend Breck is up
front,

driving. Your Nomad girl is sleeping up front in the passenger seats, along
with

H ggins. He's a bit banged up, but nowhere near as bad as you are. The Nonad
girl's not hurt; however, she was totally worn out. She | ooked on the verge
of

col | apse, but she wouldn't |eave your side. | had to plead with her to take a
rest."”

"How did you find us?" | said. "Wo-"

"I received a priority-red tachyon transm ssion froma nman named Col es," said
Shul man. "1've never received a priority-red transnmission in ny life and
didn't even know anyone who had, so you bet | sat up and took notice. | took
even nmore notice when your M. Coles offered nme the equival ent of a year's
salary and an appointnment to the staff of a corporate nedical facility on
Earth

if | dropped everything I was doing and i mmedi ately took a nedevac across the
desert to sone Nomad village in the high country."

"Coles did that?"

"I ndeed, he did. You' ve got friends in high places, O Toole. And it's a good
thing, too. You're going to need them"

"What do you nean?"

"You' ve got the people out here in a pretty ugly mood. There's a warrant out
for

Breck's arrest on a charge of nurder. He's been accused of killing a man
named

Strang and a young woman nanmed Jane Carnody, who worked for Cody Jarrett. You
and Hi ggi ns have been charged as accessories, along with that Nomad wi fe of

hi s.



VWhat's nmore, Jarrett's di sappeared and everyone knows he went out into the
desert, after you. People think you did himin, as well."

"What do you think?"

"I think I sure would like to get off this goddammed rock and back to a

wel | - payi ng appoi ntnent as a medi cal director back on Earth," he said. "That
t hought pretty much occupies nmy mnd right now Beyond that, | don't think
anyt hi ng. "

"You've told Breck all this?"

Shul man nodded. "He didn't seemterribly concerned. He said he expected it.
He

assures me that your M. Coles will take care of the problem O should | say
our M. Coles?" He smiled. "I"d just about given up on ever getting out of

her e.

["lI'l tell you sonething, O Toole, for what your friend Coles is offering, 1'd

hel p you get off planet even if you did do it."
"So then you don't believe we did it?"

"I'f you did, do me a favor and don't tell ne. My conscience will rest a
little

easier if | continue to believe you' re innocent."

"Well, in that case, Doctor, your conscience can rest easy. | can swear to
you

on a stack of Bibles and ny nother's grave that we didn't kill any people on
Purgatory."

"That's good enough for me," he said. He got up and went over to a rack of
storage bins built into the bul khead. "However, in case it's not good enough
for

the security boys . . ." Helifted the Iid and reached inside. He pulled out
an

assault rifle.

"I"ve got four nore of these in here," he said. "Never a good idea to go out
into the bush unarned, you know. Lots of dangerous creatures out here." He
put

the rifle back inside the bin, then reached in again and took out a couple of
objects that | ooked like very large bright-red eggs. "And | figured I'd bring

along a few of these as well," he added.

My eyes wi dened. "Where the hell did you get those?" They were plasna
i ncendi ary

grenades. "Those are supposed to be mlitary issue only!"

Shul man shrugged. " Suppl y-si de econom cs,"” he said.

"What ?"

"I created a denand, and there arose an outlet of supply.”

"What the hell kind of doctor are you?" | asked him

Shul man rai sed his eyebrows. "A surgeon, of course.™
H ggi ns cane into the back. "How s he doi ng?" he said.

"Ask himyourself," said Shulman. "He'll be okay if he takes it easy for a
while. 1'll keep himstrapped in till we get to the spaceport. Wth any | uck
we'll be off planet before anyone even knows you're back."

H ggi ns | ooked down at me. "You okay?" he said.

| nodded. "I'IIl live. Listen, Gover, about Tyla . "

He shook his head and held up a hand to stop me. "It's all right," he said,
hi s

face expressionless. "You did what you had to do. | understand. |If our roles
were reversed, |'d have done the sane. She was dead, anyway. You just saved

her
a lot of pain." He closed his eyes briefly, squeezing themshut, and cl enched
his teeth. A nonent later, he had hinmself in hand again. He | ooked at nme and

nodded. "It's all right," he said again. "I guess there's nothing to hold ne
here now. |I'm going back with you."
"How s Tali?"

"Exhausted," he said. He | ooked pretty bad, hinself. "She kept you under



unti |

Doc Shul man was able to get out to us. That, plus the m ndlink, has taken it
al |

out of her."

"I owe her a great deal," | said. "She saved ny life. And I'mmaking it up to
her by taking her away from her hone world, away from her people and
everyt hi ng

she knows."

"Don't lay that on yourself," said Hi ggins. "You' re not taking her anywhere.
She's going because it will help her people. And al so because she wants to.
You

couldn't do anything with her against her will. She's glinpsed bits and

pi eces

of human soci ety through tel epathic comunion with you and she wants to | earn
nore about it, to experience it for herself. Don't worry about Tali. She
knows

exactly what she's doing."
"I don't know, nmaybe you're right. But | can't help feeling as if |I'mtaking

a
young girl away from her hone and famly, like I'mrobbing the cradle or
somet hi ng. "

"True, she is young," Higgins said. "For a Nonad."
"What does that nean?"
"It neans she's not quite as young as you might think. Their lifespan is

consi derably | onger than ours," said Higgins. "If anyone's doing any cradle
robbi ng around here, it's her."

"How old is she?" | said.

"Difficult to tell," said H ggins. "Nomads aren't too concerned wth things
like

counting birthdays. She's probably got at least twenty or thirty years on
you,

maybe nmore. By Nomad standards, O Toole, you're just a child.”

"We're approaching the ternminal," Breck's voice cane over the speaker. "And

it

| ooks as if we've been expected. They've got the shuttle hangars bl ocked of f.'
Shul man started breaking out the arnms and sl apping in the magazi nes, checking
them very professionally.

"Are you sure this guy's a doctor?" | asked Higgins.

"I served with eighteen different MA S.H units in thirteen corporate

ner cenary

wars, " said Shul man, tossing Higgins an assault rifle. "I've seen about every
ki nd of wound and injury there is. If you re busted up so bad that | can't

pat ch

you up, believe nme, no one can."

"Doc Shul man's about the best we've got out here," said H ggins. "Hi s bedside
manner | eaves sonething to be desired, though.”

H s wasn't the sort of background that woul d appeal to mpost nedica
institutions, | thought, but it would inpress a man |like Coles, who dealt in
t he

harsher realities of life. The sled settled to the ground with a dim nishing
whi ne of engi nes. Shul man came over to ny gurney and rel eased the catches on
t he

straps.

"Sit up slowy now," he said, helping me up with one hand and hol di ng an
assaul t

rifle in the other. "Feeling any pain?"

"Some," | said, wincing as | sat up. And, abruptly, the pain all went away. |
gl anced up and saw Tali standing in the conpani onway.

Shul man noticed her and pointed an adnoni shing finger at her. "Now don't you

go



bl anki ng out all his pain again,
hi m

when he's pushing hinself too far. Let himfeel at least a little of it,
otherwi se he mght injure hinself worse. You understand?"

She nodded. "I understand. Enough pain to warn, but not enough to suffer."”
"You got it," Shulman said. He shook his head. "Boy, | wish | had her with ne
in

some of the MA S.H units | served with. Tel epathi c anesthesi ol ogy, would
you

believe it? Mental acupuncture! Christ, these people would be invaluable in
battlefield conditions!"

"You didn't seemso interested when | asked you to fly out to their village
with

me and treat some of their sick," said Higgins.

he said. "He needs a little pain to warn

"Are you going to start with that agai n?" said Shul man. "Look, | told you, I
was

being paid to patch up workers who kept opening each other's skulls with |ug
wrenches and getting injured on the job. | wasn't getting paid to fly out

acr oss

the desert and give antibiotics to the natives because you 'd infected them
with

a cold virus."

"What about your Hi ppocratic oath?"

"Hi ppocrates didn't pay my tuition to medical school. And nowhere in the oath
does it say that people are entitled to the fruits of nmy labors for free."
"What about charity?" said Hi ggins.
"Charity's worth exactly what you pay for it
t he

bolt on his rifle. "Let ne tell you sonething, Higgins, people don't value
anything unless it costs 'em" He glanced out the wi ndow and snorted. "Got
ourselves a bit of a nob out there," he said. "Lots of fanmiliar faces. |'ve
pat ched up over half those guys at one time or another."

"And now you're going to shoot then?" Hi ggins said.

"Hell, | put '"emtogether, | can blow 'emapart,"” said Shul man. "Look
treehugger, | know those people out there. They're a rough bunch and they're
mad. Pointing a gun at themisn't going to stop them You'd better shoot.

O herwise, give the rifle to O Toole here. He doesn't |ook like he's afraid
to

pull the trigger."

"I"'mnot afraid," said Hggins, tightly. But he put down the rifle just the
same

sai d Shul man, sl anm ng back

and took the semiauto I'd given himout of its holster. "But | think I'll use
this instead. |'ve loaded it with stunners. | don't want to kill anyone unl ess
I

have to."

"Suit yourself," said Shul man. He gl anced sharply at Tali as she picked up

t he

assault rifle Hi ggins had put dowmn. "Hey, be careful with that!"

She sl anmed back the bolt the way she'd seen Shul man do and | ooked at him
guestioningly. "Now it is ready to function?" she said.

Shul man | ooked at her steadily for a nmonent, then nodded. "Yeah, just point
it

and squeeze the trigger," he said, indicating the trigger on his own weapon.
He

gl anced at me. "Like | said, | could ve used her in ny MA.S.H wunits."
From outsi de, a voice blared over a bullhorn. "Cone on out, Breck! W know
you're in there! If you try to take off again in that sled, we'll open fire
and

bl ow your fuel cells!"
Breck cane into the back. He glanced at ne, sitting up on the gurney, |ooking



i ke a wounded caveman in ny hide |oincloth, taped chest, and bandages. "How
do
you feel ?" he said.

"Alittle stiff, but 1'll nanage,"” | said.

"Here, take this," he said, handing me his sem auto.

| took it with ny left hand. | glanced at the grip indicator and saw a strip
of

red through the clear plastic. It was | oaded with frags.

"Can you shoot | eft-handed?" Shul man sai d.

"I can learn,"” | said. | looked at Breck. "lIsn't there any way we can avoid
this?"

"I'"'mopen for suggestions,
| didn't have any.

"When's the next shuttle due out?" | asked Shul man.

He gave ne a wy | ook. "What do you think this is, O Toole, a comruter route?
W're not exactly on the main line out here, you know. There's no schedule. A
ship comes when it conmes and then they send a shuttle up. O one conmes down.
Your friend Coles said to get you to the terminal. Al right, | got you to

t he

termnal. Next move is up to him And I hope like hell he makes it soon."

"W m ght have a long, long wait," said Hi ggins. "And those people out there
don't | ook very patient."

"That's their problem" Shul man said, lining up a row of frag magazi nes on
top

of the storage bin beside him

"Breck!" the voice on the bullhorn called again. "This is Security Chief

Bl ai sedel | . W& have a warrant for your arrest, and the arrest of Arkady

O Tool e,

Grover Higgins, and the Nonad femal e known as Tyla. Now we know you're in

t here.

he sai d.

Cone on out and nobody will get hurt.”

"I wonder what your friend Coles had in mind," said H ggins, glancing out the
wi ndow nervously. "If any of those nen out there are armed with plasm
weapons,

we're going to fry in here."

"The consortiumwouldn't risk arm ng Bl aisedell or any of his thugs with

pl asma

weapons, " Shul man said. "Still, you never know. Things manage to get snuggl ed
in." He snapped a plasma grenade onto the | auncher attachment of his assault
rifle.

"Breck, O Toole, stay put," said Coles, speaking to us through our biochips.

"I"ve got a light battle cruiser heading your way. |'ve had it stationed out
there in an asteroid belt, where the scanners on Purgatory couldn't pick it
up.

They shoul d be there any nmonent."

"Well, | hope they hurry,” | said.

"What ?" said Shul man. "Who're you tal king to?"

"Coles," | said. | tapped ny head.

Shul man understood. "Well? |Is he sending help to get us out of here or isn't
he?"
"Alight cruiser's on the way," said Breck

"A battle cruiser?" Shulman said. "God dam! | night get off this |ousy rock
yet!"

"Breck! I'monly gonna give you one nore chance . " Bl aisedell called over
the bul | horn.

Shul man slid open the wi ndow. "Bl aisedell!" he shouted.

"That you, Doc?"

"Yeah, it's ne. You' d better back those people off if you don't want 'emto
get

hurt!”



"Can't do that, Doc. You're naking a mistake. | don't know what they've
of fered

you, but believe ne, it's not worth it."

"Ch, yes, it is."

"They killed a girl, Doc. And they murdered Strang and Jarrett, too.
"They tell me they haven't."

"W got proof."

"Fine. Conme on in and show it to me and I m ght reconsider."

"Now don't be a fool, Doc. You come on out. And tell those people in there
with

you that if they're smart, they' |l cone out, too. There aren't any ships up

t here. Nobody's goi ng anywhere. You'd never even nake it to the shuttle
hangars. "

"I hope M. Coles knows what he's doing," Shulman said softly. Then he yelled
out the window, "I'mwarning you, Blaisedell, you better back those people

of f.

We're armed with assault rifles in here, just |like you are. And we've got
some

pl asma, too. You start shooting, we're gonna have to shoot right back."

"You al ways were a | ousy poker player, Doc! You're bluffing!"

"Call it, then!"

"You asked for it, Doc!"

Several rounds of fragmentation fire hit the sled. The rounds expl oded and

bl ew

j agged gapi ng holes in the bul khead.

"Read 'em and weep, Bl aisedell!" shouted Shul man, firing the grenade | auncher
out the window. It nmade a hollow, netallic, chunking noise and a noment

| ater,

it went off with a tremendous WHUMP! A huge cloud of orange and bl ack fl ane
bl ossomed on the tarmac behind the crowmd and they scattered in all directions.
"This isn't necessary!" Higgins said. "Can't we explain it to then? They
don't

under st and! "

"Even if they gave us a chance to explain," said Breck, "they'd never believe
it."

"You coul d show them " Higgins insisted. "You could show themthe |iving
proof!"

"And risk having them escape after all we went through to capture then®"

Br eck

said. He shook his head. "I don't think so, H ggins. There's far too much
riding

on this. I'mnot taking any chances."

"You figure Coles is going to broadcast this? ' | asked Breck

Breck grimaced. "Sonehow, | doubt it. Shooting up innocent civilians can't be

too good for our inmage."

He broke a window with his nysteel hand as sporadic fire broke out and I|et
| oose

with several bursts fromhis assault rifle. Tali watched himcarefully for a
nmonent, then went over to another w ndow, opened it, and started firing her
rifle in short bursts to keep the barrel from overheating, just |ike Breck
was

doi ng.

Shul man snapped on anot her plasnma grenade and fired the | auncher. Chunk .
VWHUMP!  Anot her flame cloud burst upon the tarmac, meking a huge burning
crater

just in front of the termi nal building. The term nal caught fire. |I started
to

get up off the gurney, but Shul man waved me back down.

"You stay right where you are, O Toole," he said. "I don't want you ruining

any



of ny good work."
Several fragnentation rounds hit the sled and sent shrapnel flying through
it,

m ssing nme by inches. | ducked down and wi nced at the pain in nmy ribs.

"I don't think it's nuch safer back here," | said.

The sled was starting to resenble a cheese grater. | was bl eeding fromny

shoul der and ny forehead, where |I'd been hit by flying shrapnel. Breck was
bl eeding on the side of his face and H ggins had been hit, as well. He was
tying

a makeshift tourniquet around his left arm

"I'f they manage to hit the fuel cells, we've had it," he said.

"We can't sit here and wait any longer," said Breck. "W'Il|l have to nake a

run

for one of the shuttles and get airborne."

"We'd never nmake it," Shulnman said. "They'd cut us down before we were even
hal fway there!"

"Not if we take the sled,"” Breck said, heading for the cockpit.

"I'f we lift off and retract the landing struts, it'll expose the fuel cells,"”
Shul man sai d.

"So we won't retract the landing struts,” said Breck, starting the engines.
"Are you crazy?" Shul man shouted over the whine of the engines. "This thing
doesn't lift any higher than six feet off the ground! The struts are five

f eet

long! If we catch one, it'll flip us over!"

A burst of frag fire stitched the bul khead about a foot away from him bl ow ng
a

huge hole in the side of the sled and sending shrapnel flying across it to
penetrate the bul khead on the other side. Shul man screamed as shrapne

| acerated

his face and chest.

"Ahhhh! Jesus! Shit, go for it!"

| felt the sled start to lift as Shul man propped hinsel f agai nst the

bul khead,

besi de the huge hol e that had just been blown in it, and fired several plasna
grenades in rapid succession. Tali fired repeated bursts with her assault
rifle.

Her hair was matted with dark bl ood. Higgins stood beside nme, steadying ne.
"This is madness," he said, shaking his head hel pl essly. "Those people don't
know, they don't understand . "

"I know," | said, patting himon the shoulder with nmy right hand, forgetting
it

was injured and wincing with pain the nonent | did it. | was hurting a |ot
nor e

now that Tali's attention was occupied and the drugs Shul man had gi ven ne
wer e

wearing of f.

Anot her burst of frag fire slanmed into the side of the skimer as Breck

t ur ned

it around its own axis and I was thrown off the gurney onto the fl oor

H ggi ns

was knocked off his feet as well. | yelled with pain, clutching at ny chest.
Tali was there in an instant, |lying beside ne, sheltering me with her body. |
felt the pain begin to ebb as she shut it off inside my mnd and then

gl anced

at Higgins. The entire left side of his face was bloody and there was a | arge
j agged pi ece of shrapnel stuck in his upper arm He was grimaci ng, gaspi ng
with

pai n.

"Tali..." | said, glancing at him and she nodded. Hi ggins breathed deeply
and



| ooked up at her gratefully.

"Can you manage both of us?" he said.

"I will manage," she replied, picking up the pistol |I had dropped and tucking
it

i nside her belt at the small of her back. "For a while."

"A while should do," | said. "I hope."

"God damm it, Breck, keep her steady!" Shul man shouted as the sled |urched
and

al nost banged a landing strut into the tarnac. He | aunched anot her grenade,
trying to make it hit the tarmac between us and Bl aisedell's men, so that the
flame cloud woul d tenporarily obscure us fromview The sled hovered six feet
of f the ground, nmoving toward the shuttle hangars. Bl aisedell had the hangars
bl ocked off with a row of vehicles.

"Doc!" Breck shouted fromup front. "lI'mgoing to turn her broadside for a
monent! | need you to clear the way!"
"CGot it!"

Breck brought the sled around and Shul man took aimw th the grenade | auncher
and

fired. He scored a direct hit on the row of carts and trucks and they

expl oded

in a cloud of black and orange flane. Now all we had to do was drive right
through it.

"Hang on!" Breck shouted. He straightened the sled and gave it full throttle
f orwar d.

"Ch, shit!" said Shul man, throw ng hinself down onto the floor

Snoke and flame billowed through the gapi ng holes shot in the bul kheads as we
drove through the burning weckage. One of the struts caught on sonething
briefly and we heard a horrible scraping sound as the sled |urched sideways,
al nrost flipped, and then |lurched strai ght ahead again as the strut was pulled
free. Breck brought the sled up al ongside the hangar, then fired his plasna
pi stol through the cockpit w ndows at the hangar door. VWhite flane bill owed
agai nst the side of the sled briefly as the plasma nelted through the door

t hen

Shul man was | eapi ng down, junping through the glow ng hole in the hangar
door,

and opening it frominside. H ggins and Tali hel ped ne down and then the sled
noved of f once again. Hi ggins stared after it in disbelief.

"What the hell is he doing?" he said.

"He's got to get the damm thing out of the way, doesn't he?" Shul man said.
We watched as the sled started to head off in the direction of the term nal
where nost of Blaisedell's nen were, then Breck cane | eapi ng down out of it,
runni ng across the tarmac toward us, and drawing all their fire as the sled
veered crazily out of control

"Come on, let's go!" Breck shouted.

W clinbed aboard the shuttle and started runni ng down the conpani onway

t owar d

the cockpit when the door at the far end opened and G| Cavanaugh stepped
out,

holding a rifle.

"Don't even think about it," he said. "I'lIl knowit in a second. Drop your
weapons. "

"Cavanaugh! " sai d Hi ggins.

"No, not Cavanaugh," Breck said. "There may have been a Cavanaugh once, but
not

anynore."
"You suspected ne right fromthe first," the creature said. "But you weren't
sure, were you? |, on the other hand, never have that problem | can see al

I
need to see by looking in your mnd. You have sonething inside a special
container in that pack of yours, Breck. Take it out and open it."



"I don't think so," Breck said. "Why don't you come and get it?"

"Don't be a fool," said the anmbi morph. "l-don't, Doc! You'll never reach that
rifle. Remenmber, | can read your every thought. The first one of you who even
t hi nks about trying anything will-"

Tali quickly reached behind her, pulled out the pistol she had tucked into
her

belt, and fired four tinmes point-blank into the creature's chest. It dropped
t he

rifle and went flying back agai nst the cockpit door as the frag rounds hit
its

chest and expl oded.

"It could not read every thought," she said.

"Dam!" said Shulman. "Let's go! Let's get the hell out of here before

Bl ai sedel | comes down on top of us!"

Breck ran into the cockpit and we all crowded in behind him

"I sure hope you know howto fly this thing," said Hi ggins as Breck sat down
in

the pilot's seat and started flicking switches. The engi nes began to whine.
"I think I can nanage," Breck said. "If we have the tine."

As we started to roll out of the hangar, we saw several carts and trucks cone
barreling across the tarmac fromthe direction of the term nal, veering
around

the burning craters and headi ng strai ght for us.

"We' || never make it," Shulman said. "They know we can't return their fire
from
in here. Shit! I knew I'd never get off this goddamed rock!"

The front part of the shuttle cleared the hangar doorway and Breck had to
turn

sharply to avoid the burning weckage in front of us. W were noving, but we
were noving far too slowy. Blaisedell's nmen were closing the distance fast
and

we coul d hear the sound of their weapons firing.

"Come on, cone on . " said Higgins.

"They're going to cut us off!" said Shul man. "Damm you, Bl aisedell, you son of
a

bitch ..."

Suddenly the lead two carts veered crazily as two huge bursts of plasnma
struck

the tarmac on either side of them and six nore orange and bl ack cl ouds

er upt ed

intwin, parallel bursts, bracketing the other vehicles as the fighter banked
| ow over the tarmac and veered away, turning to nake another run as a second
fighter came in behind it. Shulnman |let out a whoop

"Al'l right, Navy!" he shouted. "W're going to nake it! We're going to make
it

He sl apped ne on the back and | saw stars. "Ch, hell, O Toole! I'msorry! |
forgot!"

He and Tali eased me down into a seat and strapped ne in. | felt the shuttle
lifting off seconds before | |ost consciousness.

EPI LOGUE

It had been a while since | had lived with a woman. | suppose it's arguable

whet her you can correctly refer to a nonhuman fenmal e as a woman, since "nman"
and

"worman" are distinctly human terms, while "nmale" and "femal e" are not. In any
case, that's what the xenobiologists tell ne. | try not to get hung up about
it.

Everyone el se-except the xenobiol ogi sts, of course- tends to think of Tali as
a



worman, which is fine with me because | prefer things to be unconplicated. My
life is confusing enough as it is. Myst people who neet Tali don't even
realize

that she's not human. She | ooks nmore human than a | ot of people you see
nowadays, especially the cyberpunks with their rad, hardw red nods. Some of
their style has caught on with the social set and those who don't know that
Tal i

isn't human nerely assunme she's being fashionable.

W didn't get to see nmuch of each other for the first few weeks after we got

back to Earth. | required some nmedical attention and anyone trying to see
Tal i
woul d' ve had to beat the xenobiol ogists off with a stick. Still, we got to
see

each other for at |east an hour or so each day. Tali had insisted upon that,
ot herwi se she'd refused to cooperate with them And when two people can

achi eve

tel epathic intimcy, you' d be surprised how nuch you can acconplish in an
hour .

For all their theoretical know edge, the xenobiol ogists had a hard tine
understandi ng that. They kept apol ogizing to ne for keeping ny wife in
protective quarantine until they could determine if it was safe for her to
wander abroad in our highly infectious society. They were frustrated because
she

woul dn't let themsinply poke and prod at will and she demanded expl anati ons
for

everything they did. Her being telepathic al so nade themnervous. It led to
some

amusi ng i nci dents.

One young xenobi ol ogi st becane so taken with her feral beauty that he could
not

keep from havi ng sexual fantasies about her and despite Tali's respect for
ot her

peopl e's nmental privacy, he was so "loud" a thinker that she could not help
pi cking up his thoughts. | had explained to her that it would not be
consi der ed

i mproper for her to use telepathy to assist themin their scientific
research,

because it wasn't really personal, but | hadn't quite anticipated anything
like

what happened. Since the human proclivity for sexual fantasizing was
sonet hi ng

Normads didn't share, under the circunstances, Tali interpreted the young
xenobi ol ogist's erotic fantasies as scientific interest. And since he was so
intent on contenplating what it would be like to mate with her, she deci ded
to

satisfy his curiosity. She gave hima tel epathic mating experience,

non- physi cal

and nonenotional, but conplete with all the sense inpressions and sensations,
which allowed himto vividly remenber doing sonething he had never actually
done. The poor guy was thrown for such a loop, he didn't come in to work for
t wo

days and when he finally returned, he couldn't even | ook at her w thout

bl ushi ng

and breaking into a frightful stutter.

When they were satisfied that Tali could survive living on Earth-and that she
had not brought any nasty organisnms with her that we did not have here-they
rel eased her fromprotective quarantine and she noved in with me. She was

j ust

as curious about the way we lived as the xenobiol ogi sts were curious about
her .



W divided our tine between | ong sessions with the scientists and occasi ona
outings in the city. There were sone ninor problens, such as her outright
refusal to eat cooked nmeat in restaurants and her dismay at realizing that
there

wasn't anywhere she could go to kill her own fresh game. W& had a bad nonent
wi th someone's pet poodle in a park once, but after that, Tali resigned

her sel f

to eating the raw nmeat | brought home fromthe market. She liked the better
cuts

of steak, although she m ssed | apping up the warm bl ood.

What di sturbed her nost was the cacophony of human thought, especially in a
crowmded city Iike New York. She didn't understand the crowdi ng, either. She
failed to conprehend why anyone would want to live in such close quarters or
in

such a noisy, filthy environnent. And human social interaction was a constant
fascination and a puzzle to her. Qur conmunications systens were a source of
endl ess wonder to her and one of the first things that she had ne do was put
through a call to Kami at The Pyramid Cub in Tokyo.

The two of themhit it off at once and they tal ked for about an hour, which
ast oni shed nme because Kam was the | east tal kative person | had ever known.
She

wanted us to fly out to Tokyo and visit her on the Gnza Strip, but we

coul dn't

get away from Coles and his researchers and Kam couldn't |eave her ganbling

enpire with the Yakuza still trying to west control back fromthe bandit
gangs.

| wondered if the day woul d ever cone when we all stopped fighting battles.
As fascinated as the scientists were with Tali, they were sinply bl own away
by

the two young anbi nmor phs that Breck had captured. They had built a special
maxi mum security lab for observing them conplete with a sealed clean room
with

a sophisticated environnental systemin which the creatures were kept.

M croporous doubl e airlocks were used for introducing food and ot her things
into

t he chamber and every fail-safe systemthat anyone could think of had-been
bui I t

into the lab. They showed it off to Breck and me and were proudly telling us
how

i npossible it would be for the creatures to get out when they | ooked inside
and

saw to their horror that in spite of all the el aborate precautions they had
t aken, the shapechangers had sonehow managed to escape!

Alarms went off all over the place and seal ed doors cane down and everyt hing
was

pandenoni um until Breck asked themif the anbi norphs had ever left their food
uneaten. And, of course, they had eaten their food. They had nerely assuned
its

shape in an attenpt to fool their captors, which they very nearly succeeded
in

doing. It shook the smart boys up a bit, but it taught themthat all the
fail-safe systems and security precautions in the world were only as good as
t he

guy who controlled the on-and-off swtch.

One of the first things they | earned about the creatures was that they did
not

| eave the sluglike slime trails in their natural form The slime, which the
I ab

boys were extrenely curious about since they'd never seen it firsthand, was
t hought to be part of the creatures' reproductive process. The xenobi ol ogi sts



were all anxiously looking forward to the day when the shapechangers woul d

mature and divide into nore shapechangers, slinme and all. Their worst fear
was

t hat the ambi nor phs woul d not reproduce in captivity. | had to | augh. Here we
were, trying to find ways to kill the creatures off, and the xenobi ol ogi sts
wer e

anxious to breed nore of them | hoped to hell they knew what they were

doi ng.

They had all the requisite degrees, but | was always nore inpressed by street
smarts than by sheepskins. For now, they had their hands full with the
creatures

and the anbi norphs weren't even fully grown yet. Eventually, they'd tire of
changing into laboratory mice and rats and rubber balls and wooden bl ocks and
they'd grow | arge enough to take on human form And then the scientists would
really get an education

H ggi ns and Col es despi sed each other at first sight, though each had a

gr udgi ng

respect for the abilities of the other. Coles wanted H ggins on the research
staff and Hi ggins wanted badly to accept, but there was an obstacle to their
negotiations that at first seemed insurnmountabl e. Higgins categorically
refused

to be inmplanted with a biochip and Col es woul d not have anyone around who
coul d

not be nonitored. He was-not unreasonably, | suppose-terrified that
shapechangers would infiltrate his nerve center. They finally found a way to
reach a conpromi se. Permanent residential quarters would be set up for

H ggi ns

i nside the maxi num security Game Control nerve center-and Hi ggi ns would never
set foot outside. It astonished me, but he actually agreed to those
condi ti ons.

"It's the work that matters, O Toole," he told ne, philosophically. "It's al
right. 1'Il be confortable here."

"But, Jesus, Gover," | said, |ooking at his rugged outdoor conpl exion
"you' |

never be able to go outside! You don't know Coles. He wasn't kidding. If you
so

much as set foot bel ow the maxi mum security levels of this building, you're
out .

Fi ni shed. You'll never get back in again. He's so paranoid, he won't even
accept

it if Tali clears you."

"Actually, he knows dam well that if Tali vouched for ne, |1'd be okay," said
H ggi ns. "No anbi morph could fool a Nonmad. That's not what this is all about.
This is an issue of control. He thinks I'll break down and accept a biochip
inmplant, but | sinply will not allow anyone access to nmy mind."

"But that neans you'll have to play by his rules,” | said.

"Are they his rules?" said Hggins, snling. "So long as |'ve got sonething
he

wants, he plays by ny rules. Otherwise | just take the tube down to the | obby
and I"'mout of here. I"'mnot a prisoner; I'mfree to go if | choose. But
what ' s

on the outside for nme? City streets? Residential towers? Pollution, traffic,
peopl e?" He shook his head. "There's nothing out there | want to see,

O Tool e.

Coles and | have cut a deal. Wien I'mfed up with this place, he buys ne a
one-way ticket to anywhere there's nountains and the animals haven't |earned
to

run away from people yet. Meanwhile, he picks up room and board and provides
ne

with the greatest scientific opportunity of my entire career. Believe ne,



it's

not such a bad deal ."

As for Purgatory, Coles kept his part of the bargain. The factories and waste
dunps were closed down and the human settl enments were evacuated under

mlitary

supervision. Purgatory Station becane a military garrison manned by the
hybr eed

sol diers of the Special Service and the Nomads worked with the commandos to
keep

any shapechangers from | eaving Purgatory in human form Those in charge of

t he

evacuation were shocked at the number of anbi norphs anbng the workers on
Purgatory. The Nomads were able to pick themout as they went through and a

| ot

of themwere killed, but many of the shapechangers managed to escape into the
desert. Several SS units remmined on the surface of the planet, taking over

t he

| argest of the residential conplexes and establishing a pernmanent mlitary
ground base, so that they could work closely with the Nomads in an attenpt to
clean out all the anbinorphs. It was going to be one hell of a big job, one

t hat

woul d undoubtedly take years to conpl ete-assuming that it could ever be

conpl eted-but if they succeeded, it would be the first indication that we
coul d

acconplish the same thing on Earth and in the colonies. Perhaps it wasn't
nmuch,

but at least it was a start. Now, for the first tine, thanks to the Nonads,
we

had a chance. The sad part of it all was that the lifeway of the Nonmad tribes
woul d be irrevocably changed. Civilization had arrived, with all of its

conpl exities, and Purgatory woul d never again be the savage, unspoil ed,
primtive world it was when | had first arrived there. | never thought |'d
say

it, but 1'"'mnot sure the change is for the better

The peopl e who had |ived and worked on Purgatory were a problem They were
far

fromthrilled at the prospect of losing their jobs and hones and once the
evacuation got started, it becane inpossible to keep them from findi ng out

t he

reason for it. When the person who's in front of you in the line waiting to
get

aboard the ship suddenly turns into a swarm of bugs and gets incinerated by a
pl asma bl ast on w de di spersal that passes by so close you get a tan, it's a

little hard to accept being told, "It's nothing, don't worry, just keep the
l'ine

nmovi ng." The only way to keep things under control was to declare nmartial |aw
on

Purgatory and brai nwash everyone who'd been there.

They each received a biochip inplant and some progranming to qualify them for
positions el sewhere. And while the programmers were at it, they "installed"
some

artificial menories which suppressed the real nmenories of what had occurred
on

Purgatory. So far as any of the workers knew, the consortium had sinply

deci ded

that the Purgatory plants were no | onger cost effective and the anbi norph

i nvasi on was nerely one of Psychodrone's adventures. And so the gane

conti nued.

But cracks were starting to appear. It was inevitable. There was no way they
coul d keep such a nonentous secret and it was all about to bust w de open



There

were only two ways to infallibly suppress a nmenory-nurder or total mnd wi pe,
whi ch anmounted to the sane thing. Every one of the people who had been on
Purgatory was a potential risk. Any one of them could break through the
installed artificial nenories and renmenber what had really happened, but
there

was nothing to be done. Coles knewit. Fromthe start, it had been a waiting
gane. Sooner or later, it was bound to hit the fan and all that Col es was
hopi ng

for was that the truth disguised as nedia adventures woul d have enough
desensitizing inpact on the public that when the whole thing bl ew wi de open
they wouldn't all go bugfuck. I wasn't sure if it would work or not. | knew
t hat

some people had a tendency to confuse nedia reality with real reality, but
actually using real reality disguised as nmedia reality to condition the
public

was a new one on nme. Maybe it would work. Maybe not. But the news nedi a was
al ready beginning to snell the cover-up

The broadcasts were begi nning to have a strange effect on the home audi ence.
A

ot of themwere starting to believe it and buy into the mndset. There had
al ways been those who believed what they experienced on Psychodronme. W
cal l ed

them the "borderliners.'
public

and greeted us like old conrades in arnms, wanting to slap our backs and
rem ni sce about the |ast adventure they had shared with us. W always tried
to

hunor them You'd be surprised how often you can have a friendly conversation
wi th someone without letting on that you don't know their name. But | had

al ways

nore or | ess assunmed that nost people were capable of differentiating between
reality and fantasy. Now, | wasn't even sure that | could do it. Psychodrone
was

erasing all the borders.

Sonet hi ng was getting through to the hone audi ence, sonething that was

f eedi ng

the little paranoias that we all have deep inside us, even those of us who
like

to think we're well adjusted. The ratings on the alien invasion "gane" were
skyrocketing. As of the last scenario, Breck and | had becomre the nunber one
rated psycho stars. \What we were going through was scaring the hell out of
peopl e. And they kept coning back for nmore. The news nedia had started payi ng
attention.

They began reporting on what they called "the terror broadcasts," cases of
home

viewers who had tuned in on the game and shortly thereafter conmtted suicide
or

gone out and done sone violent act. The old argunment of violent entertainment
engenderi ng vi ol ent behavior was trotted out again and the question of

whet her

or not we were desensitizing our home audi ence to viol ence and death was
hot | y

debated in one forumafter another. Coles paid very close attention

Sonet hi ng was getting through to them And the nore the news nedia tal ked
about

the "potential dangers” in "the latest ultra-violent offering from
Psychodr one, "

the nore people tuned in.

Breck finally understood now.

They were the ones who always came up to us in



"I tell you, O Toole," he told ne over drinks, his eyes blazing fromthe bang

snoke, "it was the nost significant experience of my entire life. 1'll never
forget it. | don't nmean to sound insensitive or norbid; | grieve for Tyla,
but

I"I'l always cherish the nenmory of her terror as she died." He | ooked down
into

his drink. "I suppose that sounds a bit sick, doesn't it?"

| pursed my lips and shook ny head. "No. Not to me. Not coming fromyou.
understand, you see. But | wouldn't talk about it to anybody else if | were
you. "

Breck smiled wyly. "There are tinmes, O Toole, when | feel as if we've known
each other all our lives." He gazed off into the distance. "For the first
tine,"

he said softly, "I understand what was taken from us hybreeds when our
genetic

tenpl ate was designed. Perhaps 'taken' isn't the right word, since we never
had

it to begin with, but, neverthel ess, we were egregiously deprived."

He inhal ed deeply on his bang stick and his eyes flared. He held the snoke in
his lungs for a long noment and then exhal ed heavily.

"It's astonishing to me how nost people fail to understand the conpelling
attraction of violence," he said. "How they are ignorant of the pathol ogy of
fear. Perhaps it's because many of themdon't really think. They nerely
react.

The fact is that humans are a savage species. They had to be in order to
survive. QGther animals were bigger, stronger, faster, nore resilient.

. humans

were afraid of them and so they becanme smarter and nmore vicious. Man is
nature's nost successful predator. Mddern citizens don't like to hear that,

t hough. W are all nonviolent and civilized these days. And yet children
still

tear the legs off spiders and adults di smenber one another in the boardroons.
He smiled. It was a sad smile. The smile of an outsider who understood the
rest

of us only too well.

And then, of course, there was Chanel eon.

After his long-distance attenpt against us while we were on Purgatory, the
nost

danger ous shapechanger of themall seenmed to have gone back underground. For
a

while, with Tali occupying all of nmy attention, |I had al nost forgotten al
about

him Until the night | woke up screaning

It was a nightmare that refused to go away when | woke up. There were

hundr eds

of snakes writhing on the floor around our bed. Sandstriders were scranbling
out

of the walls by the dozens, their nmultijointed, hairy legs wiggling through
and

pulling their fist-sized, hairy black bodies after them They dropped down
onto

the floor and clinbed up on the bed, scuttling Iike crabs across the
bedsheet s,

t heir bone-crushing jaws snapping, and | could feel themcraw ing over ne.
The

ceiling started to trenble and buckle. It had turned into the ceiling of the
cavern back on Purgatory and shards of rock rained down upon me, bruising ne
and

| acerating ny skin.

| felt something grabbing me and pulling me down and | kept scream ng and



fighting until | realized that it was Tali holding me, pushing ne back down
onto

the bed, entering nmy mind and soothing nme, alarned at the terrors that she
saw

there. The nightmare visions faded and then we both heard it in our ninds, as
cold and ominous as an echo in a tonb.

"Nomad . . . you cannot protect him Your help will not avail. There's no

pl ace

to hide, O Toole. There's nowhere to run. | can reach out and find you

anyti ne.

| want you to give your M. Coles a message. Tell himthat | have not even
begun

yet. And there is nothing he can do to stop ne!l"

The voice seenmed to fill the room and suddenly he was standing there, at the

foot of our bed, |ooking exactly as he had appeared when he had taken the
form
of the crystal hunter.

Ni kol ai Razin. The massive muscul ar frame was dressed all in black, the head
was

shaved, the eyes were cold and hard. As | stared at him knowing it was an

i nduced hal lucination, | still felt sweat breaking out all over ne. H's form
blurred and long jet-black hair sprouted fromhis skull. The proportions of
hi s

body shifted, the features changed into the lovely contours of Stone
Wnters's

face and, for a nonent, she stood naked at the foot of our bed, beautiful and
i ncredi bly seductive. Then her facial features nelted and she | eaped, turning
into a snarling sandcat in mdair. The image faded as Tali forced it fromny
m nd and we heard the haunting, far-off echo of Chanel eon's |aughter.

"This is only the beginning, O Toole," the ghostly voice promised as it
seened

to recede into the distance. "Only the beginning ..



