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CHTORR (ktor) n. 1. The planet Chtorr, presumed to exist within 30 lightyears of Earth. 2. The star
system in which the planet occurs, ared giant star, identification unsure. 3. The ruling species of the
planet Chtorr; generic. 4. In forma usage, either one or many members of same; a Chtorr, the Chtorr.
(See CHTOR-RAN) 5. Theglotta chirruping cry of aChtorr.

CHTOR-RAN (ktor-en) adj. 1. Of or relating to either the planet or the star system, Chtorr. 2. Native to
Chtorr. n. 1. Any creature native to Chtorr. 2. In common usage, amember of the primary species, the
(presumed) intelligent life-form of Chtorr. (pl. CHTOR-RANYS)

-The Random House Dictionary of the English Language,

Century 21 Edition, unabridged



? ONE

THE CHOPPER looked like aboxcar with wings, only larger. It squatted in the middle of the pasture
like apregnant sow. Itstwin rotors stropped the air in great dow whirls. | could seethetall grass
flattening even from here.

| turned away from the window and said to Duke, "Where the hdll did that come from?"

Duke didn't even look up from histermina. Hejust grinned and said, "Pakistan.” He didn't even stop
typing.

"Right," | said. There wasn't any Pakistan any more, hadn't been a Pakistan for over ten years. | turned
back to the window. The huge machine was a demonic presence. It glowered with malevolence. And I'd
thought the worms were nasty to look at. This machine had jet engines large enough to park acar in. Its
stubby wingslooked like awrestler's shoulders.

"Y ou mean it was built for the Pakistan conflict?' | asked.

"Nope. It was built last year," corrected Duke. "But it was designed after Pakistan. Wait one minute-" He
finished what he was doing at the termind, hit the last key with aflourish, and looked up a me.
"Remember the tresty?"

"Sure. We couldn't build any new weapons.”

"Right," he said. He stood up and did his chair in. He turned around and began picking up pages asthey
did quietly, one after the other, out of the printer. He added, "We couldn't even replace old weapons.
But the treaty didn't say anything about research or development, did it?

He picked up the last page, evened the stack of papers on adesk top, and joined me at the window.
"Yep. That is one beautiful warship,” he said.

"Impressive,” | admitted.

"Here-initia these" he said, handing me the pages.

| sat down at a desk and began working my way through them. Duke watched over my shoulder,
occasiondly pointing to aplace | missed. | said, "Y eah, but-where did it come from? Somebody till had
tobuildit."

Duke sad, "Areyour clothes custom made?"

"Sure” | sad, dill initiding. "Aren't everybody's?’

"Uh huh. Y ou takeit for granted now. A computer looks at you, measures you by sight, and
appropriately proportions the patterns. Another computer controls alaser and cuts the cloth, and then a
half-dozen robots sew the piecestogether. If the plant is on the premises, you can have anew suitin
three hours maximum."

"S0?" | Sgned the last page and handed the stack back to him. He put the papersin an envelope, sedled
it, sgned it, and handed it back to meto sign.

"S0," hesaid, "if we can do it with asuit of clothes, why can't we do it with acar or ahouse-or a
chopper? That's what we got out of Pakistan. We were forced to redesign our production technology.”
He nodded toward the window. "The factory that built that Huey was turning out buses before the
plagues. And I'll bet you the designs and the implementation plans and the retooling procedures were
kept in the same state of readiness as our Nuclear Deterrent Brigade for al those years-just in case they
might someday be needed.”

| signed the envelope and handed it back.

"Lieutenant,” Duke grinned a me, "you should sit down and write a thank-you noteto our friendsin the
Fourth World Alliance. Their so-called "Victory of Righteousness ten years ago made it possiblefor the
United States to be the best-prepared nation on this planet for responding to the Chtorran infestation.”
"I'm not sure they'd seeit that way," | remarked.

"Probably not," he agreed. "There's atendency toward paranoiain the Fourth World." He tossed the
envelopeinto the safe and shut the door.

"All right-" he said, suddenly serious. "The paperwork isdone." He glanced at hiswatch. "Weve got ten
minutes. Sit down and clear.” He pulled two chairsinto position, facing each other. | took one and he



took the other. He took amoment to rub hisface, then helooked at me asif | werethe only person left
on the planet. Therest of the world, the rest of the day, all of it ceased to exist. Taking care of the soull,
Duke caled it. Teams had gone out that hadn't and they hadn't come back.

Duke waited until he saw that | was ready to begin, then he asked smply, "How are you feding?"

| looked ingde. | wasn't certain.

"Y ou don't haveto hit the bull's-eye," Duke said. ™Y ou can sneak up on it. How are you feding?' he
asked again.

"Edgy," | admitted. "That chopper out there-it'sintimidating. | mean, | just don't believe athing that big
can get off the ground.”

"Mm hm," said Duke. "That's very interesting, but tell me about James M cCarthy."

"l am-" | sad, feding alittle annoyed. | knew how to clear. Y ou dump your mind of everything that might
get in theway of the mission.

"There-" pointed Duke. "What was that?"

| saw what he meant. | couldn't hideit. "Impatience,” | said. "And annoyance. I'm getting tired of al the
changesin procedures. And frustrated-that it doesn't seem to make a difference-"

"And ... 7" he prompted.

"And..." | admitted, "...sometimesI'm afraid of dl the responsibility. Sometimes| just want to run away
fromit. And sometimes | want to kill everything in Sght.” | added, " Sometimes | think I'm going crazy."
Duke looked up sharply at that, but his phone beeped before he could speak. He pulled it off his belt,
thumbed it to life, and snapped, "Five minutes." He put it down on the table and looked a me. "What do
you mean?'

"Wdl... I'm not sureif it'seven real or not. . ." | weasdled. Duke glanced at hiswatch. "Come on,
Jm-there's achopper waiting for us. | need to know if you're going on it or not. What'sthis "crazy' stuff
about?"

"I've been having... episodes. . . ." | said.

"What kind of "episodes?'

"Well, dreams. Sort of. | don't know if | should even betelling you this. Maybe | should plug into Dr.
Davidson-"

"Y es, you should betelling methis" Duke looked annoyed and impatient now. "'Causeif you don't, I'm
going without you." He started to rise.

| said quickly, "I've been-hearing things." Duke sat back down.

"And," | continued, "-1've been remembering things. Mostly when I'm adeep or dozing. But it'sthings|'ve
never heard or seen before. And-this oneisthe most confusing; you know how most people dreamin
pictures? Well, last night, | dreamed in sound. A symphony. It was cold and ghostly. It sounded likeit
was coming from another world, or another plane of existence. | thought | wasdying. | wokeupina
Swedt, it scared me s0."

Duke studied me like afather. His eyes were sharp. "Dreams, huh? That's what's been bothering you?'

| nodded.

Hedidn't say anything immediately. He looked away, out the window, then looked back to me. "I have
dreamsall thetime," he admitted. "Nightmares actualy. | keep seeing dl the faces of dl the people-" He
stopped in the middle of the sentence. He dropped his gaze and looked at his hands. Hishuge old
battered hands. | wondered if | should say something. Abruptly he looked back up at me, and he was
Duke again-and held left several volumesunsaid. "But | don't let it stcop me. Jm, do you hear what I'm
sying?”

"Uh huh. It'sjug-"

"What?"

| was embarrassed to admit it. "It'sjust that I'm afraid of going out of control,” | said. "It'samost like
there are voices-| think if | could just make out what they're saying, I'd know the answer and everything
would be dl right. But | can never quite makeit out. It fed s like distant whispering.” There. It wasout. |
waited for hisreaction.

Duke looked troubled. He looked asif he couldn't find the answer he waslooking for. He looked out the



window at the chopper again. When he came back at me, his expression was unhappy.

"By dl rights," he said, "I should ground you pending amedical exam. Except, | can't. | need you for this
mission. That'sthe way thiswhole damn war is being run. There's not aone of usthat doesn't deservea
couple of yearsof R and R. But well never seeit. Instead, welll just keep getting kicked from one crisis
to the next and welll have to take care of our sanity at the stoplights.” He studied me sharply. "Do you
think you're crazy?'

| shrugged, "I don't know. | certainly don't think I'm norma."

Abruptly, he grinned. "Now-that's normal! Nobody's normal on this planet, Jm. If you're aware of that,
you're not crazy. It's only when you start indgsting that you're sane that we're going to lock you up.”

| blinked and hesitated-and then | got the joke. Sanity. If you thought you had it, you probably didn't.
The evidence that you haveit isthat you wonder if you do. Y ou can go crazy thinking about that one too
long.

"Jm-" Duke said, "put al that aside for the moment. What are you here for? What's the job?"

"I'm hereto kill worms. Thejob isto stop the Chtorran infestation of the Earth. By whatever means
possble”

"Good," Duke said. "Now, let me ask you another question. Do you have to be sane or fit some standard
of "'normality’ to do that job?"

| thought about it. | looked at the answer insde my head. Obvioudy not. "No," | said.

"Good. So you see, it doesn't matter if you're crazy or not. There's only onething | need to know. Canl|
count on you today?'

Now it was my turn to grin. "Y es, you can count on me."

"Absolutdy."

"Absolutely." And | meant it.

"Good," hesaid. "Grab your kit and let'sgo."

| didn't move. There was one morething. "Uh-"

"Something es=?' He looked concerned.

"Um, not redly. Just aquestion-"

"Yes wha?'

"Um ... Duke-who do you clear with?"

He looked startled. He turned away from me while he picked up his phone and his traveling kit. Then he
turned back to me and said, "I check inwith the boss from timeto time." He jerked athumb toward the
ceiling-and beyond. "The man upgtairs." And then he was out the door.

| followed him, shaking my head in wonderment. The universe wasfull of surprises.



? TWO

I WASwrong.

A machinethat big could get off the ground.

It lumbered through the air like adrunken cow, but it flewand it carried enough troops and gear to
overthrow asmal government. We had three of the best-trained teamsin the Specia Forces-Dukeand |
had trained them oursalves-a complete scientific squad, and enough firepower to barbecue Texas (well, a
large part of Texas anyway).

| hoped we wouldn't need to useit.

| climbed into the back and sat down with the "enlisted men." Draftees, al of them. Except they werent
caled draftees any more. The Universal Service Obligation had been rewritten-twice-by the New
Military Congress of the United States. Four years of uniformed service. No exceptions. No deferments.
No "needed skill" civilian classifications. And this meansyou. Y ou were digible on the day you turned
sixteen. Y ou had to be in uniform before your eighteenth birthday. Very smple.

To get into the Specia Forces, though, you had to ask. In fact, you amost had to demand the
opportunity. You couldn't end up in the Specia Forces any more unless you wanted to be here.

And then, you have to prove you could handle thejob.

| didn't know how rigorous the training was-1'd fallen into the Specia Forces by accident, before the
standards were tightened, and I'd been spending most of my career playing catch-up-but | could tell by
looking at thisteam that it produced the result. I'd so heard that three-quarters of those who started the
training dropped out before it was hafway over.

These were the survivors. The winners.

There wasn't one of them old enough to vote. And two of the girls didn't even look old enough to be
wearing brassieres. But they weren't kids. They were combat-hardened troops. That these soldiers il
counted their agesin the teens was incidental; they were as dangerous a bunch asthe United States Army
could put togetber. And it showed on their faces. They all had that same coiled ook behind their eyes.
They were passing a cigarette back and forth between them. When it came to me, | took a puff-not
because | wanted one, but because | wanted to make sure it wasn't "dusted” before | passed it on. |
didn't think any of my troopswould be that stupid, but it had been known to happen-on other teams, not
mine. The army had atechnica term for officerswho let their troops go into combat Situations stoned; we
called them etigtics.

The team wasn't talking much, and | knew why. It was my presence. | wasn't much more than three
years older than the oldest of them, but | was the Lieutenant and that made me "the old man.”
Besides-they were afraid of me. Rumor had it I'd once burned aman aive on aworm hunt.

| felt old looking at them. And alittle wistful too. These kids would be the last ones on the planet for a
long time who would be able to remember what a"norma" childhood waslike.

They should have been in high school or their first year in college. They should have been putting up
balloons in the gymnasium for some school dance, or worrying about their Globd Ethics reports, or even
just hanging out down at the mall.

They knew this was not the way the world was supposed to work. And this was definitely not the future
they had planned on. But this was the way it had turned out; there was ajob that had to be done and
they were the oneswho had to doit.

| respected their commitment.

"Sir?' That was Beckman, tall and gangly and dark. | remembered, hisfamily was from Guam. | glanced
over toward him. "Are we gonnabe back in timefor Derby?" he asked.

| thought about it. We were headed into Southern Wyoming. Two hoursin the air each way. Four hours
on the ground, maximum. Derby wason at 9:00 P.M. T. J. had found out that Stephanie was coming
back from Hong Kong. Now for sure, he had to locate the missing robot before Grant did. "Should be,"

| said. "If were off the ground by six. No later." | glanced around at the others. " Can you guystarget on
thet?"



They nodded agreement. "Sure.”

"Fneby me"

"Let'sdoit."

| gavethem agrin. A trick | learned from Duke. Spend your smiles asif each one cost you ayear off
your life. Then your troopswill bust their bunsto earn them.

They looked so thrilled, I had to get up and go quickly forward before | burst out laughing.

Duke glanced at meas| climbed up beside him. "They okay?'

"They'reworried about the missing robot."

"Huh?'

"Derby. It'saTV program.”

"Never touch the stuff mysdlf," he said. He checked hiswatch. He leaned forward and tapped the pilot's
shoulder. "Y ou can call Denver now. Tell them we've passed Go-NoGo Lambda. They can launch the
follow-chopper.” To me, Duke said, "Y ou can start warming up the jegps now. | want to drop the hatch
and roll as soon aswe hit dirt. | want this ship empty in thirty seconds.”

"Yougotit," | sad.

The target was nearly fifty klicks south of Whesatland.

It had been spotted, amost accidentally, by a Reclamation Scout. Fortunately, he knew what he was
looking at. He cdled it in, then turned hisjeep north and drove like hell. He nearly madeit too.

A response team spotted the overturned jeep from the air aday later. A drop squad pulled the jegp's
log-disk, and the video record confirmed the infestation site. Four worms. Three "children” and an
"adult." The nest would have been burned or frozen within forty-eight hours-except thistime, Denver had
abetter idea.

Thistime we were going to capture awhole Chtorran family dive.

Duke and | always got the good jobs.



? THREE

WE BANGED down onto the ground with athump hard enough to rattle the teeth out of our skulls.
Almost ingtantly, the rear door of the chopper blew open and the exit ramp popped out and down with a
metal clang. It fdt like the whole ship was coming apart at once. The lead jeep was dready bouncing
down the ramp and onto the hard Wisconsin clay. The rollagons rumbled right down after it. And then
the rest of the convoy.

The lead jeep wheded north immediatdly; itswhedls stirred up the loose dirt on the ground and it left a
thick cloud of dust in itswake. The dust tailed out quickly-the wind was strong today, not the best of
conditions.

The other seven vehiclesturned north aso, forming aragged diagona line on the prairie. | wasriding in
the command vehicle with Duke, the largest of the rollagons-it looked like alanding barge with centipede
legs and balloon tires, but it was steady and it was dmost comfortable. In addition to our driver, we dso
had two auxiliary technicians, and adrop squad. For the moment, it wastheir mission. Duke and | were
just cargo. Our job wasto St quietly and be delivered on-gite.

We had a huge bank of tactical displays at our command. We could see our approach on a
representational map, or as a colorcoded radar scan of the surrounding terrain. We aso had a dead
reckoning inertial guidance display and continuous confirmation by satellite Earthwatch. When we were
two kilometers away, Duke halted the rollagon and sent the attack vehicles scurrying off to their positions
for Go-NoGo Point Kappa, and | launched a skyball-an aerial drone-for one last |ook-see before we
wentin.

The image on the screen tilted and swooped dizzily as the skyball skidded and did across the sky. It was
having trouble navigating in the wind. After amoment, though, it figured out whet it was doing and the
image steadied into along glide.

The nest came up on the screen suddenly. It was a squat brown dome with abulging circular entrance.
"A textbook case" | said. "Seethe purple stuff around the outside?!

Duke grunted. "Y ou can spare me the narration.”

| nodded and tapped at the keyboard, bringing the drone lower. The image turned dowly as the skyball
circled the nest. | punched for scanning. Theimage shifted colorsthen: blue for cold, red for hot, yellow
for in between. Mogt of the screen was orange. | had to turn down the range.

The corrected scan was mostly green and yellow. A faint orange track led to the dome. Or away fromit.
Thetrack was at least an hour old.

| glanced at Duke; his expression was unreadable. " Scan the dome," he said.

We knew that the worms were hot when they were active. But we a so knew that when they went
torpid-which was usualy during the hottest part of the day-their body temperatures could drop as much
asthirty degrees. That was why the earliest mobile probes had failed to register their presence. The
worms had been too coal.

We knew better now.

The worms went deep and they went cold. Men had died to find that out.

The skybal camein low and close now. The domefilled the screen. | punched in a sonic-scan overlay.
There was something there, dl right-adark blue mass, mottled with quickly shifting colors. It waslarge
and deep below the surface.

The screen said it massed four tons.

"That'sagood-sized family," said Duke. "Can we take'em?"

| was wondering the same thing, "Denver saysthe gasisgood. Thisis at the upper end of the range, but
itswithinthelimit."

"How do you fed about it?"

"l say go."

"Good," said Duke. "So do I." He thumbed hismike. "All units. It'sago. | repedt, it isago. Proceed to
your find pogtions Thisisit."



We were committed now. There were no more Go-NoGo points. Duke leaned forward and rapped our
driver. "Come on-let'smove!" The big rollagon trundled forward, up asmal ridge and then down the
long dope on the opposite Side.

| pulled the skybd | up and directed it to circle the dome on a continua scan. If there was any changein
heet level, it would sound an immediate darm. We would have between ten and ninety seconds
warning-depending on the worms. | checked my earphones and mike. Thiswas the most dangerous part
of the mission. We were too vulnerable to ambush on the approach.

| had to read this dome quickly and say if it was safe to proceed. If not-if | thought it appropriate-| had
the authority to abort the entire mission. Thiswasthe last Go-NoGo and | was the worm expert.
Thetroopsliked to believe that | had some kind of uncanny "worm sense.” | didn't, of course-and the
rumor made me nervous. But they wanted to believeit-1 was as close to alucky charm asthey had-so |
didn't try to squelch the story.

And besides, | sort of halfway wished it wastrue. It would have made me fed alot better about how
little | redly knew.

The rollagon bounced onto level ground then and | stood up in my seat to peer ahead. There wasthe
dome. It looked deceptively small in person. Most of the nest was underground. We really didn't know
how deep the wormswould tunnd. Wewerent willing to let afamily establish itself long enough to find
out.

| tapped the driver's shoulder. "Thisis close enough,” | said. "It's spider time. I'll walk the rest of the
way."

Therollagon did to an uneven halt. | sat down again at my keyboard, and activated United States
Military Spider ARAC-57i4. Beside me, | could hear Duke acknowledging each of the other vehiclesas
they did into position around the dome. | didn't bother to look up. | knew that the teams were aready
dropping out of their vehicles, torches a the ready. We were eight tight littleidands of desth. Priority
one: survive. Dead heroes do not win wars.

The green ready light came up. | did the console back and pulled the spider control board up and into
position. | dipped the goggles over my head, waited for my vison to clear, and dipped my handsinto the
control gloves.

There was the usud moment of discontinuity, and then | wasin the spider. | waslooking through its eyes,
hearing through its ears, fedling through its hands. "Forward,” | said, and the point of view moved down,
out of the forward ramp of the rollagon, and forward toward the quiet-looking dome.

My point of view was closer to the ground than | was used to, and my eyes were farther apart, so
everything looked smaller-and the perspective was deeper. | needed thiswalk to dip into my
"gpider-consciousness mode.” | had to get into the fedling of it.

The military spiders were hasty adaptations of the industrial models. This one had ablack metal body,
eight skinny legs-each ending in alarge black hoof-and an observation turret. The spider could function
with half itslegs disabled; any two of itslegs could adso function asarms. Therewasawado ingde each
hoof, complete with tactile sensors.

During the plagues, the spiders had been used extensively in Situations where human beings could not-or
would not-go themselves. The spiders had been very useful in hospitals. And in crematoriums. The
spiders had gathered most of the dead.

"Sower," | commanded. We were approaching the entrance to the dome. "Scan. . . ."

Theimage before me shifted down the spectrum. The colors of objects changed, then changed again.
Green and ydlow again. Some orange, but very very faint.

"Sonic scan..." | said, and turned my attention into the dome. The large blue masswas clearer here. |
could almost make out the shape of four huge worms. They were intertwined in acircular formation, if |
was reading the image correctly. And they were ill cold.

"Well?' asked Duke a my shoulder.

"They're an awfully pretty shade of blue," | replied. "It'sgo." | gave the command, "Forward."

The spider entered the dome.

Turnright, go up and around and enter the central chamber. Go to the center hole. Squat over the hole.



Look down. Nothing in the lower chamber?

Look again.

| made that mistake once. | won't make it again.

Theworms are huge. It's hard to see them as worms. They look like a huge furry carpet.

Scan.... Still blue.

| wonder what it looks like when they wake up-but I'm not going to wait to find out.

Lower the nozzle.

And ... givethe command, "Gas." Thereisahissing noise.

The color of the worms goes darker.

| dipped my hands out of the gloves and pulled the goggles off my eyes. | looked a Duke. "Done," |
sad.

Duke grinned and clapped me on the shoulder. "Good job." He turned to the communications technician.
"All right, bring the chopper down. WEell be ready to start loading in thirty minutes. Move the 'dozer unit
into position and tell them to fix grapples and stand by for detox. Have everybody ese moveintothe
primary perimeter. "

The rollagon lurched forward again and Duke gave me a cheerful thumbs-up signdl. He started to say
something, but | didn't hear it. A second huge cargo chopper wasjust clattering in overhead. It sounded
like a cosmic jackhammer-the one God uses for starting earthquakes.

This was the machine that would carry the worms back to Denver.

| wondered if it would be big enough.



? FOUR

AS SOON aswe pulled into position, | took asecond reading on the mass of the worms. They were too
big. | couldn't shake the fedling that | was making amistake here. Perhaps | should have said no at the
last Go-NoGo point.

| dmost turned to Duke then, but | stopped mysdlf. | did this every time. As soon asit wastoo late, |
started second-guessing. It didn't matter any more what | thought. We were committed.

| took a second reading on the mass of the worms, recal culated the gas dosage according to Denver's
mass-ratio equations, and detonated another pellet. | wondered if it should have been two. I'd rather kill
the worms than have them wake up while we were |oading them.

We gavethe gasafull ten minutes. | took afind reading-the worms were the most wonderful shade of
dark purple I'd ever seen-then brought the spider out.

Then we pulled the dome off its foundations. We anchored grapplesin its base, attached tow ropesto a
jeep and backed up dowly. The hut ripped off like so much Styrofoam. The worms didn't build for
srength. They didn't haveto.

We had to do it twice; the dome shredded too eadily. | felt like an intruder, avandal. We had to pull it off
in pieces. Then we had to rip off the top floor too.

That job was harder. We had to plant small chargesin the floor to break it up. It was made out of the
same materia asthe dome wadlls, but it was denser and had the strength of industria Kevlar. 1t would
have to be strong to hold the weight of a hedthy worm family.

Theworms built their nests by chewing up trees and spitting out foam. Apparently they could vary the
mix enough to produce lightweight trand ucent walls and heavyweight hardwood floors al from the same
basicingredients. A nest trick.

When the lower half of the nest wasfinally reveded, there was amoment of ... hesitation. The teams-men
and women dike-gathered in slence around the edge to stare down at the exposed worms.

They were huge. Just knowing they were huge from the readings on the screen was not the same as
actudly seeing them in the flesh. Even the smdlest of them was ameter thick and three meterslong. The
"adult” was two meters high at itsbrain case and twice aslong as the baby. | wished I'd given them that
third pellet.

Theworms were coiled around each other like lovers, head to tail, head to tail, in acircular formation.
They were shadowed in the lower haf of the nest, but even so their fur still shone abrilliant red. It was
amog dluring.

Duke came up beside meto look. His expression tightened, but he didn't speak.

"Lookslike we interrupted a Chtorran orgy,” | said. Duke grunted.

"The baby's about three hundred kilos," | offered. " Papa bear is probably athousand.”

"Atleadt," said Duke. Hedidn't likeit, | could tell. Hewastoo slent.

"Toobig?' | asked.

"Too expensive,” he grumbled. "Y ou're looking at fifteen cows aweek. That'salot of hamburger." He
clicked histongue and turned away. "All right," he bawled, "let's get down in there and get to work.” He
pointed to aman with aheadset. "Tell that chopper to drop the dings. Now!"

We had one bad moment with the loading.

We gtarted with the baby. One squad dropped into the pit while the other two teams stood above them
with flame throwers, bazookas and incendiary bullets. The worm wastoo big to lift or roll onto ading-it
had to be lifted so the canvas could be pulled benegthiit.

The squad in the pit quickly did a series of stainless-stedl rods undernegth the smallest wormto forma
lattice of crosshars. These were then connected at their endsto two longer bars placed lengthwise
againgt the worm. The baby was now lying on aladder-shaped bed.

The chopper was dready clattering into place overhead, whipping uswith wind and noise. Its cables
were dready lowering. Theteam didn't try to grab the free-swinging ends-instead they waited until the
lines touched ground and there was enough dack. They grabbed the cables and ran to attach them to the



ladder under the worm. Beckman gave a thumbs-up signal and the chopper began to raise the cables.
They tightened visibly. The ladder shuddered and began to lift

For amoment, the worm resisted-it was just alarge limp bag of scarlet pudding-and then the connection
with the other worms was broken and it pulled up into the air.

Immediately, every worm in the pit began to dtir.

Papaworm grunted uneasily. The other two actudly chirruped and rumbled. But baby worm wasthe
word. It writhed asif in pain, and et loose a plaintive wail of anguish. It curled and looped like an
earthworm cut in half. The ladder swung recklessy. The cables groaned-and then its eyes popped open.
They were huge and black and round-they did thisway and that, unfocused and unseeing.

The team jumped backwards, flattening themselves againgt the nest wall

"Hold your fire-!" | was screaming. "Hold your fire, goddammit!" Somehow | made mysdlf heard above
theterror. "It's till unconscious! Those are autometic reactions!™

Indeed, the baby was aready caming down again. Itseyes did shut and it curled-tried to curl-into a
swollen red ball, till hanging above the floor of the nest.

"Oh, Jesus-" gasped someone. "'l don't need this" He started scrambling out. The two men on either sde
of him looked uncertain

Duke didn't give the team a chance to be scared. He jumped down into the pit with them and started
snapping orders. "Come on-let's get that bastard onto the mat. Come on, moveit!" He grabbed the
soldier who'd started to panic and pushed him straight at the worm. ™Y ou'reriding up with it, Gomez.
Thanks for volunteering.” Gomez kept moving in the direction of Duke's shove. It was safer.

"Come on! Movethat mat! Pull it under! Under- goddammit! Under! Good! All right-" Duke pointed up
at the communications tech, still bellowing, and waving hisarm like a semaphore. "Down-! Bring it
down!" And then back to the squad again. "All right! Let's get those bars out! Let's get those cables
attached! Now! Goddammit! Now! Let'smove!”

The pit squad moved like demons then, detaching the cables from the bars and reattaching them to the
canvas faster than Duke could swear. They pulled the bars out from under the worm and backed quickly
out of the way. The chopper lifted then-just a bit, to bring the edges of the canvas up-and the worm was
strapped into its ding. Two of the bars were did through the straps then to sedl the worm into a steel and
canvas cocoon and four more cables were attached to the ends of these. It was for its protection as
much as ours. We didn't want the creatures banging loose around the inside of the chopper. Theworms
would be kept strapped and hanging the whole trip.

"All right! Takeit up!" Duke hollered and waved. The clatter of the chopper drowned hiswords and the
wind whipped at hisface. He didn't even watch, he was aready turning to the next worm. "What are you
dobswaiting for? Let's get those bars under-"

The other three worms were easier-but not much.

At least now we knew that when we separated them, they'd react-but they wouldn't wake up. We could
handle that. The team worked faster now

The chopper hovered overhead, growling and rumbling, and we lifted the worms one by oneinto its
massive cargo bay. The big creatures sagged ominoudly in the creaking dings.

It was aterrifying job.

The wind wasrising and the chopper began to pitch and dide sidewaysin theair. | wondered if we were
going to haveto return without al four-but the pilot turned the ship into the wind and told usto keep
going. Whoever she was, she was good.

Once-the worm in the ding was banged against the side of the nest; it moaned in its deep, adark purple
rumble of despair.

The pit squad turned and looked with wild expressions on their faces. The mongter chirruped like a
crying woman. The sound of it was devastating. Suddenly, this creature was an object of pity. Then the
worm cleared the nest wall and rose swiftly into the air-and Duke was pointing and waving again.
Papaworm waslast. Asthe big creature came rising up out of the ground, the afternoon sun struck
highlights off itsbright red fur. It shimmered with athousand flickering colors-it looked like aheavenly
pink aura. | couldn't help but marvel-it was the most beautiful color I'd ever seen....



The creature lifted into the sky like abig pink blimp. | followed it dl theway up. It disappeared into the
belly of the chopper and the giant black doors of the machine did shut with awhump.

Duke sgnaed the tech, the tech said something into his microphone, and the chopper whirred noisily off
southward.

"All right," hesaid. "Let'sgo homeand watch TV. IS T. J. going to tell Stephanie about the missing robot
or not?'
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STEPHANIE STAYED in Hong Kong for an emergency meeting with the Chinese ambassador, so T. J.
didn't tell her about the robot. Grant found out who the baby's father redly was, and confronted Karen
with thelie. The robot remained missing.

Obvioudy, we madeit back intime.

Toward the end of the show, an orderly came and tapped Duke on the shoulder. He got up and | eft
quietly. I noticed, but didn't follow. If he needed me, he'd let me know.

A few minutes later, the orderly came back and tapped me on the shoulder. "Duke wants to see you."

| thanked her and went up to the office. Duke looked unhappy. He was sitting at histerminal, staring
glumly at the screen. His hands were hesitating above the keyboard.

"What'sup?' | asked.

Hedidn't answer; he just punched up another display and studied it sourly.

| walked around behind him and looked over his shoulder. He was sorting through the list of targetsfor
the mission weld just completed.

"Those are the dternate targets, Duke. Are you planning another mission?”

He shook his head. "Just looking." He lifted his hands away from the keyboard and stopped. "I don't see
what we could have done different. WWe made the best choice we could.” He swiveled to ook a me. "Or
do you disagree?”’

"No," | said. "We chosetheright nest.” | sood there before him, waiting.

Hesaid, "What do you think about the Lake Hattie site? \Would you recommend going in there?!

"Y ou are planning another mission. What happened? Our worms died from the gas?'

"l wish," Duke said bitterly. He leaned back in his chair and folded hisarms. "No. The gaswore off early.
They woke up in the chopper. Thirty minutes short of Denver."

"Ohno-" | felt suddenly wesk. | wanted to it down. | had asick feding in my gut. Live worms aboard a
chopper-?

"The chopper went down in the mountains" Duke said. "There were no survivors." He studied mefor a
moment-asif he knew what | was thinking-then he swiveled to face the window and the dark night
outsde.

| wanted to say something, but | didn't know what. | felt like I'd been opened up with amachete and my
gutswere pilling out on thefloor.

Dukesad, "If it makesit any easer, they think it had something to do with the dtitude.”

"No," | said. "It doesn't makeit any easier.”

| went to the water cooler and filled aplastic cup. | wasn't thirsty, but it was something to do.

Behind me, Duke said, "There's a bottle of Scotch in the bottom drawer of thefiling cabinet. Pour two."

| handed Duke hisdrink, found a chair, and sat down across from him.

"I screwed up,” | said. "1 should have followed my ingtincts. | looked at those worms and | wanted to
detonate every pellet in the spider. | wish | had. Instead, | followed orders.”

"That'sright,” said Duke. "Make it Denver'sfault. To err is human. To blame the other guy iseven more
0. I'm glad to see you'retaking it so well."

| ignored his comment. | was still putting the pieces back together. | said dowly, ". . . | follow Denver's
orders because | like to think they know what they're doing. But they don't-they really don't. And we
both know that!" | was being careless, | knew it, but Duke didn't react or try to stop me, so | plunged
on. | wanted to get it al said before | ran out of steam. "It's crazy, Duke. They're so insulated from the
front lines of thiswar that dl they've got Ieft are their theories and specul ations-and they're making policy
based on those theories. When that filters down here, to our level, we have to make life and desth
decisions based on those policies and hope that it's gppropriate! And sometimesit is! They get it right
just often enough to keep ustrusting them.”

Dukesad, "I've heard thisal before, you know. None of itisoriginal. Every lieutenant goesthroughiit.”



He glanced at hiswatch. "Y ou're right on schedule.”

Hewas being flip about it, but he wasright. Of course. Again. | felt embarrassed. | didn't know what to
say. | flustered.

| looked at my drink. | took abelt of it. "Duke-" My voice cracked. | was out of anger-I felt drained. |
sad, "Duke-I'm losing it. Redly. It'sal meaningless voices now. | mean, | don't know that | can follow
anyone's orders any more. | mean-if nobody el se knows what they're doing either, Duke-and I'm the guy
who ends up being responsible, then I'm the guy who redlly hasto be sure. And | know that I'm not. So |
follow orders-not because it's the safest thing to do, but because | can't think of anything better! And that
still doesn't work. People still die-and it's still my fault. | didn't even know that chopper crew! | didn't
even know their names-"

"Wolfman. Wein."

"-whatever. They're dill dead and it's my fault. No matter how you diceit, it sill stinkd!™

"And-" prompted Duke.

"And | don't likeit!" | finished lamely. | wished it had been alittle more profound, but at least thiswasthe
truth.

Duke had listened to my outpouring in sllence; he had remained carefully blank the whole time. Now he
looked up at mewith apeculiar expression on hisface. "I'll tell you something, Jm." Hetook a bregth.
"What you likeis unimportant. | know you don't even like hearing that, but it's true. Whether you like it or
not is ultimately irrdlevant. Thejob sill hasto be done. And mistakes are dways going to be made-again,
likeit or not.”

He hesitated for abeet, asif consdering his next sentence. Helooked into his cup thoughtfully; hiseyes
were shaded. When he spoke again, hisvoice waslower. "1 know it's frustrating. It's always frustrating.
It'saways going to be frugtrating. Y ou think | haven't been there? Thisis Pakistan al over again-only this
time | know how deep the brown sauceis. Y ou want to know what'sredly crazy? Almost al of our
procedures are derived from awar that was lost twelve years ago. That's crazy. But-" he shrugged, "-it
always comes back to this. Thejob till hasto be done,"

"I don't know-" | said. "1 mean, | don't know if | can do thisjob any more.” | didn't look at him when |
sadit.

"Jm, don't be stupid." Suddenly, therewas ahint of meta in hisvoice. "Don't you think weve dl gone
through this?| have. Shorty did. It's part of the respongbility. Y ou get to make mistakes. Y ou can't help
it. It's part of being human. Now, I'm going to tell you the other part. Y ou don't get to use your mistakes
asan excuseto quit.”

"I'm sorry. | don't seeit that way."

"Then you're missing the obvious. If we discharged every mail or woman who ever made a mistake, we
wouldn't have an officer left in the United States Army. Mysdlf included.”

"Y eah, but my mistakeskill people-"

"So domine" hesad quietly. His eyeswere hard. ™Y ou think you have amonopoly on that one?!

| didn't answer. I'd aready proven myself afool. Why compound it?

Duke put his cup down on the desk next to him. "Listen, Imthetruth is, amistake is just one more
opportunity to put in the correction. It's not aclub to beat yoursaf with. It's just something to learn from.
Theonly red falureis quitting. That's where you waste lives. Those pilots-Wein and Wolfman-they knew
therisk. They werewilling to takeit."

"They trusted my judgment-"

"So-?Sodol. Sowhat?'

"But whet if next time, it'syou-?"

Duke shrugged. "It could just as easily be you too, Jm. | haveto trust you. Y ou haveto trust me. It's part
of thejob. So what? | mean, so what about it? Do you want to fed sorry for yourself, or do you want to
get on with thejob?Y ou do want to kill worms, don't you?"

"Don't beslly-"

"Widl, then-thisiswhere you learn to pick up the pieces and keep going. Congder it part of your training
to be acaptain. Thisisthe part where you accept the responsibility for the decisonsthat hurt.”



"But, it hurts-" | knew it was stupid even as| said it, but | said it anyway, "-and | don't know what to
do."

"Nothing," he said. "Therés nothing to do, Jm. Just hurt. Until you stop hurting. Y ou don't even haveto
dramatizeit. Y ou can spare me the weeping and wailing. I've seen weeping and wailing. And better than
yours."

Then he added quietly, "I know you're hurting, Jm. I'd worry about you if you weren't. What you need to
know isthat it'sal right to hurt." His eyes were surprisingly compassionate.

| felt-grateful. But | was too embarrassed to meet hisgaze. | said, "Thanks," and looked away quickly.
Duke asked, "Isthat it? Or is there anything €l se you want me to know?"

| shook my head. "I think that just about coversit.” | finished my drink and wondered if | should get
mysalf another. | deserved to get drunk tonight. Except-1 knew it redlly wouldn't help. Thiswas
something | wasjust going to have to work through by mysdlf. One day at atime. Damn. | was getting
too rationa for my own good. "

"All right-" | sghed and did my chair over to another termind. "I guess I'd better start mapping another
operation. At least, we've proven we can get them out of the ground dive-"

Dukesad, "Hold it, Jm. | haven't given you the bad newsyet." | lifted my fingers from the keyboard and
looked over a him. "It getsworse?"

He nodded. "We're being pulled out.”

"Thewholeteam?’

"No. Just you and |. There€'sachopper on theway. It'll be herein an hour.”

"Where are we going? Denver?'

"Oakland."

"Oakland?! What the hell isin Oakland?'

"The Gertrude Stein memorid plague-" Duke said. He levered himsdif to hisfeet. "-Among other things.
Y ou've got an hour to pack. Be on thefield at z3:30. WEIl be briefed inthe air.”

| looked at the termind display again. "But-" | said, hopelesdly, "-1 wanted to go to Lake Hattie!"

"If it'sany consolation, Jm, so did I." He crumpled his cup and tossed it at the wastebasket as he left the
room. The cup missed the basket and bounced into acorner.

| scooped it up and popped it in. Damn.
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THE CHOPPER was an hour late, and it was another hour before we got off the ground. Then there was
aspring storm over most of Utah, so the pilot chose to detour south. 1t would be daylight before we
touched down in Cdifornia

And the only reading matter aboard was the briefing book. It was incomplete and took only twenty
minutesto finish. It was dl background, nothing about our assgnment, and it didn't tell me anything |
didn't aready know. The infestations were spreading faster than our ability to burn them out.

There was one interesting footnote, however. Oakland had two worms now, but they didn't realy know
what to do with them because they didn't know how to interpret their behavior. The note said they
needed aworm expert, someone who knew the creaturesin their normal habitat.

| pointed out the use of theword "norma” to Duke. He snorted too when he saw it.

"Not if | have anything to say about it," he added. He closed his eyes again and appeared to go back to
deep.

| envied him. | can't deep on airplanes. | can doze, but | keep waking up suddenly. Any little noise, any
little bump or bounce, any changein engine sound and I'm ingtantly dert, wondering if everything isal
right. | get off airplanes exhausted.

| stared out the window at the distant flashes of lightning. The storm was anasty one. The cloud banks
towered like the walls of a canyon-a gigantic one. The moonlight gave them an eerie blue sheen. Every
few seconds, one or another of the towering masses would crackle and flare and light up the whole sky.
Beautiful-and terrifying.

| wondered about the people below. Did anyone il live out there?

We were aplanet of scattered survivors, al scranblivg like inad to stay alive long enough to get the crops
in. Somewhere between seventy and ninety percent-there was no way to know for sure-of the human
race had died in the first three years. There was no way to know how many had been lost to the plagues
and how many to associated disasters and aftereffects. 1'd heard arumor, unconfirmed, that the suicide
ratewas dill climbing.

| wondered about that too. When you've lost everything and have nothing left to live for-I wondered how
closel was-

It wasalongflight....

Eventualy, the sun tinged the horizon behind us and we began dropping toward Oakland. | was on the
wrong side of the ship to see San Francisco. | was disappointed in that-1 wanted to sec how bad it
looked from the air. They said the city was ill iii pretty grim shape. I'd seen pictures, of course, but it
wasn't the samc. Besides, my dad had died in San Francisco

Wéll, disappeared anyway....

Therewas a car waiting for us on the ground, but we were delayed by the inevitable decontamination
baths-no telling what bugs were iill floating around-and then had to wait again until our vaccinations
could be updated.

It was another hour before we were in the Jeep and on otir way south. We didn't have adriver-the car
knew the way without one. There was the standard taped welcome on the screen, which Duke and |
both ignored, and a thermos of te<r and a box of breskfast rollsin the flashbox. The teawas dready
lukewarm; therollswere stde.

The jeep ddivered usto the Specia Forces officers billet-formerly the downtown Oakland Holiday hin.
"Probably because they couldn't find worse," Duke explained. There were no humans on duty here
ether-just acouple of terminals, abell-cart and amindless robot, noisily polishing the lobby floor. We
had to step around it to get to the desk.

The terminal beeped and clucked, checked our 1D, issued us key-cards and wished us anice stay. It so
cdled us"Mr. and Mrs. Anderson.”

Duke wasn't amused.

"It must have heard what you said-" | pointed out. We were following the bell-cart down the hdl. "You



know, al these machinestalk to each other. They compare notes.”

Duke gave me awithering sdeways glance. | shut up. Oneday | would learn-Duke did not appreciate
whimsy. "Clean up quickly," hesaid.

"No deep-?"'

"You'll deep in October. Theré'sawar on, remember?' Right.

A hot shower and a shave later-the second-best substitute for six hours deep, (the first-best being eight
hours degp)-Duke handed me hardcopy orders. " There's a colloquium at ten hundred about the worms.
You'reaready cleared through. | want you to specifically seeif anyone knows anything about nesting
habits. They've dready got the disks of yesterday's mission. Find out if they've seen them. | think we're
seeing another shift in behavior. Oh yeah-and be polite. The science boys are starting to chafe at the
presence of the military."

"Right. "

Asinterested as| wasin the Chtorran ecology, | till would have preferred the deep. With luck, | could
deepinthe sesson-aslong asthey didn't put mein the front row.

The Oakland Control Section of the United States Ecological Agency was hidden behind along range of
rolling hills. Thejeep whined asit rolled up thewinding dope. Asit came over thetop, | saw that most of
the buildings below were hardened inflatables. They were large and roomy and blandly amorphous. A
platoon of twenty shining robots was mowing the lawns around the buildings. Lawng! | didn't know
whether to laugh at the extravagance-or be annoyed at the waste of energy. But the grass was green and
lush looking.

| showed my credentidsto the gort at the entrance-it scanned them with an evil-looking eye; these
machines weren't designed for friendliness-and then passed me through. | still hadn't seen another human
being yet.

Thejeep headed toward the largest of the domes. It rolled right into the building and delivered meto a
tall set of double-steel doors and an armed sergeant in a glass booth. The glass|ooked thick and the
sergeant wore agrim expresson.

Thejeep beeped. Something clicked. The red lights went on above the doors. Surveillance cameras
swiveled to look at meand so did other devices that weren't cameras.

Maybe thiswasn't going to be aseasy as | thought.

The sergeant looked up, saw | was an officer and saluted perfunctorily. Then he directed me to approach
the booth and stand on the white platformin front of it.

After he finished scanning me, the sergeant et me take two steps forward to state my business. He
studied his screens for amoment, nodded and hit a button. The red lights went off, the survelllance
cameras swiveled back into their housings-so did the other devices-and | relaxed. Somewhat.

The sergeant touched another button and the stedd doors groaned and did apart, revealing a bright-lit
maze of doors, passageways, dairs, hals, catwalks and elevators. There were conduits and pipes
everywhere, dl brightly colored and labeled with large stenciled letters and numbers. It looked like they'd
forgotten theinterior wals of the building.

| looked to the sergeant with what | hoped was a questioning expression.

The sergeant nodded-obviously he'd seen the expression before-and pointed to a door. He directed me
down along featurel ess corridor-follow the red stripe on the floor-and into an anteroom, through the
double doors and

A lady in awhite coat |ooked up from her desk and greeted me with afrown. "Y ou're-?"

"McCarthy, James Edward, Lieutenant, Specia Forces."

She looked back to her termind. ™Y ou're not on my ligt-"

"l just arrived in Oakland two hours ago="

"I'll have to double-check this" She was aready reaching for the phone.

| said the magic words: "-and I'm in the Uncle IraGroup." She replaced the phone nestly on the hook.
"Right." She did her chair back and stood up. | saw that she needed a cane to walk. "Follow me,
please-"

Through another set of double doors, and down another corridor-why bother with security, | wondered,



just paint out dl the stripes and nobody will be able to find anything-and into asmall angular theeter,
aready darkened. The seats were stacked in steep rows overlooking acurtained wall. A young-looking
woman in alab coat stood at the podium. | saw alot of uniforms and lab coats and grim faces. | |ooked
for aplacein the rear of the room, preferably a comfortable one

"There's one down here, Lieutenant-" the woman at the podium said. Shelooked familiar.

| threaded my way down toward the front row. Damn. "Oh-it's McCarthy. | thought | recognized the
Special Forces." Now | knew her. | smiled back-weakly. Her name was Fletcher-but she'd once
introduced hersdlf as LucreziaBorgia | didn't know her first name. As| took my seet, she said, "Good
to seeyou again, Lieutenant.”

The man dtting in the next chair glanced at me curioudy. | flushed with embarrassment.

"All right," said Dr. Fletcher. "Let's get back to work. Dr. Abbato at the Cairo Institute hasraised an
interesting question about the gastropedes-and their place in their own ecology-and that's opened up a
very interesting, and perhaps very fruitful, line of research. | think you'll find today's demonstration very-"
shedlowed hersdf agmile, "-enlightening.”

| propped my elbow on the chair arm and my chin on my knuckles, and tried to look awake.

Dr. Fletcher had close-cropped dark hair. She had high cheekbones and wore thin-rimmed glasses-and
she had that professiond look, neither plain nor pretty. Shelooked competent. | guessed it wasthe crisp
way she handled hersdlf.

"Dr. Abbato has posed the question-what kind of ecology could produce crestures like the Chtorran
worm? What is the home planet like? That's where he began.

"All right-these are today's answers.

"Heavier gravity, we know that. The musculature of Chtorran creatures, the strength of their shellsand
skeletons, therigidity of Chtorran plant ssems-we are assuming that Chtorr had aminimum gravity of 1.1
Earth norma and amaximum of 1. 5. Thet latter figureis probably alittle high, but were giving ourselves
amarginfor error.

"A thicker atmosphere, of course, but we have no way of redlly knowing its makeup. Chtorran plants and
animasare extraordinarily good at extracting oxygen from this atmosphere, so we are allowing the
assumption that the Chtorran air has somewhat |ess free oxygen.

"We do think that the Chtorran primary isared star. Very old. Perhaps very closeto find collapse.
Chtorran plants seem to prefer red light, the redder the better, and Chtorran eyes seem to work best in
the red end of the spectrum.

"And findly, we think that the Chtorran ecology is at least ahalf-billion years older than ours. That
means-if Chtorr evolved anything like Earth-that there were the equivalent of mammals, or even more
advanced life-forms, walking the surface of Chtorr when the best this planet had to offer was dime not
even digtinctive enough to make an interesting fossl. That meansthat the Chtorran ecology has at least a
haf-billion-year head start in the evolution race.”

| tried to stifleayawn. | knew dl this

Dr. Fletcher looked over a me. "WEell get to the good partsin aminute, Lieutenant. Try to stay awake
until then, if you can." | blushed embarrassedly and straightened in my sedt.

Dr. Fletcher continued, "'If the same processes of evolution have held true on Chtorr, then the planet
should have evolved a particularly nasty and competitive food chain-and so far, that's exactly what we've
Seen.

"Using our own ecology as a model-the only ecology we have to base amode on-we know that the
process of evolution isa process of continually adding linksto the food chain. Reptiles evolved out of fish
to eat fish-and then each other. Mammals evolved out of reptilesto et reptiles and fish-and each other.
"What comes after mammals? And what comes after that? And after that? And whatever comes after
that-presumably, that's what rules Chtorr. Whatever it is, it hasto be at the top of itsfood chain.

"That wastheinitia hypothesis. I'll give you aminute to think about that. Theimplications are interesting.
Dr. Abbato did his homework on this one."

Dr. Hetcher studied her notes for amoment, then looked back up with asmile. "Thefirst oneisthat a
sentient species hasto be at the top of itsfood chain. It can't be otherwise. Think about it. New forms



aways ariseto feed on the old. What else can they feed on? The high levels have to be predatory. And
predators are the life-forms most likely to develop intdligence. Y ou're probably dl familiar with Dr.
Cohen'sfamous remark, "Intelligence developsfirst in predators. After dl, how much brains doesit teke
to sneak up on ablade of grass?"

There were polite chuckles. It was an old joke.

But Dr. Fletcher wasn't interested in laughs. She pushed on. "It's pretty clear that the higher level the
predator, the higher its capacity for intelligence. Carrying that one step further, wethink that sentienceis
most likely to develop in atop-level omnivore. Dr. Hetcher dlowed hersdf animpish amile. "We
recognize, of course, that we may be biased in that assumption-because we are the only proof of it we
have.

"But, wethink it isalso what we will find with the Chtorran sentient Chtorran species-when we meet it.
We expect that they will be nothing less than the most cunning and sophisticated predator of al Chtorran
life-forms. And, of course, that implies-given the haf-billion-year evolutionary advantage of the
Chtorr-that the primary perception that sentience can have of us, specificaly our ecology, will be as prey.
Food. Another kind of snack. At best, lunch.

"Infact, given that half-billion-year advantage, the rest of the Chtorran ecology can be expected to
operate the same way. We are nothing more than fuel for them-and probably not even very efficient fud,
at least not as efficient asthey're probably used to, which is probably why they need to burn so much of
it-us. Asamatter of fact, the Chtorran ecology has demonstrated a voraciousness that is nothing lessthan
stunning. Of course, that also suggests that the Chtorran ecology has to generate a prodigious supply of
life-support to fue its primary species.

"So, given dl of that, we have been making the assumptionand so did Dr. Abbato-that the Chtorran
pecies weve seen o far are just the advance guard of amuch greater invasion gill to come. The
assumption isthat whatever agency or sentience is responsible for the infestation depends on these
creatures for lifesupport-and that we are not going to seethe arrival of the next leve of infestation until
such timeasthislife-support level issafely and solidly established. Asamatter of fact, our whole war
effort has been geared not toward eradi cation-because we don't yet have the resources or the
knowledge necessary for that, perhaps someday-but toward destabilizing the interrel ationships of the
infestation. Finally, that brings us back to Dr. Abbato. And the questions he was | ft with.

"Dr. Abbato wondered, "If dl of these assumptions are indeed true, then what is the purpose of the
gastropedes in the Chtorran food chain? What function do they serve?"

| wondered if she had an answer-and if we'd get to it today. | snuck aglance at my watch.
"Thisisone of those questions that seems very innocuous, until you get into it-then you find out it's
actudly amgor paradigm-shifter. It'sforcing usto rethink everything we know, so pay attention here.

Y ou too, Lieutenant-"

She didn't missathing! No more front row seats.

"Weve been assuming that the worms are at the top of the Chtorran food chain-that is, this particular
subset of it. We've not yet found aworm predator. Considering the voraciousness of the worms, I'm not
sure we want to see anext step. We still don't know how to cope with this one. But, if the worms
actually are at the top of the food chain, then they would a so have to be the sentient species-and so far
there's no evidence of that. In fact, there's quite a bit of evidence to the contrary. So, we're pretty sure
that the worm predator has not yet shown up or established itself. Which brings us back to Dr. Abbato's
question. What are the worms?

"Asameatter of fact, the worms seem to be something of an anomaly even in their own ecology. For
ingtance, what do the worms feed on?"

They eat people, | answered. But | didn't say it aoud.

"We can't identify aprey species," Dr. Fletcher said. "Y es, we've seen the worms eating millipedes and
other Chtorran life-forms-that's to be expected-but for the most part, the worms have been feeding on
the host planet ecology: cattle, sheep, horses, dogs, and humans, unfortunately.

"Weve andyzed the protein requirements of an average-size worm and measured it against the amount of
millipedes and other Chtorran life-formsit would have to consume to generate that amount of protein,



and theratio is Ssmply unworkable. The worms can't eat enough millipedes and shambler bushes and
libbitsto survive. These Chtorran life-forms are smply not high enough on the chain to be the primary
food source for the worms. The worms are not the predators for these Chtorran species, and these
species are not the prey for theworms. If thisisafood chain aswe understand it, then there are links
missing from thisfood chain!

"And that brings usto this very important question: if the worms are supposed to be predators, then
where-or what-are the creatures they are supposed to prey on?

"Dr. Abbato has advanced avery interesting hypothesis-albeit an unpleasant one-that we are the
intended prey."

Huh? | sat up Sraight.

Dr. Fletcher had paused to let the murmurs of her audience to die down. She looked out over the room.
Abruptly, she pointed at someone behind me. "Y es, you have aquestion?”

| turned around in my seet to look. It was atal man in an army uniform. A grim-looking colonel. He had
atight mouth. | wondered, do colonels get specid training to master that expression? He asked, " Can
you prove that?"

Dr. Fletcher nodded and rubbed the side of her neck thoughtfully. She looked asif she were debating
whether to give thelong answer or the short one. She glanced up at therest of us. "The question is, how
do we know that the purpose of the wormsisto eat people? The answer is, because that's exactly what
they'redoing.”

"That's not the kind of answer | was expecting-" the colond said.

Dr. Fletcher nodded in agreement. "1 know it soundsflip," she said. "I'm sorry, but Dr. Kinsey summed
up dl animal behavior along time ago: the only unnatural act isthe one you can't do. If the worms
couldn't eat Terran life-forms, they wouldn't."

| held my tongue-it made sense. Too much sense. Theredlization wasapain in the gut.

"Dr. Abbato has based a very interesting argument on thisfact. Heis postulating that this circumstanceis
not accidental. Heis suggesting that the red purpose of thewormsisacleanup of thetop leve of the
Terran ecology. The worms are specifically targeted to eat those humanswho have survived the plagues.”
My stomach fdlt like it was contracting into a pinhole. I amost missed what she said next.

"Dr. Abbato thinksthat it isunlikely that the worms are food for the next step in theinvasion. Theworms
aretoo efficient a predator. Too speciaized for sentience? Rather, he thinks that the worms are a partner
species and that ultimately, they will serve somekind of support function for thereal invaders.” She
paused and looked carefully around the room. "Do you get it? The worm's are domestic animas! Dr.
Abbato guesses that they're the equivaent of sheep dogs; they function as guardians of the host species
property.”

Urk. I squirmed uncomfortably in my seet. | didn't want to know this. My belly hurt.

"If thisisso-" Dr. Fletcher was pointing out, "then it means that the worms can be tamed." She stopped
and looked out over us. "Think about it. Think about the possibilities. If we can tame them-perhapswe
can turn them into an dly. Perhaps we can even use them asthefirg line of defense againgt the sentients
who put them here"

| doubted that, but she had my attention. Y ou couldn't have dynamited me out of my chair. Stomach pain
anddl.

"The question is-how do you tame aworm?

"But let's get even more basic than that. How do you communicate with aworm? Or even--can we
communicate with the worms? In fact, even more basic than that, the question isthis. how intdlligent are
the worms? That's what we need to know first, and that is the point of today's demonstration.”

Huh? Demondiration? Had | dept through something?

Shelifted her podium and carried it over to the right Side of the stage. "I'll open the curtain in aminute
and you can see the specimen we're currently working with. We cdl it Tiny'-you'll seethat it's anything
but. I think you'll also seethat the question of intelligenceis very clearly answered by this demondration.
"Tiny was captured near Mendocino late last year. At that time, the specimen massed four hundred and
fifty kilos. It isnow twice that weight. Tiny isliving proof that the gastropedes have an incredible rate of



growth. By theway, you'll notice that we try to be very careful not to use "he' or “she’ when talking about
theworms. We're still not certain of their sexudity and we don't want to accidentaly prejudice our own
perceptions.”

She touched a button on her podium and the curtains behind her did open to reved a pink-lit chamber.
The theater overlooked a deep-walled room, large and ddmogt featureless; we were staring down into it.
"The color of thelight is halfway between Earthnorma and what we believe to be Chtorr-normal.”

Dr. Fletcher touched another button and a panel on the opposite wall of the chamber did open. There
was darkness beyond. "Thisis Tiny," shesaid. A medium-sized worm did out of the darkness, sniffing
theair asit moved. It wasthick and red. The brain case hump on its back was very pronounced and it
held its eyes high and dert. They swiveled back and forth, up and down, scanning the entire space. The
worm hesitated, blinked and paused and looked up toward us.

I'd seen wormsin viewing theaters before. | dways had the impression that they could somehow see
through the glass-that they knew we were out here. Thistime was no different. Tiny looked curious. Its
long dark arms were till folded againgt the brain case, but the claws were twitching gently. At aguess,
I'd say the cresture was allittle impatient.

"Now," said Hetcher, "-you need to know that Tiny isessentidly achild, ayoungster, and like all
younggters Tiny likes an occasiond treat. With dolphins you use fish, with chimps you use grapes-with
Tiny, we userabhbits.

She touched another button and another panel onthewall did open. There was afat brown rabbit ina
glasscase a Tiny'seyelevel. Below the case was a complicated assembly of rods and gears and latches.
In front of that was apanel of assorted knobs and switches; dl were thick and heavy-looking. "That's our
test setup,” said Fletcher. "It'sapuzzle. Each one of those knobs and levers controls a different part of
thelock. If Tiny operatesthem al in theright order, the glass case will open and it can have the treat.”
Tiny cocked its eyes sdeways and |ooked at the rabbit. The rabbit was huddling in the corner of the
case. Tiny cocked its eyes the opposite way and studied the rabbit from a different angle. The gesture
gave theworm afloppy, hand-puppet expression. It would have been funny if | didn't know how
dangerous aworm could be.

Tiny hunched around to examine the case and the lock and the panel of switches closer. Through the
speskers we could hear the thoughtful clicking of its mandibles. It made a grunting noise and then moved
up to the panel of knobs and switches.

The worm unfolded its arms and arched them over its eyes and down to the puzzle. It let is claws drift
thoughtfully over the controls of the locks before it selected one.

"For your information,” Fletcher said, "Tiny has never seen this puzzle before. It is not the most
complicated one weve assembled, but for the purposes of this demongtration we thought we'd keep it
short. All of our puzzles are rigged to keep arecord of Tiny's moves-and once Tiny goesto work the
life-expectancy of the rabbit can be measured in minutes. Thelongest Tiny has ever taken was half an
hour."

Tiny was dready hard a work, turning the knobs and observing what effect they had on the machinery,
diding the levers back and forth and peering cockeyed at the lock.

"Asyou can see" Hetcher said, "Tiny has ahigh degree of manipulative curiosity. Wethink thisindicates
apretty good spatial sense for al worms-but again, that's only an extrapolation and not to be treated as
hard fact."

"A question-" It was the same grim-looking colond!.

"Yes?' Hetcher asked.

"How does a human being compare on these same puzzles?' he asked.

"A good question,” Fletcher acknowledged. "We haven't been running direct comparisons, but | can tell
you that humans usudly take a |east forty-five minutes-even on the easy ones.”

"So you're saying that these worms are smarter than men?”

"Not at dl, Colond. They just have a highly advanced manipulative sense. They should be very good with
tools, but-" she added, "-so far, we haven't found much evidence that they usetools. At least, not
naturdly.”



"Mm hm," said the colondl. He wasn't impressed. A chime sounded then-

"That means Tiny's solved the puzzle," said Fletcher. - the glass case popped open.

Tiny grabbed the rabbit with one dark claw, lifted it up high, it squedled, | didn't know that rabbits could
scream-and shoved the creature into its gaping maw. There was awet dobbery crunching sound, and
then Tiny uttered asoft trill of pleasure, and looked around for more.

Behind me, | could fedl the room stiffening. It was not pleasant to watch aworm edt. | didn't like being
reminded.

Dr. Fletcher touched a control and the pand with the puzzle did closed. She said, "Tiny took eleven
minutes to solve this problem. We are now going to reset the puzzle. It'll take about two minutes. Does
anyone have any questions, so far? Yes"

A dark man with an Indian accent. "Y our work isremarkably advanced, Dr. FHetcher. | am most
impressed. May | ask you, how do the worms reproduce?

"We don't know. I'm sorry, | can't even give you agood guess. There aren't any. Next? Yes-" She
pointed.

"Dr. FHetcher, why do they cdl these thingsworms?* asked a broad ruddy-faced man. "It looks more like
abig pink caterpillar to me. Hell, I've picked bigger caterpillars off my rosebushes back homein
Amarillo." There was good-natured laughter in the room.

Even Dr. Fletcher smiled. Shereplied, "Thefirg riable sighting of aworm actually occurred about a
year before the outbreak of the first plagues. Some of you may even remember. It happened in Northern
Canada. A troop of scoutswas on athree-day outing. They were on horseback. One of the girlswas
momentarily separated from the rest of the troop. She had stopped to readjust her saddle straps.
Something attacked her horse. The rest of the troop heard her screams and started back for her. They
met her hdfway. She was s0 hysterical they amost couldn't catch her to cam her down. The most they
could get out of her wasthat it was big, it was dark, it looked like agiant worm, and it kept saying,
“Chtorrrr! Chtorrrrrr! ™

Dr. Hetcher added, "The troop leader and two of the boys went back to investigate. They found the
horse had been half-eaten. They did not see aworm. They did not hear it cry, "Chtorrrr!' The Royal
Canadian Mounted Police later searched the surrounding area as thoroughly asit could-it was near the
Canadian Rockies-but they found nothing.

"Naturaly, the news mediaplayed it for laughs. It was adull summer, so The Giant Canadian Rocky
Mountain Worm filled alot of space on otherwise dow news, days. Of course, once the plagues broke
out it was forgotten. It wasn't until much later that we redlized that this event, and severa otherslikeit,
were actudly harbingers.

"We know now that the worms have afairly thick coat of fur, and that the name "worm' is something of a
misnomer. We think that what we've seen is another Chtorran adaptation to the planet. Thefirst worms
to appear did have very little fur, and they redly did look like worms. But over the last three years, weve
seen the worms devel oping thicker and thicker coats. But what it means, | can't tell you. Actudly, it'snot
even fur-it's sensory antennae. The creatureis coated with nerve fibers. So, probably what we're seeing
isamore-you should pardon the expression-sensitive worm. And yes, you're right; they do look like
caerpillars™’

She glanced down at her podium display. "' see the puzzle has been reset-"

| looked down into the chamber again. Tiny was till positioned eagerly in front of the pandl. Apparently
the worm had learned to anticipate its second chances at the puzzles.

The pand did open beforeit. There was anew rabbit in the cage. The puzzle machinery had been reset.
Tiny did quickly forward and began to operate the levers and knobs. Its claws moved with a certainty
that hadn't been present before.

The chime sounded. The cage popped open. There were gasps in the room.

"Forty-three seconds," Dr. Fletcher said dryly. Tiny was already esting the rabbit. The sound was
hideous. | remembered the feeding room in Denver. And the dogs. And the people who liked to watch.
Dr. FHetcher waited in slence until Tiny was finished, then touched another button on her podium and
opened the passage back to its cell. The worm did obediently into it. She remarked, "Weve found Tiny



to be surprisingly cooperative. It seemsto appreciate the discipline." She checked that the passage was
clear, then closed the pand-and then the curtain.

She looked calmly out over theroom. "1 think that pretty well answersthe question: how intelligent isa
worm? The answer isvery. And they learn fast. Asyou have seen, incredibly so. Our testswith the
second specimen confirm that Tiny's reponses are not atypica. The other worm is even faster than
Tiny-and as other specimens become availablefor testing, we expect to see the same facility inthem as
well.

"Weé're beginning another set of tests next Monday, thistime with acompletely different type of problem.
We're going to further explore the worms ability to conceptuaize. Conceptualization isthe key to
communication. We're clear that if the worms can conceptudize, they can communicate. But let me
caution you, don't confuse conceptualization with sentience. Even adog can conceptuaize; Paviov
proved that. And | think most of you will grant that adog is cgpable of acertain rudimentary level of
communication. When | talk about communication with the worms, I'm talking about that dog-level of
communication. I'm talking about taming.

"And in fact, that's the very next question that has to be answered. How can we create arelationship with
aworm so that it'swilling to communicate? In other words, how do we domesticate aworm?'Y our
consideration of this particular problem will be much agppreciated.” She glanced at her watch. "The
discussion part of this sesson will take place this afternoon at fifteen hundred hours. Dr. Larson will be
mediating. | thank you for your time and your attention.”

| went straight to the men's room and threw up.



? SEVEN

| FOUND Dr. Fletcher in her office. Shelooked up as| camein. "Oh, McCarthy-how are you? Thanks
for staying awake thismorning." She sudied me curioudy. "Areyou dl right?'

"I'mfine." | waved her off. "Just an upset somach.”

"Mmhm," shesaid. "A lot of people have that problem after they seeaworm eat."

| letit pass. "'l have aquestion for you."

"Meanswer is, '| don't know." What's the question?"' She glanced at her watch.

"We gassed a nest of worms yesterday afternoon. Four of them. They were dl tied together in aknot.”
Shenodded. "Y our videos camein last night.”

"Then you saw? Each time we pulled one off, they reacted asif we were breaking a connection.”

She frowned, she pressed her lipstogether. Findly, she pushed back from her termina and swiveled to
face me. She leaned forward intently. "Exactly what did it look like to you?!

"It looked like-they were writhing in pain. They cried. It wasan ... eerie sound. And two of them actualy
opened their eyes and looked at us. It was very disturbing,” | admitted.

"I'll bet. What do you think was happening?’

"That'swhat | wanted to ask you."

"l want your observationsfirs,” shesad.

"Wdll..." | said. "It looked like-l mean, the way they twisted and turned-it made me think of earthworms.
Cut in half. Only thiswasagiant one, cut into four screaming pieces.”

"Mm," sad Hetcher, noncommittaly. "Interesting.”

"What do you think it was?"

She shook her head. "I don't. The best thought anyone around here has had isthat it was something
sexua. Some kind of mating behavior perhaps. And that'swhy they reacted so strongly. How would you
react if somebody interrupted you?'

| blinked. "The worms have four sexes?

She laughed, ashort sharp bark. "Hardly. At least you can't proveit by their chromosomes. So far, all
the tissue samples we've examined are genetic nightmares-we have no ideawhat they're modeling-but we
can identify the chromosome structures, and they seem to be pretty much identical from one specimen to
thenext. No X or Y chromosomes-or equivaents. By that evidence, the worms have only one sex. It's
convenient, | guess; it doubles the chances of finding a date for Saturday night, but-it sounds boring.
Unless of course you're another worm."

"But-then that brings up another question-"

She glanced at her watch again. "It'd better be a short one.”

"I'minterrupting Something?"

"Mm, sort of. | need to go into San Francisco-"

"Huh?1 thought the city was closed.”

"Itis. To most people.”

"Oh"

"But I'm on the Advisory," she explained.

"Oh," | said again, disgppointedly.

Fetcher studied me speculatively. "Family member?Y our mother? No-your father, right?”

"My father," | nodded. "We never heard one way or the other. And, uh-1 know thisissilly-"

"No, itisn't," shesad.

"-but my father was always such a... survivor. | just can'timagine him dead.”

"You think he'sdill dive somewhere?!

"l... just wish | knew for certain. That'sdl."

"Uh huh," shesaid. "Thetruthis, you want to go there and seefor yoursdf. Y ou think you can find him.
Right?' She fixed me with agreen-eyed gaze. Her manner was startlingly direct. It put me off-baance.

| shrugged. "Yesah," | admitted.



"Mm hm. Y ou're not thefirst one, Lieutenant. | seeit dl the time. People don't believe until they seefor
themsdves Wdll, dl right-"

"Huh?'

"Y ou want to see San Francisco?' Sherolled back to her terminal and started typing. "L et me get you a
pass. McCarthy ... James Edward, Lieutenant-" She frowned at the screen. "When'd you get apurple
heart?'

"Denver. Remember?"

"Oh, thet."

"Hey!" | protested. "I've still got scars. And abad knee! And besides, it happened the day after | was
commissioned. It'slegd.”

"Hmp," she sniffed. "Y ou ruined a perfectly good specimen.”

"It lived, didnt it-?"

"Just bardly," she said. "Have you ever seen aderanged worm?'

"Lotsof times"

"No. Those were normal. This one was deranged.” Her fingerstapped at the keys-

"Huh?'

She stopped abruptly. "That's interesting.”

"Whet is?'

"Uh-nothing redlly. I've seen it before. Part of your fileislocked.” She resumed typing.

"Uh-that'sright.” | had ahunch what that was. Something to do with Uncle Ira. Colone IraWadlachgtein.
Thelate Colond IraWadlachstein. But | didn't explain.

"All right," she said. "Y ou're cleared-under my authority. So you have to behave yoursdlf-and do what |
tel you, dl right?

"Right."

"Good. Well make ahuman being out of you yet." She shrugged out of her lab coat and tossed it at a
laundry bin. Undernegth, she was wearing adark brown jumpsuit. It matched the shade of her hair; it
was good planning on either her part or the government's.

| followed her to an elevator. She flashed akey-card at the scanner. The door chimed and did open. The
elevator dropped us downward; | couldn't tell how many floors though, there were no numbersto watch.
Fletcher had to flash her card before two more doors, and then we were on aramp leading down to the
garage. "That ones mine," she said, pointing toward ajeep. How could shetell? They dl looked diketo
me. Shewalked around the front of the car while | climbed in the passenger side.

"Why dl this security?' | asked.

She shook her head. "It's paliticd, | think. Something to do with the Fourth World Alliance. We won't
trade information until they open their bordersto ingpection teams. | think it'samistake. In thelong run,
we're only hurting ourselves." She eased the jegp forward, and pointed it toward the exit. Aswerolled
out past the fina security booth, she added in aquieter tone, "Things are very... cautious around here.
Especidly right now." She glanced over a me. "Mm, let me say it thisway. The agency does appreciate
the cooperation of the military-especidly the Specid Forcesbut, ah ... thereis still a certain amount of
individud chafing. The military has everything tied up alittle too tight. We'redl of usin agreet big bag
marked TOP SECRET."

| consdered what she said. She was being remarkably candid. It was a compliment to me. | replied
carefully, "It certainly doesn't make sense from ascientific point of view. We should be sharing
information, not hiding it."

Hetcher looked like she wanted to agree. "It's Dr. Zymph'sidea. She started out in Bio-War, you know;
30 her whole career has been about secrecy. | guess she il thinksit's necessary. But it makesit awfully
hard to work." Abruptly, she added, " Sometimes | don't know what that woman is up to. She scares
me"

Dr. Zymph was the chairman of the Ecologica Agency. | looked at FHetcher, surprised. "I thought you
admired her."

"l used to. But that was before she became apolitician. | liked her better asa scientist.”



| didn't reply to that. Fletcher's comments bothered me. I'd first seen Dr. Zymph in action in Denver-and
I'd been impressed by her. It was ... disconcerting to heer this.

Theroad turned west and then northward. To our |eft was the metallic wash of San Francisco Bay. The
sunwas glinting oddly off the surface. Thelight struck colored sparks.

"Thewater'safunny color,” | said.

"We had an episode of seadudge,” Fletcher said matter-of-factly. "We had to oil and burnit. The bay's
dtill recovering.”

"Werewaiting to seeif it comes back. Wethink we may have licked it, but it'sonly asmall victory.”
"Um-you said something before. About the worm in Denver. You said it was ... deranged. What did you
mean by that?"

"Well-wouldn't you be deranged if someone carved you up like that? Y ou shot out its eyes, you turned its
mouth, into jelly, and you broke both its arms. That does not make for a healthy world-view. And after
itsfur fl out, the poor thing went autistic-"

"ltsfur fl out?"

"Oh, right. That report got squelched. Y ou couldn't have seenit. Asif itsinjuriesweren't enough, the
poor beast garted throwing symptoms. We thought it was infected and put it on terramycin. Itsfur came
out in patches. It was an ugly sight; it really did look like abig red bristly worm."

"All thefur came off?"

She shook her head. "No, only the lighter-colored strands. Y ou know that the fur is sensory nerves, don't
you? Wefigured out what happened afterwards. Terramycin can damange human nervous tissue too.
Apparently, the pink strands are extremely sensitive. Anyway-after that, the gastropede showed as much
intelligence asa Terran earthworm. It just lay where it was and quivered and twitched." She shook her
head again, remembering. "It was avery quessy thing to watch."

"How come we didn't see that report? That could be aweapon!™

Fletcher sghed and quoted, " Information on ways to combat or resist the Chtorran infestation is not to
be made available to any non-alied nations or their representatives.” That's the policy-at least until the
Fourth World Alliance sgnsthe Unification Treaty."

"That doesn't make sense.”

"It does politically. When the worms-or whatever €l se-become too big a problem for the Fourth World
member nationsto handle by themselves, asignature on a paper might not seem too high apricefor
surviva. Right now, they'd rather be right. Are you surprised?'

"And you agree with it-?"

She shook her head. "No, but | understand it. The Unification Powers are playing politicswith the war.
Did you expect us not to? Read your history. We have twenty years of grudgesto work off. At least. So
now, there are people who are willing to | et the worms chew on the Fourth World Alliance for awhile."
"And in the meantime, the infestation gets amore solid foothold-7"

"Right. Some people have their prioritiesway up their fundaments. Anyway," she added, "Terramycin
would not be an effective wegpon.

"Why not?'

"Y ou wouldn' like the aftereffects. Two or three weeks later, the worm's fur started to come back
in-only very dark. Mostly red and purple and black strands. That's when the worm started getting violent.
The more dark fur camein, the more violent it became. Obvioudly, its perception of the world was
shifting. We finally had to put it down, it was so badly deranged. We weren't sure we could contain it any
longer.” She clucked her tongue. "Y ou think the worms are nasty now? Infect afew and see what
happens.”

| didn't answer. It was too much to think about. 1'd known the fur was akind of nerve. Our gas had been
basad on that fact. But why should the type of nerve cells make aworm peaceful or violent? Do you
have anyone studying worm fur?" | asked.

She shook her head. "I'd like to-but we're already overextended. There're about fifteen other areaswe
want to look at first."



"It seemsto methat it'simportant to the question of tamability"

"Mm hm," she agreed. "That'swhy we're looking for dbincs...."

Thejeep was dowing as it approached the Oakland Bay Bridge. Fletcher flashed her card at a scanner
and the barricades did open for us. There was ahuge advisory sign hanging over the empty toll booths:
BY ORDER OF THE MILITARY GOVERNOR OF CALIFORNIA, THECITY OF SAN
FRANCISCO ISHEREBY DECLARED A BLACK ZONE RESTRICTED AREA. ENTER AT
YOUR OWN RISK.

"That'sreassuring,” | said aswerolled under it.

"Itssafe” shesad.

"What makes you so sure?’

"I told you. I'm on the Advisory Board. San Francisco is currently zoned as unfit for anything but
politics”

"I beg your pardon?"

"It'sanother one of the Agency's good ideas. San Francisco could be avery good Safe City. It's
surrounded on three sides by water. Unfortunately, therere alot of ruinsthat have to be clearedand
we've got militant preservationists second-guessing every lamppost. So, the governor locked them ouit.
They pay meten K amonth to sweer that the city's till aplague reservoir.”

"Isit?’

"Thetruthis-yes, itis." Wereached the crest of the bridge then and the city spread out before us-what
was | €eft of it. The Sight was ghastly. San Francisco was a skeleton. The city had been gutted. The sump
of the Transamerica Tower gaped like a broken tooth. Coit Tower still stood, but it was blackened by
fire. | didn't recognize many other buildings. Where they should have been there was rubble and ruin.
"Oh, my God-" | choked on the words.

"I know," she agreed.

"I've seen the pictures,” | gasped. "But-I had no ideathisis horrible.”

"It gets everybody that way, thefirst time. | still get atight throat when | come acrossthe bridge.”
"Therés... nothing left."”

"Frestorm,” she said. The single word explained everything. Fletcher unlocked the steering whed and
pulled it into pogition before her, putting the jeep back on manual control. Autopilots were fine on paved
roads. They had problemswith rubble. We rolled down off the bridge in an eerie sillence.

"Do you remember City Hall?' she asked.

"Uh huh. Therewasabig plazain front."

"It'sill there" shesaid. "But not much of City Hal."

She steered carefully through the steel and brick canyons of lower Market Street. The fires had burned
themselves out here. But even so-there were places where the buildings looked blasted, even melted
from the heat. | noticed asign that said, SAN FRANCISCO WARLOCK ADMINISTRATION-and
wondered if there were any warlocksleft in Californiaat al.

Wed thought the plagues were over. Weld come down from the hills, out of our hiding places. We
thought we had vaccines. The government said it was safe. We had al the best excusesto return to the
cities

But the plagues weren't over, and the vaccines only worked sometimes, and the cities still weren't safe.
The plagues came back stronger than ever. There was panic. There werefires. There was afirestorm.
And when it was over, San Francisco was gone. It waslike driving through a graveyard.

"| thought you said the military wasworking over here" | said.

"Most of thework istill off the corridor,” Hetcher said. "And alot of it isbeing done by robots.”
Suddenly, she pointed. "L ook, there-"

"What?' And then | saw. Shewas pointing at azombie. She dowed the jeep.

He was papery and thin-naked, except for aragged blanket he wore like a poncho. There was amost no
flesh at al on hisbones. Helooked like he was a hundred years old; it wasimpossible to guesswhat his
red age might have been-he was gray and gaunt; hiswhite hair hung down to his shouldersin agreasy
mat.



The zombi€e's face |ooked mechanicaly animated; the expression was curioudy empty, but the features
were in congtant motion. The mouth worked continualy. Thejaw floated up and down, releasing athin
dribble of spittle. The blackened tongue stuck out absently, like aretarded child's, then pulled in again.
The cheeks sucked in and puffed out. The face moved asif no one woreit any more. It looked like afish
sucking at the glasswall of the aguarium.

The zombie turned and looked at us then-and for just an ingtant it was as if whoever might have once
lived insde that body was struggling to animate it once again. The expression became momentarily
curious, the eydidsfluttered like trapped moths. And then the gaze went confused again. He seemed to
be fading in and out of focus-and he had trouble balancing himsdf aswell. He caught himsdlf on the front
of the jeep and stared through the windshield, shifting back and forth between FHetcher and mysdf. He
blinked and blinked again as he stared at us. Hisface wrinkled in puzzlement.

"He lookslike he'strying to recognize us," | whispered.

Fletcher nodded. "He can't. HE'slost histimebinding ability."

"Huh?'

"A zombie exigs only in the present. He only knows something exigtsif he'slooking at it."

Asif in confirmation, the zombi€'s puzzlement was turning to pain. He looked like he wanted to cry but
didn't remember how.

Hefluttered hisfingerstoward Fletcher, then toward me-then abruptly he refocused on his hand, agray
claw-likething on theend of hisarm, asif held never seen it before. He forgot about us, blinking in
confusion. His hand dropped. He turned and moved away without purpose, asoullessthing again. He
shambled off toward the west.

"Isthat it?' | said. "I've seen zombies before. That's what happens to the walking wounded when they
snk to that place below despair. Once they hit the zombie leve, you can't bring them back.”

Fletcher looked like she wanted to say something in reply to that. Instead, she eased the car forward
agan.

Aswe moved up Market Street, we began to see other shambling zombies. Most were heading
westward. All of them werethin and dirty. Most wore rags, or less. Their movements were disorganized,
fragmented, and surredl. They looked like they'd wandered out of Auschwitz or Belsen or

Buchenwa d-except for their expressions. The concentration-camp survivors had at least had lifein ther
eyes-an awvareness of the horror and hopel essness of their Situation. The zombies had nothing.

The zombieswere ... detached. From the world, from everything-from their own bodies. They |ooked
curious, and their eyes moved in quick, jerky glances; but they had no focus of attention. Their faces
were empty. They moved like pasy victims.

Hetcher dowed the Jeep then to steer around the rubble. Most of the zombies wereignoring us. A dirty
cresture-mae or female, it wasimpossible to tell-shambled by us. It trailed one hand across the hood of
the car. Itsexpresson was ... aimost happy. "That one looks stoned,” | said.

"Mm hm," Fetcher nodded. She angled the Jeep between two piles of bricks and up aside strest. |
recognized the remains of Brooks Hall on the left. The ruined marquee said smply, SAINT FRANCIS
WRITHES AGAIN. | wondered who'd put that message up.

We pulled up facing awidedirty field. At thefar end of it, what was|eft of City Hal loomed likea
broken castle. Y ou could still make out its broad stone steps. This had once been agreat plaza; now it
was agray expanse of dust and broken concrete. Nothing grew here any more.

"Okay," | said. "Now what?'

"Now, we get out and look around.”

"Huh?'

"It'ssafe” She patted my hand and climbed out of the Jeep. | had no choice but to follow.

Therewere ... people... in the plaza. They were pinker and somewhat healthier-looking than the ones
we'd passed on Market Street. Zombies? Not quite. Many of them were fairly young-in their twenties
and thirties. There were some teenagers, only afew children. There were very few beyond middle age.
Most of the bodies were haphazardly dressed. Or maybe that should have been haphazardly undressed.
They moved without regard for their clothing. It was asif somebody € se had hung clothes on them, or



they had draped themsalves with whatever was handy. What clothing they did have seemed to be for
warmth, not modesty.

"S0?" | turned to FHetcher. "I've seen this before too. These are walking wounded.”

"Arethey?' she asked.

"Wdll, sure-" | started to say. And then stopped. | looked at her. "They're something else?"

"Gofind out,” she pointed. "Try talking to them.” | looked at her asif shewere crazy. Tak to them?"It's
safe," she reassured.

| turned back and studied the milling bodies. They moved without purpose, but they didn't shamble. They
just sort of ... moved. | picked out ayoung male. Maybe he was sixteen. Maybe he was twenty-five. |
couldn't tell. He had long brown hair that hung past his shoulders. He was wearing an old gray shirt,
nothing else. He had large dark eyes. HE'd been very attractive once.

| walked up to him and touched his shoulder. He turned toward me with a halfway expectant expression.
His eyes were bottomless. He studied my face for a puzzled moment, then-not finding anything-started to
turn away.

"Wait," | said. Heturned back. "What's your name?" He blinked at me. "Y our name?’ | repeated.

His mouth began to work. "Nay-nay-nay ... 7' he said. He was trying to imitate my sounds. He smiled a
the noises he made. "Nay-nay-nay-nay-nay-nay-" he repeated.

| put my hands on his shoulders. | looked into his eyes, trying to create a sense of relationship through
eye contact. The boy tried to look away-1 pulled hisface back to mine and stared into his eyes again.
"No. Stay withme," | said firmly.

Heblinked at me uncertainly. "Who areyou?' | asked him.

"Bub," hesaid.

"Bub?Bob?'

"Bub-bub-bub-" He smiled happily. "Bub-bub-bub-bub-"

"No," | said. "No." | pulled hisface back to mine again. "No-no-no..." he said. "No-no-no...." And then,
"Bub-bub-bub ... bub-bub-bub. . . . "

| let go of hisshouldersand let him wander away, still bubbling. | turned back to Fletcher. "All right.
What?'

She shook her head. "Uh uh. Keep going.”

Thistime, | chose alittle girl. She waswearing only apair of panties. What was it about these people and
clothing anyway? She was very thin, very underdevel oped. She could have been aboy.

| stopped her and looked into her face. She was as blank as the others.

"Who areyou?' | asked. "What's your name?"

"My name... 7' shesaid. "My name?' She blinked. Like the boy, her expression was uncertain and
puzzled.

"That'sright. What's your name?"

"My name, my name... isAuntie Mame. My game isfame, my game, my name, my name-" She babbled
happily a me, smiling with delight at the sound of her own words. She'd figured out the game. "The game
isnameisfameislame"

| let go of her and turned her back toward the crowd.

"All right,” | said to Hetcher, "1 got it. They're not zombies. Y ou can interact with them. But they've logt
mogt of their sense of gpeech, so they're not walking wounded either. They're an intermediate step. Is
thet al?'

"Part of it," shesad.

"What isit?' | asked. "A plague effect? Brain burn fever?'

"Brain burn fever isfatal," Fletcher said grimly. "If thisisa plague effect, it's something we can't identify.
Seethat fellow there?' She pointed at atall beefy man. "He used to be one of the sharpest biologists at
the university. He was at the South Pole when the plagues broke out. He was never exposed. Hewas
fully vaccinated before he returned. If it's a plague effect, it'samental one.”

"How did he ... end up here?" | asked.

She lowered her voice. "He was studying them-" She waved her hand to indicate the wandering bodies.



"He thought he could see patterns of herding-something like the Emperor Penguins. He spent alot of time
living with them, moving among them. One day, he didn't come back. When we findly got worried, we
came down here and found him wandering around with the rest of them. He couldn't talk much more than
they could. Hed become one of them.”

| thought about that. Before | could ask the question, Fletcher said, "Were not in any danger. It takes
prolonged exposure.”

"Oh," | said. | was not reassured.

Therewere several hundred bodiesin the plazanow. | stood there for amoment, watching them, trying
to figure out why they seemed <0... interesting.

"There's something about them,” | said. "I can't figure it out, but there's something going on here. The
minute you look at them, you know that they're not normal. What isit?' | asked Fetcher. "What'sthe
sgnd I'm picking up?'

"Youtdl me" shesad. "Tel mewhat you see?'

"l seebodies. Pink bodies. That's part of it, isn't it? They don't wear much clothing.”

"By summer, they'll al be naked-but that's not it either. San Francisco Plaza has seen crowds of naked
bodies before. The average Freedom Day Festival has less clothing than this™

"I wouldn't know. My dad never let me come.”

"Too bad. Anyway, nudity isonly part of it. What ese?'

"Um-their skin. When | touched them, their skin felt dick. Not quite oily. Kind of smooth. Different.”
"Mm hm, but that's not the cue either. Y ou don't go around touching peopleto seeif they're different.”
"Right." | sudied the milling crowd again.

"Il giveyou ahint,” shesaid. "What'smissng?'

"Missang? Mmmm. Taking. Therésnot alot of taking. A few of them are babbling to themsdves, but it's
not loud and offensive, not like asireet lady. They're babbling like babies amused with the sounds they're
making-wait aminute.” A thought was beginning to form. "What'smissngis... intengty. They havea
qudity of innocence. They'relike children, aren't they? It's asif they've given up dl the stuff they've ever
learned about how to be agrownup so they could go back to the innocence of children. Right?"

"Go on," she encouraged, but shewas smiling. | was on theright track.

"They can fed pain or anger-but they don't carry it around with them. Adults do. We get hurt or angry
and we carry it around with us for weeks, handing it out to everybody we meet. Did you ever watch
Aroundabout on TV? Onetimethey did nothing but photograph faces at random on acity street. Almost
every single person they showed looked like they were wearing amask. Their expressonswere dl
pinchy and tight. But these ... people-l guessthat'swhat | should call them-these people, their faces are
relaxed. They've given up the pain-"

| realized something else and shut up suddenly. "What wasthat?' Hetcher asked.

"Um, nothing redly. | wasjust redizing how sad it must be to have to give up your inteligenceto be free
from pain." | looked at her. Her face was hurting with the same redlization. Her eyeswere moigt. "Isthis
what you wanted me to see?"

"Oh, no," she said. She swalowed and looked uncomfortable. "It hasn't even sarted yet."



? EIGHT

| LOOKED at thebodiesagain. "Thisisaherd, isn't it?"

"Mmhm," shesad. "Last summer, it numbered over twelve hundred. During the winter, it fell to about
three. Now it's building up again. Weve got about seven fifty here. Thisisthelargest herd in Northern
Cdifornia”

"What happened to the others?'

"Mogt of them died," she said noncommittaly. "A few wander off every night. The patternisthis: you go
from shock to being one of the walking wounded. There's hope for the walking wounded. But only if you
get quick treatment. Otherwise, you just keep sinking.

"Therésan ingtinct at work here. People seek out crowds, activity. So, this" she pointed, "-isinevitable.
The walking wounded gather in herds. | guessit'sanilluson of safety. Some of them, though, are so far
gonethey can't even survivein aherd. Dropouts become zombies. Thelife expectancy of azombieissix
weeks. I'm surprised it'sthat long."

| looked at her. "Y ou've been studying this, haven't you?"

She nodded. "Y ou may be looking at the future of the human race. At the rate thisherd is growing, we
could hit twenty-five hundred by July. If that happens, we expect it to split into two herds." She pointed
acrossthe plaza. " See those two trucks over there? Those are the-you should pardon the
expression-cowboys. They keep the herd under control. We used to keep the herd at Golden Gate
Park, but we were losing too many every night, so we moved them down here. We can put them to bed
in BrooksHal."

The noon sun was getting warmer. | noticed that more and more of the herd members were discarding
what little clothing they wore.

Fletcher followed my glance. "Yeah," she said. "It happens. We used to have acouplellittle old ladies
who did nothing but follow the herd around putting their clothes back on them. There's one of them now.
Shefindly gave up.”

Shewas pointing at alittle wrinkled old lady, wearing nothing but asmile and her varicose veins. She
looked like aroad map of Pennsylvania She was carrying aparasol to shield hersdf from the sun.
"Sometimes, | think Jenniesfaking," Fetcher said, "but you'll never get her to admit it. It probably
doesn't matter anyway."

"Areany of them faking?' | asked.

She shook her head. "It's not something you can fake for long. Every so often we have civilians snegk in
here, thinking they could take advantage of the herd-you know, thinking it would be nothing but a sexud
free-for-al. But... something happensto them. They don't leave. Y ou can only fakeit for so long. Even
thefaking is part of the process of ... enrollment.” And then she added, " On the other hand, they could all
be faking--but even if that were true, thiswould still bearea phenomenon. Whatever it is, weredly
don't understand it yet."

"I'm beginning to see apattern,” | said. "There's something very fascinating going on here. But just
standing around watching isn't enough. It'slike a-an anthropologica black hole. The closer you get the
morelikely it isyou're going to get sucked in."

"Mm hm," FHetcher nodded. "That's part of the problem. This herd started out as just another group of
walking wounded. But now, it's even pulling in the observerstoo. Almost everyone who getsclose. The
cowboys aren't alowed to work more than one day aweek, and even that might be too much exposure.”
She added, "Thisherd is one of the main reasons why we're keeping the city closed. We don't know
what elseto do. We've even discussed... euthanasia.”

"Yourekidding."

She shook her head. "Nope. I'm not. I've argued against it, of course. There's something here we need to
understand.” She held out ahand to me. "Come on-"

"Huh?Where are we going?'

"Were going for awak among them. It'ssafe.”



| stared at her. "Y ou've just told me that people are getting sucked into this herd every day, and now you
want meto walk through it?"

"Il bewithyou."

"That doesn't reassure me.”

She held up her wrist and pointed to her watch. "Set your deep darm. If you start to fade, the buzzer will
wake you up. | promise you, it takes more than an hour's exposure to enchant you."

"Uh huh. That's the word. Enchant. Y ou'll see”

| grumbled something about other peopl€'s good ideas and cued my own watch. When | looked up,
Hetcher was dready heading toward the center of the plaza. | hurried to catch up.

"Shh," shesaid. "Don't run. It upsets them. We had a stampede once. It was awful. Just stand il for a
minute and get the feding of being in the herd. Don't talk. Just look and listen.”

We stood there together, side by side, turning dowly and watching the other bodies circling around us.
Their faces were content. It was unnerving. | felt uncomfortable. | could fed the swest trickling down
frommy armpits.

The sun was hot. It felt good. | loosened the top two buttons of my shirt.

Therewas anaked girl sanding in front of me, sudying me. She had red hair and adirty face. She could
have been Peter Pan'slittle sister. She was smiling, but she looked puzzled too. She stepped toward me
cautioudy and reached out a hand. She touched my shirt. Shefingered the cloth. She sniffed it. She
looked up at me and sniffed me. She touched my face, let her fingerstrail down past my chin to my neck
and my chest. She stopped at my shirt buttons and studied them. It didn't take her long to figure it out.
She unbuttoned the next button. She smiled with ddlight at her own cleverness.

Shetook one of my handsin hers and studied my fingers. She turned my hand over and over. She sniffed
it. She must have liked what she smelled, because she licked my fingers. She took my hand and stroked
her breasts with my fingertips. Her bosom was small, her nippleswere hard.

Shelet go of my hand; my fingers stayed where they were. She searched my face again, curioudly.
Abruptly, she stepped away from me and dropped to the ground. She got down on her hands and knees
and presented her rump to me. She looked back at me and smiled and wriggled her buitt.

"Uh-" | looked to Hetcher. | could fed mysdf flushing with embarrassment.

"Go ahead," Hetcher nodded, "if you've amind for that sort of thing. It's only thefirst step toward joining
the herd.”

"I'll passfor now, thank you," | said.

"Most men do. Thefirg time, anyway."

"What do you mean by that?"

She shrugged. " Shel's communicating on avery direct level. Much more direct than most of usare used
to. That isvery difficult toignore. It isalmost impossible to forget.”

The girl looked back a me again, puzzled. She got up from the ground and looked a me again. She
looked hurt. She wandered away sadly. | felt sorry for her, but amoment later, she was presenting
herself to ateenage boy. The boy mounted her from the rear and took her quickly. She gasped and
laughed, so did he.

"From an anthropologica point of view-" | began. My voice cracked suddenly. My throat was dry. |
cleared my throat and tried again. "Excuse me-1 was going to say that what were seeing is somewhat
atypicd behavior."

"Atthevery least," said Fetcher, tongue firmly in cheek.

"I mean+if you study ape and monkey colonies. Promiscuity isn't very often seen, isit?"

"Not like this. But maybe thisisn't atypica for a human-gpe colony. We don't know. We don't have
enough data on human herds yet. My own theory-" She stopped hersdif.

"No, goon," | said.

"Well..." shesaid dowly. "l was going to say, my own theory isthat what we're seeing hereisa...
digtillation, or areflection, of our own culture, but returned to the gpe level "

"Istha why they'redl so horny?'



She nodded. "It could be. Our culture tends to be oversexed. These ... apes ... have learned the lesson
wdl." Andthen shesad, "l dso think... that they're fill acting out the traumas of culturization-the
adaptations that the human animal has had to make for sentience. Even though they seem to have given
up sentience, they're ill acting the roles, the learned behaviors.™

"I'm not sure | understand that.”

"All right. Try it thisway. Consciousness has gods of its own. Consciousness pervertsinginctive
behavior to accomplish those gods. On the specieslevel, we're al mad-because we've suppressed our
natura tribal behaviorsto try to be sentient. Most of us are so busy pretending to be sentient that we're
deliberately tuning out our own bodies, our own fedings. Were detached from ourselves. Most so-called
civilized human beings act asif they'reliving by remote control. They operate like machines.

"| think what's happening hereisakind of a... reaction. The plagues so damaged the world-view of
these people that they gave up consciousness. Sentience didn't work any more-so they abandoned it.
What were seeing hereisthe remaining tribal behavior. The expresson of it isno longer covert. It'sdl
out in the open now. These ... people have become beings of pure sensory experience. They're ways
operating in the present, in the here and now. They have no past or future, no timebinding. They'rejust
here, feding. When they fed sad, they fed sad-until they're through fegling sad; then they stop and fedl
something dse”

She stopped hersdlf abruptly, and looked a me. "In away, they're lucky. When we're sad, we carry it
around with usforever. Most of usare still dragging around the dead bodies of our past.” She looked sad
for just the briefest instant, then buried it again under afacade of business-as-usudl.

"Comeon, thisway-"

"Huh?'

She pointed.

Three huge trucks were grumbling dowly into the plaza. The herd began shifting toward them. | thought
of cattle heading toward a pasture. The trucks came to a halt., The backs of the trucks opened, and out
of each fell adozen huge baes of... something yelow.

| glanced a Fetcher again.

"Lunch,” she explained. "Y ou want some?"

"Huh?'

"Comeon." Shetook my hand and led me through the crowd. It wasn't difficult to push our way through
the bodies. | noticed they had a strong rank smell to them and mentioned it casualy.

"Herd odor," said Fletcher. "1 think that's one of the ways they keep together. After awhile, you get so
you can find the herd by its scent one.”

We pushed up near one of the bales. It looked like it was made up of big pieces of yellow farfdl. It
smelled yeasty and buttery. "It'simpregnated with vitamins and antibiotics and God knowswhat else,”
Fletcher said.

Aswe watched, the herd members gathered around the bale and began to pull chunks away fromit like
pieces of bread. They carried their food away with them, not eating until they found aquiet place. Then
they sat and chewed quietly. Their expressions remained blank. The entire process was orderly and
remarkably quiet.

Some of them sat with their mates or their companions and fed each other with their fingers. | saw a
mother feeding her child-at least, | assumed it was her own child; but it might not have been. Two
teenage girls shared their medl, giggling. An old man sguatted aone and chewed thoughtfully.

A big bearlike man was carrying apiece of the loaf big enough to feed at least a dozen people. Another
man came up to him and ripped part of it away. The bearlike man did not protest; in fact, he anchored
himsdf to help rip the piece in half.

There was no hodtility or greed or impatience anywhere in the herd. They moved like cettle. They
chewed like cattle.

"Isthat stuff drugged at al?' | asked.

She shook her head. "Not any more. Wetried it once. It only made them crazy. Crazier. They don't need

drugs"



One of the cowboys on the back of the truck waved to usthen. "Hey, Fletch!" he called. "Areyou here
agan?'

Fletcher grinned and waved back. "Howyadoin', Jake?"

"I'mfine," he said. "But you better watch yoursdlf, or your titsll be hanging out in the sun with the rest of
Fletch grinned and waved back. "Not till the food gets alittle better. I'm not ready to give up my steaks
ye."

The cowboy pulled abig chunk off abae. "Wdll, here-try it. We've changed the recipe again. Maybe
you'l likethisenough to join us." He tossed the breadlike mass acrossto us.

| stepped forward and plucked the stuff out of the air. | turned and offered it to Fletcher. She pulled a
gmaller piece off the mass and tasted it. "Not bad,” she called, "-but it'still not sirloin.” She held out the
rest of the piece for meto eat; she practicaly pushed it into my mouth. It was soft, warm, fresh and
buttery. And it required just enough chewing to be... pleasant. | took another bite.

"Be careful, Jm." Fletcher took the rest of the loaf away. "That's one of the ways people get started.”
She handed it to a sad-looking boy who'd been hanging back from the main mass of the feeders. He
brightened immediately and scampered off to a deserted place to begin eating. "That's Weepy Willie,"
shesaid. "He prefersto beg. God knows what he was like when he was human.”

She shook her head sadly. "There are alot of waysto get sucked in. Mostly, you just get tired of
day-to-day living. Just being responsible for yourself can be exhausting sometimes.” She stopped and
looked a me. "Thiswholething is dangerous. It sucks energy. Even studying it is dangerous. Any
attention at al we givetoit just feedsit. It'sakind of socid cancer. It growsand it eats. It turns healthy
celsinto sick ones-and then the sick cells have to be tended, so more hedlthy cells have to be exposed.
It'saneverending process."

"I've seen thereports,” | said.

"There's something el se though. Something that hasn't been in the reports-because we don't know what
to make of it. That'swhat | want you to see." Fletcher brushed her dark hair back from her eyes. She
looked grim.

| asked, "All right, so when do | seethiswhatever it is?'

"Not too much longer. But come on, | want you away from the center. It can get alittle... overwhelming.”
Sheled me back toward our jeep. "Y ou're aready alittle glassy-eyed.”

"Huh?'

"| said- Never mind. Stop here. Tdl meajoke.”

"Huh?'

"Tell meajoke-" she repeated.

"Um, why did the Chtorran cross the road?"

"Because it was shorter than going around. Tell me one |l haven't heard.”

"Why-7

"I'mtrying to find out if you're &till home. Humor isagood test-it requiresintellectua ability. Tell me
another.”

"Right. Uh, what does a Chtorran do when he wakes up in the morning?”’

She shrugged, "What?"

"Saysgrace."

She chuckled once and nodded. "Y oure okay." She turned me to face the milling herd.

"All right. Now what?'

"Wewait."

We didn't have to wait long. Lunch was over. Now, the herdmembers were beginning to play among
themsdaves. Some of the younger members were playing aloose form of tag. They reminded me of
puppies. Run and chase, tumble and wrestle. But they played in silence, only occasiondly yipping or
barking. There were no words.

The herd was beginning to be more active now. There was more pairing occurring-some of it was sexud,
some of it was not. | noticed that the coupling was remarkably casud. Therewaslittle regard for age or



sex. A middle-aged female was playing with a teenage male. A mae who looked about twenty-five was
holding hands with agirl about thirteen. There were severa homosexuad pairstoo, both mae and femae.
But there were other gatherings that |ooked to be specifically nonsexud. A cluster of youngish children
were milling together and babbling at each other, "Ba-ba-ba-ba-ba-ba. . . ." Other groups were
beginning to form now, clusters of three or five or even more. Severd of the bull maeswere circling the
edges of the plaza, herding the straggling membersinward.

"Itsdarting, isntit?' | said.

"Uhhuh."

| watched, fascinated, as the herd began to solidify asamass. The couples who had been initiating sex
play were breaking off now to join the clustering masses. | found it hard to see the herdmembers as
people any more. They were ... pink gpes. Animals.

| shuddered. | was getting the eeriest feding. | touched Fletcher'sarm. "Thisis... weird,” | said. "I fed
likean dien here. | fed like they're the human race and I'm the outsider.”

Fletcher nodded. "I know the fedling.”

| didn't let go of her arm. | needed to be touching her. The herd was clustering thicker now. They were
becoming amilling compact mass

"Ligen"

The sound wasformless at first. They were murmuring among themsalves. Individud voicesfloated
above therest. But the murmuring was starting to blend now and al the myriad voices were disappearing
into an dl-pervasive atonal chorus. There was no pattern to it, no sense of harmony or rhythm. Nor even
key. It wasjust agrand and powerful, al-consuming sound. And it was growing.

It was afascinating sound-full of hints and meaning. An annoying sound. Reasonless and empty. Steedy
initsintengty, but uneven in its components. The voices whispered-like the voicesin my dreams:-if only |
could hear whét they were saying

| said, "It sounds and fedls like the rumble of the machinery that runs underneath the world. It sounds...
like.."

"Jim, you should hear your voice," Hetcher said.

"Huh?'

"Therésatremblein it-just like that note out there. Y ou're being affected.” She caught hersalf "And so
am1." | could hear the excitement rising in her voice too.

"But thisis-incredible!" | said, turning to her.

"Areyoudl right?'

| nodded. "I'm fine-it'sjust... | can fed that note resonating throughout my whole body." | was il
holding her arm. "I can fed mysdlf rumbling withit. | want to echo it. Do you fed it? It fedslike... were
included, like... we're apart of the herd too. . . . "

"Weare apart of the herd,” she said. "We're the part of the human herd that observesitsdf. We'rethe
parts of the tribe that broke free so we could look back from the outside.”

"But we can't Stay out hereforever, can we?' But shedidn't hear me. | let go of her arm.

"That phenomenon-" she was pointing excitedly, "-just might be the place where we experience home.

Y ou know, the home that we're dwayslonging to return to, but we can never find? That just might beit.”
She grabbed my hand and forced meto look at her eyes. "Whatever “space of consciousness is being
created over there-it includes ustoo! Just watching isbeing part of the herd! And to the extent that we
can recognize oursalvesin that mass, we're tuned into it. Do you see now why it's so dangerous?'

"Mm hm. Dangerous...." | wondered why she was shouting. Why was she so intense? She didn't have to
be. It was nice out here. The herd seemed pleasant enough.

"It's our sentience-our awareness of self-that alows usto stay separate. That chorusisaacaling, Jm.
It's a communication without symbols. To ligen to it, you have to abandon concept and listen instead
for... experience. It'stoo powerful! It upsets, it annoys, it fascinates, it enchants. It can't help but have an
effect on us, the way it washes over us. We just-can't allow oursalvesto ... to. . . " She began to trail off.
"...letoursdves...Jm.. 7"

| was glad that she had stopped talking. Her words didn't make any sense any more anyway. They were



just noises strung together. She was keeping me from concentrating on the sound of the rest of the herd.
It was an incredible noise they were making. All of them together were making pattering noises. I'd heard
this noise somewhere before-as if from atime before | was born. All the voicesin the world, talking
about something in words that weren't words because words hadn't been invented yet.

My mouth was moving with them. | made mumbling noises of my own, trying to ... understand. Trying to
beapart ...

What was happening here?

Happening. It was happening. Herding. Cdling. All the voices singing. Laughing. Boys and boys together.
Girlsand girls. Boysand boys and girlsand girlsand dl of us. Caling. Someone was holding my hand, |
couldn't move forward. Cdling. The caling was getting louder. What?

Someone was pulling me backward. My feet moved. Moved. Kept moving.

| ssumbled. Someone grabbed me, held me up. Someone was saying something. | knew that sound. All
purple."Shim! Shim!" Hewascaling me

-face hurt suddenly. Ringing. A dap. Not shim. Jm.

Me. "Who?'

"Jm

"Who ... 7" | couldn' finish the thought.

"Stay with me," thevoicesad. "Jm!"

"Um.... | haveto know who ... 7'

"Who what?"

"There was someone-| was ... someone was caling me-"

"l was. I've been saying your name to you over and over,"

"No, it wasn't you. It was someone else. Someone from another-" | rubbed my head. Hard. | didn't have
aword for the other place. | just knew it wasn't here. "I dmodt... hadit..."

"Jm!"

"If | could judt.. ."

"Jm, day with me. Jm, look at me."

| looked at Fletcher. Her face wasred and intense. | said, "l was-fading ... wasn't 1?"

"Y ou were gone."

"I-I'm sorry.” | blinked. | looked around. "Where are we?'

"Market Street.”

"Market... Street... 7'

She nodded.

"Oh, my God. . . ." | buried my facein my hands. | was overcome. "'l had no ideait wasthat powerful.
Jeez-" | glanced back. "Arethey ill going?!

"They'rejust bresking up.”

"Oh." There was disgppointment in my voice. | could hear it myself.

"Jm, say here. Stay withme."

"l am.| am."

"What was it-? Describeit." She wasforcing meto look at her. Look into her eyes. "Can you describe
it?'

"We ... don't havethewordsforit,..." I sad. "Um... no, that's not right. We do have the wordsfor it.
| pointed in the direction of the herd. "They have the words. Thewords are...they. .."

"Stay withme, Jm!*

"What they're doing... it's" | grabbed her hand. "No, don't dap me again. Let mefinishthis. Thereare...
words beyond words. | know that doesn't make sense, but it doesif you've let yoursdf hear them.” | let
the thoughts come bubbling up now. They floated clearly in the midst of my... fog? No, it wasn't fog.

| swallowed and said, "Y ou'reright. They are communicating, but they're not communicating in concept.”
| stopped to catch my breath, but | had to get the words out quickly, before they lost their meaning,
before | lost the sense-"Over here, we talk in words. Words are concepts. Symbols. We communicate
symbols. We exchange agreed-upon symbols. They don't do that. They talk in sounds. No-they talk in ...



music. They make music and tune themselves to the music. They-I'm getting it. It doesn't make senseto
me, but thisiswhat | fet. They communicate in experience. They're communicating by cregting
experiences together and ... somehow... tuning themselves to each other ... somehow becoming the cells
of a... larger organism, theherd ... and. . ."

Oh, God. | could seeit clearly now.

"They don't have identity any more,” | said. "That'swhat they've given up. They've given up the ahility to
remember. They have no memory-and without memory, they can't have identity. The only identity they
can haveisthe herd. They stay together for food and for sex, but mostly for identity. Oh, my God, thisis
awhole new kind of humanity werelooking &, isnt it!"

Theredization wasterrifying.

| wastrembling. A chill swept up my spineand | shuddered. "Isthereaplaceto St down?' | asked. |
wiped my forehead. | glanced around, confused. | felt dizzy.

Hetcher led me to astone bench that had somehow managed to survive the firestorm and sat me down
onit. She parked hersalf beside me.

"Why didn't you warn me-?" | asked; my voice croaked.

"l didn't know," she gpologized. "It affects everybody differently.” Her eyeswere wet.

| looked away, | looked at the ground. The concrete had bubbled and blistered here. | swallowed hard,
and admitted, "I'm feding... very confused right now. And very upset. | fed likel've..." | madea
frustrated face. "'l fed ... ripped off. Ripped open. Ripped up. | fed likehdl. | fed like-I'velost
something important-" And then | let the tears come, | sobbed into my hands, and | didn't have any idea
at at dl what thetearswere al about. | just couldn't stop crying.



? NINE

"FEELING BETTER?"' Fetcher asked. She offered me a handkerchief

| wiped my eyes and looked up at her. "How do you do it?" | asked. "How do you resist the ... pull?!
She shrugged. "I don't know that | do resist it. | think my way of participating isto watch. Totry to
understand. Because that'swhat | do everywherein my life. | watch. | hold back and watch. Maybe
that'swhy | ... can move through them theway | can.”

| handed back the handkerchief. | till felt empty. Drained. | felt aslimp as awet sweat sock. She offered
me her hand and | pulled-tried to pull myself to my feet. She grabbed my elbow and lifted me off the
bench. "Comeon," shesad. "Just walk."

| looked at her as she guided me. The set of her mouth was firm. "Thank you,” | said. We started back
toward the jeep. The herd had lost is cohesiveness. The gathering was over and the members were
scattering across the plaza. There were couples copulating on the dry grass of the lawn.

| asked Fetcher, "Isit dwayslike this?'

She shrugged. "It varies. Sometimes they're positively frenzied. The intensity can build to such apesk
we've even logt afew to heart attacks. Sometimesit'slanguid. Thisisabout... average, | guess.”

"Does this happen every day?'

Shefrowned. "About three or four times aweek now. When it started, it was just once or twice amonth.
Then it began happening more and more often. Now... it'samost every other day. | expect withina
month, it'll be every day. | think-and thisisjust aguess-but | think that it's some kind of ... enrollment
phenomenon. Since it started, the herd has been growing much faster than we expected. Something
about the phenomenon pulls peopleinto it-as you experienced.”

| nodded.

She added, "And | think it also supports the membersin staying in the herd. Last year, we had dropouts.
We had people actualy coming back. They were confused, and they needed alot of support therapy,
but they were conscious again. This year-we haven't had any dropouts. Not since this started.”

"Tell me about the dropouts,” | said. "How does that happen?"

"Um-usudly some kind of shock. We had ayoung man break hisleg. The pain was so bad that he
darted screaming. And suddenly in the middle of the screaming, he was calling for adoctor. His surviva
was at stake-he had to do something. None of the herd behavior modes were appropriate, he dredged
up something from hismemories. Unfortunately, for him, everything attached to that memory camewith it.
He had to start communicating with usto tell uswhereit hurt, and so on. So ... he had to be selfaware
agan."

"So, that's how you can break the herd,” | said. "Break al their legs.

Fletcher laughed. "I don't think it's that easy, James. | wish it were. Y ou can shock some of them back to
sdlf-awareness, but most of them you can't. They're aware, but they're not self-aware, and they don't
want to be self-aware ever again.”

"Mm," | said. There was something about that thought that deserved a second look. My mind was
dready holding it up to thelight, turning it over and over, looking for theimplicationsin it and the
extrapolations that could be shaken out of it.

| stopped and looked at the herd speculatively. There was something €l se here-something still beyond my
ability to comprehend, let done communicate. | frowned....

Fletcher followed my gaze. She asked quietly, "Are you thinking about your father? Do you till think he's
dive?Inthe herd?'

Her question brought me back to Earth. | looked at the thought for along moment. And then | shook my
head. "No. | can't imagine my father giving up his power of reason-not for this. It's-easer toimagine him
dead.” | turned to her. | felt remarkably complete. "I can believe it now. Thank you."

Fletcher touched my cheek. "I know it was ashock, Jim. It's good that you're-" She saw something past
my shoulder and her face hardened abruptly.

| turned to see atall, broad-shouldered man approaching us. He was naked, and he had achest like a



wall. Hewas muscled like abull. His skin was sun-darkened and the swest glistened on hisbody. He
wasaddlion. A bull. His eyeswere bright-he had avery direct look on hisface. He dso had agartling
erection, impossibleto ignore.

"lsn't that your missing scientist-?" | started to ask, but Fletcher pushed me aside quickly.

She stepped forward, baring her teeth at the bull, and growled deep in her throat.

He hesitated. She growled again. The bull began to lose his bullishness.

Fletcher began to punctuate her growlswith angry grunts. The bull backed away before her anger. She
bared her teeth and shouted, "Na-na-na-nal" The bull turned and retreated hastily.

| looked at her. | started to say, "That's very effective-" but her expression was ashen. "What's the
meatter?'

"Nothing," she sad.

"Bullshit,” | said. "Yourealousy liar."

Shetried to wave me away-but | grabbed her arm. "Hey- you're not fooling anybody."

She yanked her arm free and turned away from me. She put her hands to her eyes and her shoulders
shook for amoment. She fumbled for her handkerchief. She turned back to me, wiping at her eyes. "We
used to belovers," she admitted. "I uh-till have trouble seeing him like this. Especialy... when he does
that. I'm sorry."

| didn't know what to say, so | didn't say anything. | took her hand and led her back to the jeep. We
climbed in, but she didn't start the engine. "That'swhy you're so interested in the herd, aren't you?”

She nodded. "I want to make surethat he'sal right. I-owe him that."

"And ... 7" | prompted.

Shelet her breath out. "And ... | keep hoping that I'll figureit out. The herd. And that... | can have him
back again." She rubbed her nose. Her eyes were very red.

"He meansalot to you, doesn't he?'

She nodded. "Hewas-is-very specid. Anincredibly gentle man." She looked out acrossthe milling
bodies. "Sometimes.. ." she said. She didn't finish the sentence.

| followed her glance.

"It'svery tempting,” she admitted. "They're at peace. And they havejoy." She added, "Perhaps, they're
the only ones on the planet who do."

"l wonder. .." | said. "How long will they last when there's no one | eft to take care of them?" | looked at
her. "Their joy isavery dangerous luxury. | don't think we can afford joy any more. At least, not like
thet."

She didn't answer. She was looking off across the herd. The bull had found a mate for the afternoon. A
teenage boy who looked up a him with adoring eyes. Evidently the bull wasn't too picky. | glanced at
Fletcher. Her eyeswere hard, so | didn't say anything. She started the jeep and we headed back toward
Oakland.

Shedidn't say anything until we were hafway acrossthe bridge. "Do me afavor?' she asked.

"Sure”

"Dont say anything about thisto anyone.”

"l wasn't even here.”

"Thanks" She smiled gratefully.

| said, "Besides, I'd just as soon not have Duke know that | was-affected.”

She switched the jegp onto autopilot and pushed the whed away from her. "Hell never hear it from me."
"Thanks" | said.

She reached over and patted my hand. We'd traded secrets. Everything was okay now.

Fletcher dropped me back at the barracks with awave and a promise to put me on the permanent pass
list for the lab section. | watched her drive off thoughtfully. How many times aweek did she crossthe
bridge into San Francisco?

Wl ... maybe it wasn't really my business.

Dukewasn't in, but he'd left amessage: go to bed early, we scramble at Six.

Therewas anew briefing book on my bed. | read it over dinner. A spotting misson? For thiswe were



pulled out of Colorado?

It didn't make sense.

| went to bed Htill fedling troubled.

My night was restless and full of voices. But they didn't tell me anything ether.



? TEN

MORNING CAME too soon.

| put the body on automeatic and got out of itsway. | caught up with it again in the jeep; the noise woke
me up. Wewereralling across the cracked and oily tarmac of Oakland International Airport. Therewas
afully armed Banshee-6 waiting for us at the far end of the runway. Its engines were dready screaming.
Duke ran the jeep right up to the foot of the ramp. Holding my ears, | followed him tip the stepsat arun.
We climbed into the jet-chopper and the door dammed itself shut behind us. The pilot didn't even wait till
we were seated; she reached up over her head, released a double-handled lever, and we wererolling. |
tossed my bag at the back and scrambled for the seat opposite Duke. The lady punched us up into the
ar sofagt | didn't even havetime o finish fastening my safety harness.

She was speaking to her microphone: . . . Heading three five two. Enterprise, you can launch your birds
now. WEell pick ‘em up over San Pablo Bay."

| knew that voice. Lizard Tirdli! | should have recognized her by that takeoff. | leaned acrossto Duke.
"Remember when Ted and | |eft Alpha Bravo?' He nodded. | jerked athumb forward. "That's the same
pilot."

She put the ship on autopilot, then swiveled her seat around to face us. Shewas as pretty as|
remembered. | wished she weren't wearing that helmet. | liked looking at redheads. "1'm Colond Tirdli,"
shesaid. "Y ou're Captain Anderson?' Duke nodded. "And Lieutenant McCarthy, of course.”

| nodded. ""Congratul ations on your promotion, Colond."

Sheignored it. She looked to Duke. "I know you're probably surprised at the suddenness of your
transfers. | specificaly asked for the two of you to be reassigned to me."

"Eh?" That was Duke.

Colond Tirdli explained, "I like your statistics. Y ou're effective. The Rocky Mountain Digtrictis
controllable today because of the way you martided your resources last year."

"That job isn't even begun,” said Duke. | could hear the stiffnessin hisvoice. | didn't know if the Lizard
could.

"I know what shape that territory'sin. | read your reports. But somebody elseis going to haveto takeit
over. You're needed here.”

Duke looked unhappy, but he didn't say what he was thinking. He didn't have to. Apparently, the Lizard
could read minds aswell as she could fly. She said quietly "I know, Captain-but thisisone of Uncle Iras
jobs.™

"Oh," said Duke. The subject was closed.

I'd met Colond IraWallachstein-the day before he died. I'd brought down the worm that killed him. |
hadn't exactly liked "Uncle Ira," but he'd been the Godfather of the Specia Forces, so | respected his
memory.

The Lizard let hersdf drop into afriendlier tone. ™Y ou'll be acting as spottersfor thismisson. You've
been briefed?"

Duke sad, "We got the mission book last night.”

"Did you read it?'

Both Duke and | nodded.

"Good. I'm sorry you didn't have more time with it. Be glad you got it a al. Communications are
lousy-and they're going to Stay that way until we secure the rest of our ground stations. God knows when
welll do that." She looked strained and frustrated, but not defeated. She continued without hesitation:
"Okay, we've got what looks like amgjor infestation in the lumber regions of Northern Cdifornia. Were
going to take them out-but we've got some anomdies. Second- and third-stage nesting-"

"Third stage?’ Duke said.

Lizard looked annoyed at the interruption, but she nodded grimly.

Duke and | exchanged a glance. It was that bad? We'd seen skyball pictures of second-stage nests:
hexagona dome clusters, six around one. Any child with acompass could draw the floor plan. But third



stage? | couldn't imagine

Lizard said, "You'll know when you seeit. Captain, you take the left bubble; McCarthy, you take the
right. Y ou see anything red, fire abeacon. The cleanup crew will be thirty seconds behind us. They'll be
dropping the appropriate detergents. Also short-life radioactive particles, taconite dust, poison vectors,
selective Xagents, and degradable biocides. We are not using fire. We will use targeted explosives on
medium- to large-scale dome clusters. These will be delivered by the second wave of ships, following
sixty seconds after the first. Any questions?’

Duke sad, "How far north?'

"An hour and ahaf "

Duke looked surprised. "That close?"

"It'sworse than that. We aso have renegade activity in the area.”

"Near aheavy infestation?' Duke raised an eyebrow.

Lizard nodded. "It happens.”

Duke scratched hishead. "If you say so, but | find it awfully hard to believe.”

"Most peopledo,” said Lizard. "It Sarted last year. We started finding Tribesin Oregon. Tribeswith a
capital T. Therere pockets of survivorsal over. We should have expected that some of them would
bounce back at an odd angle. People do whatever they think they have to do to survive. But acouple of
these groups were setting up their own governments.

"Thisonein particular,” Lizard said, "had nearly three hundred members. They declared themsalvesan
independent entity. They said the United States was now an “invalid agreement."* Therewas scorn in her
voice. "That'swhat they cal agovernment, “an agreement of intention.' They said the intention of the
United States was no longer valid, so it was their purpose to creste the agreement for anew one."

"Did they say what the intention was?' Duke asked.

"It became obvious after awhile," Lizard replied.

"It sounds like they were succeeding at something,” | said. "At least to the degree that three hundred of
them agreed with it. That'salot of agreement.” | wasinterested in spite of myself.

Lizard shrugged. "Y eah-wdll, that crap aways sounds good to the smple-minded; but | don't buy that
jargon. My uniform is till United States green-that's who signs my paycheck. | haven't seen any better
offers”

"So you had trouble, right?’

"Both times." Lizard scowled. She rubbed her nose distastefully. "We asked them to move out of the
area. For their own protection. They refused. Wetold them they didn't have any choice. They said that
they refused to recognize the authority of the United States. Listen-" Lizard interrupted hersdf. "I don't
care what people want to believe in. My parents were Shamists-Spiritual Harmony Among Mankind-so
I've got “space' to accept just about anything. If people want to paint themselves blue and mate with
dwarves and elephants, it'sal the sameto me. And | tell you truly, you wouldn't believe some of the
things these Tribes were up to. The problem was they had 'liberated'-read “hel ped themselves-to the
United States property. "In the name of the peopl€e' they said. Naturdly, they were “the peopl€ they were
referring to.”

"What kind of property?'

"Military, of course. It was not a pretty operation. Somehow they'd gotten ahold of some very
sophisticated ordnance. We had to call inamgjor air strike to take them out. | took in thefirst cleanup
crews.”

Duke looked gtartled. "There was no dternative?'

"They had ground-to-air misslest And tanks! And they were moving toward anuclear silo!”

Right. No further explanation was necessary.

"I'd heard the Tribes were gaining strength,” | said, "1 hadn't realized how bad it was getting. It must have
been adifficult Stuation.”

"Y ou should have been there,” said Lizard. "They'd taught their children how to use machine guns. Have
you ever seen the effect on asoldier when he redizes that his enemy isatwelve-year-old girl? It's
devadating.”



Duke looked gtartled by that. He looked like he wanted to change the subject. He asked quickly, "Uh,
why do they base themsdlves near Chtorran infestations-?"

Lizard said, "Wethink it's possible they're using the wormsfor cover. "

"Y ou mean they've found away to coexist?' | couldn't help mysdf, | had to ask.

Duke snorted a me. "There's only one way to coexist with aworm: from theinsde.”

Lizard sad, "It'svery smple. The infested areas are no-man'sland, effectively beyond the jurisdiction of
the United States government-at least for now, and probably for along time to come. The Tribes know
that if they comein out of the cold, the minute they step across the barriers and enter a Safe City they're
accepting not only the protection, but the authority, of the United States government aswell. And that
means giving up their “independence,™ shefinished.

"But how do they defend themselves from the worms?* | asked.

"That's one of thethingswed liketo find out,” she said.

"Didn't you interrogate the survivors?' Duke looked puzzled.

"Therewerent any.” She said it like adoor damming.

Duke looked at her with new respect. She met his gaze coldly. It was obvious she didn't like talking
about the subject; it made her hard. Duke dropped his eyes and studied the floor thoughtfully. He knew
what she was going through. Hed been through it himsdlf. But | knew he didn't know how to say it.
Colond Tirdli spokefirst. She said, "We don't think it'sthe Tribes. Wethink it'sthe worms. There's
something going on, some kind of shift in behavior. Were beginning to see alower proportion of attacks
on human beings. Some adaptation may be taking place.

"One of the theoriesisthat now that alot more of the Chtorran plant life has established itself, the worms
might prefer to feed on their own ecology rather than ours-so humans might not be number one on the
menu any more. But so far that's just speculation. | wouldn't want to test it persondly-"

The radio beeped suddenly and she swiveled forward to answer it. "Thisis Tirdlli."

"Banshee-6, we have you on visud. Well fal in behind like good little children.”

Lizard looked off to her left. "I see you." Then she frowned. "How many of you ducklings got into the
ar?' sheasked.

"Thewholewing, Colond.”

"How comel seeonly Sx?'

"The second wave is going up now. Well pick them up north of SantaRosa."

"Whose good ideawas that?"

"Cap'n Caswell's, Colond.”

"I got it. All right, you boys ready to go to work?"

"We'redl bright and shiny, Colonel Maam, ready to spread death and destruction from hereto
Klamah."

"Just the target areatoday, please.”

"Roger. Out. "

| crossed to Duke's side and leaned down to look out the spotter bubble just behind his seat. | could see
sx dark gunshipsjust dropping into line behind us. "Hey! Those are Scorpiond ™

"Aye-yep," said the Lizard. "They sureare.” She siwung around to face usagain. "'Y ou have aquestion
about that?"

"Yes, | do." | looked to Duke, then back to Lizard. "I thought we had to give them up. It was part of the
Moscow Tresties. We had to sink our gunships.”

"Wedid. Every lagt one of them.”

"But, how-?" | looked out the bubble again. Those were definitely Scorpions.

Lizard looked very pleased with hersdf. "Oh, we sank 'em dl right. But first we sedled themin acrylic. It
kept them nice and dry until we needed them. We started pulling them up last year." She glanced out her
sdewindow. "They surelook good, don't they?' She was grinning.

| couldn't deny it. They were big, they were black, and they were mean. With their red spotlights on, they
would beterrifying. "All right," said Lizard. "L et me give you the background. Thisis degp background.
Uncredited. But one hundred percent reliable. Denver is getting too vulnerable. The military islooking at



moving thefedera government again.”

"Towhere-?" | blurted. "Almost everwhereisvulnerable now.” "Hawaii isn't," Lizard said. "So far, there's
been no sign of infestation on any of theidands, and we expect it.to Say that way. To guarantee it, there
won't even be any research labs alowed. Not even on the artificial idands or in the sea-domes.”

Duke shook hishead. "It'll never sll. It look like aretreat.”

Lizard nodded. "If it happens, it will be aretreat.”

"Hawai'stoo smdl," said Duke. "Who gets|eft behind?!

"Hawaii's only Phase One. Phase Two is Australiaand New Zedland. Neither of those land masses has
been infested elther. The negotiations are adready underway. They'll actualy be glad to have us-especialy
if we bring as much of our industrial capacity aswe can crate and ship.”

She reached down into the cooler next to her seat and pulled out a Coke. She tossed one to Duke and
oneto me, then took one for hersdf "But the immediate god right now istota centraization within
elghteen months. The President will be announcing that before the end of the month. We're setting up a
chain of Safe Cities, each one surrounded by a kilometer-wide defensive border. We think we can make
each city sdf-sustaining within ayear. Well be using alot of robot labor, of course. Each city can then
function as abase for military operationsin its surrounding digtrict. "

| said, "It soundslike you're abandoning the land.”

She shook her head. "No. We're saving the peoplefirst. We can't fight awar without afront line."

Duke said, "So what does dl this haveto do with Cdifornia?”

"Highway 101," Lizard replied. "It's the backbone of the west coast. We need to keep it clear. Seattle
and Oakland will both be Safe Cities. We're hoping San Francisco. Probably Portland too, but that
decisonisn't fina yet. The question iswhether it's defensible. We dso want to put somefortresses on the
route. We're opening up amajor campaign here. We need to keep our access to the sea. The Hawali
and Australia options both depend on it. Got it?!

Duke nodded. Sodid I.

"Good." The radio beeped then and Colond Tirdli swiveled back to her controls. We were over
Geysarville, and we'd picked up the second wing of choppers.

| dropped into the right side bubble and watched the ground stream past. We were flying low, not quite
treetop leve, but close enough to give me agood case of the queasies anyway. Lizard dropped us even
lower, and now we began following the rolling texture of the countryside, up one hill and down the next.
Cdiforniahad alandscape like arumpled blanket.

The hillsides should have been green with April foliage, but they weren't. The trees and shrubs passing
below uslooked ydlowish and sickly. There were patches of pink and red mottling the ground. "1 know,
it lookslikelichen," said Lizard, "but it's not. It's another form of the seadudge. Needlessto say, its
byproducts aren't friendly to locd life-forms. The redwoods are especidly vulnerable. The stuff grows
fastest in puddles. Those bright patches are the places that were dowest to dry after the February
sorms. Weve dtill got alot of rain due. If it's bad, thiswhole area could be red by the end of summer.
Denver isdready testing specific biocides, but it doesn't [ook good. "

"Thanks," | said. "Any more good news?"'

"Yeah," said Lizard. "It getsworse ahead. Stand by. We're about to hit Clear Lake." She thumbed her
radioto life. "All right, ducklings, thisis Banshee-6. Were going in. Watch for beacons.”

Suddenly we were over water. | could look straight down into it. The clear surface was as bright asthe
sky, adazzling silver mirror. | could see the dark shadow of the Banshee rippling below us. Not too far
behind were the shadows of the Scorpions. They were bigger and more ominous. They roared behind us
likeflying dragons. From the ground, they must have been terrifying.

We crossed the north shore of the lake and suddenly | was staring down at an animated nightmare. The
brightness of it hurt my eyes-they started watering. | blinked in confusion. | couldn't tell what | was
looking a. It was all aburning wash of color. I'd never seen anything so garish and bright. | fumbled my
goggles over my eyesand dided them down.

It didn't help.

All the colorswere red-all different shades of red, aka e doscope of crimson and vermilion blossoms,



scarlet trees and royal fireworks. The eye could not assimilate the information. The brain could not make
sense of it. All the possibleintengties of red were painted here-all splashed across a pink and amost
fleshy-looking landscape. There was umber, orange, ochre and magenta-the colors seemed to hover
without shape.

My vision blurred then and | saw the Earth asagigantic living creature. 1ts bright pink skin was broken
open, scored and lacerated. | looked down into deep and bloody eruptions. Here were open sores and
festering wounds. Streams of warm dark blood came bubbling to the surface, ran and puddled into
hollows.

| lifted my goggles, rubbed my eyes, and looked again. Beneath the chopper was adazzling vision of the
floor of Hell. Bright orange bushes legpt upward like flames. Tal sequoias, smothered in red, looked like
plumes of crimson smoke. Purple streamers hung from trees like shabby cobwebs. Below were large
black spidery growths-they crouched in shadowy places. Red creepers stretched across the ground; they
looked like grabbing claws.

The ground was pink.

It looked like it was tufted. It looked like it was made of cotton candy. The hillswere sugary dunes.
Welcome to wonderlandor insanity. The ground was patched with pallid stresks of blue-or erupting with
yelow globular clusters-the colors delinesated dien shapes. | couldn't tell what | waslooking at. The hills
were etched with purple threads-and white ones too; they |ooked embroidered; they were a crazy quilt
of blinding hues.

The treeswhat was | eft of them-were stark black spires, pointing accusingly up from the ground. They
looked asif they had been burned raw. | saw the ruins of buildings-a scattering of hollow shells,
crumbling benegth their coats of crimson ivy.

Wed crossed into awhole new world-aworld from which the color green had been entirely banished.
And everything esethat lived in that green world too.

| looked and | knew. | didn't have to worry about renegade Tribes any more. | didn't have to worry
about humanity at dl.

| was staring into time. Beyond the bubble was avision of the future of the Earth. How many years
away? It didn't matter. We were not a part of it. Not even bones. There would be no place for humanity.
Not here.

Theroar of the Banshee's engines shifted then-we were dowing. We'd reached the target area.



? ELEVEN

WE STARTED seeing dome clusters amost immediately. And many of them were second-stage nests.
The pattern was standard: one centrad dome, six more the same size placed hexagondly around it. Wed
seen that in the Rocky Mountain Didtrict too, but we till didn't have a sense yet how many Chtorransa
dome cluster would house. A single dome never held more than four; thiswas obvioudy an

expans on-but for how many? These were thefirst clusters I'd seen where construction looked compl ete.
Wetagged the first few, then gave it up. There weretoo many. "Save your markers" Lizard said.
"Therésalot moreto see”

"Jm!" said Duke, "Directly below us."

| leaned asfar forward in the bubble as | could. There were at least a dozen bright red worms streaming
across the ground below us, more than I'd ever seen in one place before-and they were huge! That one,
chasing the chopper's shadow, had to be at least as big as a Greyhound Land Cruiser.

| had ahorrifying redlization. Every time the scale of the infestation expanded, so did the size of the
worms. Was there no limit to their growth?

It gave me aqueasy fedling to redize how puny we really were in comparison. How big were they going
to get? And-how did they perceive us? The worms were turning to look up at us, often raising athird or
more of their length off the ground. They waved their ams agitatedly, but | couldn't hear if they were
screeching.

The scattered dome clusters were becoming frequent now. | had the sense of avillage or asmall town.
There were domes and corrals and funny-looking spires. | remembered the totem pole I'd seen in front of
the very first dome I'd ever burned. Were these the same thing? | wished | could have gone down to
look at them firsthand. | wondered what a Chtorran town might look like when it was complete. Most of
these structures were till in varying stages of congtruction. There were haf-finished domes
everywhere-and they were laid out in serpentine courses as often asthey were circular. Therewas ahint
of pattern in the layout-but it wasn't clear yet. | needed to see more.

But aswe flew on, the sense of pattern became less, not more, obvious. Asthe dengity of clusters
increased, so did the number of domesin each cluster-but the careful geometric spacing of the domes
seemed to be disintegrating asif under pressure. It was asif someingtinctua blueprint had broken down.
There were extradomes jammed tightly around every core now, sometimes as many as nine or ten. They
were sguashed so tightly together, theindividua domes were built misshapen, asif pushed out of round
by the pressure. | could fed the wrongness.

Behind us, | could hear thefirgt of the explosions. The Scorpions were going to work. They were
dropping smart bombs to take out the large clusters. | could see the worms moving frantically benesth us.
Was that a Chtorran panic? They streamed out of the domes. From the air, they looked like fuzzy pink
caterpillars humping and flowing madly after us. | imagined | could hear their warbling cries over the noise
of thejets.

“Chtorrrr! Chtorrrrrr!"

The ship rocked as the blast waves passed us. Lizard hollered something and we bounced up higher. |
looked back and saw an ugly yellow cloud spreading across the horizon behind us. A wave of
twenty-four Scorpions was spreading a swath of death in our wake. The ideawasto sterilize the ground,
make it uninhabitable to worms-or anyone e se, for that matter.

The truth was, we had no idea how effective any of our measures redly were. The Chtorran ecology
recovered too fast. Once the short-life radioactives expired and the biodegradables broke down, the
Chtorran plants and insect-things were back in force in amatter of weeks. They established themselves
faster than any Earth species could. Thisareawould have to be sprayed regularly-until we could find
something more permanent. Denver was talking longer short-lives.

Lizard was hollering something at me. "McCarthy! Coming up at two o'clock. What's that?"

It was on my sde of the ship-the largest dome cluster yet! A cluster of clusters-the pattern was expanded
again! Theorigina hexagon of domeswas the core of alarger whed of hexagons-a Chtorran mandaa A



third-stage nest! The sense of pattern was very clear here-there wasn't the same pressured fegling aswe
had seen dsawhere. It was asif thishuge whed of domes were some kind of modd Chtorran village-and
the other villages were pushing their growth in an effort to catch up and doing it wrong! The pressure was
expressed as cancerous-looking domes.

Aswe came over themandala, | could seethat it was ill growing. The centra cluster of domeswas
being expanded into one huge dome-and other clusters were being laid out neatly around the perimeter.
The mandalawas adding yet another circle.

| hollered back to Lizard, "Bingo! We just found the Chtorran City Hall!" | fired amarker into it, and
then another just to be certain. | leaned out into the bubble to watch behind. | wanted to see it explode. |
could see the worms streaming out of it asit went up in flames.

The ground was erupting Chtorrans now-it looked like it was bleeding. There were too many of them. All
szes. Larger than I'd ever seen. Smaller than I'd ever seen. And dl colorstoo, from bright purple to
flaming orange. | saw everything from baby pink Chtorransto huge scarlet worms. It wasariot of red! |
couldn't seethem asindividual crestures any more. They were merely crimson stresks on a flesh-toned
nightmare landscape. They flowed like oil. They looked like particles of fire. There were so many of them
al flowing together that | could see the pattern of their panic asavermilion river stresking horribly
beneath us. It wasinsanity! Unreal

The whole camp was on the move-they were afurious stampede. New worms kept joining dl the time,
Inther blind fear, the larger ones tumbled the smaller ones aside, or flowed over them, leaving them
writhing and injured in the dirt; the injured creatures disappeared benesath the maddened onrushing bodies
of their fellows. | could hear them screaming. All of them. The sound was a high-pitched screech like
meta being sheared. | could hear it even over the whuffling of the chopper's blades and the noise of its
jets.

Now, aswe came over them-and as the sound of the Scorpions behind us grew louder-the crimson river
swirled in confusion, asif it were caught in the churning turbulence of the chopper blades. The shrieking
worms turned thisway and that in abedlam of terrified disorder-until they were enveloped by the
sulfurous yelow clouds from the Scorpions. The great black beasts came roaring on behind uslike the
avenging angels of deeth.

Suddenly the ground below was rockier. The clusters of huts vanished like a dream-as aboruptly asif the
worms themsealves had drawn a border. No more of those crimson horrors poured out of the ground. No
more paced the chopper's shadow. Thelast of them fell behind us and disappeared benegath the
Scorpions wrath.

A few milesfarther and the festering red landscape vanished too. The hills gave way to green and brown
again. There were pine trees here-and redwoods and sequoias.

For amoment, there was slence in the plane. Only the steady chuff and screech of chopper blades and
the muted whine of jetsfilled the cabin, and that wasn't a sound any more; it was merely a presence,
constant and unpleasant.

Lizard made a sound then-something like agrowl, something like ashriek. It started low and quickly
rose. It was arelease of tenson, acontrolled scream like the whistle of a steam engine. Her face was
tight

And then she stopped and took a breath. And took us higher.



? TWELVE

| TURNED around and looked at Duke. He looked away. He wouldn't meet my eyes. Goddammit. He
did this every time we came up againgt the wall-every time we were reminded just how badly we were
losing. Hewouldn't share the pain, he kept it bottled up instead. He scared me when he got like this.
"Goddamnworms." He said it bitterly.

| knew he'd have to go off somewhereto be by himself for awhile-and then held be okay again. Until the
next time. But until he had that chance, he would be bitter. And he'd take it out on the rest of us.

My own reaction

| felt drained. Every mission only put me more in touch with the total hopelessness of the job. Thisone
wastheword. | didn't know what | was doing here.

The worms confused me. | was horrified by them-and at the same time, | was fascinated. | wanted to
know everything | could about them. | was attracted by the horror-and paralyzed by it.

And there was another fedling too, adarker more disturbing one. All that | could sense of it wasan
occasiond hot red flash of memory-asif there was something | once knew, but had since forgotten; and
yet the resonance of the experience still echoed in my head.

Whenever these fedings came over me, so did aprofound disgust for my own species. Human beings
were turning into something even more monsirous than the invaders.

Itwasdl thekilling.

| knew that there were people who looked at me with horror now-because there was death in my eyes. |
could seeit in Duké'sfacetoo. All of uswho had met the worms head-on-we al wore the same
expression.

We were killing machines. The only difference between us and the worms was that the worms didn't have
achoice. Wedid. We choseto kill. Wewould even kill ourselvesif it would hurt the Chtorrans.

| felt the pressurein my chest again.

The chopper bumped me out of my brooding. We were picking up speed. | looked at Lizard. Her face
was military blank. Except for that one moment of screaming release, she was a perfect soldier machine;
apilot-thing, not ahuman being.

| wondered if she had ever been areal woman, then discarded the thought. Her face was st like sted!. |
couldn't imagine her laughing, or having agood time, let done anything more intimate. She wore her body
like armor and the effect was inhuman, amost repelling. | couldn't imagine her naked-nor could | see her
trusting another human being enough to open up to him. No, she was just another monstrous machine.
Wedl were now.

Shewas checking her flight plan. "All right, that'stheworst of it. Well let the navy finish cleaning thisup. |
want to look at Red Bluff before we turn back. Then welll come back down the coast and look for sea
dudge”

"Don't you have skyball overflights?* Duke asked. His voice and expression were normal again-hard and
clipped.

"We did-but something's been knocking them down.”

"And you want to go looking for it?" | asked. There wasincredulity in my tone,

Lizard ignored me. She said to Duke, "We don't have enough skyballs | eft to schedule regular patrols.
Wewon't until Lockheed starts shipping again.”

"How about satellite eyeba1s?

"They can give us pretty good resolution, but they can't get under cloud cover. And they're not mobile on
the scene. We need to find out what's going on.”

Lizard thumbed her radio to life. "All right, ducklings. Thisis Banshee-6. Y ou done good. I'm turning
eadt. Fall in behind and keep your eyes open.”

"Roger, dodger."

The horizon angled crazily as Lizard tilted the ship eastward. We were over crumpled hillsagain.
"Thisarealooks green-" Lizard pointed. "But it's red on the map. We're spotting worms in these woods



every day now. The governor has pulled the whole lumber industry out.”

She added hitterly, "We're going to lose the northern haf of the state. It'stoo wild to control. Y ou won't
get anyoneto admit it officidly, but it'sjust ameatter of time. It'sgoing to be abitch just to hold the road
open. We're running traffic in convoys now and it seemsto work, but | don't know what it'll be likein
two years. Hdll, we don't even know what the wormswill belikein two years." And then sheadded ina
quieter tone, "Or even humanity, for that matter. Shit." Sheflew onin silence,

| looked at Duke. He was leaning forward, staring out of hisbubble. All | could see was hisback. He
had hisfacein hishands. What was he remembering? He'd probably never tell.

| turned back to my window and stared out at the ground too. This pervading despair wasinfectious.
The hillswere leveing out now. The dopeswere lush and green and heavily forested. Some of the trees
looked like they had awhite sheen to them. | couldn't figure out what it was.

"Timeto turn north again,” Lizard said and banked the chopper to the left. | wondered if we were close
enough to see the 1996 meteor crater, now called Red Lake. That was supposed to be around here
somewhere. Aswe angled around and dropped into our new course, | strained forward to look-but the
northern horizon was hidden by aline of pink clouds.

| looked back, but | couldn't see the Scorpions any more. | climbed forward and sat down inthe
copilot's seet. "Arethe other choppers till with us?*

Lizard glanced at her controls. There was ascreen in the center of the dashboard. She tapped it. "See
those red dots. They're five minutes behind us. Don't worry about it, they're just making awider turn.
They'll catch up with usup here-" She tapped the screen. "If we have the fudl, welll take alook around
Redding too."

"Oh, | see. Thanks."

"Sure”

"Can | ask you something, Colond ?'

"Y ou can ask anything you want. | don't promiseI'll answer.”

"It'sabout Denver. . . ."

Her tone was guarded. "Go on."

"Wl ...I remember thinking that the Specia Forces people were dl so-well, ruthless.”

"Mmhm," shesaid. "That'swhat it takesto win awar."

"I know that now," | said. "In fact, sometimes | think we're not being ruthless enough. But that's not my
question. What | want to know is-well, you were one of the first people there to be kind to me. In your
own gruff way. Do you mind if | ask why?'

"I don't really remember-" She hesitated, frowning at the approaching wall of clouds. "Maybe | was
having abad day." Then she shrugged. "l used to takein alot of stray puppies before | found out they dl
grew up to be sonsabitches.” She glanced over at me. "Any other questions?"

"Uh, no-thanks."

Next time, I'd leave wdll enough aone.

The sunlight had turned a peculiar shade of pink-the sky was afunny bright overcast. "Are we heading
intorain?' | asked.

"No." Lizard looked puzzled. "Theforecast isfor bright sun and strong winds off the ocean." She glanced
at her ingruments. "That's not moisture, whatever it is. It'stoo dense.”

"Maybeit'sseadudge,” | guessed. "Picked up by the clouds?’

"Not possible. There's no seadudgethisfar north.”

Duke came forward then, leaning into the space between our two seats. " Sandstorm?”

"Couldn't be. Where'sit coming from? The northern part of the sateisal forest and meadowland.” She
looked confused. The clouds were alarge fluffy barrier now, only afew kilometers away. They were
rolling acrossthe land like a bulldozer. The ground was darkening beneath them. They looked massive.
They looked solid. They looked too pink.

"I don't likethe color of that,” Duke said. "It looks like cotton candy.”

Lizard did something to the radar and sudied itsdigplay. "Whatever it is, it'srolling up awfully high."
"Canyou go over that?' | asked.



"It'salittle steep-"

"No," said Duke quietly. "Turn the ship around. Now!"

"Huh?'

He pointed past her shoulder. "L ook-"

Something was spattering on the windshield. They were little round spots, red and sticky-looking.
"You'reright,” said Lizard. She angled the ship Sideways into a steep turn. My stomach lurched. |
grabbed for my seat belt. More splotches appeared on the windshield. We were in the fringes of acloud.
"What isit?' Lizard said. "Bugs?'

"I don't think so-" | leaned forward for acloser look. | couldn't see any detailsin the splotches. They
werejugt little red pustules on the surface of the window. It wasn't rain. They didn't run. The window was
rapidly filling up with red splatters. It was becoming opague.

The sound of the engines shifted then, became a hrill whine. A red light went onin front of Lizard and an
electronic voice said, "Engines overheating.” Something started beeping. Lizard said abad word and
dammed a double-handled lever down. The chopper lurched asitsjets cut back.

She pulled back on her controls and we hung in the air for amoment. The rotor chuffed stiffly through the
ar. "'l don't know if we can get out of thiswithout the jets." She checked something on her board. "I'm
going to look for aplace to set us down-"

Something screeched and went SPANG! on top of the ship. We rocked sideways

"Shit! Welost therotor!" Lizard pushed the double-handled lever up and pointed the ship skyward. "I'm
going to need some height!" The jetsroared-awall of air pressed meinto my seat. Behind me, | could
hear Duke diding and skidding toward the tail aswe climbed.

Lizard unclipped a safety switch and dapped thefirgt red button underneeth it-and then everything
happened at once! There was aBANG! from the roof of the chopper as the explosive cover blew off the
parafoil. The chopper blades went flying away. Then there was a THUMP from the right asthat Sde's
engineexploded in flames,

Suddenly the ship was enveloped in fire! The air was hot and orange! Beside me, | could hear Lizard's
dartlement. "What the hell?* But she was aready hitting the release.

TherewasaBANG! that punched the ship like abomb. | thought for amoment that our fuel was
exploding-but it was only the explosive bolts going off asthe engineswere jettisoned. A smdler bang
took off thetail rotor.

Wewerefaling-1 wastoo terrified to scream-Lizard released the parafail, | heard it pulling
away-something went FWOMP!-and then it filled with air and agiant hand caught us and we were sailing
dlently through theair, gliding forward through the reddish murk like a descending eagle.

"Duke! Areyou dl right?' There was no answer.

"Worry about him later!" snapped Lizard. "Waich for aclearing!" She was speaking to her radio now.
"Ducklings! Turn around! Stay away from pink clouds! ThisisBanshee-6! We're going down!
Repeat-turn around! Stay away from pink clouds! It's some kind of dust! It'll seize your engines, and it
burnslike hel! I'm going in now. Stand by-"

| was pointing. " Sand dunes-| think."

"Good enough,” said Lizard. "Hang on!"

She brought the ship around in atight turn and aimed us at the long axis of the dunes. Too late, | saw the
dunesweren't sand a all-they were pink! We hit with a FOOF and a CRUNCH and aBANG!



? THIRTEEN

AND THEN everything was slent.

And pink. Thelight was pink. The windows were pink.

We were canted forward at a steep angle. We'd hit once on the belly of the ship, smacking against the
pink drifts of whatever, then bounced up high as the wind-filled parafoil dragged us on-we came down
again hard, skidding forward until the nose caught on something and we plowed our way in. But the tall
didn't stopit swung up and forward, tilting the ship even steeper. We were lucky we hadn't flipped al the
way over on our back.

Something smelled swest.

| wondered what we'd landed in.

The dtilinesswasincredible-asif we were smothered in marshmallow. The sound of my breath seemed
unnaturaly loud. "Colond ?

"I'madl right. Y oursdf?'

"Yeah." | garted pushing the still half-inflated airbag away from me. | could hear the air swooshing out of
itas| pushed. "Duke?' | caled.

Hedidn't answer.

"Canwe get somelight?”

"Hang on." There wasthe sound of switches. | could hear Lizard's hands moving across the console.
"Let'stry this"

Whatever it was, it worked. The boardsin front of us came back to life. The panel lightslit up, the
screens began to glow. Several small darms started beeping.

"Shut up!" Lizard said. She punched buttons. They shut. "Now, let'sdo alittle fire prevention. . . ."
Therewas ahissng sound. Suddenly the air felt wet and. smelled of menthal.

She thumbed her radio on. "Ducklings, thisis Banshee-6. Were down and safe. Possibleinjuriesto one
of our party. Do notrepest, do not-attempt to rescue us. The pink clouds are dangerous. Do you copy?"
There was static for amoment, then amilitary voice came back, "We copy. "And then, more persond,
"Areyou dl right, Colond?"

"I'malittle annoyed.”

"I got it. Keegp your channdl open. We're getting a bearing on you. What happened?”

"We hit ahard cloud.”

"Yeah, we can seeit. It'sralling south like abig pink carpet. Thanksfor the warning. We're heading out
over the ocean to get clear of it. What the hdll isthat stuff anyway?"!

"I don't know yet-but it blows up engines. We lost the rotor and both turbines. We came down on the
parafoil.” She hesitated for a second, then added, "Listen, I'm pretty sure thisis something Chtorran.

Y ou've got to let Denver know. Thisiswhat's knocking down our skybals. It'sjust like hitting awall of
cotton candy.” She sniffed. "It even smdlslike cotton candy."

"All right, we've got our fix. Well be sending arescue ship back as soon as the candy clouds pass.”
"Thanks. I'll keep this channel open aslong as|'ve got power. Out."

Lizard went fumbling beneath her seet. "Here-" she handed something acrossto me, aflashlight. "See
what happened to Duke. And be careful. It's steep. I'm going to try to get the emergency power on."

| couldn't swivel my seat backward, not while the chopper was pointed so sharply downward. | guessed
we weretilted at athirty-degree angle. | unbuckled my safety harness and nearly pitched forward onto
the controls.

"| told you, be careful "

"Yeah, | will." | angled myself around and swept the flashlight across the rear of the chopper. Duke was
sprawled-no, caught-in the right side bubble. I couldn't see hisface, his head was below the deck leve,
he was amost upside down in the sedt. | started climbing toward him.

It was hard to find handholds. | had to use my seat and Lizard'sto climb. Once | got past them, there
were deck rings on either side for securing cargo. | grabbed for the ones on Duke's side of the ship.



Halfway up, the chopper lurched-and shifted. The metal groaned. | thought | heard Duke gasp. | froze
wherel was

"It'syour weight,” said Lizard. "Y ou're bringing the tail down. Keep going.”

| started climbing again, thistime even more carefully. The chopper creaked once and lurched once-then
it wasill.

"| think that'sit," Lizard said. "That last onefelt pretty solid.” I'd reduced the angle of tilt to fifteen
degrees.

Duke's eyes were closed. | lifted him out of the bubble and stretched him out on the floor of the ship.
There was blood on hisface, streaming from his nose and abad cut on his forehead-but he was
bregthing.

"Duke-?"

"Theresared-bordered panel on thefloor there," said Lizard. "Open it. That's the primary first aid.”

| found the panel she was talking about and pulled it open. There were three plastic boxes stored insde.
Onewaslabded WATER, one was labeled FOOD. Thethird smply had ared crossonit.

| took out an ampule of ammoniaand broke it under Duke's nose. For amoment, there was no
reaction-then he twisted his face away and started coughing. The spasms lasted for only afew seconds.
He coughed and looked up at me. Then helifted his head and looked around the darkened chopper. He
glanced toward Colonel Tirdli, then looked back to me. He coughed and said, "I sure hope she can fuck
better than she can fly."

| glanced foward to seeif Lizard had heard that. She was holding her earphones closeto her earsand
concentrating on something she was listening to. She hadn't heard. Good.

| turned back to Duke. "I'll et you know when | find out,” | whispered.

Hegrinned a me. "No. I'll let you know when | find out.”

| sat back. "l was going to ask if you weredl right,” | said. "Obvioudy, you are.”

Duke closed hiseyesfor amoment, asif he were mentaly counting something. "Taking inventory,” he
sad. He opened hiseyesagain. "All here

"You sure? It looked like you took quite abesting.”

Helevered himsdf hdfway up. "I hurt alot, if that's what you mean; but everything isworking likeit's
Supposed to."

Lizard came back to join usthen. She squatted next to Duke and touched her fingersto his carotid
artery. "Pulseisgood,” she said. She plucked a pocket light from her shirt pocket and peered into Duke's
eyes. "Reflexes ook norma. Hand me the medi-kit, Lieutenant.”

Duke frowned as she applied the sensorsto hisforehead. They looked like little poker chips. "Isthis
necessary?' he grumbled. Colond Tirdli ignored the question-she just pushed him back down onto the
deck and continued pasting the chips. She unbuttoned his shirt and applied three more to his chest.

| passed her over the console. " Shh," she said, as she thumbed it to life. She studied its screen
thoughtfully. "Mm hm," she said. She looked at Duke as a person for the first time. Y ou took afew
scratches, but otherwise yourefine.”

Duke said dryly, "I could have told you that without the medi-kit. *

"Yes, but it'snice to have asecond opinion, isn't it?" She stood up. "Therere clean jumpsuitsin the back.
I'll get you one."

Duke looked at me and shook hishead. "Thisisnot my ideaof agood time." He sat up, grimacing, and
gtarted peding off the poker chip sensors.

Lizard returned with a sani-kit and a plastic-wrapped jumpsuit. Duke thanked her for it. She nodded and
returned forward. "Do you need any help?' | said.

Duke gave me alook that made me sorry | asked.

"Right," | said, and followed Lizard forward. | climbed back into the copilot's seat. Even at this gentler
angle, it wasn't comfortable. | still felt like | was about to betilted out. | looked &t Lizard. "How are you
doing?' | asked. "Areyou dl right?"

"Only my prideisinjured,” she said. She was checking her controls with a sour expression. "I've never
crashed aship before"



"Redly?' Theword fell out before | could catchit.

Sheraised an eyebrow at me. "Isthat acomment on my flying?"

"Um-uh, sorry,” | flustered. | pointed to the controls. "How bad isit?'

"We broke the kedl of the ship. That took out most of the cables. We have lights forward, nothing aft.
There's no power for anything aft. | can run abypassfor the door, or we can pop it manudly if we have
to. Anything ese, | don't know." She rubbed her eyes. For amoment, she looked tired. | felt sorry for
her. | remembered what it felt like when | cracked up my first new car two weeks after | bought it. I'd
wanted to die then. She probably felt the same way about this chopper.

| looked away politely. Thereredlly wasn't anything | could say that would help. Probably | should just
keep out of her way for awhile. | stared out the front window.

Now that the ship was canted at a gentler angle, we could see out the front windshield. We were staring
at afrosty pink landscape. Frosty pink trees and frosty pink bushes-everything was covered by frosty
pink snowdrifts. The world looked like the top of some gaudy baroque dessert-one of those Vaenting's
Day surprises my mother used to make; we never knew what was hiding under the thick pink whipped
cream. Wed hated them. We thought they were tacky. That's what the frosty snowdrifts reminded me of.
| felt there should be maraschino cherries on top of each delicious-looking mound. That made me think of
breasts.

| looked at Lizard, speculatively. She was studying aradar scan on her screen. She had nice breadts. |
wouldn't mind a better ook at them.

She looked up and caught me studying her. "What's on your mind?* she asked.

"Umeruh, how long do you think welll have to wait?"

"Depends on the size of the clouds and where they're coming from. We came down right at the leading
edge, so welll have to wait for the whole massto pass over. | tapped into the weather net for satellite
photos, but it didn't show anything we didn't already know. | expect well haveto belifted out, and
probably not before tomorrow. "

"Will we be okay until then?'

"Oh, sure. Thisship will never fly again-but most of her equipment's still good. Shelll sustain us." Lizard
patted her console affectionately. "Y ou done good, baby. " Then she added, "A savage chopper can
pick her up and take her back to Oakland where they can strip her for parts. Then we can melt down the
rest and try again." She dapped awall with her hand. "Mogt of thisisfoamed Kevlar. Theframeisthe
easiest part of the chopper to fabricate. During the Pakistan conflict, the Lockheed plant was putting out
two hundred and forty frames aday. That's dmost two thousand machines aweek. Incredible. There'd
never been afleet like that before. Y ou should have seen the dogfights. These birds are light, cheap and
powerful-and quick to build. Most of the parts are modular, designed to be assembled by robots. That's
good, because we're probably going to need alot more of them-and very soon.”

"Why do you think that?" | asked.

"Wdl-" she gestured toward the window. "For one thing the Chtorran ecology doesn't seemto like jet
engines. For another-well need them to control the spread of infestation. That nest we hit will be back to
norma within weeks. We're going to need ten times the number of shipswe had today if we're going to
hold them back. And that infestation isn't the worst I've seen.”

"We don't have enough pilots, do we?!

Lizard shook her head. "No, we don't. Probably, well have to sart flying drones. But these shipsare
programmable. A good pilot can control awholewing." Shelooked annoyed. "1've been recommending
it for amonth. Maybe today's videos will convince them. God knowsit isn't aquestion of money any
more." She snapped off the screen. "Well, thereisn't anything else | can do here now. | need to check
outsde.

We clambered into the back and Duke joined us at the hatch, zipping up hisjumpsuit. Lizard opened a
hull panel, grabbed alever, pushed and-grimaced. "Damn! The frame must have bent." She braced
hersdf and pushed again. The lever resisted for amoment, then snapped loudly into position. "All right,
we're on manua now."

She closed the pand and hit the large red button next to it with the hedl of her fist. The hatch popped



open with abang. It swung out and up and out of the way. The ramp dropped into the fluffy pink dust
and disappeared. A puff of pink smoke rose around it.

We stared down at it. How deep was this stuff anyway? We could smell the sweetness of it intheair. It
wasthick and buttery. "Mm," Lizard said, "it smellslike fresh bread.”

"Nope," said Duke. "Too much sugar. It must be cake."

"S0?" | asked. "Who wantsto be firg?'

Neither Lizard nor Duke answered. The intense pink landscape was somehow intimidating. We studied it
inslence. Thedrifts kept diding and collapsing under their own weight. Wewereinthe middle of a
rolling sea of powdery dunes.

| redlized I'd been making an inaccurate comparison. These weren't snowdrifts-thiswas dust asfine as
smoke, and piled as ddlicately as spider silk. The rosy powder was so fine the light glittered and sparkled
asif the dunes were made of magic. It wasimpossible to see them clearly. They were bright and vague
and hard to focus on.

Thereweretiny motesfloating intheair. | could fee my eyes starting to water. But | had an odd thought
about this stuff-1 had to test it.

| stepped down the ramp, three steps, four-knelt and scooped up a handful. 1t felt like talcum, smooth
and powdery-but with a curious silkiness. It was amost liquid.

| sfted alittle more, till | was rubbing thelast of it between my fingers. "It'svery faintly gritty. There must
be some larger particlesin it too. | don't know." | touched afingertip to my tongue. It was swest. |
glanced back upward. Both Lizard and Duke were watching me with curious expressions. "It tastes as
good asit smells.”

| scooped up another handful and blew on it. It puffed away like smoke-like danddion fur. The motes
drifted inthe air like snowflakes. | wasright in my guess.

| came back up the ramp and stepped back into the chopper, brushing the last of it from my hands. "I
know what thisstuff is-" | said it hesitantly. The redlization was numbing.

Both Lizard and Duke looked a me.

"Remember Dr. Zymph's speech at the conference?’ | said to Lizard. "-The one where she listed some of
the different creaturesin the Chtorran ecology? Well, these are the puffbals! Or what's left of them-they
powder like danddions.”

"But so much-?" wondered Lizard. Shelooked out at the frozen pink landscape again.

| shrugged. "I guessthey al blew up at once. The right combination of heat and sun and wind and who
knowswhat else and you get puffbals. But they're practically pure protein,” | said. "Y ou can eat dl you
want. The suff isharmless-"

"Harmlessto everything but precison machinery,” Lizard said. "Dammit. The one decent thing in the
Chtorran ecology and it knocks airplanes out of the sky."

"Have you got ascience kit here?' | asked. "1 want to bag some of this."

"Y eah, wait aminute-" | followed her into the back. She opened another panel and dug out a pack for
me. | returned to the hatch with a plastic bag.

"Thisstuff'samess," coughed Duke, stepping around me. "We're going to need masks.”

"I'm aready getting them,” called Lizard. "And gogglestoo.”

"The puffballs powder as soon asthey hit the ground,” | reported. | stepped down onto the ramp again.
There were fresh puffbd|s drifting down now-the great wall of cloudswere just coming overhead. Some
of the puffballs were as large as apricots-but so ethereal to look at they were hardly there. They were
just sphericd hintsintheair, burgting like bubblesif they even brushed against each other, or anything.
"They can't even support their own weight,” | caled. "The stuff must be compacting under each new
layer.” | began filling the plagtic bag.

"Here'samask," said Lizard, regppearing in the doorway. | came back up the ramp to get it; she handed
me an O-mask with goggles. And an air pack. "That stuff is pretty fine," she explained. "Y ou'd better
carry your own air."

"Good thinking," said Duke. He was dready pulling his mask down over his head. "What about

wegpons?"



"What do you want?

"What have you got?'

"Come take alook-"

Dukefollowed her &ft. | heard the sound of afloor panel being pulled up. Then Duke whistled. "Holy
Jesus! Thisship is better equipped than aman with three balld™

"l liketo becareful,” | heard Lizard say.

| wasn't surprised. | remembered her from my last vidit to Denver. The woman was inhuman. What
would surprise me would be seeing the famous Colond Tirdli caught unprepared. | hoped I'd never be
there to seeit happen. | doubted there would be survivors.

| stepped out onto the ramp again and looked around.

Something moved.

Onthefar sde of the dune, just behind that pink bush. Something small.

| thought | saw eyes. A face. Staring at me.

| wanted to call Duke, but | was afraid of scaring it off. Insteadl took another step down the ramp.
Sowly.

Theface didn't move. The eyes blinked.

| wondered what Duke and Lizard were doing. | wished | could warn them not to make any sudden
moves or loud noises.

| took another step. Very dowly, | shaded my eyes againgt the sun and the glittering pink dust.

The eyes behind the bush were large. And gold. The face was pink. And furry. But it wasn't aworm
face. Worms didn't have faces. Worms had two eyes, sort of, and amouth, sort of-but that still didn't
add up to aface. A worm had no more face than asnail. Thiswasaface. Almogt... human. | couldn't tell
if thefur wasreally pink or just covered with dust. I'd bet the latter.

| took another step down. | was on the lowest step of the ramp. One more step ...



? FOURTEEN

-AND THEN Duke appeared in the door behind me. "What do you want, Jm-the torch or the freezer?"
The eyesvanished. | caught aquick glimpse of afurry body and that was all. Something scuttled and
there was pink smoke. " Shit!"

"What wasthat-?' said Duke.

"There was something out there-" | pointed. "Some kind of humanoid!"

"Where-?'

"Over there!" | dropped off the bottom step of the ramp and sank chest deep in the pink powder. A
great cloud of it swirled up around me. | ignored it and started pushing toward the bush the creature had
been hiding behind. The powder was aslight as cotton candy. It pushed aside like cobwebs. It was
hardly thereat all.

"Jm-wait! It might beaworm!"

"Thiswas no worm! | know aworm when | see one! Thiswas humanoid!”

"Herel Takethe freezer!" He came down the ramp after me, but stopped on the bottom step. Hewas
carrying along nozzled rod and apair of smal tanks. Liquid nitrogen. Therod wasamost astall as| was
and connected to the tanks by a <tiff silvery hose. 1'd used this kind of portable unit before. | grabbed it
from Duke and shrugged quickly into the harness. The tanks sat on my back and | could usetherod to
direct a soft-pressure spray of instant supercooling. It was a great way to gather specimens

Duke reached up behind him and grabbed the flamethrower. "All right, let's go see-" He jumped into the
dust. It came up inacloud.

Lizard appeared in the doorway carrying alaser-gun. Duke waved her back. "No, you stay with the
ship! Get on theradio. Thismight be something.” | knew what he meant by that. We might not come
back. But we could |leave a clue for the oneswho came after us.

Lizard got it; she nodded. "I'll cover you from theturret.”

"Good. Let'sgo, Jm." We pushed off. The dust was almost waist deep.

| glanced back once and waved toward the chopper. | couldn't tell if Lizard waved back. | had to
concentrate on my footing.

| was discovering something interesting about the pink powder we were trying to move through. It was
only fluffy on the top. The deeper it was, the denser it got. The more | moved, the lower | sank-and |
was sinking deeper with every step. It waslike the lunar dust that amost killed that astronaut, "Free Fall”
Ferris. The smilarity was scary. | began to wonder if thiswas such agood idea. | started to lift the spray
nozzle over my head to protect it-and then | had another thought.

| set the nozzle for wide-spray, pointed it forward, and touched the trigger lightly. A cold white cloud
whooshed out, putting a sudden chill into the air. The pink powder snapped and sputtered and solidified.
"Hot suff!" | shouted.

"Huh?' said Duke.

"l said, "Hot stuff!" Thisliquid nitrogen is hot stuff!" | strode forward over crackling ice.

Duke followed me, grumbling and shaking his head. "Liquid nitrogen is anything but “hot stuff."™

"Y ou know what | mean-"

He grunted something unintelligible in response. | didn't ask him to repest it.

Theliquid nitrogen had frozen acrust in the powder. Where the powder waslightes, it was just cracked
and crumbled away, but deeper down, where it was amost dense enough to walk on, the supercold
turned the dusty quicksand into atexture more like dry snow-and that we could wak on. There was
resistance now. The frozen powder crunched under our feet. Every few steps| stopped and froze
another patch ahead of us. We were carving a deep furrow through the high dunes.

We couldn't see anything but powdery driftsal around us. They were piled up like walls. Apparently, we
had come down near the center of alarge shalow depression-probably an old dry riverbed. Wewerein
the center of it and couldn't see out-assuming, of course, that there was something to see that wasn't
pink.



The bush we were heading toward was actudly on ahigh rise of ground. Aswe climbed up through the
dust toward it, we found ourselves climbing out of the powder aswell. Toward thetop it was only waist
deep.

Perhaps this dope was the western shore of the riverbed, but it was hard to tell. Some of these California
riverbeds could be as wide as a kilometer across. Thisfdt like being in adeep desert. Or in alunar
crater. Or on another planet. | wondered if they had places like this on Chtorr?

Theair around us was pink with smoke. The wind was tirring up small powdery whorls that rose and
disspated into the air. The clouds of it spread out and became a gentle haze. | looked up. The sky was
turning rosy.

And it wasimpossible to see the horizon. Everything just blurred out in the distance. The only difference
wasthat the sky was dightly brighter than the ground, and the sun was abright pink glow in the middie of
everything.

| glanced back at the chopper. It had carved along uneven furrow through the pink dunes-l could see
where we'd bounced. Already the sides of the soft pink scar were collapsing and diding inward. The
arcraft itsdf was canted gently forward, its nose hafway buried in one of the highest of the dunes. The
slken shroud of the parafoil had draped itself across the dope ahead of the ship. Already, the pink dust
was sweeping over it, burying it from view. Itslineswere barely visble now.

And beyond the chopper-there was only more pink. Pink whipped cream dunes and rosy pink sky, al
fading off into an oppressive, bright pink blur. Everything was pink.

We crested the dope-the powder was only knee deep here and moved around to the other side of the
bush. "Look-there'reitstracks.”

"Looks like some kind of paddiefoot,” Duke said. "Four toes. The center two are the longest.” He spread
out thefingers of hishand and held it over the closest footprint for comparison. "He's alittle felow,
whatever heis. My hand just coversthisprint.”

"He went down that way," | pointed. | followed the tracks toward the trees.

"Jm-1 don't think that's such agood idea-"

"Why not?" | paused and looked back.

"Wed better not get too far from the chopper,” said Duke. "If welose our way, well never get back."
"WEeéll follow our own path,” | said.

Duke shook his head and pointed back the way we'd come. "Look-" Already the dust wasfilling in our
trough. "It's il coming down. We're not aware of it, because were stirring up so much of it, but if you
watch something that isn't moving, you can seethis crap is getting deeper. That cloud-" he gestured at the
sky, "-isdumping most of itsload right here. This stuff can't get past the Sierras. Thewind can only carry
so much of it. It's got to drop somewhere. Thisisthe place.”

"Damn," | said. "Well haveto hurry. Comeon.”

"That thing could be anywhere by now," Duke said.

"We've got to take the chance. We've got to see what that critter was! Y ou can go back if you want-" |
was aready heading deeper into the pink forest. The creature had plowed afurrow through the dust, just
like us. It zigzagged back and forth through the bushes.

Duke grumbled; but he shrugged, sighed, and followed. There are disadvantages to having a headstrong
science officer. We twisted through the frosty trees, Duke muttering quiet obscenities.

"Thisiswhat | get for letting them assgn you to me," he said.

"Y ou asked for me." We'd had this argument before.

Hewaved it off. "Y ou were the lesser of two evils. The dternative was amorally retarded sociopath who
had fragged his commanding officer. The only reason they didn't shoot him was they couldn't prove he
had actualy tossed the grenade. Frankly, | just don't care to have that kind of man in my command.”
Duke changed his tone then; he became more serious. "Listen-whatever it was, it'll turn up again.
Someone else will spot one. Y ou don't have to be the guy who bringsin al the animals. Besides, it's
probably terrified of usand heading for the hillsasfast asitsfat little feet can carry it.”

"I don't think so," | said, following the next turn. "It was studying us. That wasn't just an anima | saw.
There wasintelligence in those eyes. And where there's one, there're probably many. We're probably



being watched from al sidesright now." | stopped and pointed. "L ook-l was right. There's another
track-" A second line of paddlefoot tracks crossed thefirst. The dustfal indicated we were following the
older set of prints. | turned to follow the newer furrow. It twisted and turned like thefirst.

"Don't these creatures believe in straight lines?' | asked.

"They must be descended from paliticians,” Duke replied.

"Or comedians,” | said.

| came around what might have been a pine tree and stopped. Duke came up beside me. The furrow we
were following headed straight into the center of awide clearing

-and into awhole switchyard of crisscrossing paths! 1t wasimpossibleto tell one from another.

"Damn!" said Duke. "I knew it."

| looked at him. His expression wasimpossible to read behind the goggles and O-mask. | said, "What
areyou taking about? Thisisincredible! There must be awhole colony of these creatures.”
"-Unlessyour critter doubled back over hisown path.”

"Why would he do that?"

"To confuseus," Duke said. "Are you confused?

"Uh... I don't think s0."

"Uh huh." Duke looked a me funny. "Then which way is back?'

| pointed past his shoulder. "That way."

"You sure?'

| looked at him curioudy. "Do you know something | don't?!

Heturned dowly, studying the dunes. "Remember Shorty? He and | werein Pakistan together. The black
pajama boys used to do this exact sametrick. They'd let one of their number be seen. As soon as hewas
spotted he'd take off into the trees. There was dways at |east one jackass stupid enough to chase after
him, so held leave the most complicated, zigzag, twisty, serpentinetrail he could-but he dways made sure
it was clear enough to follow. As soon as you were degp enough to be confused about the way back, the
trail would stop. That's when his friends would come out to play. Welost an awful lot of jackasses that
way."

| glanced around nervoudly. A steady breeze rustled the surface of the dugt, stirring pink wraithsinto the
air. Everything looked pink. There was no horizon any more, no sky, no ground-just afine pink haze. We
had some bleak-looking bushes and dunes. Nothing el se.

| shuddered. For some reason, frosty pink things weren't charming any more. | looked back to Duke.
"Do you think that's what's happening here?’

Duke looked grim. "I don't know. | didn't see your creature and | can't guess what he wants or how his
mind works. And thisisn't Pakistan. But that'swhat | keep thinking of. Sorry, son-that'sthe only thing |
have to compareit to-Pakistani Poker."

| considered it. Duke only caled me "son™ when he thought something was important and he wanted me
to listen harder than usud.

"Let'shead back," | said.

"| thought you'd agree." He pointed. "It's that way."

"Youlead," | sad. | fel in behind him.

Our path wound back through the bushes. | didn't remember making this many twists and turns
Suddenly, Duke stopped and pointed ahead. "L ook-"

Our path had been crisscrossed again and again by paddlefoot tracks, until our origind prints were no
longer visble. Something had been following behind us. "Urk-" | said.

Duke swung the torch around dowly, covering the bushes on dl sides. "Weéll... now they know that we
know." His eyes narrowed behind hisgoggles. "If they're going to attack, now'sthetime. "

"Wl let's not stand here talking about it. Let's keep going!™

"Just aminute-" Duke pulled asmall plastic disc off his bdlt. "We're going to need the beeper.” He
studied it for half a second, then pushed off at anew angle. "Follow me."

The dust was coming down heavier now. We could seeit floating in like snowflakes. The particleswere
bigger now-big pink clumps, turning asthey drifted. They looked like danddlions. | reached out to catch



oneasit floated down. It disappeared when it touched my hand-it puffed into dust and was gone, it was
thet light.

"Wereinthethick of thestorm,” | said.

"Uh huh-and the wind isrising. Wed better hurry. Well be at the limit of our masks soon.”

| nodded and followed him. The vishility was getting worse. | couldn't see more than twenty yards ahead
of us.

"Jm, it's getting deeper. Y ou'd better sart freezing again.”

"Right." | came up even with Duke and sprayed aquick cold cloud of chill ahead. Theliquid nitrogen
looked like steam when it hissed into the air. The dust crackled and broke as we moved through it. The
frozen crust benesth crunched.

Duke checked his beeper and pointed. | moved ahead and sprayed again. We moved forward
cautioudy.

"Y ou think they can attack in thisdust?' | asked.

"It'stheir naturd element,” Duke said. "And they don't seem to have any trouble moving around init. |
won't fed safetill we're back in the chopper.”" He checked his beeper. "More to the left, Im. We should
be aimost to the dope-"

"Urk-"

"What'sthat?'

| stopped and pointed. Duke came up behind me and peered through the pink gloom.

There were three of them.

They looked like flop-eared bunnies. Or puppydogs. They had little squat bodies covered with frosty
pink fur. | couldn't tell if that was just the dust or if it wastheir natura color.

They seemed to have large round faces and short, blunt muzzles. The pink frosting that covered
everything made it hard to tell. Their noses and mouths were invisible, and their eyeswere narrowly
ditted against the powdery dust. They were thoroughly covered with it; they stood waist deep in the
bright powder. They looked like little Chinese bunniesin a cotton candy factory.

Bunny ears. Puppy faces. Not my ideaof aiensfrom space. Certainly not my ideaof a Chtorran
intelligence.

| couldn't tell if they werefriendly, hostile, or just curious. But they were staring at us. There was no
guestion that we were the focus of their attention.

| looked at Duke-and then looked past Duke in horror. Five more of the little bunnydogs were just
creeping up behind us.

| whirled around-there were more of them just coming out of the bushes behind me. They were coming
out on al sdes of us, too many to count.

There were bunnydogs to the left of us, bunnydogsto the right of us-

We were surrounded.



? FIFTEEN

DUKE SPOKE fird. "Wdll..." hesaid, very softly, "here's another fine mess you've gotten meinto.”

| looked over a him. "'l must say, you'retaking it rather well." Duke ignored the remark. He was studying
the bunnydogs, trying to figure out which one wasthe leader.

Hesaid, "Y ou're supposed to be a scientist. What's the Chtorran word for friend?”

"The only Chtorran word | know trandates out as 'lunch.™

"Better not,” Duke said. "Not until we know what these things eat.”

"Wadl ... they're not herbivores,” | said.

"How do you know that?"

"Their eyes are on the front of the head. Predators need stereoscopic vision for tracking prey. Prey
animals need their eyes on the sdes of their head for avoiding predators. At least, that's how it happened
onthisplanet. | could bewrong. But... if they're meet-esters, then there's dso apotentia for intelligence.”
"Why?'

"How much brains doesit take to sneak up on ablade of grass?’ | replied. I'd credit thejoke later.
Duke considered the idea and nodded. During all this, the bunnydogs still hadn't moved. They just sat
and stared at us.

| added, "Pray that these things are omnivores. According to the Cohen models, intelligence develops
firgt in hunters, but it survivesin creatures who aren't totally dependent on the hunt.”

"So0?' Duke asked, "Arewein trouble here or not?"

"Wel ... they're not carrying any weapons. If they're intelligent, then they could be just as curious about
us aswe are about them."

Duke turned dowly, studying the circle of little pink eskimothings. They were remarkably patient little
cregtures. Duke said dowly, ™Y ou may be making a fase assumption here, Jm."

| turned in the opposite direction, aso studying. "What'sthat?' | asked.

"Y ou're assuming that these things are sentient. What if they're not? What if thisisjust awolf pack?"
Theidea gtartled me. Duke wasright. I'd been anthropomorphizing the bunnydogs from the very first
gghting. I'd just naturaly assumed that anything with ahumanoid form would have to beintd ligent.
"Youreright. I'm sorry."

"Apologizelater. Let's get out of herefirg."

One of the bunnydogs moved then. He shifted his squat to one side, and languidly began to scraich his
ear with ahind leg. For amoment he looked just like afat little puppy. Dammit! These things were too
cute to be dangerous!

| looked at Duke. "Still think thisisawolf pack?"

"No more assumptions,” he cautioned. He started forward, crunching through the gill-frozen powder.
Parts of it had started to thaw and were turning muddy. | could hear his boots squelching in the ooze. He
took three steps and stopped. The two bunnydogs directly ahead of him stood up, gobbling excitedly and
fluttering their hands. Duke glanced at me-what now?

The two bunnydogs looked at each other. They began to gobble at each other like baritone chipmunks.
One of them took a hop and a hdf closer to the other and began gesturing like alittle cheerleader. He
gabbled and squeaked at his companion. He wrung his hands-they were tiny monkey paws. He put his
fiststogether and shook them asif he were making amartini. He hopped up and down, raising large
clouds of pink powder around them both. At one point, he even grabbed his cheeks and pulled them out
Sdewaysin agrotesque comica grimace.

His companion made afunny expression and gabbled something back. It looked like a disagreement. He
waved both hisfists over his head and made nattering noises. He thumped his feet in the dust, sending up
an even larger cloud of pink smoke.

The first bunnydog flounced its displeasure. He reached over and pinched his companion's cheeks. He
pulled and stretched them into a sdeways expression. When he let go, we could dmost hear them snap
back into place. The second bunnydog was unimpressed. He shook hisfingers at the first, waving them



likelittletentacles.

It wasturning into an argument. The pitch and tempo of their voices began to rise, like arecording being
speeded up. Then abruptly the argument was over. The two bunnydogs began to make up like apair of
lovers. They touched each other's hands and faces, cooed like doves, glanced at us once, nuzzled each
other's cheeks, chittered for amoment longer-but in quieter tones now-then findly turned to face us
agan.

"And I'm supposed to take them serioudy now?' Duke asked. "After that little performance?”

| shrugged. "They do have us outnumbered.” | glanced back. M ore bunnydogs had added themsalvesto
the circle. More were arriving even as | watched. | said, "It's now or never, Duke."

"l agree." Hetook another step forward

Thistimeal the bunnydogs started chittering at us. They jumped up and down, gobbling and squesaking.
The effect was ludicrous-and terrifying.

"Give'em apuff of cold,” Duke said. "Seeif they'll back off." | nodded, pointed the nozzle a the space
between us and the forward bunnydogs. | touched the trigger briefly, lightly-and rel eased a whoosh of
powdery cold into the air.

The bunnies|egpt back away from it, startled and chitteringbut they didn't panic, and they didn't flee.
They sniffed at the air, wrinkling their noses againg the painful coldness of it; then they began to hop
forward again, back into position.

"| could freeze acouple of them," | suggested. "But it might not be good for future relations.”

Duke considered it. He shook his head. "Maybe alittle fireinstead.” He armed historch and raised i,
deliberately pointing it high

Something caught my eye. "Duke! Wait-" Duke froze where he was.

Something large and dark was moving up through the dust toward us. | knew what it was even before it
came out of the murk. So that'swhy the bunnies had held us here. They werewaiting for this.

The worm was Papa-sized. It was five meterslong, nearly two metersthick at the shoulder. Itseyes
were shuttered against the dust.

Andthen | saw-

There were bunnydogs riding on top of the beast. The largest was perched on the brain-bump, and
steering it with chirps and tugs and daps. He was a chubby fellow-helooked and acted like afat little bus
driver. There were three other bunnydogs riding farther back on the worm. They looked like tourists. All
they needed were cameras. If they hadn't been riding atwo-thousand-kil o eating machine, they would
have been cute.

The worm flowed to a stop and faced us. It blinked-sputph-wut-and warbled a soft sound. "TrlIp?" Then
it shuttered itseyes again. It looked like it was dozing.

| looked at Duke. I'd never seen aworm do this before. He looked back at me and shrugged. But he
kept historch at the ready. The bunnydog on top of the worm gobbled something at the bunnies on the
ground. They gobbled back. Severa of them clambered up onto the back of the worm to confer
face-to-face with the newcomers.

Duke lowered historch, just alittle bit. "Jm..." he said. "What are we looking at?"

"I don't know. I'd like to think that the bunnydogs are intelligent, perhaps even the intelligence behind the
worms, but-" | said, "it could be the other way around too. The worm could be the intelligence, and the
bunnies could be his dog pack. We might be the guests of honor at afox hunt.”

Duke accepted that thoughtfully. "Well, we need to make up our minds fast. One worm we can handle.
We can't take on awholefamily."

| nodded. "WEe're going to have to burn our way out, aren't we?' Duke didn't answer. He just shifted the
torch in hishands and steadied his stance.

Abruptly, the worm woke up. Its eyes popped open and stared directly at Duke. At the sameingtant, all
the bunnydogs on its back yipped and legpt off. Were they commanding it? Or getting out of itsway?
Theworm said, "Chtorrrllpp?’ 1t looked questioningly to Duke. It started to dide forward

"No!"

-and Duke fired.



It was the dampnessin the air that saved him, I'm sure of that. It wasthe lingering chill from theliquid
nitrogen.

For amoment, the flame hung in the air-then it legpt backward and enveloped him-he didn't even have
timeto scream-he was abal of orangefire

It wasthe dudt. It was so fineit didn't just burn-it exploded. It couldn't have been more dangerousif it
were powdered hydrogen

| didn't think. | just pointed the freezer at Duke and fired. The flames vanished dmost ingtantly. Great
clouds of cold steam whooshed up into the air, crackling and spitting. Duke was somewhere in the center
of that.

| hadto doit.

If I hadn't, the whole sea of powder would have exploded. It would have been afirestorm. | didn't have
achoice.

There was a blackened burned thing standing where Duke had been. It toppled over into the powder--
The bunnydogs were gone-vanished into the bright pink haze. So was the worm-1 hadn't even seen it
move.

--therewas just me and Duke, still crackling in the center of asmoldering black crater.

| started screaming.

"Y ou goddam sonofabitch!™ | was aready pushing through the ooze toward him. "I told you to wait!
Didn't anybody ever tell you about grain eevators? And dust! Y ou stupid asshole!™ | pulled hisfud tanks
off him and rolled him over on hisback. He was till dive. His breath was coming in great rasping
wheezes. The 0-mask had protected his face and lungs. He had a chance. Maybe.

| grabbed him by the tank harness, looped one of its belts around my forearm, and started dragging him
forward. | couldn't carry him through this powder, but I could drag him. It would haveto do. | cursed
him every step of the way.

And then | stopped.

The whole world had become afuzzy pink blur, vague and indistinct. Even the sun was gone. The sky
and ground had vanished. There was nothing but pink. I couldn't even see my own hands. If | let go of
Duke, | wouldn't even be ableto find him again.

I'd heard of whiteoutsin the Antarctic-this was worse; this was a Cdifornia pinkout.

| didn't know where | was.

Worseg, | didn't know where the chopper was.



? SIXTEEN

| FROZE.

| knew | had to get back. But my sense of direction had totally failed.

| was afraid to take astep in any direction, for fear | would be going the wrong way. | could be only a
few meters from the ship and unable to seeit.

Thewrong decison would kill us.

| stood there, trembling with the redization, paralyzed by my own terror. | had to do something! Duke
needed attention now. And neither of ushad much air |ft.

| didn't know where the beeper was. It wasn't in Duke's hand or on his belt. I'd looked for it when |
grabbed him. That was before the pink closed in. And now, it was getting deeper. There was nothing but
pink. It was waist-high now.

| had to do something.

Now.

Evenif it was the wrong thing to do.

| hadn't turned since grabbing Duke-1 should till be pointed in the right direction. | didn't know what else
to do.

| held the freezer in my left hand and sprayed it forward. | could hear the whoosh. | saw nothing-but |
could fed thechill inthear.

Thiswas crazy. It couldn't work. | moved forward anyway dowly. | tested each step before putting my
weight down. Suddenly, the pink gave way benesth me. | let out aydl-I hung onto Duke-and we did
down along dope of powder. We cameto rest at the bottom, buried in pinkness. | couldn't find the
place where the ground ended and the air began. We were wrapped in spiderwebs. | wasn't even sure
which way was up any more. | fired the freezer in the direction | thought was forward. The chill woke me
up.

| caught my bresth. | sat up. Somehow, | stood up. The belt of Duke's harness was till |ooped around
my arm. My God! He was till with mel

| started pushing forward again. | was frustrated-1 was angry!

Dammit! ThisisJm McCarthy here! I'm not supposed to dielike this! Not thisyoung! I'm only
twenty-four! There's supposed to be moreto my life! I'm important! I'm part of the war against the
Chtorr! "Hey, God! Listen up! Thisis James Edward McCarthy! It'stoo soon! | haven't had the rest of
my lifeyet!

"Hey, God, come on-let's be reasonable here." | staggered on, dragging Duke with me, spraying the air
ahead with chill, and trying to hang onto my footing. | didn't know which way | was going. "Hey, God,
give measign. Something. Anything. Please. Save me. Save Duke. At least save Duke. I've aready got
Shorty's death on my conscience. Isn't that enough? Let me save Dukethen you can have meif you want
me. I'm scared of dying, God-" | gulped on that one "-and I'm sorry, I've been an asshole. Please-God, |
thought you had bigger plansfor me. Thisisn't the way it's supposed to work out, isit?' My throat was
getting dry. My voice cracked. | didn't know why | was saying al this. It wasjust something to say while
| pushed on.

And then, something happened. Insde me.

Something shifted.

| realized what | was doing. | remembered something Duke had said to me. "Y ou oughtatry it
omelime”

| gulped again.

Thiswas stupid. But

| could fed mysdif redlly caring. Redlly wanting to make contact. If it were possible.

"Um-I don't know how to do this, | really don't. | guess| should just talk, shouldn't 1? So, um-let me
dart at the beginning. I'm redlly doing thisfor Duke. I've been sdlfish and-oh, hell, | know you can't save
Duke without saving metoo, but-"



My feet moved. My mouth worked. | pushed forward. And | prayed.

"God-l don't even know if | believeinyou. | don't know that you exist. | never thought about it. So-|
guessI'm just another goddam hypocrite only believing in you now when there's no other hope-I'm going
crazy here, God-it'sjust not fair. I'd dways thought someday 1'd have the chanceto find out whet it all
meant. Areyou listening, God?' | stumbled then and fell forward into the pink and somehow the belt to
Duke's harness came off my arm. | felt it dip off.

It was gone.

| lay there in the powder, pardyzed.

Dukewas only inchesfrom me. If | moved, | could lose him. | had to be careful. Very careful.

| raised myself up to my knees. | reached backward, back and back-1 fumbled in the dust. Please,
God-let mefind Duke. Nothing else-let mefind Duke.

| ignored the sound in my ears. | had to find Duke. Carefully, | turned myself around, praying that |
wouldn't dip sSideways down another dope, or turn myself the wrong way. | felt around. | sprawled flat
and felt ahead-my hand touched something-1 grabbed it

It was Duke's arm. Oh, thank you, God!

| felt around for hisface. | found it. | was blind. Theworld was pink. | didn't careif | never saw again.
Just let him be dive! | brought my face closeto Duke's and listened. Tried to listen. Couldn't. There was
too much noise. But his mask was making rasping sounds! He was till breathing! Oh, sweet
heaven-thank you, God! Now, please-let me get him to the chopper!

The sound in my ears was getting louder. Annoying. Insstent. What the hell was that anyway? It sounded
likeadren.

| stopped to catch my breath. And listened.

The sound was muffled by the dust. It was close by, yet sounded very far away. Some kind of whooping.
It wasasiren! It came out of the pinkness as asteady series of short sharp rising yelps.

The chopper? It had to be!

What wasit doing way over thereto my left?1'd been heading wrong! | didn't care. Thank you, God!
We could makeit!

| tied Duke's belt around my wrist again. | sumbled back to my feet. | faced the siren. | pushed. |
dragged Duke behind me. | focused only on the sound.

It was whooping like ademon. Like someone besting a bassett hound. The strokes were sharp and
steady. A yelping purple sound. It was the only thing in the world that wasn't pink. And | pushed toward
it.

| sprayed the liquid nitrogen ahead. | crunched through dust. | pushed through crackling spiderweb
fluffiness. Everything was pink. But | could hear the siren and | knew that we were saved! Thank you,
God. Thanks!

Thereisajob herefor me, isn't there!



? SEVENTEEN

| FOUND the chopper by sumbling into it.

| don't know how | found the door. | just started feeling dong the side of the ship, pounding and shouting
as| went. The chopper was so deep in the powder that | was pounding on the roof of it. "Lizard! Open
the goddam door!"

And then suddenly the door popped openin front of meand | fell in. | couldn't seeit, | just fell in. |
poured in, dragging Duke with me. The dust poured in on top of us. Somebody was pulling me forward.
"Oh, my God-"

"Save Duke!" | was screaming. "Don't worry about me! I'm dl right! Seeto Duke!”

"Wait! I've got to close the door!” Lizard was screaming back at me. "The dust is pouring in-" She
coughed and disappeared. | lay there on the chopper floor, listening to my heartbeet, listening to the
ingstent whooping of the siren, listening to my own sobs of rdlief. | couldn't move. | had to move. There
was gtill something to do. | pulled mysdlf to my knees. | heard the sound of the door hissing shut. There
was something wrong with the sound. | still couldn't see. But at least it wasn't pink any more. It was dark
and blurry. | wiped a my goggles

"Keep your O-mask on!" Lizard wasin front of me again.

"McCarthy, can you hear me? Do you understand? Keep your O-mask on!"

| managed to nod and gasp, "Water-"

She put abulb of something into my hand and was gone. | sucked at the moisture greedily. It was swest.
Everything was sweet. Suddenly | could smell the powder again. Fresh baked croissants. Bubble gum.
Marshmalows. Something buttery. Sweet potatoes. Angel food cake. And cotton candy. Always cotton
candy.

"McCarthy-!" It was Lizard again. "Weve got a problem with the door! | can't closeit! Thedustisinthe
way! Thedoor isjammed.”

"Shit!" | scrambled around, felt past Duke-| can't see athing. Where's my freezer!"

"It'shere-" She pushed something long and cold into my hands.

"Point me at the door and get out of the way. Get Duke out of the way too!"

| felt her hands on my shoulders, turning me, aming me'Wait aminute!" she said. | heard the sound of
something heavy being pulled acrossthe deck. "All right-"

| fired. The spray wastoo loud. The chill wasterrible and bitter. Something crackled. Thiswas not the
smartest thing in theworld. | could fed the clouds of cold steam billowing around me. Theliquid nitrogen
aways reacted strongly to normd air temperatures.

Lizard pushed past me, moving to the front of the ship. | heard the sound of the door hissing again-this
time, | could hear the powder crackling out of itsway, even exploding asit came into contact with the
warmer metal of the door.

And then the door was shui.

A moment later, Lizard shut the Sren off. And everything was black and silent.

"Isthereany light?' | yelled. "l till can't see!”

"Just stay there-wait aminute!” | heard her doing something at the front of the ship. She came back
amost immediatdly. | saw abright glow infront of my eyes. "Can you see anything?'

"A blur. It'sbright. It'smoving."

"It'saflashlight.” Shewiped a my goggles. "Keep your mask on. I'm just blowing some of the dust away.
Can you see anything now?"

"It'sbrighter......"

"Just relax. Thereésalot of smokein here. | can't turn on the ventilators. They'll just jam. Give it aminute,
| think your freezer is causing the Stuff to settle.”

"l think my sight iscoming back,” | said. "Thisisthe eeriest experience.”

"Yeah, alot of fun-" And then shelet out an involuntary yelp. "My God! What happened to Duke!™

| tried to focus. | could just barely make him out.



Duke was amummy. Duke was a pink-crusted body. Duke was a cocoon. Duke was burned al over
and frosted with pink powdered sugar. Duke was lying on the floor and gasping for breath.

My lungs hurt too. Despite the masks, we must have both inhaed acouple kilos of the dust. | didn't want
to keep going. | wanted to lie down and die. But | didn't. Not yet. | started crawling toward the back,
looking for the box with the red cross on it. Lizard came with me. We both knew the drill.

Wedidn't try to pull the jJumpsuit off him. We had to cut it. Parts of it were burned. Parts of it were il
frozen. Pieces of charred skin came away with the materia. The dust covered everything.

| couldn't tell how badly Duke wasinjured. We got his shirt off him and | started pasting
poker-chip-shaped monitorsto his chest. | put the last three on his forehead and temples. Then we
wrapped him in amedi-blanket. | found another probe and put it in the crook of hiselbow. | attached a
pressure-feeder to his upper arm and gave him ahalf-liter of artificid blood. Then | started him on
glucose and antibiotics.

That done, | lifted his goggles and mask. His eyes were swollen. His nose was bleeding. Lizard wiped his
face gently with adamp towd. | found a clean 0-mask and carefully replaced his used one. We'd found
the chopper just in time. Thetank was amost empty.

The console said he wasin shock. The ultrasonic scanner in the blanket gave avery confused reading.
Then it gave up and merdly flashed a smple red warning: WAIT FOR ASSISTANCE.

His brain waves were steady though. That was agood sign. So was his heart.

| sat back then, pulled off my 0-mask and flung it at the back of the ship. Everything was covered with
pink. A puff of dust billowed where the mask hit.

| still wanted to die. "Give me one of those cloths-?"

Lizard pedled open anew packet and dapped it onto my pam. | unfolded it and buried my faceinits
cool freshness. "Thank you," | said. "Thank you for the cloth. Thank you for the siren. Thank you for
being here. Thank you for saving Dukeslife" | didn't know if | wasthanking Lizard or God. Probably
both. "Thank you." My voice cracked on the last one. Lizard handed me another bulb of water.

"What happened?’ she asked.

| sank back against the bulkhead behind me. | sucked water from the bulb for amoment, then looked at
her. She pulled off her mask. Shewas frosted al over with pink powder too-except for her eyesand
mouth. The effect was horrible. We both |ooked grotesque. She sat back against the bulkhead opposite
me and waited.

| let out my breath. My chest hurt. | sucked more water. | didn't want to talk. | said, " ou arelooking at
the biggest asshole on the face of the Earth. | screwed it up worse than | have ever screwed up
anything-"

"That part | know," Lizard said. "That part isobvious. Tell methe part | don't know."

"I'msorry,” | said. "l led usinto atrap. At least it looked like atrap to Duke. I'm still not so sureit was,
But the effect wasthe same." | sucked at the bulb. God, | wasthirsty! What was it about this dust
anyway? | looked back to Lizard and continued softly, "Anyway, there are creatures out there. We saw
them. They surrounded us. They look like little furry men. They're shaped like ducks. They waddle. They
have round faces and ditted eyes and floppy ears. They talk like chipmunks. They make faces at each
other. They use their hands when they talk. They're too cuteto bered. | think they escaped from
Disneyland. They surrounded us and wouldn't et us pass. They were keeping usfor something. A worm.
Three more of them-no, four-came riding up on a Daddy-worm. They held aconference. And then the
worm moved toward Duke. It didn't look like an attack to me-but Duke fired anyway. And historch
blew up. It must have been the dudt. It'stoo fine. It explodes-" | shuddered at the memory. | didn't want
to talk any more, | didn't want to tell therest.

Lizard didn't pressme. She just sat and studied me quietly. | studied her back.

| didn't know how to be with her. I'd fallen back into this chopper and I'd wanted to bawl like ababy. I'd
wanted to cry into someone'sarms. That's how 1'd dways thought of women-that they had an unlimited
supply of hugsfor the needy-because that's what | thought awoman should be. Because I'd aways been
one of the needy.

But there weren't any hugs here.



That wasn't Lizard. Lizard was dl military. Lizard was as crigp as abrand new banknote. She scared me.
| sucked at the bulb of water again. It was empty.

Lizard went digging in the supplies and handed me another bubble. | took it and bit the nipple open. As|
drank, she asked quietly, "Were you scared?”

"That's the funny thing. Not while it happened. Now-" | held out my hand to show her. "I'm still sheking-"
She nodded. "I'm familiar with the experience. People who don't know cdl it courage.”

"Yeah," | said. "It wasn't courage. It was just-me doing what | had to do because | couldn't think of
anythingdse"

Her eyeswere too penetrating. | looked away. At the floor, the walls, the ceiling of the chopper.

Did she see how closeto panic | till was? She began to speak again, quietly. "l saw an old air force
hangar blow up that way once. | was only ten meters from the place where the fire Sarted. It wasjust a
littlething at fird. It sarted in atrash can-someidiot tossed alit cigarette into it, but the flames suddenly
climbed up thewall. | turned for the door just asthe fire touched thefirst catwalk. There wasfifty years
of dust in therafters. By thetime I finished turning, the fire had aready raced ahead of me. Inlessthan
three seconds it had reached across the whole celling. Somebody yelled at me, so | ran. By thetimel
made it to the door there was ahot wind pushing me out. | got out of the building, ran twenty meters,
turned around to look and saw the whole wall explode outward. | turned around and kept running. The
next time | looked back, the roof of the building was just coming off in aball of orange flame. The whole
process of ignition took |ess than ten seconds. I've been terrified of it happening again ever since. | don't
remember being scared at thetime. But I've been scared ever since. ™

"Yeah-" | said. The bulb wasempty. | put it aside. "That's what happened here. | didn't havetimeto
think about it then now | can't stop thinking about it. It's like avideo playing over and over in my head
and I'm stuck in the middle of it. And | don't know how to top it. | keep seeing the flames. And the dust.
And the worm. And the bunnydogs. | keep wishing | could have done something-"

A flicker of annoyance crossed her face, then shelooked at me sternly. "What happened?

"The flames didn't legp out from the torch like they should have. They legpt back. They enveloped Duke
inabal of fire. I didn't think-I1 just pointed the freezer at him and sprayed him with liquid nitrogen. The
flames disappeared dmost immediately. So did the worm and the bunnydogs. | don't know how they
navigate in that stuff. | couldn't. | waslogt. | grabbed Duke and started staggering in the direction |
thought was the chopper. And | waswrong again. If you hadn't turned on the siren, 1'd till be out there
dragging him around. Or dead. We'd have been out of air by now," | added.

Lizard nodded. Shesaid, "Actudly, you did theright thing. That jumpsuit isflameresstant. Soisthe
O-mask and goggles. There wasn't anything else you could have done. You're dive. Hesdive. You did
itright.

| shook my head. "But it doesn't fedl right. It feelslike areplay of Shorty-"

"Uh huh," she nodded. "That'swhat it looks like to you. Haven't you ever noticed? Nothing is ever just
what it is? It'saways like something el se. Whatever happens, it dways reminds you of something that
happened before. Right?"

Shewasright. "Uh-yegh!" | found mysdf smiling.

"l doit too." Shegiggled back at me. Her laughter wasliquid-and startling. "Y ou told your story,” she
sad, "-s0 | told mine. Do you know that most conversations are nothing more than two peopletelling
their storiesto each other?'

Something about the certainty with which she said it made me think of Dr. Fromkin. But | didn't get a
chance to ask her-Duke moaned.

We both looked at him, then scrambled to seeif hewasal right.

"Duke?' | put my face close.

He moaned again. "It hurts-"

"That's good, Duke. That'sagood sign.”

The medi-console beeped and flashed: PATIENT NEEDS SEDATION.

| found ared ampule and plugged it into the pressure feeder. After amoment Duke's breathing eased.
"He'sout of shock,” | said. | didn't know if that wastrue, or just what | wanted to believe. | tried to



convince mysdlf. "The medi-kit wouldn't ask for sedation if he was till in shock. Would it?!

"I don't know," shrugged Lizard. "L et me put that console online to Oakland and see what they haveto
suggest.” She climbed down toward the nose of the ship.

| sat with Duke awhile longer, wishing there was something else | could do for him. | wondered if he was
going to live. And if he did-what kind of shape would he bein?

| had to stop that train of thought real quick. That would be another good way to drive mysdif crazy.
"Duke," | whigpered to him. “I'm sorry. | didn't know what elseto do. | love you, Duke. | never told you
before, but | redly do. | depend on you. Please, stay with me-"

| knew he couldn't answer. Probably, he couldn't hear me either. It didn't matter. | just knew | had to say
it.

After awhile, | got up and went down to the nose of the ship tojoin Lizard. Shewas curled up in her
seqt, resting her chin on her figt, and studying awesther display. She looked grim. | sat down next to her
in glence. The pink dust had risen dmost to the top of the windshield. It was getting very dark in here.
"Did you raise Oakland?'

"Uh huh. They're monitoring. They'll let usknow."

| pointed at the windshidld. "It's till coming down, isn't it?"

"Uh huh. Itl be coming down al night." She pointed at the screen in front of her. "The main body of the
cloud till hasto pass over us. Were going to be buried in this stuff--and | have no idea how deepiit's

goingto get."



? EIGHTEEN

A SUDDEN thought cameto me. "Will we have enough air?’

Lizard hesitated. "Y eah-we've got some oxygen tanks with the medica supplies. We can crack those.
Theoreticaly, we should be able to hold out for aday and ahdf | wouldn't want to have to depend on it
though.”

She pulled off her headset and tossed it onto the control pand in front of her. "Shit," she said.

"What now?'

"Oh, nothing. | had plansfor tonight. Being buried dive wasn't part of them.”

"Oh," | said. | couldn'timagine Colond Lizard Tirelli on adate. "I'm sorry."

"What are you gpologizing for? It's not your fault.”

"Um, | wasjust expressing my regret.”

"Y eah, wdl thanksfor the thought then. | was thinking about steak and lobster dl day."

"Lobgter?!

"Uh huh. The Arizonafarms are producing again. Y ou should see some of the mongtersthey're turning
out. Thisbig-" She held her hands a meter gpart. She added thoughtfully, "Arizonais an easy sateto
keep clean. There'snot alot of forage or ground cover for the worms. That's one place we should be
ableto hold theline againgt them for along time."

"Isthat part of thelong-range planning?'

"Not yet. It will be though."

"Areyou going to be on the Committee?"

"I've been asked. It'saquestion of ... priorities." She shrugged. "What good islong-range planning if you
don't take care of the present?’

"On the other hand,” | said, "what you do in the present should be afunction of your long-range goals,
shouldnt it?"

Shelooked at me sharply. "Have you been talking to Dr. Fromkin?'

"Uh-no. Why?'

"That sounds like something he might say. That's acompliment by theway. But you'reright. | haveto go
where I'm most effective.” She smiled gently. "Which means| probably will join the Committee. I'm just
afraid | won't get to fly asmuch. And | don't want to give up flying."

"I'd think being on the Committee would let you fly even more-you know, on-the-scene observations.”
"It'sagood idea," she acknowledged. "But | don't know that it would work out that way." She peered at
the window then. "Hand methat flashlight-"

| passed it over, and she pointed the beam at the upper edge of the windshield in front of her. It was
completely pink. "Y ep. | thought so. The noseis completely covered. It must be coming down faster than
ever.”

She levered herself out of her seat and started working her way to the back. | followed behind. She dug
around in aside pand and produced another flashlight and an emergency lamp. The lamp she hung from
ahook in the ceiling. "There-that's better.” She handed me the second flashlight.

She climbed past Duke and pointed her beam around the tail of the chopper. | didn't know what she was
looking for. She stuck her head up into the rear bubble and pointed the flashlight around ingde. "Uh huh.
We are now completely buried. | sure hope this crap isn't an insulator. We could get awfully hot in here-"
"| thought that Bansheesweretiled.”

"They are-but if were buried, there's no place for the heat to go." She climbed toward the back. ™Y ou
hungry?”

"y eah"

"Good. Get the emergency rations out.”

| checked on Duke-no change-and then pulled out the ration box. We reconvened at the front of the
chopper. We swiveled the seats around to face the rear. Better to have the fifteen-degree noseward tilt
holding you ininstead of tipping you out. | leaned back and put my feet up on the deck. Theration bars



were chewy and required alittle concentration.

Abruptly, she asked, "Have you ever been invited to a Blue Mass?'

| shook my head. "Isthat an invitation?' | asked.

She gave me asour look. "1 was just wondering if you knew anything about them.”

"Sorry," | said. "I've heard that the members are pretty aggressivein their recruitment.”

She nodded. "I wasinvited last week. They have them every weekend now. Hundreds of people attend,
and pay athousand caseys each for the privilege." Lizard's tone went softer then. She said, "l wasjust
wondering-I've heard stories. But not from anybody who's been to one. Apparently there's some kind of
confidentiaity agreement. But | hear that... therésalot of release. A lot of abandonment. I'm not sure
what that means. There's supposed to be alot of sex too."

She left that thought hanging between usfor a besat, then commented, "I don't know that screwing
yourself into insengibility isthe best way to handle the madness, but obvioudy it worksfor some people.
S0 ... sometimes | wonder if it would work for me. | can't help but wonder if maybe dl those people
have redlly found something.”

Her voice grew very soft then. | had to strain to hear what she said next.

"Sometimes | get tempted. What if it really does work? Wouldn't | be ajerk not to go? It would be nice
to forget-even for alittle while. That'swhy | would go. To forget.”

| was embarrassed. | wanted to say something, but | knew that whatever | said would automaticaly be
the wrong thing to say. "Except-" Lizard continued, "I know that it'satrap. It's like drugs. Another
escape. Once you start trying to escape, it isn't long before you're running. I've seen it happen to too
many people aready. | don't want it to happen to me." Abruptly, shefdl slent.

| glanced over & her. Shewas staring at her ration bar moodily. | looked a mine. "It sureisn't lobster, is
it?'

"That'sright-rub it in." She sounded bitter.

"I'm sorry-" | made up my mind then, | had to ask. "Colone-?"

Shedidn't look up.

"Uh-sometimes| get the samekind of fedings. And-uh, | figure that I'm probably not the only one. So |
figure that the brass must know about it. | mean ... there must be some-uh, outlet. Or something. 1sn't
there?'

She didn't answer immediately. | was beginning to wonder if she was going to answer me at al, when she
said, "Y es, the brass knows that most of the men and women in uniform are this close to the edge. And
no, thereisn't asolution. At least, not the kind you're looking for-the easy one."

And suddenly, she was Colone Tirelli again, crisp and military. Under control. "Remember Dr. Fromkin?
He'sworking on that problem now. The President asked him to. So far, al he'ssaid about it isthat the
only answer is an unsatisfactory one. He saysthat each of usisresponsible for what goes on insde our
own heads. Therefore, each of usis responsible for maintaining our own balance.”

"But, how-7?"'

She shrugged. "That'swhat he's working on. | suspect it's a more advanced form of the Mode training,
but | don't know. Listen-" she added, "you'rein Specia Forces, the Uncle IraGroup, so you can always
cdl Dr. Davidsonin Atlanta.”

"Doyoutak tohim?' | asked.

"Now, you're getting persond,” she said.

"Sorry-"

"Thereyou go, apologizing again." Shelooked over at me, afunny look on her face. "Do you ever do
anything dse?'

"Oh, I'm sorry-1 mean, uh, yeah-I screw up.” | looked back at her. "So I'll have something to apologize
for. Sometimes | think that's the only socid transaction I'm good at.” | grinned gpologeticaly.

"It'scaled Schlemid," shesaid. "It'sagame. Y ou win by getting people to forgive you. That's the payoff.
Y ou can play it forever-aslong asthere are people to spill soup on." She looked at her ration bar sourly.
"But it boresthe hdll out of me."

| didn't know wheat to say. | opened my mouth anyway. Wordsfell out. "Well excuse me for being on the



same planet with you. Excuse mefor being in the same species.”

"I'm not S0 sure that we are the same species. . ." shesaid. "I'd like a second opinon on that.”

| flustered. If | could have gotten up and walked away, | would have; but there was no place to walk to.
How was | supposed to respond to her?| said, "I don't know what to make of you! Just afew minutes
ago we were taking like two human beings-now you're treaeting me like I'm some kind of a-athing!"
Shedidn't answer immediately. She was chewing quietly. When she did spesk, she kept her voice calm.
Shesad, "I'mtreating you like you're acting, Lieutenant. Y ou're acting like aspoiled little brat. It's boring.
I'm tired of listening to you apologize. I'm tired of you taking the blame for everything that goeswrong in
theworld. "

"Wl but-"

"No. Just shut up and listen. Y ou're not giving yoursalf any credit for the thingsyou did right.”

"I don't think | did anything right!"

"That'sright. Y ou don't think you did! Y ou went out in that dust and got agood look a some previoudy
unknown Chtorran creatures. Y ou saved Dukeslife-l grant that you did it with an extremely unorthodox
and probably not recommended procedure, but you did save hislife. Y ou single-handedly dragged him
back to the chopper. | know alot of people who wouldn't have done that, they'd have given up first. You
didn't give up! And when you did get here, you didn't stop. Y ou didn't do anything for yourself until you'd
first done everything you could for Duke. | was here too. Remember? | saw it! Y ou know, they give out
medalsfor that kind of stuff. Y ou're agoddamned hero, McCarthy-"

"No, I'm not!"

"-but you won't believe it, because you have some picture in your head of what you think aherois
supposed to be, and that's not you! Right?"

"Uh"

"Right?' she demanded. "Am | right?"

"Uh-I know I'm not ahero. Yes, you'reright.”

"Yeah," she nodded. " So you go around gpologizing for being who you are. And in the meantime, you
keep forgetting to notice that who you areis not such abad person. Y ou know, you'd be kind of cute if
you weren't such aschmuck.”

"Huh?'

Sheflushed and threw her hands up in the air. "Now you know my secret. | think you're cute. An
asshole, but acute one.”

"Cut it out! | don' like being teased likethat! | had my fill of it in high school!"

"I'm not teasing." She was dead-serious.

"Huh-?" This conversation wasn't making sense. Y ou mean that? Y ou think I'm cute?"

"Yegh." Shenodded. "Y ou."

"Uh-no. I'm not. | have a broken nose that was never properly set. And I'm too short. And I'm too thin.
AndI'm-"

"Thereyou go, doing it again. Can't you just et it in and say thank you?"

"Uh-" Thiswasvery hard. "I'm not-used to this. Compliments | mean. Nobody ever-I mean-uh-" |
stopped. | felt embarrassed. And | felt good. Lizard was redly abeautiful woman! "Thank you," | said.
"Good." She beamed. "Very good.” She looked a what was left of her ration bar. "But you're right about
onething, you know."

"Huh? About what?'

"It sureashdl isn't lobgter.”



? NINETEEN

| WAS awakened by Lizard's voice. My throat fdlt filled with cotton. | tried to clear it and couldntt.
"-no, were still buried. It's darker in here than theinside of abear.”

| opened my eyes. She wastaking on theradio again. | tried to take a breath. My chest hurt.

"-no, | can't tell how deep. | think the sun's coming up though. Theresafaint glow in the turret and at the
top of the windshield, but I'm not sure that means anything. The stuff istranducent. And when it pilesup
indriftsit doesn't get very dense, so it passesalot of light. We could be under ten meters of it and not
know."

I'd heard this conversation before. Lizard and | had covered the same materid al last night before wed
findly collapsed into separate makeshift bunks.

| pulled mysdlf painfully into agtting position. | was tiff. | was soredl over. Everything hurt. My lungs
were the worst. Every breath was an effort. | wanted to cough, but | knew | didn't dare. If | started I'd
never stop. | knew | had to keep my breathing shallow and my movements to a minimum. The pressure
to cough wasincredible.

But-first thingsfirst. | had to check on Duke. He was il adeep.

Helooked bad. Most of hishair was burned away. Parts of his scalp were peding and blistered. The
skin looked dead. He looked so bad | didn't want to look at him. | didn't want to know what he looked
like under the medi-blanket. | felt queasy.

Thiswasn't Duke any more. Thiswas burned mest. It didn't look like it would ever be Duke again. A
thought crossed my mind-maybe he'd be better off if he died. | shoved it awvay. And prayed that God
hadn't heard me. | didn't mean it, God, | said sllently. | redly didnt.

| punched the console for display. The medi-kit was continualy monitoring his body functions and the
level of sedative in his bloodstream was automatically maintained. It was probably dangerousto keep him
out for thislong-but what else could we do? They were reading the same information at Oakland. They
knew what our circumstance was. If there was anything else to do, they would call us-or they'd
reprogram the medi-kit directly. But for the moment, al we could do was wait.

And | hated waiting.

It made mefed usdess.

Duke was starting to smell bad. Very very bad. The screen said hislegs were infected. This couldn't go
on much longer.

The chopper had atiny lavatory at the very rear of the cabin. | stepped into it and threw up. And then |
garted coughing. It hurt like hell.

By thetime| rgoined Lizard &t the front of the ship, she was off the radio. She had turned her chair
around to face the rear again and had just cracked open anew ration-kit.

"G'morning,” she grinned. "Want some lobster?' She waved astick of something gray at me. It looked
unhedthy.

"No thanks," | said. | collapsed into my own chair. My chest ached.

"How about some primerib instead?" She held up asickly green-looking bar.

"Please-I've dready thrown up once thismorning. That Stuff is not fit for human consumption.”

"It depends on the wine you serve with it," she said over amouthful. She held up acan of beer to show
me

| looked over at her. "When we get out of this" | said, "I will buy you the biggest fucking lobster in
Arizona And the best bottle of winel can afford. Until then, | don't want to hear about food. "
"Youreon," shesad. "With any luck, that'll betonight.”

"Redly?'

She nodded. "Westher scan shows the cloud has dissipatedor spread out too thin to register on the
scope. There were strong winds last night. The main body of the cloud passed us by around threein the
ayem. Oakland saysthelast of itistill breaking up over Sacramento. They got a couple inches of cotton
candy-but nothing like we got. Thereés also achance of rain-with al these dust particlesinthe air, it'sa



very good chance. Weather serviceis adjusting their model now-but I'm betting that it rains before they
can bring the new amulation up and running.”

"Mp," | sad.

Assuming that the puffbal clouds hadn't eft a permanent pink hazein the air, we gill had to addressthe
real problem. The chopper was buried in this crap. How were we going to get out of the ship? If we
were under more than two meters of dust, we might aswell forget it.

And that suggested another problem. Just how extensive were these drifts anyway? | dready knew from
experience that we wouldn't be able to move very far through them. No, it wastoo unlikely that we could
get to clear ground-they were going to haveto pick us up here.

And then there was the problem of Duke.

| sucked at awater bulb and looked at Lizard. She waslost in thought aswell.

She caught melooking &t her. "Yes?"

"How are we going to get Duke out of here?"

"Y ou've gotten thet far with it, huh?'

"Uh, I haven't gotten anywhere. | just figure that Duke isthe hard part of the problem. If we can handle
that, the rest takes care of itsdlf.”

She said, "I think we're going to have to wait for outside assistance. Right now, the best solution | can
come up withisa Sikorsky Skyhook. It could just pull us out-if we could get the grapplesin place.”

| said, "If any part of the parafoil is accessble, they can hook onto that, can't they? They could use that
harness."

"Hey! That's not bad-"

"Thanks."

"-except it won't work." She explained, "It's not your fault. The problem isthe Sikorsky. No chopper can
rescue us. It stir up too much dugt. It ruinits own engines. They'll come down right on top of us.”

"I wonder if this stuff could be washed away? My great-grandmother oncetried to teach mearain
dance. You sad theré'sachance of rain. I'll call it down here."

She amiled sourly, "That'll turn this stuff into mud-and then it'll harden into concrete.”

"But it'sjust-cake flour!”

"You ever try to et astde bagd ?'

| threw up my handsin despair. "I concede the point.”

"Got any other ideas?' she asked.

"Well, we know we can burn it away...." | said it unenthusiastically.

"Now that'sathought,” Lizard replied brightly. "Y ou and Duke have dready proventhedustis
flammable. And this chopper istiled. It'l make awonderful oven." She grinned a me. "Do you like
brick-oven cooking?’

"No thanks." | picked up the flashlight, switched it on, and swiveled forward. | stared at the pink barrier
on the opposite Sde of the windshield. "1 wonder what they do on the planet Chtorr?"

"They probably don't fly in cotton candy westher.”

"Y eah, they probably have candy warnings.”

"l canimaginetheforecasts” Lizard said. "Tomorrow will be mostly fair with scattered high candy and a
twenty percent chance of lemonade.”

"Not lemonade,” | corrected. "Wrong color. More likely strawberry soda."

"And instead of snow, they get syrup? Sounds like agood way to get your wicket sticky?"

"Actudly,” | mused, "that might not be so far from the truth. Everything is edible to something ese. Were
just another kind of snack to the worms. Maybe their own planet is one great big smorgasbord to them.
Itsdl point of view. Maybethisis the season of candy.”

"Well, we could sure use a couple of worms with sweet tooths along about now," Lizard said.

"Uh-I'm not so surethey're not already here," | replied very dowly.

"Huh?'

"Turn your seat around and look. | think something's moving out there.”






? TWENTY

"WHERE?' SAID Lizard.

"There. Up near thetop.”

"l don't seeanything.”

"Keep looking. It was just aflicker-right there. Asif something's moving on top of the dust.”

We stared and waited. Nothing.

After amoment, Lizard said, "Wadll, | don't seeit.”

"I'm sure of what | saw." There was an edge of anger in my voice.

"Yes, I'm sureyou are,” shereplied quietly. "Last time you were that sure, you disrupted a conference.”
| ignored the knife between my ribs. "And | wasright, wasn't 17"

Lizard shrugged. "Being right israrely avictory."

"Huh?'

"Never mind." She anchored one foot on the console, grunted, and swiveled her seat to the back again.
"If there'sredly something out there, well seeit soon enough.”

| muttered something unprintable and grabbed the flashlight. | climbed past her to check on Duke again.
The medi-console said he was stable. He looked alittle lessgray. | wished I'd taken more pre-med
courses. | wasn't sure how to interpret any of this.

"Uh--Colond ?*

"Yesh?'

"Do you know anything about first aid?'

"Alittle”

"Come here and listen. Duke's breathing sounds funny.”

She cameto the back and sguatted down next to Duke. She listened. Then she smiled. "His breathing's
fine"

"But that wheezing-"

"He'sadeep,” shesad. "He's snoring.”

"Areyou sure?'

Lizard looked me straight in the eye. "'l know what aman's snoring soundslike.”

"Uh-right. Thank you." | picked up the flashlight and went to the back of thetail to look and seeif | could
see anything out of the rear bubble. The cotton candy seemed alittle more trand ucent there. | could fedl
my face burning.

How long would it betill we redly started getting on each other's nerves? | wondered if | could get angry
enough tokill her. | wasafraid | might find out.

| climbed into the bubble set, folded my arms across my chest, and faced the back.

What isit about women anyway? Why do they dl seem to think that lifeis about chalenging men? And
then they wonder why the men are so touchy-

| was taring at it for severad minutes before | realized what | was seeing. | came out of the chair so fast, |
bumped my head on the Plexiglas. "Holy shit!-Owww!"

"Areyou dl right?' Lizard called.

"No-"

"What happened?’

"I bumped my head-" | could till fed theringing. "Come herel”

"Why?Y ou want meto kissit?'

"I want you to see something. Come herel" | started coughing then, and couldn't think of anything for a
minute. Every paroxysm was agony. | forced mysdlf to stop, | don't know how.

When | opened my eyesagain, Lizard was looking up at me with a concerned expression. Shewas
holding out abulb of water. | took it gratefully. “Thanks."

She came climbing past Duke with asgh. "All right, what do you want meto see?'

| pointed at the window. "There is something out there.”



She looked. She frowned. She looked confused. Then her eyes widened.

The entire surface of the bubblewas alive.

It was still asolid pink mass-but we could see something through the pink. It was like looking through a
layer of suds. There was something flickering behind it; the whole surface wasflickering.

It was a seething movement, but the eye couldn't resolve a pattern. Aswe watched, the movement grew
more pronounced than ever. The flickerings became scratchings.

"Whdt isit?"

"| don't know. But it's getting bigger.”

"Bigger? Couldn't you have chosen another word?*

"How about closer?"

"Not much improvement.” Shefolded her amsaround hersdlf asif shewere cold. "It's getting lighter in
here, isn't it?" she offered. "Could it be the wind-blowing the dust off?"

"l wishit were. But | doubt it."

| moved as closeto thewindow as| could and still keep my eyesfocused. Something was moving the
pink powder around-the way it shifted and swirled, it looked like thousands of tiny little shapes, all
moving and scrambling & once.

And thenit resolved-"Unh," | said.

"What-?" she asked.

"Look close"

She leaned into the bubble, staring. Her eyeswidened in horror. "Bugs!™

The entire surface of the bubble was flickering and swirling and seething. We were looking at the bodies
of millionsand millions of frenzied insects

"They're feeding on the powder," | said. | dropped back into my seet. | was starting to fedl itchy.

Lizard dropped out of the bubble and scrambled forward. | could hear her stopping at the ports.
"They'red| over these windowstoo!" She checked the front of the ship. "They'redl over ud™

| levered mysdlf out of the seat and went forward to join her. She was staring at the window. Because
this part of the chopper was buried deeper in the drift, the seething movement was till limited to the very
top of the windshidld. It wasn't as clear yet asit was at thetail, but it was clear enough.

Lizard shuddered. She couldn't tear her eyes away from that flickering pink wall. "They'redl over ud"

| tried to imagine what the chopper must look like from above. A large pink sugary lump in the middle of
apink snowdriftcovered by abillion crawling insects, nature's perfect little machines, al of them feeding. |
could imagine them working at the powder, their tiny mandiblesflashing. I could imagine them chittering
and scraping and jostling-

| grabbed her by the shoulders. "Listen to me! Isthisship airtight?”

"It should be- Oh, my God! The compartment-!" She looked to the floor.

"Doesit sed ?"

"Uh-yes, it should.”

"Good. Now, weve got to find every other possible breachevery leak, no matter how smal, has got to
be plugged-"

"Plugged?"

"What? |sthere an echo in here? When those bugs eat down far enough, some of them are going to get
in. That'safeeding frenzy out there! They're going to be coming in hungry! You and | and Duke are the
only things ediblein thislarder. What have you got that'll keep them out?"

"Uh, | don't know. Wait aminute-let methink."

"Come on-I thought these choppers were stocked for every emergency. "

Abruptly, Lizard stiffened. Shelooked a me hard. "'l suspect that thisoneisn't in the book. The army
hasn't had much reason to bury choppersin cotton candy, so we don't really know what happens when
bugs eat them out.” She looked angry. That was agood sign. "Obvioudy," she continued, "you and |
have been given the opportunity to research the subject.”

"Terrific!" | sad. "What an opportunity! What'll wetry?' Lizard looked at the floor of the chopper,
frowning. Shelet her gaze travel dowly toward the back. She looked like she was using her X-ray vison



to inventory each separate cargo compartment.

Abruptly she said, " Shdlterfoam!” She was staring dl the way back. "Y ou'll have to move Duke-"
"What's shelterfoam?"

"It'sin case you crash somewhere and need to build a shelter-especidly in cold weather areas. First you
inflate abig balloon, then you spray it with shelterfoam. Y ou wait ahaf hour for it to harden, cut adoor,
and movein. It'slikeliving in apumpkin. We used it as quick-fix housing in Pakistan." She pointed. " Put
Dukedl the way in the back. He'slying right over the compartment | need to get at.”

Duke moaned when | moved him, but he didn't awaken. The console suggested that | give him another
bottle of glucoseand | did.

Asl sttled himin, | noticed that the pink luminescencein thetail of the ship was growing stronger. |
glanced up at the bubble. The morning sun was pouring directly down on us; | could seeit asabrighter
spot beyond the seething pink. | could even fed itswarmth.

Thelayer of powder on the hemisphere of Plexiglas was growing noticesbly thinner beneath the hungry
insect-things. This cotton candy stuff was incredibly transparent to light. | could see the swarming bugs as
darker bits ceasdlesdy churning and swirling. | wondered what they were.

But | didn't want Duke to wonder about it if he woke up and saw them. | pulled the shutter closed.
Lizard was busying herself with the shelterfoam. She wasn't paying any attention to me. So | took a
moment to apologize to Duke. | pedled open a sani-pak and started cleaning hisface with amoist towel.
"I'm sorry, Duke," | whispered. "I'll get you out of here, | promise-" | wiped the dirt from hisforehead.
"McCarthy..." he mumbled.

"Yes, Duke?'

"Shut up.”

"Yes, Dukel"

But hewas adeep again. | didn't care. Hewas going to live-l knew it!

| scrambled forward to tell Lizard. "Duke's going to make it!”

"How do you know?"

"He growled at me. He told meto shut up.”

Lizard grinned. " Sounds like good advice. Here-" Shethrust atank into my arms. " The weak spotswill
be mostly under the floor, where we hit. Especidly where we broke the kedl. Y ou'll need to empty each
compartment, then foam it. Just point the nozzle and press.”

"Doesthis suff make fumes?'

"No, it'sjellied Styrofoam. It's safe. Y ou do the cabin, I'll get under the contrals. | want to open the
floorboards and get the nose-whedl compartment. If the bugs get in there, they could get into the
circuit-pipes or the hydraulics or underneath the insulation. Y ou ever spray for cockroaches?'

"Yesh"

"Then you know." She looked over my shoulder and lowered her voice. "Better pay specid attention to
thetail. Y ou might just want to make abig cocoon back there.”

| followed her glance. Duke. | redlized how helplesshewas. "Y esh. | see your point.”

"Any questions?"

"No."

"All right, let'sgo towork."

"Uh"

She stopped. "Yes?’

"l just had athought, Colond.” She waited petiently.

"What if these bugs eat Styrofoam too?"

"Will you stop thinking-" she said. ™Y ou're scaring the hell out of me.”



? TWENTY-ONE

IT TOOK usmost of the morning.

Lizard stopped only to check in with Oakland and relay a datachirp from the medi-console. Then she
plunged back into her task. She opened up the whole floor of the nose of the ship and filled it with foam
before replacing the deck panels.

By then, | had finished foaming the cargo compartments and had begun outlining every seam of the
interior paneling. Lizard came back to join me. We set our nozzlesfor narrow jets and sprayed every
corner, every crack, every seam, every sed on theinterior of that ship. When we finished, the chopper
looked like the inside of awedding cake.

By the time we sat down in the nose of the ship again, the sun was high above us. And the chopper was
gtarting to get warm. We could barely see the sun through thewall of pale powder, but we could fed its
hest. | felt trapped.

And my body hurt worse than ever. My lungs felt like they were on fire. | was keeping an O-mask close
now, and taking frequent breathsfromit. It seemed to help. A little.

| forced mysdlf to concentrate on the scientific opportunity here. The front window was a bright pink
glare. It flickered with amillion tiny insect bodies. They were crawling dl over it, but they were thickest
near the bottom, where the pink powder was till piled up in drifts. It made mefed itchy just to look at
them. | thought about a hot bath, one with hundreds of little pulsing jets, dl throbbing in a steedy
underwater massage. | decided not to share that image with Colonel Tirelli.

"Brr!" shesaid. "l can't stand to look at them. What do you think they are anyway?"

"The Chtorran equivaent of antsmaybe," | said. "But | wouldn't bet onit. | don't think weve scratched
the surface of this ecology. Remember Dr. Zymph and her jigsaw-puzzle andogy?'

"Yesh?'

"Widl, I think were fill at the point where we're just looking into the box. We still haven't dumped it out.
We gtill don't even know how big the puzzle is or how many piecesthere are. We just know thereare a
lot and none of them seemsto make sense.” | Spped at awater bulb and watched the seething mass of
insects on the windscreen in front of me.

"| hate that analogy,” Lizard said. "It's got too much can'tin it."

"Yeah," | agreed.

Lizard picked up her headset and flicked the radio on. " Oakland?'

"Go ahead," said theradio.

"ThisisELDAVO. Checking in. Our Stuation is unchanged. Except the bugs are getting closer.”

"We copy, Colond."

"Isthere an estimate yet when someone can come and get us?'

"Nope. Sorry. Satdllite showsthat whole areais fill hazy. The best we can dois pull ablimp out of
Portland and let it glide over you."

"That'salittle desperate, isn't it?"

"Y ou want to wait aweek for pickup?'

Lizard rolled her eyes. "Get the blimp."

"Oh, we do have some good news for you."

"Yesh?'

"Your patient isstable.”

"Uh huh. And what are you not tdling me?"

"Beg pardon?"

"Stable can mean alot of things. How bad are hisinjuries?’

"Uhisthisline secure?'

Lizard looked at me, looked back at Duke. "Is he still adeep?' she whispered. | looked and nodded.
Lizard said to theradio, "Go ahead.”

"Uh-were getting some funny readings off hislegs. Like satic. But we don't think it'sinfection. The



monitor shows the antibiotics are holding. Maybe it's some effect of the dust. Wewon't know for sure
until we get him home. Other than that, he'sfine. Avoid moving him. Well try and have a corpsman on
the pickup vehicle."

"Oh, shit," | said.

"I copy,” Lizard sad. "Any more good news?"

"Wl ... it'sofficid asof ten o'clock. The President's going to run again.”

"Thanks. Do we get the ball scorestoo?”

"Dodgers lead the Braves, top of the third, two-nothing.”

"Over and out." She hung up and looked at me. "What are you so unhappy about? Y ou an Atlantafan?'
"No, I'm worried about Duke." | started crawling toward the back.

"Didn't you hear? Oakland says he'sdoing fine."

"Yeah, | heard. They dso said the Dodgersarewinning.” | sat down next to Duke. HE'd been out al day.
| didn't know if that was ablessing or not. Wasit better to be unconscious-or in pain? If they didn't pick
us up soon, there wouldn't be a choice. We were running out of supplies.

| looked at the medi-console. It was dmost time to change his V. We had plenty of antibiotics|eft-those
were the blue ampules-but we were on the next-to-last bubble of glucose. | wondered what | could do
when that ran out. These choppers were equipped only for basic first aid. The assumption wasthat the
patient would bein trangt and wouldn't be on the medi-console for long.

Thered question wasthe red ampule. The painkiller. There was only oneleft in the kit. And I'd heard
that burn wounds were the most agonizing....

| reached for the medi-blanket, hesitated, then pulled it back and looked at Duke's legs.

They were burned and pedling. The flesh was blistered and scabbed.

And then | looked again. Duke's legs were-dusty. No. They were covered with alight pink fuzz. What
the-?

| stretched afinger out, carefully, and touched Duke's ankle. The fuzz didn't brush away. It was growing
out of hisskin.

Andittingled. Likeworm fur.

| sat down with my back againgt the hull of the ship and my knees up in front of me. | put my fistsup to
my mouth and sucked thoughtfully through them, al the while staring at Duke'slegs, and trying to figure
out just what the hell was going on.

| hardly noticed when Lizard came back to join me. Shelooked at Duke's legs and her face went gray.
She pulled the medi-blanket over them again and looked at me with aquestion in her eyes.

| shrugged. "I don't know."

She picked up the medi-console and studied it. The answer wasn't there either.

| looked across a her. "How long before we know? | mean-if the foam is going to hold?'

She shrugged. "An hour. Maybe less."

"What if hewakes up? Do you think we should tell him?" Lizard opened her mouth to say something.
But Duke interrupted. "Tell mewhat-?" he said.

"Duke! You're awvake."

"I've been awake for sometime. Listening to you birds jabbering. What'd you drug me with anyway? My
legsitch.”

Lizard shot me a concerned glance. Duke didn't seeit. | said, "I don't know the name of it. It'sthe red
cartridge.”

"Oh," hesad. "Where are we?"

"Near Red Bluff. As soon as the wegther clears, they'll be coming to get us.”

"Theweather?"

"Thedug.”

"Isit «ill coming down?'

"No." And then | added, "But-we're buried. And there's haze."

Duke's face was puffy, but | could still see his eyes narrowing as he looked back and forth between me
andthebag. "Thelight in hereispink," he said. "How deep isthis shit?'



"Uptoour ears, Duke." That was Lizard.

"Mmm," he said. "Then don't make waves."

"How areyou feding?'

"Cloudy." He reached up and grabbed my deeve. "Jm?"'

"Yes, Duke?'

"Domeafavor.”

"Nameit."

"Pull the red cartridge. Take me off the degpytime.”

"Sorry, Boss. No can do. Anything but that.”

"I can handle the pain. | want to be awake."

"l can't! It'sprocedure! It might kill you!"

"Jm-" He coughed and for amoment | wasterrified. It sounded like adeath rattle. "Jm-will you pull that
cartridge?'

"No, Duke, | won't."

He closed hiseyesfor along moment. | had amost started to think that he had gone back to deep when
he opened them again. When he spoke, hisvoice was very faint.

"

"Yes, Duke?' He wasfading fast, | had to put my face close. It came out awhisper. "Then fuck you...."
Hiseyesclosed and hefell adeep again.

Lizard looked up from the console. " The machine put him out. He was straining.”

"He hates drugs. I'm going to have alot of gpologizing to do.” | redlized what I'd said and |ooked up at
her. " Sorry. Force of habit."

Shedidn't amile. "There's something € se you want to watch out for.”

"Huh?'

"Y ou could have pulled that cartridge, you know."

| shook my head. "No, | couldn't. It'sthose bugs. If we're going to be eaten dive, he's better off not
knowing."

Lizard looked at me sharply. "That'swhat I'm talking about. That kind of thinking isthefirst step.”
"What kind of thinking?"

"Making other peopl€'s decisions for them. The next step is deciding whether or not they should continue
living. And you know where that leads. | seem to remember you had a button on that."

"Yeah, well-" | stood up and climbed into the turret above Duke. "1t's different when you're the person
who hasto do the deciding, isn't it?"

She didn't say anything immediately. She just studied me with an introspective look on her face.

Finally | glanced down at her. "Well, go ahead. Say it."

She shook her head dowly. "I don't haveto. Y ou already know what | would say.”

"No, | don't.”

"Yes, youdo."

"God!" | said. "I hate conversationslikethis."

She sighed. "It'snot important. | just wondered if you would have accepted that justification?”

| didn't answer. | turned away from her and pulled the shutter back. | stared at the uneasy surface of the
bubble. The creatures were more active than ever in the afternoon sunlight. | could fed the sweet
dripping down my sides. | didn't want to continue this conversation any more. | knew shewasright.
And my chest hurt worse than ever.



? TWENTY-TWO

IT WASN'T until late afternoon that the bugsfindly cleaned off the turret bubble well enough so | could
seethem clearly.

The sunlight was danting directly into the rear of the chopper and there were only pink streeks|eft on the
clear canopy of the bubble to suggest that the ship had once been covered with the dust.
Theinsect-things were very tiny. Most of them were nothing more than little white specks. Few were big
enough to havefeatures. | had to strain my eyesto seethem at all.

| cdled to Lizard, "Have you got a survelllance camera?”'

"I've got acouple of dectronics.”

"That'll do. Let me have one, please.”

She passed it up.

"Ah, good-it'sa Sony. For once the army didn't buy cheap. I'll show you atrick | learned. Y ou can dia
these down for incredible closeups. We used to use them in school as portable microscopes.” | braced
mysalf and focused the camera on the insect-things on the surface of the bubble. The lighting was perfect.
The afternoon sunlight was coming in Sdeways. The detailing on theimage was perfect. Thelittle bugs
were white and powdery and-when the ingtant of recognition hit me, | felt my rdief like ashot of Irish
whiskey.

| started giggling. "What's so funny?"

| closed the shutter and dropped out of the bubble. | was laughing so hard | started coughing. | had to Sit
down on the floor of the chopper to catch my bresth. | hadn't realized how tense and anxious I'd been.
Now, it wasdl pouring out of me at once.

"McCarthy!" Lizard was getting annoyed. "What isit?"

"Come on up front, I'll show you.” The bugswere clearly visible a the top of the windscreen. | handed
her the camera. "L ook-do you recognize them?"

She peered up at the windshield through the eyepiece. "No."

"Y ou should. Y ou saw Dr. Zymph's dides."

"Will you just tel mewhat they are?"

"Those are baby pipe cleaner bugs! They are absolutdly harmlessto human beings! These and the cotton
candy are the only two Chtorran speciesthat are not directly dangerous to us-and weve been hiding here
in the chopper terrified dl day! By tomorrow morning, they'll have cleaned this entire ship off. There
won't be agpeck of pink anywhere on thisaircraft.” | sat down in the copilot's seat again, feding terrific,
abig glly smileonmy face. "Weregoing to bedl right.”

Lizard sat down across from me, looking relieved and relaxed for the first timetoday. "Wereredly not in
any danger?'

"Not inthe dightest. | fed likesuch ajerk.”

Lizard laughed. "We should celebrate. Y ou want a beer?’

"Y ou got more beer?"

"That cooler by your feet."

| pulled the top open. " Jeez-you don't travel light, do you?"

She spread her hands apologetically. "Y ou never can tel when you're going to be buried in cotton candy.
Hand me one, thanks." We sat back in our seats and watched the bugs work on the windshield. We
passed the camera back and forth.

Lizard sad, "Youreabiologis, aren't you?'

"l never got my degree.”

"That wasn't the question.”

"All right, yes, I'm asmuch abiologist asanyoneisthese days."

"Thanks. So, tel me-what sgoing on?"

"I can make aguess. The pipe cleaner bugs hatch on the same day asthe puffbals explode. The puffbdls
arether primary food."



"But why so many? The scale of this-it'senormous.”

"Uh huh," | agreed. "It'sagood breeding strategy for bugs. Have zillions of offpring. That guarantees
that enough will surviveto breed the next generation.” Another thought occurred to me then. "Of course
... that'sa Terran explanation. The Chtorran explanation could be something else entirely.”

"What do you mean by that?"

"Just aguess. Remember how Dr. Zymph said that what we were seeing was redly the advance
guard-that some extraterrestria agency was obvioudy trying to Chtorra-form this planet?!

"Yegh, 207"

"Wl I've been thinking. Suppose we humans were going to Terra-form Mars or some other nearby
world. Would we take our entire ecology? Probably not. No, we'd only take those creatures suited for
the kind of climate and terrain weld be moving into. In fact, we wouldn't even take the full spectrum of
creatures, we'd only fill the ecologica nichesthat we need to support our own survival.

"What are you getting a?"

"Okay-we'd take a couple species of grass and grain, earthworms, rabbits, foxes to keep the rabbitsin
check, cows, ducks, chickens, and so on. That is, we'd take only those speciesimmediately useful to us.
We wouldn't bother with mosquitoes, termites, rhinoceroses, or three-toed doths. I'll bet the Chtorrans
have done the same thing. That'swhy the puffballs and the pipe cleaner bugs have experienced
population explosions. There aren't the usual wide range of predators present to feed on them. At least
not yet. Maybethey'll be here later.”

"Mm," said Lizard. Shetook adrink from the can of beer, then leaned forward and tapped the window.
"What'sthis?' she asked. She was pointing at alarger, darker speck.

| looked. The speck was round and black and very busy. "That's the creature that feeds on the baby pipe
cleaner bugs,” | said.

"Wl that didn't take long,” she said. "Therésyour first predator.” She peered through the camera. "It
looks like aspider-only it's got too many legs."

"If it's Chtorran, it'samouth on whedls. Hereés another. And ancther. It's nearly dusk-the night feeders
are coming out. I'll bet welll be seeing alot more of them.”

"And this?' pointed Lizard. "What are these?' She passed me the camera.

| looked where she pointed. The creatures|ooked like red-striped silverfish. They made methink of
millipedes-these were the micro-size. Or maybethelarvee.... | said, "Obvioudy, these are the bugs that
feed on the bugs that feed on the pipe cleaner bugs.” | shifted my attention to athing that looked like a
fingernail-szed amoeba. Incredible. It was enveloping one of the silverfish. ™Y ou know what we've got
here? Box seats! We're seeing awhole dice of Chtorran ecology.”

"I'm not so sure these are box seats,” said Lizard. "We're seeing it from the bottom."

"Best placeto seeit from. None of the detailsarelost.” | moved higher up the window. "L ook-see that?
Remember that one? That's a nightwalker.”

"Helookslike alittle vampire."

"That's how he got hisname. He lurksin corners. This one must be ababy.”

"What's he egting?"

"l can't tell-but it's pink."

"Oh, heré's another one-oh, my God!"

| looked where she was pointing. The creature |looked like atiny little human being. Its eyeswere
froglike, but its body was pink and as moist-looking as a baby and its proportions were dmost
completely human, only scaled down to the size of ababy'sfinger. It was feeding on the candy powder
and the pipe cleaner bugs and whatever else got initsway. It had atiny red tongue.

"Thisisincredible. Where are the memory clipsfor this camera? We're probably seeing a hundred new
life-formstoday."

"Inthat dark blue box." Lizard jerked athumb over her shoulder. "And check the battery packs. You
may haveto plugitinup here" | levered mysdf out of my seat. "Cokes, beers, medi-kits, shelterfoam,
oxygen tanks, cameras-how come this chopper is so well packed?"

"All military choppers are now. It's standard issue. The robots check your supplies automaticaly and



replace what's been used. It'sal automatic. Obvioudly, it'sfor opportunitieslike this."

"Um," | sad. "Hey! TheresaPentax-Pro in here! With eighty gigsof Zilog layered memory!" | held it up
to show her. The batteries were fresh. "It's brand-new. Y ou know, | used to dream about equipment like
this"

"Help yourself. Theré's more where that came from.”

"Huh?'

"The army wants you to have that equipment, McCarthy. Remember? Therésawar on."

| grabbed the lantern and came back forward. "Here, hang this up somewhere so the light dants
sdeways. I'll get better contragt.” | started shooting micro-closeups. The detailsvisble just on the
camerds preview screen were sartling. "Are there any more of those little naked men?”

"Here's a couple-o0ops, you don't want to see what they're doing!”

"Yes, | do! No, | don't." | took their picture anyway.

"Voyeur," sad Lizard.

"They'rejust licking the powder off each other,” | said. "Besides, they might befemae.” | kept taking
pictures. There was athing that looked like atiny pink cauliflower-or awalking brain. It wasagnarly little
lump with red veins all over its surface. It looked dreadful. | noticed even the other creatures thought
so-they kept out of itsway too.

"Thisisincredible!" | said. | was probably repeating mysdf. | didn't care. | wastoo excited. "Were
seeing things no other human being has ever seen! Thisisextraordinary! This must be the day everything
hatches at once and feeds on everything else. Thisiswonderful. | don't think we've seen haf of these
lifeformsbeforel”

Lizard said, "If that's true, then the joke's on you.”

"Huh?'

"Y ou just finished postulating that the Chtorranswould probably bring only their essentia support
species. Look at this zoo on the window! Do you till believe that?!

| lowered the camerafor asecond and looked. The window wastotaly covered with swarming Chtorran
bugs and beasties. Long ones. Thin ones. Short fat juicy ones. Pink and black and purpleand red, all
shades of red. They glistened in the reflected light of the chopper. Beyond was only darkness. It was
already night outsde. When had that happened? I'd been so entranced, | hadn't even noticed when the
sun s&t. This closer spectacle was too overwheming. The bugs were glittering little bodies now. The
window fairly sparkled.

"Yeah," | sad. "l do. Thisistill only avery narrow dice of an ecology. A planet might host abillion
different species. We're seeing only afew hundred here. The Chtorrans probably haven't brought more
than afew thousand dtogether. Just what they need.” | arted to lift the camerato my eye again, then
looked at it, stopped, lowered the camera and looked at Lizard again. Grinning.

"What?' shesad.

"| takeit al back," | said. "Well, part of it anyway. The Chtorrans haven't traveled any lighter than we
did. Wedidn't pack just the bare essentid s for this misson. We took everything we might conceivably
need." | hefted the camera. "And so far, we've needed everything weve brought. They did the same.”
Lizard laughed with me. She opened the last two beers and passed me one. Shelifted hers high and
toasted me. "Well, here'sto the bugs. Here'sto you."

| returned thetoast. "It'sagreat show." We watched in silencefor awhile.

| tried to imagine what the ground outside must ook like. If the moon was bright enough, it would be
covered by ashimmering carpet of night creatures and insects. | wondered if any Earth lifeformswere
part of that feast out there, and if they were dinersor dinners.

Probably dinners. Thiswas afeeding frenzy. These crestures were dl so busy eating that they didn't even
notice when something else came adong and started eating them. | watched as new creatures kept landing
on thewindshield and joining the orgy. Where were they al coming from?

Lizard decided to cdl thelittle naked men "finger-babies.” They reminded her of aset of tiny dollsshe
had owned along time ago. The creatures had pae, nearly transparent skin, and they crawled dong the
window with dow deliberate motions. They had big bug eyes. It made them look expressionless-or



perpetudly frightened. It depended on your mood. They would open their tiny wide mouths and touch
their tiny red tonguesto the pink powder or the baby pipe cleaner bugs. Then they'd lift their heads while
they swallowed and ook dowly from side to side, before returning to their feast.

For awhile, there were alot of them. Many of them were licking the powder off each other. The window
was covered with naked, squirming pink bodies. "It looks like you got your Blue Mass after dl."
"There's something disturbing about the comparison,” she responded. "I s that what human beings ook
like from above?'

Asthe night grew darker, more of the nightwalkers began to arrive. Thelittle vampire creatures had pale
faces and large mandibles. They grabbed the finger-babies with their upper pair of armsand pulled them
into adisturbingly erotic embrace. The finger-babies didn't fight-not even when the vampires opened their
mandibles and started eating. The vampires ate them likelittle plump sausages. They bit and chewed, bit
and chewed, and the finger-babies died. They waved their little pink arms and kicked their little pink legs,
but the nightwalkers kept eating. The finger-babies had bright red blood.

For awhile, the window was covered with carnage. "l think | hate them,” Lizard said.

"Careful," | sad.

"Huh?'

"Y ou're anthropomorphizing. Y ou're making judgments about these creatures. Y our species prgudiceis
showing. What if the finger-babies are redly embryonic worms?!

Shelooked at me, startled. "Y ou don't redlly think s0?"

"No, | don't-but | just wanted to caution you not to make assumptions. | aready made one
mis-assumption about the bunnydogs. | don't want to make any more. These things are probably some
kind of newt-like organism with acoincidenta resemblance. In their adult form, they could bevicious
serpents. Or maybe not. Don't make hasty judgments.”

Lizard grunted. That was her only answer. We both fell slent again.

Something snake-like with ared belly dithered across my side of the window. It had athousand flashing
legs, and it plowed through the other life-formslike avacuum cleaner. Oh no. "Lizard," | said.

"y e

"Y ou'd better call for help.”

"Huh?' Shelooked a me. "'l thought you said we were sefe.”

"I may haveto revise that estimate. Y ou were wondering what comes next?" | pointed. "Seethat? That's
aChtorran millipede. If that's what comes next, we'd better get out of here. | don't think the shelterfoam
will gop them.”



? TWENTY-THREE

WE GOT the cal at twenty-two hundred hours.

The radio beeped. Lizard leaned forward and flicked it on. "ThisisELDAVO."

"All right, heré'sthe scoop. The blimpisonitsway. They left Portland an hour ago. They've got afull
rescue and medica team aboard. They should be over you by midnight. They're homing in on your
"What about the dust?'

"They're aware of the problem. We dl are. Thereisn't an engine running in the Sacramento Valley
today-at least none that were left exposed. But Portland has the most experience with this kind of
problem-you can thank Mount Saint Helensfor that. They've aready got the necessary technology on the
f.”

"I'll send athank-you note to the volcano,” Lizard said.

"They'll be monitoring the air al theway in. When they gtart hitting ten particles per million, they'll shut
down thejets and drift with the wind till they're overhead."

"Drift?" asked Lizard skepticaly.

"That'sright. But they've jury-rigged acold-rocket assst for loca guidance. They can maneuver, and you
won't have to worry about the fire danger. If they have to, they can fly on canned air for a short
distance-at least far enough to get out of the pink if they head out over the ocean. It'sal been thought
"I've heard that one before," Lizard said. "How are they going to hold their position over us?'

"They'll fire grapplesinto the ground and moor themselves. Then they'll lower abasket and pull you up.”
"Listen-" said Lizard. "Weve got a problem with that."

"What'sthat?"

"We'rein the middle of afeeding frenzy here. Once we pop the hatch, we have maybe thirty seconds. If
that. Weve got amillipede svarm.”

"We know about the millipedes. Y ou're not the only ones down in the dust. We've been getting reports
that would curl your hair."

| leaned forward at that. "How bad isit?' | asked.

"Y ou don't want to know."

"Yesl do," | indsted.

"Wethink we lost Redding. All communications are down. We can't get anything into the area. Y ou think
you got it bad? The Northern California Eyeball scan shows nothing but pink desert-and there were
sometdl buildingsin Redding.”

"Redding?' But that was eighty kilometers north of here. A terrible suspicion was cregping coldly up my
spine. "Just how extensveisthe dust?’

"The whole northern hdf of the state is out. Everything. It'sal been brought to a halt. Sacramento took
another fiveinchesthis afternoon. "

Lizard and | exchanged a glance. From Redding to Sacramento?"Y ou'll seeit from the blimp. If thewind
holds up, you might be in Oakland-or Sacramento-by tomorrow afternoon.”

"Any more good news?" Lizard asked.

"The Dodgersblew it in the eighth.”

"Thanks." She sgned off, turned and looked at me. " So. No |obgter tonight either.” Then she noticed my
expression and asked, "What's that about?"

"Nothing," | said. | climbed out of my seet and headed toward the back of the ship to look at Duke's
medi-console. He was stable, buit...

| pulled back the blanket to look at the pink fur on hislegs again. The fur was noticesbly longer. There
were red and purple strands too.

Lizard squatted down opposite me; she searched my face. "Nothing, huh?'

"All right,” 1 admitted. "I'm worried about Duke. He smells pretty bad-and | don't know what's going on



with hislegs. That fur isgrowing. Even if we could get him out of here tonight, wed still be along way
from the kind of care he needs. And you heard the man. Tomorrow afternoon.”

She picked up the medi-console and studied its display. Duke was on the last red ampule. There was no
more glucose. I'd been waking him up periodicaly to give him sugar water laced with blue-series
antibiotics. It wasthe best | could do. | couldn't think of anything €lse.

| knelt down for acloser examination of the pink fur on Duke'slegs. It was growing out of his blackened
skin like grass cregping back toward ground zero. Tentatively, | let it brush the pdm of my hand. It was
tingly. | pressed it gently flat-the tingly sensation got sironger.

"He'swaking up-" said Lizard.

| straightened up again and took the console from Lizard. The display said Duke was still sound adeep.
"No he'snot-" | looked back at Duke'slegs. | stretched over and touched the fur again; | stroked along
length of it. The mediconsole display went crazy. It said Duke was running up ahillno, having a heart
attack-no, it wasn't sure. PLEASE WAIT. It couldn't interpret. INCREASED NERVOUSACTIVITY.
And again, PLEASE WAIT.

| pulled open the medical supplies and studied the color-coded chart inside. There it was.

Terramyain.

| looked at Duke'slegs again.

But it was such along shot. It was avery stupid risk to take. "What are you thinking?' asked Lizard.
"I'm thinking of doing something stupid,” | said.

"How stupid?'

"It's never been done before.” | popped the plastic ampule out of the kit. "That'sworm fur growing out of
Dukéeslegs. Thisstuff should kill it. Most of it, anyway. Remember the worm in Denver? That's what
happened to it.”

She frowned unhappily. "1 don't know what to tell you, McCarthy. I'm not adoctor.”

"I'm not asking your permission. | know more about thisthan you do. Thisisonel haveto cal.”
"You'reright," she agreed.

"I know." | closed my eyes. Please God ... let me beredly right. | clipped the ampuleinto place on the
feeder.

The medi-console beeped. TERRAMY CIN?it Queried. | touched the CONFIRM button.

There was nothing to do now but wait.

We covered Duke up again and climbed back to the front of the chopper. The copilot's seat was
beginning to get uncomfortable. It creaked as| sank into it. | picked up aflashlight and studied the bugs
on thewindow again. | couldn't identify even half the crestures| saw. But the ones| could identify were
enough to terrify me.

"Thered problem,” | said, "is| don't know how we're going to get him out of here. | don't know how
we're going to get us out of here. | don't think it's safe to open that hatch.” 1 pointed the flashlight toward
the top of the windshield. The beam illuminated four red-bellied millipedes dithering down its curved
surface even as| spoke. One of them curled itself around to point its eyes downward. It peered curioudy
at us, irisng its eyes open and shut in confused blinks.

Lizard followed my stare. "Can you freeze them?' she asked.

| shrugged. "That'swhat I'm planning on-but that's not the problem. I'm worried about worms finding us.
They'renext inline at this cafeteria | pointed at the millipedes. " See those? Those millipedes are the
nadtiest little monsters you can imagine. They'll attack anything that was ever remotely organic. They're as
insatiable as an author at afree lunch, and they're dmost impossible to kill. They bite like journdidts, and
they're as deadly aslawyers. They run in swarms and they can denude aforest in aweek. They can strip
a horsein minutes. Do you want to hear more?”’

""And my pointis... ?" Lizard prompted.

"That," | said, "-isworm food. Those are Chtorran delicacies. Maybe it'stheir equivaent of lobster. The
worms just pop them in their mouths and chew. Does that give you some idea about the persona habits
of theworms? That'swhat I'm worried about. A worm could ped this chopper open red easy.

"And-" | added, "if that's not enough, we are effectively defensaess. Duke'storch is still lying somewhere



out there in the dust-and even if we had it, it wouldn't be safe to use. Neither can we use grenades or
bazookas-nothing that might ignite the dust. All we haveisthe freezer-and that is of very limited

useful ness as awegpon against aworm. Believe me. I'vetried it three times. No more. It isnot
recommended for people who are planning to diein bed. Thefirst timel tried it, | didn't know any better.
The second time, | figured it was just amatter of technique. Thethird time, | began to suspect it was
impossible and stopped trying. ™

"Areyou through, Perfessor?' she said.

"I'd be interested in hearing any suggestionsyou haveto offer,” | said. "l just wanted you to be clear
about the problem.”

"Firg of dl-" Lizard gave me aknee-weakening, blue-eyed stare. "I think you're making up problems
that you don't have yet. The last worm we saw was forty kilometers on the other side of the mountains.”
She jerked athumb westward.

"Right. That was the last worm we saw. How about all the oneswe didn't see? Are you willing to bet
your lifethat there aren't any wormsin this neighborhood? I'm not.” | jerked a thumb at the window.
"Not ameter away from us, you have the clearest crosssection of the Chtorran food chain anyone has
ever seen. That's a Chtorran smorgasbord out there. There are worms around. We just haven't seen
them yet. But wewill."

Shelooked skeptical.

| said, "A worm has a better sense of smell than a shark. We know that they are attracted to human
beings. We don't know why-but we do know that a Chtorran gastropede will head for the strongest
human scent it can detect. We've found this out the hard way. They've also learned to recognize the
smédls of our machinery. Like trucks and choppers. They'll homein on those scentstoo. | didn't want to
say anything about this earlier-because | didn't think we were in aheavily infested area-but the millipedes
prove that we are. This chopper isagoddam neon sign. It says FREE LUNCH to any worm in the
vicinity." | realized | was getting alittle too vehement and lowered my voice. "Sorry. | got excited.” Lizard
didn't say anything. She was taring out the window.

| felt | ought to gpologize, but-1'd promised | wouldn't do that any more-I shut my mouth.

But silence didn't work either. It just accentuated the feding of discomfort. "Listen-" | said. "We do have
onething in our favor. The dust. Maybeit's o thick, it masks our scent. That's avery strong possibility.
Redlly. In which case, we might not be in that much danger. We'd only have to worry about aworm
finding usby accident. . . ."

"Likethat one-?" Lizard asked dowly. She pointed forward. | looked. | pointed the flashlight.
Something large and dark and red, with two huge black eyes like the headlights on an oncoming subway
train, was peering in a usthrough the windshield. Its eyes shrank in the sudden light. "1 redly wanted to
bewrong,” | said.

The worm cocked its eyes at us diagondly-alistening pose. It opened its mouth dowly and touched its
mandiblesto the glass. It wastesting the surface.

"Oh, God-let it hold."

The glass creaked initsframe. But it held.

The worm backed away from the window then and ran itsfingers curioudy over the surface. Its claws
scrabbled politely acrossthe glass, tapping and examining. | held the light steedy. | was afraid to move
it-or eventurn it off.

The worm was huge. Four meterslong. The dark purple and red stripes on its Sides were definite enough
to be vigble even under the fine coat of pink dust caking itsfur.

The mongter put itsface close to the glassagain. We stared at it. And it stared back at us.

| hoped to God it wasn't hungry.



? TWENTY-FOUR

AND THEN the worm backed away from the window and was gone. There was darkness beyond the
window. Wherewasit?"Don't move," | said.
"I couldn't if | wanted to."

For amoment, there was silence. | wondered if this was the same worm that Duke and | had seen
before. | couldn't tell-and it didn't really make much difference, did it? Then, from the Side of the chopper
next to Lizard, there came a gentle tapping, scrabbling sound.
Theworm was gill examining the ship.

Lizard's eyes went wide. Thiswas worse than seeing what the creature was doing.
The sound moved down the length of the chopper. Slowly, ever so dowly, the worm tapped and
scratched its way toward the hatch. When the scrabbling sounds reached the door of the chopper, they
hestated. It was asif theworm could tdll that there was something different about this piece of hull. The
examination went on for along long time. | thought of arabbit in acage
"1, uh-want you to know something. .." Lizard said quietly. Our attention was on the noise at the door.
"What'sthat?" | asked.

It dmost sounded like aknock. Or like adog scratching to get in.
"I meant it, what | said before. About you being kind of cute.” Now it wasrattling the door handle!
"I know," | said. "Thank you."
Go away, goddammit! There's nobody home!

"No-listen, what | really wanted to tell you-" Lizard's voice was strained, -1 can fuck better than | can
fly. You cantell Duke that-if you get the chance......"
The rattle at the door stopped.

| said, "I, uh-wanted to find that out for mysdif. . . ."
Therewasslence again. Lizard and | listened painfully. Had the worm given up and gone away?

No. The scrabbling resumed farther back down the hull. Lizard gasped. She blurted quickly, "Metoo."
The worm was at thetail of the ship now. | said, "When we get back to Oakland.. ."

Something went bang. The chopper lurched forward. Lizard yel ped. Duke moaned.

And then there was Sllence.

"It went away ... 7' shewhispered.

"Wait," | cautioned.

The slence grew louder.

"Turnontheoutsdelights™” | sad. "All of them.”

"Isthat safe?!

"It knowswe're here. There's no reason to hide any more. We might aswell see what we're in the middle
of."

She leaned forward dowly and touched a button on her console. The landscape beyond the window
blazed suddenly bright. The ground glowed pink. The chopper's headlights were still under the dust-the
light was reflecting upward through the powder. It created an eerie luminescence, afaerielandscape. A
deep furrow led out of the trees, through the pink dunes and directly toward the chopper. The track of
the curious worm. Where was it now?

The pink duneswerelosing their pristine condition and collapsing into muddy-looking dush that pulsed
and throbbed with swarming life. We couldn't identify the smaller cregtures; they blurred into aglittering
mosaic. Millipedes dithered through them everywhere, feeding like sharks, some of them were as huge as
pythons.

But where was the worm?

Lizard switched on the overhead spotlights then-and gasped. Outside, the air wasfilled with fluttery
things. They looked like epileptic moths. They darted back and forth through the light pouring from the
chopper. They dipped and dove and picked at the bugs in the powder. And now there were larger things



that sailed through the fluttery things. They curled and swooped like silver ribbons. They were bizarre and
graceful and beautiful to watch; they rippled and moved in perfect Snhe waves. Something like akite
darted through them, snatching them out of the air. What kind of creature fed on the kites?

The creaturesin the powder were clearer now too. There were nightwalkersthe size of terriers. There
werethingsthat looked like spiders on stilts. There were pipe cleaner bugsthe Size of rats. Therewere
pink hairbalswith mouths creeping through the dust, humping like inchworms.

Lizard gtared in fascination. Almaost without thinking, she switched on the outside microphones
Cacophony!

Chirpsand whistles! A thousand chittering, cackling, buzzing, warbling voices clamored in at us. The
noise was horrendous! Lizard turned the volume down-but that only made the sounds more ominous, not
less

Now, it sounded like chewing.

A million mandibles crunching, anoiselike szzling fat.

The night had brought out the biggest and the worst. The creatures beyond the window were functioning
with asingle biological imperative carried to its most horrifying extreme: eat as much as you can before
you are egten yourself.

It was hideous. And it was fascinating.

| glanced over a Lizard. She was pa e and trembling-but she had the cameraup to her eye again. |
gtarted climbing toward the back

She yeped, "Hey-wherere you going?*

"I've gottafind that worm-" | climbed past Duke.

Shefollowed me back. "What in hdll are you thinking?'

"I don't know yet." | was dready pulling the weapon-bay open. "Have you got any cold explosives?'
"No-wait aminute. See what kind of rockets they packed with the rocket launcher-" She pointed.

"| found it-" | sudied the warning labels.

"Y ou're not going out there?' she said.

"If | haveto-"

"That's crazy! Y ou know what's outside-"

"Yeah-and | d'so know how wormslike to solve puzzleswith bait in ‘em. Yeah, thisll do." | pulled out
the " peace-pipe" and one pipefiller, handed it to her to hold, then closed the compartment again.

"Just one?' she asked dryly.

"I'm only going to get one shot.” | took the bazooka and loaded it. ™Y ou're going to have to cover me
with the freezer. Y ou know how to work it?*

"Point the trigger and press-?"

"That's close enough.” | was checking the safeties on the wegpon. Everything came up green. Good.
"Wait aminute-" she said. "Just wait aminute-" She held up her handsin front of me. "Have you
congdered dl your options here?'

"Yes-and | am not afree lunch. That leavesonly this." | hefted the pipe meaningfully. | stopped and
looked at her. "Maybe I'll be lucky. Maybe the worm has aready gone away.” And then | added, "But
I'll bet it hasn't. Here, hold thisagain.”

Shetook it and said, "I could order you not to do this, you know-"

| was dready climbing past her and pulling mysdlf up into the bubble turret. "Go ahead-but court-martias
arevery time consuming.” | opened the shuitter.

She called up to me. "We don't court-martia lieutenants for insubordination any more.”

"Oh-?'

"No, we just shoot them on the spot. It's cheaper.”

| dropped down out of the bubble and jerked my thumb up at it. "Well, before you shoot, you better
have alook yoursdlf." She handed me back the rocket launcher and climbed up into the turret. As she
brushed past me | couldn't help but notice that she smelled ... interesting. Had thiswoman redlly
promised me alobster dinner in Oakland?

"Oh!" she said; and then, after ahorrified pause, "But what'sit doing?'



"l don't know. Maybeit's consdering dl its options."

"It'sjust gtting there-staring at the hatch. . . ."

"Uh huh. And it can probably hear every word we say." Lizard dropped back down out of the turret and
stared at me.

"Will thiskill it?" shewhispered.

"Therésonly oneway to find out, isn't there?"

"Wait aminute. | haveto think this out. Just wait aminute-"

"l can. It won't-" The radio beeped. We both looked forward.

Lizard looked at me. "It'swaited thislong, you can wait toothat's an order.” She scrambled down to the
front of the ship to answer thecdl. "ThisisELDAVO." | let out aloud breath and followed sourly.
"ELDAVO, thisisthe Paul Bunyan-" cameamalevoice, "-on loan from Oregon Air-Lumber. Captain
Peter Price a your service. You cdled for atow?"

Lizard smiled grimly. "WEell be happy with just alift. Of any kind. The sooner the better.”

"Wel, lift iswhat it'sdl about, maam. The Paul Bunyan has eighty tons of lift. How much of it do you
think you'll need?' Lizard glanced a me, then back a Duke, did aquick menta caculation, and said,
"Oh, two hundred and twenty-five kilos ought to cover it." | shouldered the bazooka and dropped
impatiently into the copilot's seat. How long was this going to take?

"Puttin’ on alittle weight there, ain'tcha, gad?' cameanew voice. A degp maevoice.

Lizard yelped, "Danny! What are you doing there?"

"Came adong for the ride. How's my favorite redhead?"

"l can't tell you on an open circuit,” she said with alaugh. | wondered who this Danny was and what his
relationship waswith Lizard. | wondered if | should be jeal ous. His voice boomed like afoghorn. He was
too friendly.

Lizard glanced over a me, saw my eyes, and turned back to the radio. "Listen, Danny-what's your
ETA?

The man'stone shifted then, became more businesdike. "Well ... your beam isloud and clear. We should
be overhead sometime in the next two hours. How's your patient?”

"Not good."

"He cant ridein aharness?'

"No, we're going to need a basket.”

| leaned forward then. "Ask him if they'vegot azip line."

"Who'sthat?' boomed Danny. "Hey, hon-you got aboyfriend?'

"Dont besdlly," Lizard said. "He'sonly alieutenant.” | felt myself reddening in reaction.

"Cradle-robbing again, | see" Danny laughed heartily. | decided | didn't like him or this conversation.

| leaned forward and spoke to the radio. "Can you rig azip line?'

"Sure, weve got one, Lieutenant... uh-?"

"McCarthy, James Edward."

"Right,” said Danny crisply. "McCarthy."

"And have you got acrab?"

"Excuseme," Captain Priceinterrupted, "Are you ablimper?’

"No-"

"Then why don't you let us handle the misson?"

"-but | did seven search and destroy drops off of gasbagsin Colorado, so | had to learn this stuff the
hard way. We've got some problems here-"

"And weve got some problems up heretoo.”

"Areyour problems bright red?" | snapped back. "Do they weigh three tons? And can they rip open a
chooper with their teeth?' There was silence for a heartbest; you could amost hear the two men
exchanging aglance. Then Captain Price came back on theradio. ™Y ou have worms?

"We have one sitting right outside the front door." Another quick silence.

"Uh. .. " That was Danny. "Lieutenant-" He was speaking very carefully now. "Whatever you do, don't

annoy it."



"Colond, | have no intention of annoying it,” | replied, equaly carefully. "I am going to kill it." Before he
could argue with me, | added, "That worm is going to do one of two things. Either it'sgoing to ped this
ship open or it'sgoing to go get therest of itsfamily-and they will ped this ship open.”

"Lieutenant-" the blimp captain interrupted. "Are you an expert on the worms?' There was skepticismin
hisvoice.

"Asgood asyouregoing to find in Cdifornia," | replied matter-of-factly.

Lizard put in then, "Captain Price, heis. | specificaly asked for Lieutenant M cCarthy to be assigned to
me because of his expertise with the Chtorran ecology. If he says the worms are going to shit soup, you'd
better bring your bowl and crackers.”

"If you say s0, Colondl. My apologiesfor any offense. None intended. But we've had afew bad
experiences with groundhogs today, so you'll understand if were alittle testy.”

"No problem," Lizard said. Shelooked at me. "McCarthy?"

"I'mfine" | saidtotheradio. "But I've got aworm to kill and you're using up my time. Of coursg, if
you've got a better ideg, 1'd loveto hear it. But I'm still the guy whose assison theline-"

"Holdit, Lieutenant,” came Danny'svoice, very camly. "Nobody's arguing with you any more. Y ou made
your point. It'syour cal. | just want you to be certain-"

Something went thump at the back of the ship. Lizard and | both glanced back. "I'm certain,” | said.
Again, athump-thistime louder!

Lizard said to the radio, "Danny-it's knocking on the door."

"Go do your job, Lieutenant. Well keep thisline open if you need to talk-"

| was dready scrambling.

"-and Lizard, keep an eye on your patient for me." But she was aready following me toward the back.
"Grab that freezer!" | pointed. "And amask!"

"Here-" Shetossed gogglesat me.

Something banged loudly against the door. The handlerattled and clanged. Duke yelped in hisdeep. |
pulled the goggles down over my eyes, fitted the mask over my nose and mouth, then turned to help
Lizard with the tank harness. "Who's Danny?" | asked.

"Colond Danny Anderson. Northwest Liaison." She grunted as she pulled the harnessinto place. "-and
whatever he says, heisnot just dong for theride.”

"Anderson?" | glanced back at Duke. "Duke's last name is Anderson-"

Lizard nodded. "Danny's his son." She stepped away from me to connect the freezer hose.

Duke was moaning now. He was half-awake, haf-ddirious. He was breathing very raggedly, and he
looked worse than ever. "Oh God-no."

And then the scratching began at the door again-
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"WHAT'SIT doing-?" Lizard asked.

| wasn't sure. "It soundslikeit's chewing."

It was aquiet, steady sound-but it had too much crunch init. The door protested loudly initsframe. It
bulged and squealed. Something black broke through-amandible? Pink dust floated in the air.

| motioned Lizard to the side. "Give me aclear shot.” | braced myself against the oppositewall. "When |
give the word, you pop the door-and then freeze it. The whole frame. Ready-?"

She nodded. "Go!"

She hit the release. The door banged outward

A very surprised-looking worm reared up and back and away. " Chtorrrrr!™

Lizard stepped in spraying-the worm disappeared behind a cloud of cold steam. " Get out of the fucking
way!" | screamed. She stepped back-

The steam cleared just enough for me to see the worm dropping down into a charge

What did they say in the comic books?"Eat cold death, you purple dime!” | squeezed the trigger.

The rocket stresked forward with a high-pitched scream and a cold white smell. Thewall behind me
crackled. | could fed the burning chill on the back of my neck.

There was amuffled FVOOMP!

The worm's body puffed up for just the briefest of ingtants. It froze in surprise-and then it Smply stopped
and collapsed where it was. Within seconds, tiny whiteice crystals wereforming dl over itsfur.

And then therewas Sllence.

"Didyou get it?" Lizard peered out cautioudy.

The body of the cresture was trembling and twitching. A dark ichor was flowing from the creature's
mouth and there was the faint sighing sound of air escaping from somewhere.

"Get that door closed!" | legpt forward and grabbed the handle-the door was stuck in its hinge!

Lizard grabbed too. "Goddam worm pulled it out of shape-"

"Kegp pulling!™

The door came unstuck with abone-rattling BANG! It swung shut with adam and we tumbled
backwards on thefloor.

"Oh, God-wedidit!" Lizard was laughing. She sat up and looked at me. "Weredly did it-didn't we?"

| gulped air and nodded. | held up a hand-

"It'sone thing to bomb them from the air-" she marveled. She was amost delirious. "But it's quite another
to meet one face to face! Oh, God-!"

| was gasping too hard to spesk. | pointed at the door. She followed my glance. "Oh, no-"

The hatch had aholein it large enough to stick your head through-and you wouldn't have to remove your
helmet firg ether.

"Shdterfoam?’

She managed to shake her head. "No good. The hol€'stoo big. There's no support. We need a patch-"
Shelooked around the cabin

"No. Y ou stay there with the freezer! Dust that hole and keep it dusted!" | scrambled to the back of the
ship to a place where the frame had bent. Severd of the floor panels had popped off in the crash. I'd had
to shelterfoam the hull back here.

| scooped up the largest of the panels and the shelterfoam canister and headed back toward Lizard. As|
passed Duke, he reached out and grabbed me-"Wha's 'oing on?"

"It'sdl right, Duke." | patted hisarm, tried to disengage hisfingers.

"My legs'urt. M' legs. Fed dl red. Burr'ng.”

| pried hishand loose. "I'll be right back. Hang on." He didn't hear me. He kept on moaning.

"All right-dust it again!" | screamed at Lizard. Sheloosed afine spray of liquid coldness at the holein the
door; shedirected it dl around the edges.

"All right! All right!" | screamed to stop her. | sprayed the edges of the hole with shelterfoam-it crackled



againg the frigid surface of the hatch. | waited ten seconds, then sprayed again, outlining the bresk three
timesover. | dapped the pand over it and held it in place, bracing mysdf for maximum pressure. "How
long doesit take for this suff to harden?!

"Fifteen minutes-haf an hour. I'm not sure.”

"Terrific. Grab that canister. Spray the hatch. The hinges. The handles. Everything. Outlineit.”

"Right."

She had to work around me, but she was thorough. By the time shefinished, the foam over the break
was dready hardening. Gingerly, | took my hands away from the panel | was holding. It stayed put. |
took the canister from Lizard and gave it another spritz around the edges. Good.

| turned around and looked at her. She was giggling. She pointed at the door. "I dways wanted a
window-"

"Huh?" | turned back to the door. The patch had aglasswindow init. And awarning: CAUTION. DO
NOT OPEN THIS PANEL WHILE-The rest was obliterated.

| wastoo tired to laugh. | pointed toward the front of the ship. "Call whatsisname. Tell him we're okay.
And-" | lowered my voice, "-tell him Duke'sin pretty bad shape.”

She searched my face. "Asin "Duke's on the roof and we can't get him down'?"

"Y eah-better Sart preparing him.”

| pulled off my O-mask and goggles, and climbed into the back to see what | could do for Duke. He was
gtill moaning about his legs being red and burning. | pulled back the blanket and |ooked. The terramycin
had doneitsjob. The pink strands were gone from hislegs-but the purple and red strands were longer. It
was worm fur! But-why? How-?

Duke's whole body was hot. The console said his temperature was 102. Hisface was dry. His skin was
red and cracked. His eyes were puffed up so badly, | was sure he couldn't see out of them, but he turned
his face toward me and managed to croak something. | didn't understand. | had to put my face closer.
"What-?"

"Ho...goho...tay ho...."

"Home? Right, Duke. We're on our way. Just hang on alittlelonger, okay?' | squeezed hisarm in what
was meant to be a reassuring gesture, but he writhed at my touch. "I'm sorry-just hang on, Duke. A little
longer. Danny's coming to get you. Y our son-"

Heturned his head away from me.

There was nothing more | could do for him. | climbed back down to the front of the ship. Lizard was just
sgning off. She nodded to me. "They'rerigging acrab and azip line."

| grunted and sank down into my seet. "Everything okay back there?' she asked.

"Yeah," | replied. | wasn't very convincing.

Shereached over and patted me. "Y ou're doing fine, McCarthy. Hang on just alittle longer.”

| looked at her sourly. "That'swhat | just told Duke.”

"Sorry," shesad.

"Were gonnalose him. | know it-"

" me

"l amtired of dl thisdying!" | said. "l hateit! | just hateit!" | could hear the raggednessin my own voice
and how loud | sounded in the cramped cabin of the chopper, and abruptly | redlized just how close |
wasto the edge.

| turned away from Lizard and buried my face against my arm, trying to create even asmall private space
for my frustration. | motioned behind me for her to just keep her distance and please not say anything.
"No-just leave me donefor awhile. Okay?'

"Sure. Okay."

The chopper was cold. There weretiny patches of frost on the walls where the freezer had sprayed-and
icecrystas. It smeled of cotton candy and shelterfoam. Therewas afaint pink hazeintheair, but it
wasn't strong enough to cover the smell of our sweatand the other smell too. The smell from the back of
the ship.

We sat in slence. We listened to the eterna sound of the Chtorran ecology eating. We watched its



myriad tiny forms scuttling across the windshield of the chopper. Therewere alot less of them now. They
probably didn't like the light and had gone e sawhere. The only crittersleft were the onesthat didn't care.
Oneof the pink furballs was humping right across my field of vison. Almost mechanicaly, | picked up my
camera and began photographing it. The creature had atiny puckered mouth and it vacuumed up
everything inits path. Maybe thiswas alarva worm. | wondered if I'd live to find out. | wondered if this
would be my legacy-these pictures.

"Hey-" | lowered the cameraand looked at Lizard.

"What?"

"l just redlized. Duke's only a captain. How come Danny's a colonel ?*

"Y ou want the truth?'

"Yesh!"

"Do you know much about what happened in Pakistan?'

"Not alot, no. That wasalong time ago.”

Lizard Sghed. "Fifteen yearsisnot along time ago.”

"l wasonly nineyearsold," | protested.

"l wasin high school,” Lizard replied. "Anyway, did you ever hear of the Rawalpindi Incident?’

"Thet | heard of "

"Wl ... your Captain Anderson back there-only he was Lieutenant Anderson at the time-was... ah,
actively involved.”

"How activdy?'

"They gave him orders. He followed them.”

"I must be supid,” | said. "I don't understand what you're trying not to say.”

"Captain Anderson did hisjob. People got killed. A lot of them. Mostly on the other side. That happens
alot inawar. Captain Anderson deserved amedd. Instead, they gave him a court-martial.”

"Duke-?'

Lizard nodded. "He was acquitted-but then so was Lizzie Borden, and look at how many people
remember her."

"Jeez, | didn't know any of this-"

"Not many people do any more. | had to look it up mysdf. It'svery interesting reading. Captain
Anderson can have a promotion anytime he wants. All he hasto do isretire.”

"No way. Not Duke."

"Mm hm. A lesser man might have resgned his commission. Captain Anderson didn't. Y ou ought to look
up his statement to the court. That'sthe most interesting part. It's about the real meaning of service; he
sad, "Commitment means not quitting just because the job got tough.™

"But they never promoted him after that?'

"Right."

| thought for amoment. Her explanation made sense-except it didn't. | looked at Lizard sharply. "There's
something e se you're not telling me, isn't there?!

Shedidn't answer. "Well ... ?' | prompted.

"All right..." shesighed. "Y ou'd better hear it from me, | guess.”

"Hear what?"

"The other reason you were pulled out of Colorado isthat Danny asked me, off the record, to find
something alittle less dangerous for Captain Anderson. Y ou know, he's over fifty?'

"Duke?'

"Yesgh, Duke."

| glanced to the back of the chopper. I'd never thought of Duke asredlly old.

"I told you | looked up hisrecord. It'simpressive. So | asked for him to be assigned to me. Y ou were
part of the package, so you got pulled too. But it could have happened anyway. We're pulling alot of
personnel out of the Rocky Mountain Didtrict right now for Cdifornia.”

| grunted a polite acknowledgment. | didn't like the implications. Lizard reached over and put her hand
on mine. Shewaited till | looked up at her. Her eyeswereincredibly blue. "Listen, stupid. | did mean



what | said about your expertise. | could have put you and Duke anywhere, but | asked for you in my
section because the two of you are exactly what | need right now. | especially appreciate your sense of
the Chtorran ecology. I've learned to appreciate it even morein the past two days.”

"Thanks," | said grumpily. | even meant it.

"Are you unhappy about that?'

"Ligen-" | said. "Aslong asweretdling the truth ... the only reason I'm the best worm expert in
Cdiforniaisthat there aren't any others. Y ou think too much of my abilities.”

"Y ou haven't donetoo badly here."

"Therésnotrick to that."

"Oh?Redly?'

"Sure. You just ask yourself what could make this situation worse. Then plan for that. If it happens, you
look like you know what you're doing. If it doesn't, you're ill better prepared to handle whatever does
happen.”

"Yourekidding."

"Nope. Try it." | gestured toward the windshield. "What could make this Stuation worse?"

Shesaid, "Looking out the window and seeing awhole family of worms surrounding the chopper.”

| glanced a my watch. "Probably within fifteen minutes.”

"Y ou don't need to be so cheerful about it."

| shrugged. "It's hard being right. Y ou get cocky. Besides, what else can go wrong?”'

She looked a me sharply. "Y ou don't want thistransfer, do you?"

"No, | don't," | said candidly. "I don't like the way it's been handled. It's been too abrupt. And | don't
like leaving ajob unfinished. We were making red progressin Colorado.”

"Uh huh." She nodded. "Y ou want to know something about that?"

"What?"

"Nobody's ever going to pull you off an important job unless the one they're putting you on is even more
important. Y ou might want to remember that. It's true even when there are other considerations.”

She meant Duke.

Behind us, his breathing had gotten painfully loud. And it seemed even more ragged and uneven than
before. | wondered if he was even going to last until the blimp arrived.

Wesat inslencefor awhile.

Suddenly, Lizard said, "Y ou son of abitch.”

"Huh?'

"Youdidit again." She pointed. | looked.

Outsde the chopper, there was something moving through the edges of darkness-something just beyond
thewarm circle of our lights. Its eyes glimmered and flashed asit glanced toward us. It wasthat reflection
that had given it away.

"Isthe spotlight working?' | asked.

"The noselight isout, but I've got one overhead. Hang on.” She touched her control pandl. A bright
beam sprang out across the clearing, suddenly catching the little silvery-pink figure by surprise-it was
centered in therosy pool of light. The creature blinked and froze in the sudden glare. It was round and
furry and as cute as a baby abominable snowman. Pink dust hung in the air around it.

"Oh-" gasped Lizard. "Isthat abunnydog?' Her eyes widened in wonder.

"Yeah," | said sourly. | lifted the camerato my eye. The creature was only thigh-deep in the powder.
That meant the cotton candy was settling.

"He doesn't seem scared of the light, does he?”

"No. Just curious. These creatures don't display much fear of anything. Do you see the others?' There
were more bunnydogs in the dimness behind it. We could see them in the reflected glow. They were
motionlesstoo.

Lizard was grinning. "Y ou just blew one. These are not worms.”

| sad, "I've dill got ten minutes.”

The bunnydog blinked and unfroze then. It scraiched behind one ear, rubbed its face with its paws, made



afaceat us, then turned and ambled out of the spotlight.

"Widll, | guesshetold you," sad Lizard.

"Y egh, but what?'

The other bunnydogs were getting curious now. One at atime, they began taking cautious little hops
toward the chopper. They pushed through the powder in quick spurts of motion, stopping often to look
ahead and ponder. They cocked their heads sidewaysto listen, their ears flopping open asthey did so. |
held my camera steady and recorded every moment of it. | thumbed the controls and zoomed in for
closeups. These pictures were going to be important.

There was something funny about the shape of their mouths; they seemed permanently pouted-their
muzzleswere oddly blunted. As| watched, one of them straightened up and turned to its companion,
purangitslipsasif kissing theair. The other replied with akissy-face of itsown. They looked like
puppies who'd been pulled off Mammastit. Of course! Their mouths were shaped more for sucking than
for chewing!

How very... odd.

| watched-and photographed-as the bunnydogs continued sniffing closer to the chopper. Every so often,
one or another of them would lower its muzzle to the dust and suck and chew. Were they going for the
powder-or the creatures feeding on the powder? | couldn't tell. But | knew it was important-it was part
of the bigger question. Were these creatures sentient? Were they omnivores? Were these the sentients
we were looking for?

Their nogtrils and eyes were dits against the powder-but every so often, one of the creatures would
pause and straighten and look at us, blinking its eyeswide for aquick curious instant; then we could see
that the bunnydogs actudly had very large round eyes. Puppydog eyes. Probably that was their normal
configuration-when they weren't rump-deep in dust.

| sad, "Thisisvery very bad news.

Lizard glanced a me. "Huh?"

"Weve been tdling people that the Chtorran ecology is extraordinarily vicious, right?'

"Uhhuh"

"And weve got picturesto proveit, right?"

"Goon...."

"So-how long do you think well be able to sell that story after these creatures are seen by the public?”
"Youreright," shesad. "Thisisbad news."

| continued recording the bunnydogs cautious inspection of the chopper. "We're going to have to put the
lid onthis. At least until we know what we're looking at. These creatures could be the most dangerous of
al. And we might not find out what the danger is until it'stoo late, becauise we're so distracted by how
cutethey are.”

Thefirst of the bunnydogs reached the wind'shield then. It climbed up the side of the chopper and peered
inat us, blinking owlishly. With its pawsflat against the glass, it looked likeasmall child peeringinthe
window of acandy store. It sucked at the surface-tasting it, no doubt.

"I keep wanting to say avww," whispered Lizard.

"It'safucking teddy bear-a goddamned fucking teddy bear!" | growled. "What adirty trick."

The bunnydog licked its chops politely. | wondered what that meant.

There were other bunnydogs climbing up the side of the chopper now. Within minutes, the window was
full of tiny littlefaces peeringin a us.

"l, uh-hateto say this" said Lizard, "but I'm starting to get scared.”

"Metoo. | never thought I'd be afraid of aherd of teddy bears.”

"They just keep staring at us. What do they want?"

"I don't know." | was till recording. "'l think maybe they're just curious.” | lowered my camera. "'l want to
try something. Will you record this?'

"Sure." Shetook the camerafrom me. "Okay, go ahead.”

| leaned forward in my seat and placed my hands up againgt the glass, opposite the paws of the first
bunny. Its paws were no larger than ababy's.



The bunnydog blinked. It tried to sniff my hands through the windshield. It sucked at the glass. Then it
stopped and frowned. It looked puzzled. It blinked and tried again. Thistime, it licked the glass. Its
tongue was soft and pink. The other bunnydogs watched curioudly.

"That doesn't seem very intdligent,” Lizard said.

"Itisif you've never seen glass before. It'stesting.” The bunnydog blinked at me again.

| blinked back at it-a big oversized gesture. The bunnydog showed its teeth.

| showed mine. Aswideas| could.

The bunnydog-there was no other word for it-smiled. | smiled too-a big ridiculous grin.

"| think you're communicating,” Lizard said.

"| wonder what we're saying to each other?

"It lookslike, “for better or worse, for richer or poorer, in sicknessand in hedlth.. . ™

"Biteyour tongue,” | said. But my face wasfrozen. | was till smiling broadly at the bunnydog. "Maybe
we're negotiating a peace tresty ... . "

The bunnydog made aface. It pulled its cheeks out into a grotesque expression. And held it.

"l dareyou,” Lizard said.

| swallowed. "Thethings| do for my species.” | made aface back at the bunnydog. | hooked my fingers
in my mouth and stretched it wide. | crossed my eyes and stuck out my tongue and touched thetip of it
to my nose.

The bunnydog fell off thewindow in surprise. So did al the others.

"Oh, God-I think I'veinsulted them.”

The bunnydogs were rolling around in the powder, samping their feet and drumming up big clouds of
pae pink dust. They looked like they were having a collective seizure.

"Or something,” Lizard said. "Maybe they're laughing themsdvesto death.”

| looked at Lizard; she had the camera gtill recording. She pointed it straight at me. "This-" | said angrily
to posterity, "-is not the way Captain Kirk dwaysdid it!"



? TWENTY-SIX

THE BUNNY DOGS climbed back up on the windshield and stared at usfor awhile longer. | made
some more faces at them. They made some more faces at me. Gradudly, they lost interest in that game
and drifted away to explore other parts of the chopper. We heard them scrabbling across the top of the
ship and scratching at the observation bubbles.

"I better see what they're up to-" | grabbed the camera and headed for the back. | stopped and peered
up into theturret. One of the little cutenesses was peering back down a me. | waved at it facetioudy-it
waved back-then | closed the shutter in case Duke woke up again.

On ahunch, | peered out through the tiny accidental window in the door patch. "Holy Hannah-" |
jammed the cameraagaingt the glass and started shooting. There were bunnies all over the dead worm!
Theice had evaporated from itsfur-now it was just a big collapsed bag of dead pudding-but the bunnies
were climbing up onto its back, patting it curioudy and chittering at it. They looked like they weretrying
to wake it up. One of them was even peering into its mouth

Lizard called me then. "Hey, M cCarthy-something's happening. "

"Wait aminute-"

"I meanit! You better get down herel™

Shewasright. Something was happening. The bunnies were suddenly dropping off the dead worm and
moving forward again. | swung down to the front of the chopper and climbed back into my sest.

Lizard pointed off to theleft. "Over there. Look-the bunnydogs have al stopped to listen.”
Shewasright. Thelittle round creatures had falen till-they were listening for something. They had their
heads cocked sideways and their expressions were expectant.

Beyond, in the darkness, something was tirring up the dust. It rose brightly in the glare of our lights.
The bunnydogs stiffened expectantly.... | could fed my heart risng. Thiswasit.

And then the first worm poured over the dunes and down into the drifts.

And then asecond worm, and athird-

There were more bunnydogs riding on their backs.

Lizard lifted her camera and arted shooting. "Well, you got the worms right,” she said, "but you missed
thetime

| barely heard her. The worms were still pouring over the dunes. "Win one, lose one," | gulped.

Lizard was scanning the group with her camera. "'l see Six, seven, eight... no, make that ten, eleven-urk,
fourteen worms." They were al different Szes. The smallest was no bigger than apony. Thelargest was
the size of abus. They swiveled their big black hand-puppet eyes at us, cocked them back and forth, up
and down, locked them into place, and stared at the chopper. If they had expressions, they were
unreedable.

We could seethe coloring of the worms vividly. They were bright red and orange, striped with purple
and al over frosted with pink powder. They left trails of glittering dust inthe air. They sparkled asif they
were made out of magic.

"| hate to say it," whispered Lizard, "-but they're beautiful." She wasright. Ashorrifying asthe worms
were, they were a so fascinating. Each worm was agaudy calliope of color. Their stripes had the
confusing effect of seeming to shift even aswe watched. If there was a pattern to the markings, | couldn't
tell.

Despite the dudt, thiswas the clearest and closest view of wormsin the wild wed had yet.

| yelped and legpt for the peace-pipe. | fumbled arocket into it, then looked out the window again.
Thewormwas peeringin a me.

| jumped backward, almogt tripping, damming into the oppositewall. | braced mysdlf and aimed the
rocket-launcher straight ahead. Something tapped at the door. It sounded exactly like aknock. "Don't
answer it..." squesked Lizard.

The tapping continued for along... long moment. And then it stopped abruptly.

| could fed my heart beating like ajackhammer- The silence was terrifying!



Abruptly, the door squeaked and groaned. The worm was trying to work thelatch! It didn't rattle. The
shelterfoam held. And then sllence.

"What'sit doing-?" | whispered.

"It's backing away from the door-"

| jumped for the window. She was right. The worm was retreating ameter at atime. It was till studying
the chopper door curioudly. And then it-scratched itsalf right between the eyes. It looked ... puzzled!
"Areyou getting dl this?'

"Uh huh-I don't believeit either. McCarthy! Look at the other onel™

The second worm to cuddle against the dead one had lifted its eyes to study the door now. It shifted its
glance to the worm that was backing away-asif considering. Then it looked to the door again and
apparently made adecision. It did off toward the nose of the chopper.

Severd of the other worms approached the dead one now. They looked like they were sniffing and
inspecting it, but none of them moved up alongsideit. "Nobody € sewantsto cuddle... 7' | guessed.
"Would you?' Lizard asked. She dropped out of the turret. "Come on! Something's happening up front.”
The worms were forming themselves into groups. There were lwo groups of four and two groups of
three. The bunnydogs |ooked like they were directing them, but | wasn't sure. | never listened to the
person guiding meinto a parking place either, why should aworm? The creatures were settling down
quickly.

"Now what are they doing-?" Lizard wondered.

The monsters were shaped like stubby cigars, but with abulge at the front like the nose of an old Boeing
747. That wasthe brain case, athick shell of bone shielding the creature's gray matter (or whatever color
it was-more likely purple). The monster's arms were anchored here. Mostly the worms kept their
peculiarly doublegointed arms folded flat againgt the brain case, reaching up and over the eyes only to
grab or hold something. Or someone.

The creatures eyesrose up just in front of the brain case. The two eyes moved independently of each
other, asif they were mounted on separate swivels, but both organs were enclosed in the same rubbery
bag of in.

At the very front of the creature was the mouth.

When it was closed, it looked like a sphincter; but when it was open, it was hideous-it wasamaw, a
grinding hole, apit. Nothing godly was responsible for this beast. No, Lizard was wrong. The worm was
not abeautiful creature. The mouth spoiled it.

The worms were moving around the chopper now, inspecting it, looking at it Sdeways, but always
keeping a cautious distancest least three lengths away. Severa of them began moving toward the rear
"Oh, my God-the dead worm!™

Lizard followed me back-I leapt over Duke toward the wegponbay, she climbed into the turret-
"They'vefound it! McCarthy, look at thid"

| grabbed the box of rockets and scrambled back-1 shoved my face up to the accidental window. Three
large worms were ingpecting the body of the dead one. The bunnydogs moved to keep out of their way.
One of theworms did around then, bringing itsdlf directly dongside the bodly. It rolled up to it asif it
were ... cuddling? That didn't make sense. Another worm was doing the same thing on the opposite side.
"What arethey doing-?" Lizard caled quietly.

"I don't know. I've never seen thisbefore. Areyou still carrying your camera?”

"Yegh. I'm getting it!"

Abruptly, one of theworms lifted its eyes and looked straight a me. It was studying the door-the same
door its colleague had been trying to open when we'd killed it.

Theworm did forward

"I don't know," | whispered back. "Always before, we've seen worms only in groups of three or four.
We've assumed those were family groups. We've never had a chance to observe aredly large gathering.”
My voice cracked on the next-to-last word. | swallowed hard.

Lizard looked over & me. "How are you doing?"

"Y ou mean, am | scared?’



"y egh”
"I'm petrified. How about you?'

She said it matter-of-factly: "I guessyou could say I'm handling it aswell as can be expected.”

| heard the quaver. | reached over and touched her hand. "Under the circumstances, there's not ahell of
alot of other options." She squeezed my hand in hers-dmost alittle too hard. Then shelet go quickly, as
if shewere embarrassed at having admitted her emotion.

| covered my own reaction by picking up the Pentax again. When in doubt, take care of business. |
popped the clip and dropped the memory cassette into my lap. | reached down for anew one and
snapped it into place.

I'd filled eighty gigabytes of memory with two hours of highresolution video. No matter what else
happened, what we'd photographed here tonight would make an incredible difference to the war effort.
Wed seen things that no other human being had ever observed-and we'd made arecord of them.

| expected the next hour to be even more interesting. If we survived.

That thought hovered oddly.

| knew that we were very close to death here-and it didn't matter.

| realized | couldn't be scared any more. I'd moved beyond fear. I'd passed into akind of free-floating
euphoria. It was the strangest fedling-1'd used up al my fear. All that was|eft wasinterest. | supposed I'd
run out of adrenaline-that was probably the medica explanation; but it felt like the freedom of madness.
And | didn't mind.

It was al right to be crazy. It wasthe best thing to be. | didn't have to be responsible any more. | was
tired of being responsible-| floated. | photographed the Chtorran worms, and floated above the land of
fear.

The bunnydogs were gathering in front of the worm groups now. They were absolutely unafraid of the
worms. The two species were obvioudy in partnership.

The question was ... which one was the dominant partner? The four groups of wormswere arranged in a
large arcinfront of the chopper. Now, severd of the bunnydogs hopped into the focus of that space and
began stamping out alarge circle, an arena several meters across. A cloud of pink dust rose around them
asthey moved. It glittered and sparkled in the air around them. They didn't act asif they noticed. They
rabbit-thumped their big paddlefeet and pounded the powder into a hard-packed surface. They moved
around and around the circle, spirding out and then in again.

There were at least adozen of them, and they went about their task with an dmost grim determination.
‘They were little round pink warriors trying to invent awar dance. Asthey continued, more and more of
the bunnydogs entered the circle and joined the task-until al of them were there, determinedly slamping
out an arena.

| glanced to the worms. They were paying very close atention to what was happening here. One by one,
they were shifting to face forward. They moved up to the very edge of the circle, but did not enter it.
Instead, they settled into positions of quiet readiness. They looked like giant red meet |oafs, they folded
their arms back and swiveled their eyes forward, and focused their attention on the stubby little bunniesin
thecirde.

They were waiting on the bunnydogs.

They were amongtrous tableau. Their large black eyes blinked rapidly against the spreading dust in the
air. They watched dispassionatdly. If they had expressions, they wereimpossible to read.

Very quickly, the bunnydogs finished preparing their arenaand stopped. As each onefinished, he/she/it?
moved to the center of the circle and waited. Finally, they weredl of them gathered silently in the center
inaloosejumble. For amoment, nothing ligppened. The bunnydogs were still. The worms might have
been statues. The dust hung in the air-aslent pink haze. Everything was frozen.

"Now, what-7"

We waited-

Thefirst movements were imperceptible. We saw the dust, not the motion-it rose around the bunnydogs
inafresh pink cloud. They were stamping their feet again-but thistimeit had aritua qudity. They were



trembling. They were shivering and shuddering. And findly, they were moving-al as one now-turning
dowly around and around among themsaves.

The cluster began to expand. Still stamping, still turning, they began to move outward toward the edges
of their circle; at the sametime they began to expand the Size of their movements. They brought their
armsout from their bodies. They lifted their hands over their heads. They opened their mouths wide and
adghill keening rose from their throats.

They had the sweetest voices.

The keening went on and on-and then suddenly, one of the bunnydogs | et loose arapid, high-pitched
series of yelps. The other bunniesfroze for just an ingtant and

-then began to dance.

It was awild and frenzied performance-an explosion of bright pink energy. The bunnydogs stamped the
ground benegath their feet as hard asthey could. The dust rosein thick billowing explosions, sparkling and
churning around them. The bunnieswhirled and pounded, jumped and bounced. They chittered and
shrieked and whooped.

They flung their arms out wide and legpt into the air, screaming like sirens-they bounced like popcorn.
Where one came down, five more leapt up. It was a chain reaction of giggling joyous energy. We could
hear them growling like teddy bears and yelping like Indians.

Therewas no pattern to it that we could see. The dance was a cel ebration, an exuberant demonstration
of enthusiasm and ddlight. | couldn't help mysdlf, | could fed the grin spreading across my face. | glanced
over a Lizard and she was smiling too. The bunnies were funny.

By now, they must have been out of control. They caromed off each other like ping-pong balsin awind
tunne. The bunnies were shuddering and shaking and waggling their fat little butts like ecstatic puppies. |
wanted to run out there and join them. | wondered if Lizard was feding the same way. | glanced over at
her.

"Itsmarvelous!” she said. "But what doesit mean?”

"It lookslikeawraggle."

"A-what?'

"A dance. A communication dance. That's how beestell other beeswhere to find the tastiest flowers.
Maybe that's what's happening here. Maybe thisis how you control or communicate with worms-by
dancing. Dr. Hetcher isgoing to want to seethis.”

But-

No, it didn't make sense.

Thisdance couldn't be just for the fun of it-not here. Not now. Now with al these worms watching.
There was something € se going on here, something | couldn't even begin to understand-and | knew |
should.

It flt too familiar.

But the connection refused to complete-it hovered annoyingly beyond the edge of recognition. | could
fed the frugtration growing like aknot in my chest.

The bunnydogs were whirling now, not legping. They twirled and spun likelittle fat dervishes-like plump
pink pigs. They bumped into each other, fell into the dust, sputtering and gobbling, then bounced back up
into the smoke and kept on twirling. They looked like chipmunkstrying to describe atornado.

A communication dance. And then | redized-"Oh my God."

"What-?"

"I've seen thisbefore” | said.

"What!"

| added quickly, "Not exactly this, but something enough likeit-" | swallowed hard. "In the herd. In San
Francisco. Dr. Fletcher took me. The herd members do akind of-dance. It looks like this." | shook my
head. "I don't know. Maybeit'sa coincidence.”

"Why doesthe herd dance?’ Lizard asked.

"Dr. Hetcher thinks-that it has something to do with communication. Nonverba communication.”

Lizard didn't reply immediately. She was studying the bunnydogs again. They were till bouncing. Ther



energy seemed inexhaudtible,

"How do you decodeit?' she asked. "I don't know. I'm not aworm."

"Y ou think the danceisfor the worms?"

"Who el se? Maybe they're telling the worms about us, about what they saw when they peeked in the
windows. | don't know. Maybe-" | hesitated, then added, "'l don't want to worry you with this thought,
"Worry me," shesad.

"Well-obvioudy, there's some kind of partnership here. And uh, it seems pretty obviousto me-by the
shape of their muzzlesthat the bunnydogs are mest-egters, or a least, omnivorous. Their mouthslook like
they're good for sucking too. Maybe they use the wormsto kill for them. Maybe they're teling them right
now that thisisapicnic basket.”

"Right," said Lizard. "Ligten, if you have any more thoughtslike that... you don't have to worry me."
Outside, the frenzy was ebbing now. The dance was dowing. One by one, the bunnieswhirled into the
center and collgpsed exhaustedly into the dust. They fell on one another, rolling and tumbling. The dance
was deflating into abig pile of pink fur. There was silence. The ever-present pink dust hung inthe air.
"Now what?' Lizard wondered.

| didn't answer.

The worms had watched the entire dance without reaction. Now, they dowly turned their eyestoward
each other. They aimost looked ... uncertain-asif they were waiting for the emperor's reaction before
they dlowed their own

Only ... which one was the emperor?

One by one, the wormswere turning their attention toward the largest-and most patterned-wormin the
group. It had narrowed the apertures of its eyes; it looked like it was brooding thoughtfully. Caesar
Augustus? Or Cdigula?

Abruptly, its eyes bounced open. And then it moved.

Ponderoudy, mgesticdly, it flowed forward. Straight toward us. And then dl the worms flowed forward.
They surrounded the chopper-and began to examineit. All fourteen of them. They scratched and tapped
and thumped the hull of the ship.

The chopper pitched and bumped ominoudly.



? TWENTY-SEVEN

LIZARD WAS on theradio immediately, "Houston! We've got a problem!™

Colond Danny Anderson replied immediately, "Go ahead, ELDAVO."

"Weve got worms. More than adozen of 'em-" Lizard screamed, "-and they're reading the label on this
package. Canned people!" She yelped again as something rocked the chopper.

| scrambled out of my seat and crawled back looking for the rocket launcher or the freeze gun. Maybel|
could hold them off until the blimp arrived.

There were scrabbling sounds at the door. Something was scraping across the roof The chopper bumped
asif something else were pushing it from behind. It lurched so hard | sumbled againg thewall.

Duke was moaning! He waswaving hisarms, trying to get up. He was mumbling and reaching-
"Torsh-whah mah torsh?" A pair of giant black eyeswas peering in a him through the left side bubble.

| didn't think. | grabbed the shelterfoam gun and sprayed the window. Did the worm look surprised? Did
it back away?| didn't see. | turned and sprayed the other bubble.

| crawled over to Duke, pushing him back down onto the deck. "Stay till," | commanded.
"Huh-?Whuh-?"

"Stay till! That'san order, Captain!”

"Y essuhm-" And he lapsed back into unconsciousness.

As| scrambled back to Lizard, she tossed me asidewise glance. "Gave yoursdf alittle promotion, huh?"
"So court-martid me. Where's the goddamn blimp?' | looked at the clock. "They're overdue.”

"l don't know-"

"We're eight minutes away," boomed Colond Anderson's voice from the radio. "Keep your pantson.”
"Why-?" | snapped back. "Will that taste better to the worms?"

"Listen up, Lieutenant!” Colond Anderson had hisfather's same angry tone. "Anchoring ablimp istricky.
How you fed about it isirrelevant. It's going to take the same amount of time whether you're calm and
rationa or panicky and screaming. So it's up to you-how do you want to play it?"

Something in the rear of the chopper creaked ominoudy. It sounded like aKevlar strut crackling under
pressure. Something el se went thump againgt the door. The door bulged. A piece of shelterfoam
spronged off and ricocheted off the opposite wall.

| turned back to theradio. "That's real reasonable, Colond, sir-but you don't have severa tons of worm
trying to climb into your ship. Wedo."

"I'm aware of your problem, Lieutenant. But we don't have any moretimeto talk about it. Y ou'll haveto
have your little hissy-fit after we pick you up.”

A worm was gtaring at us through the windshield-but it didn't push through. It just goggled itseyesand
blinked. Sput-phwut. A second worm did up besideit.

| opened my mouth to reply to Colonel Anderson-and then shut it. | realized how stupid | was about to
be. | was going to argue for my right to beterrified and upset. The wormswere sill only inspecting us. If
they'd wanted to comein, they would have. Time enough to scream then. "Go ahead,” | gulped.

"Weve got you on our horizon now. Stand by-" There was a pause. "Nope. Theres still too much
schmutz in the air. Well haveto do thison insruments.” Another pause. "All right, we're dropping the
crab. I'll giveyou the video-"

Lizard reached out and switched on the main display. She punched through the channels quickly. A bright
clear image came up on the screen.

We were looking down from the blimp. A round, spidery-looking robot-it had alot of arms and legs and
attachments-was dangling from four lines that looked too, dender to support it. It was caught in the
spotlights of the blimp, and it flashed with spatlights of its own. The only indications of motion werethe
pale and luminous clouds sweeping past below.

Lizard touched her controls again and a second screen lit up to show the view from the crab's camera.
There were pink trees swinging wildly below us.

| leaned forward to peer out the front windshield. " Shouldn't we be seeing them soon?”



Lizard asked theradio, "Can you eyebal us?'

"Not yet. Stand by. Well give you the computer-scan. Channel three."

Lizard punched up athird digplay screen. Theimage was plasticlooking, without detall; the blimp's
computer had compiled al its sensory data-sonic, infrared, radar, visua and who knew what else-into a
snglethree-dimensional portrait. The landscape |ooked rippled and uneven; the computer had painted it
adull orange. A wide depression angled diagondly through theimage; we were diding toward it.

There! Just |€eft of center-that bright white object! That was us! A tiny gunship haf-buried in afurrow of
red. There were dark shapes crawling all over it. | wished | hadn't seen that.

Lizard studied it for amoment, then pointed back over my shoulder. "The blimp'll be coming in from that
angle. You'll ssethem firg from the turret.”

| climbed back to the turret and pulled myself up intoiit. | pulled the shutter back-

-and | was suddenly staring into the large round eyes of alarge round worm. It blinked. | blinked. It
blinked again. | made aface at it. It blinked athird time. | shined my flashlight at it. It blinked. But it didn't
attack.

Why not-?

What was going on here? "Shoo!" | shouted. "Shoo!" The worm blinked at me again.

"Goddammit! Get out of my way-! You big fat hairy bag of pustulant pink pudding!”

The worm backed away from the turret.

| blinked. In surprise. | didn't know my own strength.

| swiveled around quickly. The wormswere al over the chopper-and al around it on the ground. They
were huge dark shapesin the night, moving quickly and sllently across the pae glow of the dust drifts.
Thelights of the ship struck highlights off the powder crusted on their Sides.

Another worm raised itself up to peer & me-one of the biggest. It leaned itsweight againgt the
chopper-and pulled us sideways! Lizard yelped. Duke moaned. | heard it over my own scream. The
worm loomed ominous and black outside the turret. It swiveled one eye high and the other eyelow to
look at me from avery cockeyed angle. It only wanted to study me. It was curious!

These were not ordinary worms. They weren't hungry.

I'd never met aworm before that wasn't crazy with hungeror rage. This was awhole new mode of
behavior. We were going to have to rewrite the book.

Wed dways assumed that the worms were like the millipedes-so much avictim of their own hunger that
everything was perceived as food. But these worms were-beyond that.

How did that happen? How much food did aworm need to est to be satisfied?

How much did it take to stuff aworm? Sesttle? North Dakota? Or maybe the answer was al around me.
Firgt, you bury Californiaunder two meters of cotton candy powder, so the worms are surrounded by
food. Then let them out for awalk, so every time they take a step they get amouthful. The issue of
hunger istaken care of.

Maybe.

Maybe we were safe for aslong as there was pink snow on the ground.

Or maybe that was just afalse connection. Maybe there was something else going on here too

Wejust didn't know.

A pink light in the sky pulled me back to the present. It looked like awarm glow behind aveil of smoke.
"I can seetheblimp!™ | hollered.

As| watched, the glow began to assume brilliance and color and even ahint of sze and form. Then it
became acluster of lights. They grew brighter. The blimp moved out of the darkness and became a
gaudy, cigar-shaped, rose-enveloped presence. Theair glowed pink around it. Its brightest lights were
banked aong its belly; rows of spotlights, swiveling and pointing in dl directions. The crab wasasmaller
cluster of beams and auras hanging just below.

The ship hung in the sky like avison-like an angdl. Itsrays came sweeping through the pale haze like
fingersfrom heaven, turning everything luminous. The beams poured from the sky. They were beautiful!
One of them touched mein passing and it was amost too bright to look &t.

Thewholeworld glowed with the light-the land, the drifts, the stark and barren trees. Everything looked



ghostly and iridescent. Even the dark worms and the darker body of the chopper. A line from something
floated through my head. God came out at midnight. | could see him floating in my sky.

All around us, the worms were stopping what they were doing, turning and looking upward. Some of
them even backed away from the chopper for abetter view. They were puzzling at the light in the sky,
trying to make out what it could be-but there was no focus there. No edges, no shapes, no lines-only the
light. The beautiful, brilliant, dazzling light!

| felt asurge of joy in my chest and in my throat. My eyes started to water. "It's beautiful,” | said.
"What?' asked Lizard.

"It'sbeautiful!" | caled: "I can seethelights of the blimp! It'sthe most beautiful sight I've ever seen.”
"How far arethey?'

"Uh-" 1 brought myself back to redlity again. "It's hard to tell. Maybe akilometer. Maybe two."

"They're past the trees" Lizard said. "They can fire the harpoon any time now.”

Something puffed from the bottom of the crab. It hit the ground with amuffled thump and alarge cloud of
pale powdery smoke rose from the point of impact. The crab did down the line and disappeared into the
cloud, leaving four thin lines hanging in the air, stiffening againgt the pull of the blimp.

"They gotit!" | cdled. "They're moored.”

"Not yet!" Lizard called back. "Two moreto go."

The crab released the anchored line and scuttled Sideways across the pink drifts. Almost immediatdly, it
disappeared into them, marking its passage by the three lines fill anchored to it. They cut through the
powder like fishing lines through water-they trailed amoving cloud of brightly glowing dust.

Abruptly, the crab appeared again, coming up suddenly on arise. Its motion was mad-even comical-but
it wasfadt. It scrambled quickly across the ground, varying its gait to match the terrain: it bounced, it
crawled, it scuttled sideways, it paused, it backed up, it dipped and tilted; it tiptoed around a pink lump
that once had been a bush-then dashed down the opposite side of the dopein arapid spurt of action.
The bunnydogs were frozen. The worms stared.

The crab picked its steps like aballet dancer. It moved like alunar walker. It raced like athoroughbred.
If it could have cooked, I'd have married it.

It stopped inside another pink drift. The whole powdery area glowed with itslight. There was another
bright puff-another harpoon-and another line was anchored. Thistime when the crab came scuttling out,
it wastrailing only two lines back up to the blimp.

It headed directly toward the chopper now, directly toward two of the largest worms. Their eyes blinked
asit approached.

It hesitated only a moment-then dashed directly between the two of them. Their eyes swiveled to follow
thissmall presumptuous machine. It passed between them so rapidly they nearly twisted their eyes off.
Only after it passed their tails did they remember to be surprised and legpt around to Stare at it again.
Was that a Chtorran double take?

One of the worms cocked its eyes curioudy-the "hand-puppet expresson” was getting very familiar-and
started to follow the crab tentatively. The crab swiveled a spotlight toward it-and the worm backed away
quickly. | started to giggle. It was funny. These monsters had to mass severa tons apiece-and they were
dartled by ahyperkinetic machine?

The crab had aready scuttled sidewise around the chopper. | swiveled around to watch it disappear
over-no, through-one of the steepest drifts of dl. Its powdery light gleamed in the distance. It was moving
asfar from the chopper asit could to provide along third leg for the tripod of mooring ropes. After a
moment, | saw the now-familiar puff of smoke, and afew moments later, the crab scuttled back, trailing
only asngleline. Our lifeline.

"All right," cdlled Lizard. "They'reready if weare."

"Wait aminute" | cdled. " Something's happening.”

Thewormswere swiveling their eyes upward again-to stare at the blimp. The airship was moving onto
gtation directly overhead. Mother! That thing washuge! And bright! The air around it didn't just glow-it
shimmered.

Theblimp wasagiant pink egg that filled the sky. It hung there like agorgeous UFO, pouring light down



on dl of us-the pale powdery drifts, the stubby bunnydogs, the darkened chopper, and the curious
worms.

Theworms

| couldn't tear my eyes from them. They shone incredibly in the glare from above-they looked luminous.
They looked like they were made of dectricity. Their fur rippled in waves; the stripes on their Sdes
seemed to shiver and shift with red and purpleiridescence. They looked asif they werelit from within.
They glowed with pink auras.

Theairship was pulling itsdf into position by adjusting the length of itsmooring lines. It was atricky
maneuver because the pilot also had to keep the ship pointed into the wind. The display boards on its
sdeswere flashing with bright stripes and colored patterns and even a crawling message: HEAVY
LIFTING ISOUR BAG. OREGON AIR-LUMBER. Then amoment later: PAUL BUNYAN
RESCUESU.S. ARMY. PICTURESAT ELEVEN.

The worms were fascinated by the sght. They turned around and around under the blimp; their eyes
were angled upward, blinking furioudy. They circled in the clearing, obliviousto everything else; they
bumped into each other again and again asthey tried to track with the airship. The bunnydogs had to
scramble to keep out of their way.

"They'regoing crazy,” | caled. " Something about the blimp-"

And then one of the worms stood up. It raised itsdlf dmost its entire length. | wouldn't have believed it if |
hadn't seen it with my own eyes. It reached futilely, franticaly for the blimp. It Stretched its arms upward
in apleading gesture-

| thought of pictures|'d seen of New Christianstrying to touch the robes of The Apostle.

-and then the worm opened its mouth and et [oose the most incredible sound 1'd ever heard from the
throat of any creaturealong, high-pitched, warbling-wavering, strung-out-forever wail of hope, desire
and despair. The sound was maddening.

And then theworm fell back down into the dust. It toppled backward, writhing; itstwo rows of pitifully
tiny feet waved in the air for amoment; and then it scrambled around madly trying to right itself-trying to
reach for the blimp again.

| felt sorry for it.

The other wormswere trying to lift themsalves toward the blimp too. They stretched their arms and cried.
They wailed. They worshiped.

"l don't get it-" Lizard said.

"l do. The blimp lookslikeaworm. A big bright friendly worm-" And then the second, deeper part of
that redization hit me. "-A giant, floating, dazzling, vison of aworm! An angel hanging in the sky! Pouring
light! Intheir ownimage! It lookslikeagod to them!™

"Oh, my God," said Lizard softly. She saw it too.

"Tdl theblimp to cut their lightd" | called forward. "It'sthe lightsthat are doing it. We're going to haveto
dothisinthedark." | looked upward again mysdf The blimp was beautiful. | could see why the worms
were S0 crazy undernegath it. How would you fed if an angdl opened the sky and shoneitslight down on
you? And then the blimp doused itslights and disappeared. It vanished completely, cloaked by the night
and the thick powdery gloomintheair.

The worms shrieked.

They screamed like dl the tortured souls of Hell. The sound was hideous.

"Oh, no-" I'd made amistake.

How would you fed if an angel opened the sky and shoneits light down on you? How would you fed
if-when you called to that angel-it disappeared and | eft you behind? Alone.

You'd fed damned.

Outside, theworms were raging.



? TWENTY-EIGHT

WE WERE left with only the lights of the chopper and the crab. The worms were dark shapesin the
night again.

The blimp was adarker shape overhead-not seen, just barely sensed.

Thewormswere moving again.

They circled and shrieked and raged at the sky. They raged at each other. They raged at the chopper.
Something bumped us-hard. Duke began to moan again. | wondered if the worms were going to vent
ther fury onus,

A long dark shape flowed over the chopper just afew meters away from me. It startled me so badly, |
tried to legp back in the turret and banged my head on the Plexiglas. The chopper creaked with the
weight of its passage. The hull crackled and complained. Oh, God

The monster poured down the opposite Side and charged at the largest worm in its path. | wished for a
spotlight. It shrieked and legpt. It attacked the other worm in araging fury. The two great beasts wound
themselves around each other like serpentine wrestlers and rolled across the powdery dust in afurious
tangle. The smoke rose around them.

They broke gpart once, then wrapped themsaves up in each other again and wrestled off into the
darkness, quickly disappearing in the ever-present haze.

I'd never seen that before. I'd never seen aworm attack another worm.

All around the chopper, suddenly all the worms were attacking each other. Or, at least, trying to.

They rushed at each other, then jumped away. They circled warily, dl the time shrieking and moaning and
making low, rumbling sounds. They were hellbeasts. They wereterrifying.

Two by two, they paired off, writhing into the gloom. It didn't look like an attack any more-it looked like
aritua of somekind. It looked like-communion. The worms were withdrawing into each other's
embraces-asif no one single one of them could figure thisout by itsdlf, asif they had to pool ther
brainpower.

And then suddenly, dl the wormswere gone. And there was silence.

Stillness.

Nothing moved. Even the dust seemed frozenintheair.

The bunnydogs had disappeared. The millipedes were gone. There was nothing but the pale pink dust
agan.

"Isit over?' asked Lizard.

"I don't know." | made myself let go of the turret handles I'd been gripping. My fingers ached with the
sudden release of tension. My chest hurt again.

"What were they doing?'

"I don't know-but let's get out of here now. Quickly! Before they come back!"

Even as| spoke, the crab was scrabbling up the side of the chopper. It poised itself next to the turret and
pointed two spotlights and a double-eyed camera at me. One mechanica claw snapped upward in a
crisp salute. Automatically, | started to salute back, then pulled my hand down in embarrassment. The
crab bobbled itslights asif it were laughing-and waved. | glared back.

"That's cute, McCarthy. Redl cutel" Lizard cdled from up front. She could see me through the crab's
eyes-the video wasrdlayed. "Just what | need,” | said. "A crab with asense of humor. I'm going to kill
the operator.” | dropped to the cabin floor

"All right," Lizard was saying, "get your ass out of the way-and Duke'stoo. I'm going to blow the turret.”
| pulled Duke asfar forward as | could-I had to ignore his moaning; there was nothing else | could do for
him now-and fitted a clean O-mask over hisface. Then | climbed up front againto join Lizard. Shewas
just unlocking thetrigger. | handed her amask and hung my own around my neck.

"All set?' she asked theradio.

"Y ou may firewhen ready, Gridy."

There were three switches. Lizard flipped thefirst one. A quietly mechanicd voice said, "The explosive



bolts are now charged. Y ou have three minutesto arm.”

| glanced out the front of the chopper. Two of the wormswere returning. They were moving solemnly
back into our arenaof light. They looked ... thoughtful.

| pointed Silently.

Lizard looked. She glanced sdeways a me. "Will they move?’

"l don't know."

"Well, think-what could be worse?"

| didn't answer. | shook my head. | couldn't think of worse any more. We'd aready gone beyond my
capacity to imagine worse. Lizard flipped the second switch. The mechanica voice said, "The explosive
bolts are now armed. Y ou have three minutesto fire."

Two moreworms returned. Their eyeswere blinking steedily, asure sign of interest. | started to point

"l see'em," Lizard said, without looking up. "Put your mask on. Were getting out of here.” The screenin
front of her with the radar scan from the blimp was showing aragged circle of cigar shapesclosinginon
the chopper again. All the wormswere returning.

Lizard gtarted pulling her mask on. She paused and grinned sideways at me. "Don't forget. Y ou owe me
alobster dinner, buddy-"

Shethrew thethird switch.

Theturret blew off the back of the chopper withaBANG! Almost immediately, aswirl of dust came
filtering down through the hole. | started scrambling back. The crab was positioning itself over the escape
hatch. Itslower eyes peered into the chopper, swiveling forward. Then, two of its claws dropped the
fourth and last line into the cabin. Someone had painted ANCHOR ME on the grapple at the end of the
line. | grabbed it and hooked it under one of the sets.

"Ziplinésonitsway down," said Lizard.

| looked up and saw something dropping from the sky. It wasilluminated by asingle red beacon. The
crab stepped back out of itsway. The object-it was a gurney basket and a couple of harnesses attached
to a cable-rider-banged onto the roof of the ship. The crab grabbed the gurney basket and fed it down
through the turret, then the harnesses.

| pulled the basket forward. "Come on, Lizard. | need your help." Duke's moans were louder now. We
lifted him as gently aswe could into the basket. | checked the seal's on the medi-blanket while Lizard
strapped himin, then | hung the console in the dot provided for it.

The crab was lowering three connector cablesinto the cabin. | snapped the first to the head of Duke's
basket. | tossed a harness at Lizard and grabbed the other for myself. "The cameras-" | said.

"I've got dl the recordingsright here," Lizard said, patting her flight bag. She passed the second
connector cable through its handles before snapping it onto her harness. "They're safe.”

| finished shrugging into my harness and connected thethird cable. "All right,” | said. "Dukefirst, then
you. I'll bring up therear.

"Sorry, Lieutenant,” she said. "The captain isthe last to leave the ship. Y ou go second.”

"I'm going to cover your rear,” | ingsted.

"You'll wait until after dinner-and that's an order. All right-" she said to the crab, "-let's have alittle help
lifting this basket." The cables began to retract. The basket pulled back, then upward toward the turret as
the cable continued tightening. We guided it carefully up through the opening. I climbed up after it, then
turned and pulled Lizard up after me. Then | started shivering. The night air was cold.

There were worms dl around the chopper, sitting and watching us. Their black bulks were hugein the
gloom. | couldn't tell how many there were, but there were more than fourteen of them now, that wasfor
sure. There could have been thirty or fifty. | couldn't tell. But | could hear the sounds of their eyes
blinking.

Sputph-wut. Sput-phwut.

Lizard steadied hersdf on my arm, then leaned over and gave me aquick kisson thelips. "Thanks," she
said. Sheturned to the crab and gave athumbs-up signal. The crab returned it with one mechanical claw.
And then the worms screamed again! " Chtorrrrr! Chtorrrrrrr-1" -and swarmed in toward the chopper.
One of them flowed up the front of the craft-the chopper's windshield cracked under itsweight. It kept



on coming anyway. It was on top of the ship now, pouring toward us.

-the crab swiveled dll its spotlights and hit it with its brightest glare. The worm recoiled, blinking. The
crab scuttled toward it, waving al itsarms and legs and everything ese-all its cameras, lightsand
attachments-in as threatening amanner as possible. The worm backed away, uncertainly.

-and then suddenly, the cable-rider was screaming up the line, yanking uswith it! Duke screamed at the
jolt as the basket legpt upward; he must have been in incredible pain. | gasped in surprise, and Lizard
yelled likeakid on aroller coaster. The chopper dropped away below us. It was an oasis of pink light in
aseaof ink.

| could see that more of the worms were swarming up onto it now. The crab retreated before their
ondaught. It clamped itsdlf to the line and followed us up. A worm grabbed for it and missed.

And then the chopper was too far below to see anything else clearly.

| glanced upward. The blimp was an ominous holein the night. Itslights were till off and we were
hurtling toward a gigantic darkness. A square of yellow warmth opened directly overhead. The color of
the light was startling. After two days of nothing but pinkness, it looked alien.

The square expanded, it became a hatch-we rose up through it and suddenly we were inside the
blimp-first the basket, then me, then Colond Tirdli.

There were men and women in jumpsuits to pull us aboard, to swing us away from the hatch, grab usand
disconnect the cables from our harnesses. They were gpplauding and cheering. It was all ablur of faces
and hands. | couldn't hear. | couldn't focus my eyes. They were too wet.

Someone was helping me out of my harness and O-mask. | kept blinking in confusion. All thelight-all the
noise-al these people! It wastoo dazzling!

And the room-it was huge. We could have put the chopper in it and wed still have room for adance
floor. | saw the dust-covered crab come lifting through agreat holein thefloor. Thelast of theline came
up after it.

The hole closed up and aman with a headset said, "AZ isaboard and the hatch is closed. Retrieva is
complete." Therewas more cheering at this. Even | was cheering now-between paroxysms of coughing. |
was having trouble breathing again.

"Rel ease the mooring harpoons,” the man with the headset said. "L et's go to Oakland.” He grinned at me.
"The lieutenant wants alobgter.”

| looked at Lizard and blushed. Shewinked at me.



? TWENTY-NINE

FOUR MEN grabbed the basket with Duke and disappeared through a door. Two othersled Lizard and
myself out through another exit. We followed them down along corridor and into amedicd facility. They
split us up then, putting Lizard in one cubbyhole and mein another.

A minute later, ateenage girl in awhite jacket camein carrying amedi-kit and sat down in front of me.
"How areyou feeling?" | took inventory and reported, "Hoarse. Sore throat from the dust. Pressurein
my chest. Trouble breathing. Lots of coughing. Pain. Eyes hurt. Ears hurt. | want abath. I'm till cold. |
fed great!" | grinned &t her.

She smiled swestly but impersonally. "Okay, take off your shirt." She was aready opening her kit.
"Huh? Wheré's the doctor?"

"I'm the doctor. Take off your shirt."

"Uh-" | shut up and took off my shirt. She stuck poker chipsto my chest, my arms, my neck and my
temples.

She studied her readouts, nodded, and blanked the screen before | could peek over her shoulder. She
peered into my mouth, my nose, my eyes, and my ears. She nodded and said, "Mm hm. Wait amoment.
I'll beright back."

Shereturned with atray. On it was a pressure injector, aglass of orangejuice, and asmall plastic
container with ahandful of capsules. "Antibioticsand vitamins" she explained. She touched the pressure
injector to my arm. It hissed. | felt acold wet sensation.

She handed me the capsules and the orange juice. | took them without complaint. The juice was sweet
and cold.

"All right," shesaid. "Y ou can put your shirt back on now." Sheleft.

The whole process had taken less than five minutes.

As| fastened my shirt, | wondered if | should wait here-or what?

| stuck my head out of the cubbyhole. A man in ajumpsuit with a Paul Bunyan patch over his heart was
waiting there. "Lieutenant McCarthy?"

| nodded.

"Colond Anderson requests your presence in the forward lounge. Follow me please?"

| followed.

The crewman led meto the forward lounge and told me to make myself comfortable. "Colonel Anderson
will be dong shortly. The bar isopen if you want anything." Then heléft.

The lounge seemed amost asbig astheloading bay. It had tdl, danting windows circling in avast
horseshoe. | stepped to the very front and peered ouit.

Thearship's running lights had been turned on again. There must have been a huge bank of spotlightsjust
above the lounge, becauise the whole sky ahead glowed with the reflected light. 1t looked like we were
plowing through pink fog. There was nothing elseto see.

| could fed afaint vibration beneath my feet. We were under power. Captain Price must be using the
cold-rocket assist. No other engine would function in this weeather.

There was awell-stocked bar at the back of the lounge. | sauntered back and told the robot to make me
a Staggering Buffalo and go easy on the soy. | found a seet by the window, still marveling a the sense of
luxury inthisairship. It wastrue; the heavy lifters had space to waste.

"Lieutenant McCarthy?' | looked up. And up.

The man had shoulders the size of Ohio. He had a broken nose and a beefy grin. He stuck out a paw at
me. | stared at it for afew seconds before | realized what he wanted. | legpt to my feet and sal uted.
g7

He returned my saute with something that looked more like awave than a sal ute, then stuck out hishand
again. | offered mine and he shook my hand gently. When helet go, | wanted to stare a my fingers. He
hadn't crushed them.

"I'm Danny Anderson,” he said. His voice resonated like the inside of ahangar. He had asmile aswide



asthedoor. "I want to thank you for the job you did on my father. Y ou saved hislife."

"Uh-I hate to disagree with a superior officer, gr-" Especialy oneasbig asyou. "-But | didn't do half the
job | should have-"

"Oh? Could you have done better than you did?' He raised a bushy eyebrow at me.

"Sir, | did the very best | could. It just wasn't asgood as | could have doneif 1'd had the proper supplies.
Weran out of everything-"

He started laughing. | stared at him. He caught himself and stopped, but the grin remained.

He put ahand on my shoulder. "I'm not laughing at you, son. Colond Tirdli told me you would do this.
I'm trying to thank you and you're too busy devauing your contribution to hear me. Y ou're going to have
to knock that off, Lieutenant.”

"Uh-" | wasdoing it again. "Right. Thank you, Sr."

"Good. Now, let metdl it to you again. Y ou did agood job. Y ou saved Captain Anderson'slife. Colonel
Tirdli isputting you in for amedd.”

| hardly heard thelast. "Uh-thank you, sir. Uh, can | ask, how is Duke-Captain Anderson?”

Danny Anderson hesitated. He looked embarrassed, and his voice went curioudy flat. "1t-uh, looks like
he's going to makeit. Hisvital sgns steadied out as soon as we got him on Code Blue Maintenance. But
itsdtill too early to say what kind of shape he'sgoing to bein." And then he added quietly, "He might
losehislegs”

The baloon 1'd been holding inside my chest suddenly lost dl itsair. | sank back down into my sest. "It's
that red furry stuff, isn't it?1 wasafraid of this. | gave him terramycin, but | didn't know what else | could
do-"

Danny Anderson sat down opposite me. He put his hand on my shoulder again. "Hey!" he interrupted. "
thought | told you to knock that off."

| gulped. "I'm sorry, gSir. It's just-so damned frustrating! | mean-he's been like adad to me, and-" |
looked up at him. "Wel-you know what he's like-"

"No," hesad, coldly. "I don't."

"Huh-?'

"Don't worry about it, McCarthy." There was something hard in hisvoice. "That's not your concern.”
"Oh. Uh-yes, gr. I-" shut up. And wondered.

"Ligentome” hesad. "What'sdoneisdone. Thisisit. Thisishow it turned out. Likeit or not.

"So gtop arguing againgt meinside your head and let me congratulate you. The video that you and
Colonel Tireli brought back with you may be the most important recordings we've got. Those bunnydogs
areincredible!”

| swallowed hard. | said, "I think they may be the next step of theinvasion.”

"I won't argue with you, Lieutenant. Y ou had more opportunity to observe the creatures than anyone
de"

"Yesdr.

"Now, | know you'retired and sore. | know you're probably hungry for a decent meal, ahot bath and a
bed. Weve got dl of those waiting for you. But first-we want to debrief you whileit'sal gtill freshin your
memory. Can you manage that?'

| nodded. " Get me a pitcher of coffee and astraw, and I'm yours. No, better make that an IV bottle.”
"Sorry, no coffee. We have teaand cocoa.”

"No coffee?’

He shook hishead. "Not at thirty caseysfor a hdf-kilo of beans.”

"The bean-rot?'

He nodded. "Congress closed the border. The only coffee you're going to get from now on will be
greenhouse-bean. If you can afford it."

"I'll have the cocoa, thanks."

"Good. Now, were going to set you up in one of the cabins with a standard ECO-6 debriefing program
and two technicians. I'll try and stick my head in for awhile too. Will that work for you?'

| nodded.



"Good." He clapped my shoulder. "Ready to go?"
"I'll need something for my cough. An 0-mask?"
"I'll have the doctor bring whatever you need.”
"Thank you, sir." | sood up and followed him &ft.

| made it dmost three-quarters of the way through the debriefing before | started coughing and passed
Out.



? THIRTY

| WOKE up again in the ambulance. We were dowing. There was something happening outside.

| could hear someone with abullhorn trying to give ingtructions to acrowd. They weren't listening.
Scattered voices were hollering their defiance. | wondered if they were turning into amaob.

| wondered where | was.

| wasflat on my back, staring at aplastic ceiling. | turned my head. A curtained window. | raised ahand.
My chest ached. | pushed the curtain open.

Theday was il pink, theair, the sky-

There were frightened people everywhere. On the lawns, on the driveways, and most of al, crowded
around the emergency entrance. Some of them had been waiting al night for treatment. They looked tired
and drawn. Their eyeswerered, their faces were puffy. Was this turning into another plague? Would this
be the one that findly destroyed our ability to resst?

And then the ambulance was stopping and the orderlies did me out like aside of beef and onto acart.
Somebody in white grabbed hold behind me, and then we were moving-quickly-through asea of painful,
anxious faces. Somebody €l se was parting the crowds ahead of us. | turned my head to look at them.
The people were huddling in the entrance hall, five deep. They werelined up in ragged formations,
waiting. | thought | saw military guards. Were we under attack? No, those wereriot helmets.

The hospital wasanightmare.

It wasawal of noise-children crying, people arguing, somebody screaming. The sound pressedin likean
assault; each component voice was edged with hysteria. A woman was shrieking with rage-

-the cart lurched. And nearly toppled. The shrieking woman had grabbed it. She was screaming in my
face. She yanked the blanket off me- "See! Another goddamn soldier! | knew it! The military is getting
preferentia treatment! They're going to let therest of usdie-!" And then they were pulling her off me, and
the cart wasralling again, faster than before.

| didn't see what happened to her.

| heard voices. They were arguing about me. We were stopped again.

"-I can't do anything more for him than's aready been done. Give him ashot and an inhader and send him
hometo res-"

"With third-degree pink lung?"

"When it turnsinto dust poisoning bring him back-"

"I'm not paid to take them home. | only deliver the meat-and this one's already signed in. HEs got an
army A-plus priority, and your Chief of Surgery dready accepted ddlivery.”

"Did they dso tell you where the hell were going to put him? The halls are dready full of air mattresses-"
"That's not my problem. Here, read his chart-"

"I can't do thid I'll haveto pull the plug on someone else-"

"That'snot my problem.”

Suddenly, someone bent her face close to mine. Shelooked tired and angry. "Open your eyes!™ she
demanded. "Can you move?' | couldn't even speak. | made anoise-not even strong enough to be a
moan. It turned into a cough. It came out pink.

| think I won the argument.

Now the cart wasrolling again, thistime faster than before-came awake again asthey were diding me
onto abed. | blinked through tears of pain, turned my head and squinted at the light.

Thiswas a private room!

| tried to protest, but | didn't have even enough air to croak. | pointed toward the door, the unseen
crowds, and waved my hand frantically-despite the pain it cost me.

The nursejust pushed me back down and said, "No, you don't. Y our job isto be here now." Hewasa
chubby little man with awell-scrubbed face. He could have been anywhere between thirty and fifty. He
looked like someone's maiden aunt, but he had surprisingly strong arms. He held me down and pushed a
breathing mask onto my nose and mouth. "Now, just rlax-" he said. "I'll beright here thewholetime.”



| was dimly aware that something was happening. There were other people in the room now.

Something bit my arm. | let go and floated. And waited to seeif | wasgoingto die.

| watched from above while they poked, they prodded, and they scanned. They set me up for DX
studies and the Kl ley series of broad-band vaccines, processes and affirmations. Then they "vacuumed"
my lungs-which turned out to be nowhere near as painful asit sounded-and put mein an oxygen-helium
tent.

And then they left me done. | floated and waited.

Thereaction st in the next morning.

| woke up somewhere on the other side of death. | wastrying to fight my way back, but | was
smothering in marshmalow. | couldn't breathe.

Therewere darm bellsringing dl around me. Sometimein the night, my lungs had decided enough was
enough and begun to inflame.

My chest was a baloon.

| wastrying to bresthe. Nothing was happening. | wastrying to scream, but no noise was coming out of
my throat either. There was no air to scream with. Even as| thrashed on the bed, | knew | was doing the
wrong thing.

And then something cold touched my arm-and something bit me on the chest-and something wet was
diding down my throat-1 faded out.

Andinagan.

| till couldn't breathe. | faded out again. And in. And out. | lost count.

And then one night, | woke up gasping. My throat was raw.

And dry. | wanted water. | managed to holler-and my lungs screamed in agony! That was amistake. |
wanted to die, just to end the pain.

Somebody was saying something to me. "It'sal right, Lieutenant. Just relax. Seeif you canrelax.” | tried
to focus on thevoice. All | saw was ablur. The room wastoo dim.

"Don't tak," he said. He held me up gently, cradling me and feeding me soup in smal ddlicious doses.
"Jugt egt. I'll talk." It wasthe nurse with the very clean face.

"Mmmf," | said, splurting soup.

He wiped my mouth with anapkin. "Y ou're at Oakland Generd. It's Monday evening and you've aready
missed tonight's episode of Derby. Too bad. It was agood one. Grant is till looking for the missing
robot, but now he knowsit's till in the plant. Carrie found out about the last DV-sde-T. J. told her, of
course-and now she's demanding a stockholders meeting. Everything depends on Stephanie, but she
refusesto leave Hong Kong, and nobody knows why. Ready for more?"

“"Mmmfl."

"Good. Open wide. So, compared to that, your problems are nothing, right?”

| didn't answer. My lungs hurt too much. Besides, Grant should have known from the beginning that T. J.
couldn't risk having that robot's memory dumped.

"All right, one more durp and we're done. There you go. Dr. FHetcher will beinto havealook a youina
litle bit."

Dr. FHetcher was wearing gloves and amask. All | could see were her eyes. They looked tired.

Thefirst thing she said to mewas, "Don't talk. Y ou run the risk of destroying your vocd cords.” She sat
down on the edge of the bed and looked into my eyes, my ears, my nose. She studied the medi-console
on her Iap. Then, shelooked at me and said, "Congratul ations.”

M7

"Youll live. We didn't expect you to. Thetissues of your lungs were so swollen, there was no room for
air. We had you on lung support for three days. Y ou're one of the lucky ones. There were more than two
thousand others who didn't make it-because we didn't have the machines for them.”

| wanted to ask-but she put afinger across my mouth before | could speak.

"| said, don't talk." She heditated, then added, ™Y ou had one of the worst cases of dust poisoning in the
date, Lieutenant. We should have pulled the plug on you-we needed the bed space-but your
commanding officer wouldn't allow it. She said you owed her alobster dinner, and you weren't going to



get out of your obligationsthat easy.

"Besides, we needed to discover something, and you hel ped us do it. We now know that dust poisoning
isreversiblein even the worst cases. If we can save you, then we can save anybody. We're aready
preparing for next year."

"Umf," | said. | held up ahand to stop her from going.

"You'regoing to bedl right," shesaid. "Don't worry. Theworst isover.”

| grabbed her arm. "Mm(f?"

"Colond Tirdli isdl right too."

"Dmk!"

"And Duke. HE'sin intensive care and his condition is stabilized. We're watching him closdly. Youdida
good job on him, Lieutenant. Y ou can be proud.”

"MpP"

"I'm going to put you back to deep now," she said. "And then I'm going to put you back on maintenance.
It'll be easier for you." She touched a button on the medi-console.

And | went out again.



? THIRTY-ONE

THE NEXT time Dr. Fletcher camein, | was more coherent. She picked up the console and studied it.
Did dl hospita personnd do that autometically?

"How am |?" | asked.

"You'refing" shesaid. "And | can say that with authority, because | am your persond physician. Only
the president and movie stars get better treatment.”

She sat down on the edge of the bed and put her hand on mine. "Thetruth is, al medica personnd inthe
science section were moved over to help with the emergency. But, even if that weren't the case, you'd
gtill be under my care. Y ou are not So much amedica case asascientific one.”

"Because | had the worst exposure to the dust?'

"Y ou were one of thefirst," shesaid. "So if any weird effects were going to show up, we'd expect to see
theminyoufirg."

"And... 7'

"And | am disappointed to tell you that the dust is about as benign as a Chtorran life-form can be. The
death toll is expected to remain bel ow three thousand.”

" Disgppointed?!

"Mm hm. | was hoping you'd be an interesting case. Too bad. | guessI'm just going to have to go back
to my worms."

"Worms? Plurd?"

"Uh huh. Weve got two more live ones.” "Dr. Fletcher?

"y e

"Have you ever put any of them together?"

"They'rein the same tank, why?"

"Dothey -I don't know how to phrase this-do they roll around together like they're making love?'

She looked surprised. "How do you know about that? We've only had them together for afew days. The
wholething isgill very secret.”

"Y ou haven't seen the videos we brought-?"

Sheraised an eyebrow at me. "In al my spare time? In case you hadn't noticed-"

"Right. Sorry. Well, we saw the wrestling behavior when the blimp arrived. Theworms got frantic. At
first | thought they were attacking each other, but they weren't. They came back. They looked ...
confused-but | wouldn't even begin to guess what was going on.”

"Mm," she said. Shelooked like she was consdering something.

"| want to see your worms,” | said.

She nodded. "I want to see your videos. As soon as you're ambulatory again, okay? I'll setit up." She
stood up to go. "Therésawheechair in the closet if you want to get out of bed. Please ask anurseto
assist you. Don't be proud.”

"Thanks. Whet room is Colond Tirdli in?"

" She checked out three days ago. But Captain Anderson is upstairs and you can visit him any time" She
remembered something. " Oh-you have messages, quite a stack of them. Please read the priority ones
first. And | think your mother wantsto vist you. Handle that, al right?" And then she was out the door.
After awhile, | buzzed for assistance and got mysalf bathed, shaved and transferred to awheelchair. |
found my way up to the twelfth floor without too much trouble.

Dukewas dtill in an oxygen tent.

Helooked dreadful. He looked like the guest of honor at a Texas barbecue. | couldn't look and |
couldn't look away. Hisface was swollen. His eyes were blistered shut. His skin was blackened and
peding. Hisarms|ooked wet and putrefying. And he smelled bad.

| dmogt fled in horror. Human beings should not look likethis.

Human beings should not smdll likethis. But | didn't know how to put the wheelchair in reverse, and the
little voicein my head was aready bawling me out for being acoward. | stedled myself and stayed.



| rolled around to the foot of his bed and picked up the mediconsole.

Duke was on maintenance. He was beyond consciousness. For that | was grateful. Therewas not alot to
say. And | wasn't surel could talk to him yet. Not with him looking like something out of ahorror show.
Thiswasn't Duke. | couldn't rectify this monstrous piece of meat with the man | had spent so much time
with.

| didn't see how he could ever be human again. He might live. But hislifewas over. | don't know how |
knew. | just knew it. My mind brought up memories. Duke had taught me dmost everything | knew
about how to be amilitary man. Hed made it very smple, held boiled it down to two words.

Becertain.

"Here's how to know if you're certain,” held said. "Can | rip your arm off if you'rewrong? If you can't
give me an unqudified yes, then you're till not certain.

"That thing that you ignore-that thing that you let yourself be unaware of, or unconscious of, or uncertain
about-that's the thing that's going to kill you. So your job, whatever it lookslike, isredly this you haveto
know everything about everything that you have to ded with.

"There are no accidents, Jm. If you get killed, the gameisover. You log."

Smple

Except... what would you cdl lying in ahospita bed looking like abridesfirst roast?

Duke had screwed up somewhere. HEd trusted me. It didn't matter what Colonels Tirdlli and Anderson
sad. Thiswas my fault. | wished | could wake him up long enough to ask him to forgive me.

Except | knew he wouldn't.



? THIRTY-TWO

TWO DAY Slater, my chest scan came up clean and they checked me out of the hospital. They needed
the bed space. "Go vidt your mother,” they told me. " She's been bugging usthreetimesaday.”

My mom was in Santa Cruz, doing something with maps-| wasn't sure what. She said sheld explain when
| got there. | checked out a jeep from the motor pool and headed south on [-117.

It was over an hour'sdrive, but | barely noticed. The wholeway there, al | could hear was the argument
ingde my heed.

| was conddering resgning my commission.

It was something that Dr. Fletcher had said; it till rankled. ™Y ou and | have two different jobs. Y our job
istokill worms. My job isto study them." | waslooking a mysdlf in amirror and wondering how the hell
I'd gotten here. Thiswasn't where I'd wanted to be.

What | really wanted to do was what Dr. Fletcher was doing-study the worms. But how could | do that
with stripes on my deeves? They kept putting wegponsinto my hands and that guaranteed that al | could
do waskill worms. That was the thing about being in the army-there weren't awholelot of options.

But killing the worms-at |east the way we were doing it now-was not working.

The Chtorran ecology was egting us dive.

Its microorganisms aone had killed billions of people. Those of uswho survived the plagues still had to
dedl with the sea dudge, the stingflies, the bladderbugs, the red kudzu, the oilworms, the "grabgrass,” the
binnies, the libhits, the meegps-and of course, dways and inevitably, the worms.

Our ancestors had killed the dinosaurs. We'd sucked their eggs and eaten their children. We il ate their
descendants today: chickens, ducks, and turkeys. If tyrannosaur and hadrosaur and deinonychus il
walked the Earth, we'd find away to eat them too. The Chtorrans would do the sameto us. They
couldn't see us as anything more than food. Do you talk with your sandwich?

Andif thiswas only thefirst wave of theinvasion-as Dr. Zymph kept saying-what horrors were il
waiting to manifest themselves?

How long did it take to Chtorra-form a planet? How many waves of infestation?

There had to be an intelligence behind this madness-but it might not show up for centuries, perhaps not
until long after the last human being was... what? In azoo? Inamuseum? Did wefigureat dl inthe
equation?

| didn't think so.

But-

-if | redly felt that way, then why did | bother to keegp on fighting? If the Stuation was that hopeless, why
not just lay down and die?

Because-| had to smile at mysdf-I ill didn't redly believeit. | knew it, but | didn't believeit.

But none of this had anything to do with the army anyway. The army wasirrelevant. We were holding
back the worms by sheer brute force because we couldn't think of anything elseto do.

No, it wasn't the futility of the Stuation that was making me think about resigning. I'd fight the worms
forever, no matter how ugly the odds.

No. Thiswasredly about Duke. | felt responsible.

Damn it anyway!

It was Shorty al over again, but with avengeance. I'd burned Shorty-and the worm that came down on
top of him. Shorty had been lucky; held died quick; but Duke might take years.

If | did resign, | could probably go to work immediately for Dr. Fletcher. | dready had the security
clearance.

It was very tempting. | even went so far asto unclip my phone from my belt.

But | didn't call. No. I might be able to resgn from the army; I'd fulfilled the basic obligation over ayear
ago; but 1'd never be able to resign from the pain.

And that wasthered issue.

| pulled off the freeway in Santa Cruz, but insde my head | was il in the same place. Stuck.



And | wasn't looking forward to seeing my mother either. | knew what that was going to be like.

She had an office-gpartment in aprivate (read fortress) community called Fantasy Valey Towers, a
sprawling complex of bubbles, domes, and spires like something out of aHollywood fairy tae. The style
was called Apocaypse Baroque. Insdethewalls, it was a maze of arches, terraces and balconies.
Before the plagues, it must have been very expensive. Now it looked run down-and even alittle wild.
The front doors of Mother's gpartment were twice astall as| was, and they looked like they were made
out of crystd. But the effect was spoiled by the unswept leaves piled up against the portico.

Mother answered the door with aflourish and awild laugh. She was wearing a gaudy concoction of
bright silks and feathers; she was a cascade of pink and scarlet-and around her neck, she had asilver
and turquoise Navg o squash blossom necklace, with twelve jeweled squashes on each side. It looked
heavy. So did the rings on her fingers.

"Ahh-heré's my baby now!" she cried. She presented her cheek for akiss. It tasted of powder. She had
aglassin her hand. "I'm sorry we didn't come and visit you in the hospitd, but they wouldn't let us"
"It'sdl right. | wouldn't have been very good company anyway-"

Shetook my wrist and led me out onto the terrace, caling loudly, "Alan-! Alan! Imishere! Jm, you
remember Alan, don't you?'

"Thesurfer-?'

"No, slly. That was Bobbie-" Bobbie had been only two years older than me; when | met him he il
hadn't decided what he wanted to be when he grew up. "-Thisis Alan Wise. Y ou remember, | told you
about him-"

"No, you told me about Alan Plaskow."

"l did?"

"Uh huh. | don't think | know this Alan."

"Oh, wdl-"

ThisAlanwastal and blond and graying at the temples. When he smiled, hiseyes crinkled. His
handshake was just alittle too hearty, and his chest wasin the process of migrating south toward his
gomach.

There was another man on the terrace too. He was short and dark and of Japanese descent. He wore
thick glasses and adark gray business suit. Helooked like alawyer. Alan introduced him as Shibumi
Takahara. Mr. Takahara bowed politely. | bowed back.

Alan dapped me on the shoulder and said, "Well, son-it must fed good to get homefor alittle
old-fashioned cooking, eh?’

"Uh-yes, gr. It does." Except thiswasn't home and my mother hadn't cooked ameal hersalf since before
the Hindenberg went down.

"What are you drinking?" he asked. He was dready at the bar, dropping iceinto aglass. "'Nita? Do you
want arefill?*

"Do you know how to make a SylviaPlath?' | asked.

"A what-?"

"Never mind. Y ou probably don't have the ingredients anyway."

Mom waslooking & me funny. "What'sa SylviaPlath, Im?"'

| shrugged. "It's not important. It wasjust ajoke.”

"No, tdl us" sheinssted.

Mr. Takaharaanswered her. "It'salayer of mercury, alayer of salad oil, and alayer of creme de menthe.
Y ou drink only thetop layer." | looked at him sharply. Behind his glasses, his eyes were twinkling.

Mom frowned. "I'm afraid | don't get the joke. Do you get it, Alan?"

"'Fraid it'salittle too deep for me, hon. How's about a Crimson Death?”

"Uh, no thanks. I've had enough Crimson Desgth this month. I'll just have abeer, if you don't mind.”
"Don't mind at dl," he said. He ducked behind the bar, muttering to himself. "Beer, beer ... wheresthe
beer-? Ah!" He came up with adender green bottle. "Here we go-private stock. Imported especially for
you from exatic, erotic, exciting... Topekal" He poured with aflourish.

"Down the side, please-" | pointed.



"Y ou pour beer down the side of the glass, not the center-"

"Oh, wdll-it'stoo late now. Sorry." He handed me the glass of beer suds and the still haf-full bottle. "I'll
know for next time, right?'

"Yeah, right." There wasn't going to be anext time.

"l guess I'm just not used to pouring my own drinks," he said, Sitting again. He patted the couch next to
him and glanced toward my mother. She came over and sat down-alittle too close. "'I'm too used to
being taken care of." He grinned and did hisarm around my mother's shoulders.

Mother said, "Alan-Jim's been off fighting those awful Chatorrans-."

"Oh?Redly?' Helooked interested. "Have you actudly seen any-?"

"Uh-firgt of dl, it's pronounced "Ktorran.' The "Ch'isslent. It's sort of aclick beforethe "T." Just say the
word “victor' and leave off the 'vi-.""

"Oh, well-" my mother said, excusing herself with awave. "I never watch the news. | only read about
them in the morning papers.

"-And, yes," | said to Alan of the hearty handshake; | said it coldly, "I have seen afew. Quiteafew, in
fact.”

"Redly?' heasked. "They redly exig?'

| nodded. | sipped a my beer. | wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. | was debating insde
whether | should be polite or tell the truth. My mother had the "dance for Grandma" expression on her
face, Alan Wise wore abig plastic smile, but Mr. Takaharawas watching me quietly. The truth won out.

| looked across at Alan Wise and asked, "Where have you been that you don't know what's happening?’
He shrugged, "Right here. Thegood old U. S. of A. Where have you been?'

"Colorado. Wyoming. Northern Cdifornia.

"You'rekidding! We have-how do you say it?>Torransright herein Cdifornia?’

"One of the worgt infestations I've ever seen. Just north of Clear Lake. ™

"Wadl... I'll bedamned." He looked at my mother and gave her alittle squeeze. "1 didn't know that.
Maybe we should drive up some Sunday and have alook. What do you think, ‘Nita?"

| blinked. He couldn't redlly have meant that! | put my glass down on the end table, and said quietly,
"That areais seded off. And eveniif it weren't, that wouldn't be avery good idea."

"Oh, come now-" He dismissed me as casudly asif 1'd just told him the sky was pink. Thisfar south and
this closeto the coadt, it wasn't. "I think you're exaggerating the case, son. It's just some more of that
same military thinking that got usinto Pakistan thirteen-fourteen years ago. Of course, you probably don't
remember that. Y ou werejust alittle tyke then-"

"I know about Pakistan,” | said. I'd had timeto do alot of reading in the hospitdl.

"Well-let metell you something, son. Y ou're too closeto the forest. Y ou don't have the perspective. You
don't have objectivity. Y'see, thisthing with the Ch'torrans, K'torrans, whatever-it's overrated. Oh,
now-" he held up ahand to keep me from interrupting "-I'll grant that there'sreally something out there.
I'm sure that some old lady somewhere was actually frightened out of her panties by abig pink
caterpillar; but when you look at the whole picture-like | have-you'll see that ayoung man like yourself
needs to be looking toward the future.”

"If thereisone," | said dryly. Mr. Takaharas eyes narrowed thoughtfully.

"Oh now, don't give me that liberal-defeatist crap. That song and dance may work on a congressman-but
you'retaking to Alan Wise here, and you know your mother doesn't hang out with dummies.”

"Mmm, if you say s0."

"Ligten, | know how the gameis played. The military hasto make the war ook seriousto justify al those
heavyweight appropriations. Read your history, son! The more money they want, the worse the war gets.
It'sal about John Q. Taxpayer and his hardearned Labor Standard Kilocalorie banknotes. Thetruthiis,
thisisaterrific time for asmart man who knows how to read a newspaper.”

"l beg your pardon?'

"I'm talking big money, son. Corporations. Licenses, Federd grants. | want you to know, theré'san
incredible opportunity herel™



"Huh-?'

"It'sraining soup!" he said. "It'stimeto grab your bucket! I'm in the Reclamation Industry-and people are
making fortunes every day! It'sal therefor the taking. There are huge areas il waiting to be
reopened-whole cities. Somebody's got to go in and do the job-and whoever doesit isgoing to get rich.
Very rich. The government knowsthis. The army knowsit. But dl thiswar-scare stuff is keeping people
from seeing the redl problemthat big government has got its hands in our pockets again. And it'savery
good excuse for the army to go in and nationalize the unclaimed property. Y ou pay attention, son-read
the papers! Not just that K'torran stuff. Y ou'll see what's going on.”

My mother gave hisarm asqueeze and said, "Alan works so hard-" Shelooked across at mewith an
expresson that said, Don't start an argument.

"Mr. Wise-" | said.

"Alan," he corrected.

| ignored it. "-Mr. Wisg, | am alieutenant in the United States Army, Specid Forces Warrant Agency.
We take care of those specia chdlengesthat are beyond the duties of the regular army. Assuch,” |
explained, "we are under the direct command of the President of the United States. The Specia Forcesis
currently assigned to one task and one task only: the eradication of all Chtorran gastropedes-we call
them worms-from the continental United States and Alaska. Hawaii is not presently infested.

"In the course of my duties, | have come in contact with over ahundred of the monsters. | have been
persondly respongblefor the deaths of fifteen of them. | have one of the highest kill ratiosin the Specid
Forces. If we had such classfications, | would be considered an ace. So | will tell you this about the
worms-"

"Jm-" my mother interrupted. "I don't think thisisthetime or place for war sories.”

| caught myself. | looked at my mother, and at Alan Wise. And redlized something. They were both a
little red-faced and happy-looking. They were both drunk. I couldn't tell about Mr. Takahara Hewasa
slent enigma

What wasit Duke had told me once? When adrunk and afool get into an argument, you can't tell which
iswhich. Y ou haveto wait until the drunk sobers up. The other oneisthe fool. How do you know when
adrunk and afool arein an argument? Easy. Anyone who argues with adrunk isautomaticaly afool.
Right.

"No, no, hon. Let him talk. | want to hear-" Alan Wise turned and nuzzled my mother's cheek, her
neck-he nibbled her ear. She squealed and protested, but she didn't push him away.

| sad, "Actudly, | don't think we can have this conversation at al-"

"Eh?' Helooked up a me.

"-because you redly don't know what you're talking about, Mr. Wise. When you've done your research
properly, then we can talk.” | stood up. Their faceswere gaping. "If you'll excuse me, | haveto go to the
bathroom."



? THIRTY-THREE

MY MOTHER waswaiting for me when | came out of the bathroom. I'd have been disappointed in her
if she hadn't.

"What isthe matter with you!" she whispered angrily. "All | wanted was aquiet little evening with thetwo
meninmy life! Isthat too much to ask! Do you haveto ruin everything? Now, | want you to go back in
there and gpologize-"

| headed for the front door instead.

Her voice went up an octave. "Where are you going?"

"Back to the military-industrial complex for alittle more brainwashing,” | growled.

Alan Wise of the hearty handshake was leaning up against the front door. | guess he thought that would
stop me.

"Son," hesaid.

"l am not your son-" | warned.

"Whether you apologize to me or not isunimportant. But | certainly think you owe an apology to your
mother. You're being rudein her house."

A hdf dozen possible replies flashed through my head, most of them having to do with the inhabitants of
my mother's bedroom. | discarded al of them as being unworthy.

| opened my mouth. | closed it. | redlized that whatever | said would only make it worse. The Situation
was a zero-sum game. | could apologize and be wrong, or | could remove Mr. Wise from the door and
leave-and be wrong. It was aquestion of how wrong | wanted to be. | knew | sure as hell wasn't going
to apologize. | only apologized to people | liked.

| started to turn away. The hdl withit. | turned back. | said, "Listen-l didn't mean to infer that you don't
know anything. Y ou may know quite abit about your field-but you don't know anything about my field. |
know the Chtorran ecology. | just spent three days buried up to my assin it and three weeks in a hospita
recovering. | know what we're up againg. Y ou can tell me anything you want about anything else, but
I've seen the worms. |'ve seen what they can do. I've seen-"

And stopped in the middle of my tirade. And redlized something.

Three days buried in pink dust-and | hadn't seen the most obviousthing!

Those worms-every single one of them-from the first worm that Duke and | encountered to the
congregation that clustered around the chopper to worship the blimp-those worms were thefirst onesi'd
ever seen that had not immediately attacked a human being on sight.

| turned away from Alan Wise and my mother and my anger and walked out onto the terrace again. |
held up my hand asasignd for them to leave me done.

What if hewasright-?

Not about al that politica crap-but what if he was right about the worms? Wheat if the truth was, they
were not hogtile?

| picked up my beer and carried it to the balcony rail. | looked out toward the Santa Cruz mountains.
Were there worms up there? | wondered.

Look-1 told mysalf-every worm I've ever encountered, 1've had atorch in my hands and I've burned it.
And that was because dl the worms I'd ever seen-until the episode in the dust-had been hostile.

But then-1'd dways had atorch in my hands. The episode in the dust wasthefirst time | hadn't. And that
wasthefirg time | saw nonhostileworms.,

Could it be that the worms were somehow sensing and reacting to my own hostility-?

It was afascinating idea.

-If I could meet aworm in aSituation with no hodtility init, would it till attack?

Therewas no way to test it. No, check that. There was no safe way to test it.

We'd made up our minds that the worms were a threat-so we were burning them. What if the worms
were only athreat to us because we were athreat to them?

The other factor in that equation, of course, was the bunnydogs. Based on the evidence I'd seen so far,



you could make a very good case that the bunnydogs controlled the worms. If so, then we knew that the
worms could be controlled. Now if we could find out how

| needed to talk about thiswith Dr. Fletcher. "Jm-" That was my mother. "Areyou al right?"

| turned around. Alan Wise was standing behind her. They both looked concerned. Mr. Takahara had
discreetly absented himsdlf. | nodded. "I'mfine. | redly am. It'sjust-l just redlized something very
important.” | looked past her to Alan Wise. "'Y ou were the catalyst. Something you said. It triggered an
idea. Thank you. And-" What the hell, Lizard said it wasthe onething | wasgood a. "-I'm sorry | flew
off thehandle, | redly am-"

"Apology accepted.” He waved magnanimoudy. Hewas till ajerk, but at least | didn't have to hate him
for it any more.

| turned back to my mom. "1 need to get back to Oakland-"

"Without egting-? Y ou just got herel”

"Won't it wait?' Alan asked.

"Um-thisisredly important.”

"Well, soisdinner. There's something Alan wantsto talk to you about. | specificaly invited you so he
could-"

We dtarted off with fresh tomato juice, pate, and a spinach salad-where had she found spinach?
Obvioudy, somebody had spent some money on this med. Thiswasimportant.

So | praised every course, and waited for the punch line. Had he finally proposed-? Was that what this
was about? And who was Mr. Takahara?

Alan kept hisdinner conversation polite. Apparently my earlier outburst had given him ahedthy fear of
the United States Army-or at least of my commitment to it.

He was d o talking much more obliquely than before. "Listen, Jm-1 wasn't kidding about the money to
be made. For instance, do you know what July dollars are selling for right now? If you had bought July
dollarslast December, you could turn them over for athirty percent profit right now. The market is
gdloping. It'sawhole new bal game-and it's the best one yet. Now that the banks have been
reorganized, this country can show aprofit on theinflation of its currency. And thirty percentisavery
hedthy rate. It'sgood for us. It guarantees alot of economic growth.”

| shrugged. "I guessyou'reright, Alan. | don't really know that much about economics.”

He nodded at me enthusiastically. "That's the point. If you wereto tart turning your caseysinto future
dollars, you could double your money every eighteen months."

N

Helooked over a my mother. She looked at me. "Dear-" she said, "-don't they pay you some kind of
bounty for every Chatorran you kill ?*

Thepunchline

The United States government would pay one million caseysfor every worm killed, ten million for every
one captured dive. 1'd collected two bounties as an individual and was owed athird. Asamember of a
team, I'd participated in 106 others. Last I'd looked, | was worth 9.2 million kilocalories. So what? What
was | going to do with it?

My mother had an idea.

| looked at her. | looked at Alan. | wasincredulous. I don't believethis. That'swhat thisisal about?!
Alan hdld up ahand. | held back. "Jim-wait aminute. Hear me out.”

"No-" | said. "Absolutely not. Not haf an hour ago, you were telling me you didn't even believe the
worms were athreat. Now you're asking for the money the government pays for killing them. Excuse me,
but that fedsalot like hypocrisy-" | could fed my tantrum shifting into high gear.

Alansad, "Jim! | didn't know that was the source of your money. | apologize-"

| looked a him. "Redly?"

"Redlly. | gpologize. | wasout of line before. | didn't know-" He looked alittle desperate. "-Y ou had
every right to get angry with me. If you have nine million caseysin bounty money, | guessthat's proof
enough you know what you're talking about.”

"How did you know it was nine million? | never said how much | had-"



"Y our mother told me you had a credit account. She didn't tell me where it came from. I'm sorry, Jm.
Redly."

Two apologies. The man was desperate. | sat down again, curious.

Alan looked to my mother. "'Nita, honey-would you serve the coffee now?"

My mother nodded and left the table. "Coffee? Redl coffee?!

"No expense has been spared for the number one son.” He grinned nervoudly, then allowed himsdlf to
relax alittle. "1'd like to offer you an opportunity, Jm. I'd like you to listen, if you will."

| shrugged. "I'll listen, but I'm not lending any money-"

Mr. Takahara cleared histhroat politely. We both turned to look at him.

"If I may," hesad. "The opportunity isactuadly mineto offer. Mr. Wise-" he bowed modestly, "-invited
me here tonight specifically to meet you."

"G

"l am not going to ask you to lend me any money, young man. | dready have dl the money | need. May |
tell you how thisworks?'

"I sadIl'dligen... ."

Hetook that as an assent. "My company is bidding on amgor reclamation project-1 can't tell you
what-but it's one of the biggest ever. Now, | don't know if you know anything about the Reclamation
Laws, but they're very gtrict. Y ou cannot just set up acompany and start bidding.”

"Any gang of looters can do that-" interrupted Alan. Mr. Takaharalooked at Alan Wise politely.

Alan Wise shut up.

Mr. Takahara smiled and turned back to me. "Thisisthe way it works. Y ou haveto put adepositin
escrow equd to one percent of your claim. So the amount of money you bring in determines the amount
you can take out.”

My mother returned with the coffee. Alan and | waited while she poured it. The aromawas intoxicating.
I'd forgotten how much | missed coffee.

"So-" sad Alan, resuming-yanking me out of my reverie over coffee. "Do you see what aterrific
opportunity thisisfor you?Y ou can put your money into a protected escrow account-and our company
can then clam avery large and important piece of property. That'swhy | was suggesting that you invest
indollar futures. The federal government will accept that as a continualy expanding collaterd. Y ou put it
in arotating account.”

"Uh huh-and what happens when | want to take my money out again?"

Alan nodded, "But you won't want to-"

| said, "It soundslike | take the risk and you take the profit.”

Mr. Takahara gpoke again. He said, "Thisisvery good coffee. My compliments.”

My mother smiled and nodded and looked uncertain. "Why-thank you."

Mr. Takaharalooked to me then. "Thereisno risk to you. Y ou will own apro rata share of the
operation. That is better than you can get from any other reclamation company.”

Alan Wise added, ™Y ou stand to turn your nine million caseysinto ninety million."” He looked at me
expectantly. "That's quite aded, isn't it?'

| hesitated. "If you say so. Um-what do you get out of it?"

Alan Wise spread his hands modestly. "I'm what they call ... a participating agent. | put the package
together and | take points.”

eu——

"A piece of the package."

"Oh"

"Jm-" he added. "It'snot just your money we want. It's your expertise aswell. It's you we want.
And-there's something dse. | didn't want to bring it up, but it wouldn't be fair not to-" He glanced over a
my mom and then back to me. "Y our mother asked meif | could get you out of the army and into some
place alittle, well-safer. Y our being in the hospital and al-well, you know how mothers are. Sheworries.
| don't know what your present commitment is; but I know you've completed your basic obligation, o
know that something can be worked out. | know some people in Denver, and-well, you know; maybe it



can be arranged. And certainly, if these worms, asyou call them, are as dangerous as you say, then you
ought to give serious thought to this. It'sa safer, far more lucrative dternative. Y ou've done your part for
your country. Now it'stime to do something far yourself, and for your mother too."

| glanced over a her. Too much makeup, too much jewdry, too much perfume-and too much hopein
her eyes. There was too much desperation in this room. It made me very uncomfortable.
"Thiscoffeeisvery good,” | sad. | put my cup down thoughtfully. All of them were watching me
carefully. | picked up my napkin and patted my mouth. "I, uh-I'm going to have to think about this" My
father had taught me that-the polite way to say no. "l haveto think about it." Just keep repesting it until
they get tired. It works on everyone except used-car and encyclopedia salesmen.

"Absolutdy!" Alan Wise agreed, alittle too enthusiastically. Y ou have to be sure that it worksfor you. |
wouldn't want you to do anything that you're not absolutely sure of. But | just want to give you one more
fact. Now, it'scompletely off the record, and you didn't hear it here-but it just might be the one piece of
information you need to hear-" Helooked at me, helooked at Mr. Takahara, he looked at my mother,
he looked back to me. "Areyou ready?' he asked dramaticaly.

"l think | can tekeit," | said.

"Oneword-" He whispered. "Manhattan."

"Noway!" | protested. "Denver has been denying accessto that rea estate for three years. They say they
won't even consider reclamation for another three. Even the Mothball Corps has to be bonded before
they can go in. There's no way you're going to get a piece of that rock!"

Alan spread his handswide in front of him. "Bethat asit may. That'sthe word you need to keepin
mind."

| realized my skepticism was showing. | picked up my coffee cup, but it was empty. | put it down again
quickly. "Well-like | said, | need timeto think it over."

Mr. Takahara patted his mouth with his napkin and said, "I understand your position perfectly.”

Alan Wise| didn't trust-but Mr. Takahara was another story. "Isthis true about Manhattan?" | asked
him.

"I would be violating aconfidenceif | told you dl that | knew," he replied.

"Yes, of course. But that doesn't answer my question.”

He smiled-and helooked like Buddha. "What | can tell you isthat there are extraordinary developments
coming to fruition in the next eghteen months™

"Mm," | said. Hed told me nothing. "Thank you."

"I'm sure you understand what he redlly means” Alan said alittle too quickly.

"Yes, but likel said, | haveto think about it."

"Yes, of course. | don't want to push you." Hewiped his nose with his ngpkin. "Here, let me give you my
card. If you have any questions, call me-any time, day or night."

| dipped hiscard into my pocket without looking &t it. | turned instead to my mother. "Y ou said you were
working on some project with maps-?"

She shook her head. "I've been working with the refugee rel ocation office. We're looking for placesto
establish colonies, that's dl. Were using Family asthe model-that's the one that takes care of the
children, remember?’

"Uh huh. That's off the new peninsula, right? How isthat doing?'

"Very nicdy," shesaid. But shedidn't redly want to talk about it, | could tell. The light had gone out of
her eyes. She excused herself abruptly and went into the kitchen and clattered the dishes around.
Alanand | and Mr. Takaharalooked a each other embarrassedly. " So when will you let usknow?' Alan
asked.

"Oh, inaday or two. | just want to take alittle time to think it over, that'sall.”

"Sure. Take dl the time you need-but remember, thisis one opportunity that isn't going to wait for too
long."

"Y es, thank you. I'll keep that in mind.” | smiled politely at them both. The subject was closed. Infact, it
was dead.

We adjourned to the terrace then, Alan and | and the enigmatic Mr. Takahara. We talked about Derby



for awhile. The conversation was deliberately casual. Mr. Takahara advanced the theory that the missing
robot was hiding on the assembly line. After dl, who would look there? | admitted it was an interesting
idea. | couldn't think of a better place.

When my mother finally came out to join us, | made my goodbyes and left quickly.

| realized | was humming all theway to thejeep. | felt oddly satisfied. | had abrand-new thought about

the worms-and my mother and her boyfriend had solved my other problem too. Resign my commission?
Hell, no!



? THIRTY-FOUR

THERE WERE voicesin my deep agan.

They dropped out of ahovering pink sky, awal of brightness-like God-and danced in circles around me.
When | looked, they were bunnydogs. When | turned with them, they were men again. Wetook off our
bunnydog suits and danced naked. We were happy there. When | looked at the singing sky, it wasa
worm.

There was something | wanted to know. | floated up toward the worm, but it sailed away and | couldn't
catch it-and the dance was over now. I'd missed it. The herd was breaking up.

| woke up trembling. I knew something.

There weren't words-| had this overwhel ming sense that there were connections underneath the world-as
if I'd heard the heavenly music, the greet chords of redity, and the sound was till reverberating in my
oul.

Theweird feding stayed with meal morning. It meant something: | knew it. There was something | had
to do-something about that dream-

And maybe too it was another fit of delirium; but when they checked me out at the hospital, my readings
came up green. "Forget it, Lieutenant,” the doctor said. "Y ou had abad dream. Considering what you've
been through, you're entitled to afew nightmares.”

Except, it hadn't been abad dream. It had been an extraordinarily good one. That was what troubled me
0. | wanted to return to it.

| sighed, shrugged, thanked the doctor and headed upstairsto Intensive Care.

Thistime, Duke was conscious.

They were keeping him in asterilized environment, so he was il insde abig plastic tent with odd little
ventilation tubes and ultraviolet lights plugged into it.

Heturned hishead to look a mewhen | camein. Hisface was starting to look like aface again. But |
wondered if plastic surgery would be able to make it ook like ahuman face.

| dropped my gaze embarrassedly. | looked around for achair, snagged one and pulled it up to the bed.
"Hi, Duke-"

He didn't respond. He turned his head back to look at the ceiling. His breathing sounded labored. The
shape under the sheetswas disturbingly short.

Just to have something to do, | snagged his medi-console off the foot of the bed and studied it.

And then | wished | hadntt.

They'd taken off both hislegs and hisleft arm. Dr. Fletcher's notes said there was too much nerve
damage for prostheses. Embarrassedly, | replaced the console. | looked to Duke again. "Uh, they said
you were gill having trouble talking-so, uh, if you don't want to talk, you don't haveto. I'll do the
talking-if you want-"

| waited amoment to see what he would do. | couldn't read his expression, so | continued, "-I don't
redly know whereto start. Um, | guess | should tell you that we brought back some truly astonishing
videos. They're being examined frame by frame. I've been debriefing amost every day sincel was
released. Weredly did discover something. | mean-nobody knows what to make of those bunnydogs.
"Onetheory isthat they're worm-tenders-kind of like tickbirds and crocodiles. Or lieutenants and
captains. The bunnydogs handle the paperwork.”

He shifted his head dightly to ook at me through the platic.

| wished | knew what was going on insde that skull. What was he feding?

"Um-the other theory, Duke, isthat the bunnydogs are the worm-controllers. We don't think that the
bunnies are the intelligent species behind the invasion-athough they could be-but we're wondering if
perhaps they mightn't be the managers of this phase. Maybe they're some kind of sub-Chtorran
intelligence.

"And-um, there's another theory-it's just athought, nobody's advocating it serioudly yet, it'sjust
something to think about-that perhaps we're dealing with several different intelligences, or acompound



intelligence. The worms are one part, the bunnies are another, something dseis il athird part. What
we'retrying to do now isfigure out how the bunnies and the worms communicate. If we can do that, then
maybe we can find some way to ... talk to them and negotiate or sue for peace or something-"

Duke made arumbling noisein histhroat. "I'm sorry,” | said. "'l didn't get that, Duke.”

Heturned his head toward me and said it again. | had to strain to make it out. "Bfllshmt," he said.

The meaning was clesr.

"Uh, yeah. | think so too. Listen, um-alot of people have been asking me about you. | heard from the
guysin Colorado. They send their best. And Dr. Fletcher says hello too. And-uh, | saw your son-"
Wasit my imagination or did his expresson harden? He turned hisface back to the celling.

"I guessit'snone of my business, but | think he wants to come and see you, Duke-I mean, he didn't say
anything, | just sort of got the ideathat he wanted to; he called me and asked how you were. But he
didn't want meto say hi for him, so | don't know if I'm messing where | shouldnt. | just... well-"

"Shftfp."

"Huh?'

Hedidn't repest it.

"I'm sorry,” | said. "'l guess| should go."

WAt

Y —

He struggled to make himself heard. "Wait-" herasped. 'l want... oo t' do smmfing.. . ."
"Anything, Duke!"

"Write 'own. Co' nummer."

"Write down a code number?" | was already fumbling for a pen. "Right. Go ahead, I'm ready.”

He deared histhroat, coughed, and began hoarsdly reciting digits. He was giving me his persond military
code-and password! "Duke-1 don't think you should-"

"Shft fp, McCarfy-"

"Yes gar-"

"l wan'-yoo g€ me... agrenay.”

"A... grenade?’

He nodded; the gesture was difficult for him. " Sfuicide grenaye. Ffoice-actifvated. "

"Duke, | don't think-"

"Fmk what you fhink!" he said. He glared at me. Thistime there was no mistaking his expression, even
through the plagtic. "1 don't want-be helfless-" He was interrupted by a spasm of coughing. It went on for
along moment. | wondered if | should signal for anurse. No, if hewasin red trouble, the medi-console
would aert the nurses automatically. Duke caught his breath and continued, "-nft helfless ... against
wirms-"

"Worms? Duke, there are no wormsin Oakland-"

Somehow, he managed to turn hafway toward me. He tried to reach for me through the plastic of the
gterile tent. His hand looked like aworm claw. "Ge grenay, Jim!™ herasped. "I don’ wan'-to
die-helflesd" Therewasterror in Duke's eyes.

| studied the code number in my hands. By rights, | should tear it up and forget it. Thiswasinsane. Duke
wasn't being rational. A suicide grenade in a hospital? Defense againg the worms here?
"McCarfy-promisf?'

"Duke, | can't do this-"

"Promisf me!l" He looked wild. He couldn't heer arefusdl.

| nodded. | swalowed hard. "I'll figure ... something out, Duke. | promise.”

He seemed to relax then. He sighed and sank back into his pillow.

"Duke-? Sr?"

"Mm?'

"Remember once, | asked who you cleared with-and you said you checked in with the boss upstairs? Do
you remember that? Um-have you checked in recently ...?"

"Fmkff."



"I didn't get that, Duke. Could you say it again?"

Herolled his head toward me and rasped, "Ghod isf alie-ge grenay.”

| sat therein slence, wondering what | should do. Should | tell his doctors-or what? | was churning up
ingde

Damnit! Thiswas Dukel owed him!

But-thiswas crazy! Where do you draw theline?

Y ou son of abitch, | thought. Haven't | got enough guilt aready?



? THIRTY-FHVE

| PROBABLY should have discussed it with my commanding officer.

Except | hadn't seen her in three weeks.

But sheld assigned me atermina in the Science Section, so | knew she hadn't forgotten me. | guessed
she wanted meto catch up on my paperwork.

There was anote from Danny Anderson thanking me for keeping him posted on Duke. | wondered if |
should tell him about hisfather's request and decided not to. Thiswas something | was going to haveto
handle mysdif.

And therewas aletter from Dinnie, that nurse in Denver, asking me how | was doing and if 1'd heard
from Ted recently. No, | hadn't.

Genera Poole had sent me acongratulatory note. I'd been awarded a Silver Star. | wondered if | was
supposed to send him athank-you note. | decided to play it safe and did.

Dr. Fletcher had forwarded me a copy of her section's schedule. She'd highlighted the session on
"Gastropede Communication.” That was only an hour from now. Obvioudy, she meant that asan
invitation.

And-new ordersfrom my colond! A search and devour mission. Two lobsters! Nineteen hundred hours.
Jack London Square. | logged my confirmation with agrin. She hadn't forgotten!

And one last item. The paymaster had authorized the bounty check for the worm I'd flash-frozen from the
chopper. One million caseys. | stared at the display screen for along moment. | really was going to have
to do something about all those credits. Nobody had ever told me | was going to get rich in the United
States Army. Maybe Alan Wise should join the Specia Forces.

Nah.

The only position he was qualified to fill was bait. But the money worried me.

It was too much.

According to the newspapers, the economy was in dreadful shape. Everybody said so-and they had the
numbersto proveit. All | knew was that the President had committed to getting as much dead cash back
into circulation as possible-and that meant lots of bounty and reclamation programs-but there were alot
of civilians screaming about that too. They said this was one more example of big government looting the
private sector.

Trandation: they weren't getting their share.

But, hell-the worm bounty wasn't limited to members of the military. Anyone who wanted amillion
caseys could go out and kill as many worms as he could find. The government would cheerfully pay up.
The Montana office even paid in cash-al you had to do was deliver the mandibles.

No, it was something that Dr. Fromkin had said ayear ago. Hed said that with a steadily shrinking labor
force, the casey was doomed to inflate. | wondered if these big bounties were proof of it. | hadn't paid
too much attention at the time because | hadn't had enough caseys to worry about. Now, however... |
probably ought to do something with this cash while it was till worth something-but | wanted to do
something with the money that made sense.

Something that would help the human race win the war. Except-1 dready knew, better than most people,
that the human beings could not possibly win thiswar. Wed dready lost; most of usjust didn't know it
ye.

No, the best that humanity could hope for was not victory, but survival.

Hm....

| punched for DIRECTORY . Yes, therewas aloca office of Lunar Five Enterprisesin Berkeley. A
white-haired woman answered the phone. Y es, she said, the Lunar Colony was officidly reopenedand
yes, congtruction on the two L-5 stations had resumed. As amatter of fact, the project was operating
under the authority of the North American Unification Treety, and as such was able to draw funding from
public corporationsin Canada, the United States, the nation of Quebec, both Mexicos, and the |sthmus
Protectorate.



Did | caretoinvest? sheinquired. Sheflashed mealist of the companies currently involved.

| could have climbed through the screen and kissed her.

| studied theligt for half an hour-did some exploring through the network for background information-and
eventually decided to buy anicelarge piece of aBoeing Olympus-class high-orbit shuttle. The more
gpaceships we had, the better. There was stock available in the Apollo, the Hercules, and the Vulcan.
No, those were aready funded to the point of construction. | wanted thisinvestment to make a
difference. It cogt just alittle under three million to start anew shuttle. | decided to spread my cash three
ways and start construction on the Pegasus, the Athena, and the Ganymede. | siwept half of the rest of
the money into the Kilimanjaro catapult and the other haf into the Beangtalk Project. The latter |looked
like along shot to me, but the payoff was very dtractive. If the orbita eevator worked, the cost of lifting
onekilo of massinto orbit would drop from five thousand caseysto five. All you'd pay for wasthe
electricity, and you'd get most of that back on the way down.

The Paymaster's office could handle the necessary paperwork. The advantageto using the U. S, Army
brokerageisthat the commissonisheld to ascalerate, and your taxes are paid automaticaly. These
particular investments, though, fell under the Resource Incentive Program and no taxes could be assessed
on reinvested funds-so amost al that cash got put to work and Uncle Sam's share was limited to the
handling charge. | set up arecycling trust with ingtructions that any and al future bounty payments were
to be automatically invested in the same areas, authorized and confirmed, signed off and put the whole
thing out of my mind. Alan Wise be damned.

| finished by dropping aquick note into my mother's mailbox letting her know that | had named her as
beneficiary.

| logged off-redlized | was already late to Dr. Fetcher's session-and headed down to the lab section. |
dipped quietly into the back of the theater; al the chairswerefilled so | found mysdf an inconspicuous
place on the Sdeto stand. There were alot more uniformsin the audience than last time. Thismust be
important. Therewas alot of brass present.

Down bdow, Tiny was dready hard at work. The worm's claws moved thoughtfully over the controls of
the problem. This particular puzzle had alot of interlocking rods and diding blocks. It was amost too
complex to visudize.

According to the outline FHetcher had sent me, these problems were designed by acomputer program
and could be manufactured to dmost any degree of difficulty. So far, they had not come up with a
problem that Tiny could not solve. The longest the worm had ever taken had been six hours.

Right now, an overhead clock showed the elgpsed time was seventeen minutes. According to the
agenda, thiswas supposed to be an "easy" problem.

The chime sounded, the cage popped open-and Tiny grabbed the rabbit. A white rabbit. Seventeen
minutes, thirty-seven seconds. The rabbit did not have time to squedl.

Dr. Fletcher touched her controls and the panel with the puzzle did closed. She said, "'l know that many
of you have seen our earlier demongtrations, you know what Tiny is capable of. If we wereto giveit this
puzzle again, Tiny would remember exactly the sequence of movesto openit, and would probably take
no more than thirty seconds. Now-" She typed something into her keyboard, waited, frowned, typed
again and looked up.

"Our second specimen,” she continued, "was captured near Superdtition Mountain in Southern Arizona
last month. It was close to death from dehydration and hunger. That areaiis not particularly kind to the
gastropedes. We've found anumber of their carcassesin the area. We think they wander down from the
northern part of the Sate; there have been sightingsin the high country. Had this one not been so wesk,
capture would have been out of the question, as the creature already massed nine hundred kilos. Asit
was, two men were killed and three othersinjured-and the cresture was dmost destroyed. We cdll this
second specimen "Lucky'." She added, "We think that Lucky may be afemale-but we aren't certain.”
She touched a control and another pand in the chamber below did open. "I am now going to introduce
Lucky to the chamber."

There were audible gasps when Lucky appeared. According to the briefing book, this was the biggest
worm in captivity. The beast did into the chamber like abusfilling arow of parking places.



The two worms goggled their eyes at each other, chirruped and trilled. They circled each other like
boxers

"Webdievethisisaritua behavior," said Hetcher. "Perhaps akind of meeting dance.”

The two worms suddenly leapt a each other and writhed together like snakes, turning and tumbling
across the floor of the chamber. First one, then the other, was on top. It looked amost like acombat to
the desth.

"Thefirg timewe put them together,” Fletcher noted, "we thought they weretrying to kill each other.”
Suddenly, the two worms froze in position. They were wrapped rigidly around each other. They held like
loversat climax; their bodies were astense as sted!.

"We cdll this state communion. It isascloseto asexud behavior aswe haveyet seenin the
gastropedes.” Shelooked like she wanted to add something el se, but was holding back. "The length of
communion tendsto vary. So far, our experience has been that the more often two worms are exposed
to each other, the shorter any individua episode of communion will be. We have four wormswere
working with here. Welve found that the first exposure is usudly the longest. We have some theories
about this, but none that werre willing to discuss at this point, let alone endorse.” She glanced down into
the chamber. "Ah, | seethat they're complete-"

Lucky and Tiny were disentangling. They curled and chirruped, rolled sideways, trilled and broke apart.
Now Hetcher opened the passageto Tiny's cdll and the smaller worm did obediently into it. She
remarked, "As I've said before, we have not tamed the worms. The creatures appear to cooperate, yes,
but we rather think that they're learning the routine of our operations more than anything else. Even a
kitten can learn to identify arefrigerator asthe source of milk."

Fletcher checked that the passage was clear, then closed the panel behind Tiny. Lucky wasnow adonein
the chamber. It twitched its hands impatiently-the same gesture that Tiny had used thefirst time I'd been
here. The big worm did up to the panel that concedled the rabbit puzzle and waited.

"Y ou want to notice what Lucky's doing now," said Hetcher. "Every time we change the puzzle, we dso
put it behind adifferent pand. Lucky aready knows exactly where this oneis going to appear.”

Lucky looked up at the glass then and issued arapid, highpitched trill. There were chucklesin the
auditorium. "That's as clear a hurry-up as I've ever heard,” someone remarked. Lucky repeated its cry,
then returned its attention eagerly to the pand.

"What you're seeing now," said FHletcher, "isavery clear indication that the worm haslearned not only to
anticipate, but to actualy enjoy these tests."

She opened the panel for Lucky then. The puzzle had been rest, thistime with a spotted
black-and-white rabbit. The rabbit was trembling in the cage.

Lucky burbled in ddight and moved immediately to the pandl. It unfolded its arms from its upper back,
reached forward over its eyes, and began to work the knobs and switches of the puzzle with a swift
deliberation. There was no uncertainty in the animal's movements.

Almost immediatdly, the puzzle chimed and the glass case popped open. There were gaspsin the
auditorium. Fletcher looked satisfied. So did Lucky. The worm grabbed the rabbit and popped it into its
mouth. Again, the wet dobbery crunching.

Fletcher opened the passage to Lucky's cell, waited to see that Lucky was returning to its cage, closed
the panel, and then closed the curtains of the theater. She paused for just the briefest moment, asif
studying her notes, then looked out over her audience. The scientists looked excited. The soldiers |ooked
grim. | could understand both reactions.

"Thereyou haveit," Fletcher said. "A very clear demondtration that the worms do communicate.” She
added, "I want to stress the importance of what you've seen here. Without this demongtration, avery
good case could be made that alarge part of the behavior of these creaturesisingtinctive and ritualized.
We now have proof that they're capable of alot more. How much more, were il investigating.

"We do know that the communi cation between the two specimens-the transmission of information about
the puzzle-occurs in the communion state. When the worms have visua and auditory accessto each
other, but are prevented by physica barriers from achieving communion, the transmission of information
does not occur. It only occursin the presence of communion.



"But. . ." and she paused to consider her next remarks carefully, "we till don't know what the mechanism
of transmisson is. We have extensvely anadyzed the chirps and trills of the creaturesand thereis not
enough patterning or modulation in the criesto indicate even arudimentary language. At mogt, the
chirruping cals are emotiona indicators. We have identified afew callsto which we have assgned values
corresponding to curiosity, interest, delight, impatience, anger, rage, anguish and despair; but we have not
found any calls, patterns of calls, phonemes or patterns of phonemes, that are ever repeated with any
correspondence to eventsin the physica universe.

"We have tested for chemical communication. The gastropedes have avery sophisticated set of
pheromones which vary with their moods-but again, there is no pattern, and the bandwidth of the channel
istoo narrow to carry the necessary transmission. Y ou don't send stereovision images by Morse code.
"We have measured the radio emissions of the worms, and the gastropedes are low-level transmitters.
While the bandwidth of this particular channel iswide enough, all that we have been able to detect so far
isgtatic and noise. It may be that wormsin the wild are capable of radio transmission, but these
specimens are unconsciousto it. Weve tried broadcasting signals to them, but the only effect we've been
ableto produceisanervousrigidity. It looks like-but we're not yet willing to say it is-akind of insane
terror.”

She looked up at someone in the back of the room. "No-hold your questions for aminute. This may
answer some of them. We wondered ourselves why the wormswould have this potentid if they don't use
it. Our best guessisthat it's a byproduct of the way the creature's nervous system is structured, and that
it'stoo recent an evolutionary event for the speciesto have turned it into either an advantage or
disadvantage. Just because the Chtorrans have a hdf-billion-year evolutionary head start on us doesn't
mean that their evolution has stopped. In fact, we are very likely seeing their ecology in astate of severe
chaos asit triesto adapt to thisworld. "But I've strayed from the subject-the mechanism for
communication. We've noticed that the worms begin every communion by touching their antennae at
some point. We're not sure what this means either, but we've monitored the electrica pulsesat the
creatures antennae and found some patterning-but again, it's not acommunication pattern. It'stoo
rhythmic and there's not enough variation. It looks alot like an phawave.

"But we do know that communication is occurring during communion. We've attached sensorsto both
animasand discovered that al of their body cycles synchronize during the act. When that moment of
synchronicity occurs, the crestures demonstrate arigid and frozen posture. Our best present hypothesisis
that the mechanism of gastropede communication ismulti-channdl. Thetrilling cries might indicate the
context of the information to be transmitted. The radio noise might contain some modultion we've
missed. The physica gestures may mean something, as might the creatures pheromones. Weredly don't
know."

A hand from one of the scientisiswent up. "If you could identify the channdl of communication, would it
be possibleto jam it in some way?'

Hetcher shrugged. "Maybe. It depends on the channd. We've identified the problem here. Werre till a
long way from the answer. "

"Canyou give usatimeframe?' asked one of the generd's aides.

"No, I can't," Dr. Fletcher replied.

The generd, with athick Southern accent, spoke up then. "We wuh told, Doctuh Fetchuh, that you had
infunmeation to present hesh today that could be of vitd military importance. Wasthat it? The wuhmstak
to each othuh?'

"Yes, Generd, that was the point of the demondration." She met his gaze with equanimity. "Wasthere
something dse?'

"Ah'm sorry, malam, Ah guess Ah would have preferred somethin’ of real military importance. Likea
wegpon."

That wasamistake. Hetcher's eyesflashed angrily. "Generd," she said, looking directly at him, "1 know
you're herefor answers. | wish I'nad them to give to you. But right now, the very best this section can do
isgive you intelligence about the enemy; there's fill too much we don't know about the worms; we still
have along way to go before we can start suggesting ecologica countermeasures.”



Sheraised her voiceto include the rest of the room. "Listen, the purpose of these demonstrationsisto
givedl of you abetter ideaof what you're up againgt.” And then she focused on the generd again. "l
don't claim to be knowledgeable in military procedures. I'm ascientist. But | asked you to be here
because | think this could be important for you to know that our enemy is capable of a very sophisticated
leve of information transmission. It may be possible for the worms to spread the word about our
procedures almost as fast as we disseminate our information about theirs.”

The generd amiled broadly, and alittle too easily. He stood up and bowed a gentleman's bow. "Maam,"
he said with a shade too much graciousness, "Ah was raised to nevah ahgue with alady. So ah'll just
accept dl of that at face value. Ah'm sure that the wuhk you're dl doin' heah is very important to the war
effort. Ah guess ah just wanted to see somethin' alittle moreimmediate, alittle more helpful to mah own
needs. SO if there's nothin' el se you want to show us, we do thank you for yoah time, but we do need to
be gettin' back to ouah desks" The man was smarmy. Hed just blown her whole demonstration right out
of the water. He nodded politely and started for the exit. His aides followed quickly-as did most of the
other men and women in uniforms. Severd of thosein lab coats assumed the session was over then and
also started up the aides.

Dr. Fletcher looked annoyed and frustrated. "If there are no further questions-" she began, but nobody
was listening any more. Mogt of the audience was aready filing out the door.

She switched off her console, took along breath, and said, " Shit!"



? THIRTY-SX

DUKE HAD once given me avery interesting compliment.

It was after aburn, after the debriefing, after the usual bull and beer session; heand | had retired to the
officeto "hoist ajar privatdy.

Duke didn't usualy say much after aburn; he just sat and sipped. Thistime, however, he looked like he
had something on hismind, so | nursed my drink and waited.

He had turned his chair to face the window and put hisfeet up on the little filing cabinet. He was holding
his glass againgt hisforehead, asif he had a headache and was enjoying the coolness of theice.

"You know," he said, "you redlly impressed me this afternoon.”

"Uh-thanks. What'd | do?"

"Amy Burrdl."

"Oh," I said. "Yeah." I'd been wondering if he was going to say anything about that.

"You did right,” Duke said. He lowered the glass from his forehead and glanced over a me.

| shrugged. "If you say s0."

"l do say s0," hesaid. "Y ou didn't have achoice. Y ou've known it for months that she's your weak link.
I've seen it in your planning. And you knew it this afternoon. Y ou did what you had to do."

"But | il fed bad about decking her."

"If you hadn't, it would be worse next time. Or it would be someone else. Think you can knock down
Jose Moreno?'

"Noway."

"Wll, you'll probably never haveto," Duke said. "Not now. Not after today."

"l hope so," | said. | shook my head. "But | keep seeing the look on her face-"

"Y ou mean the tears? That's just the racket she runs on men. That crap doesn't work on officers.”

"No, I mean when | jerked her back to her feet and shoved her at the dome. If she'd been carrying a
weapon instead of acamera, I'd be dead now."

"That's precisaly why she's carrying a camerainstead of agun. Because she can't be trusted with one.”
He gpped at hisdrink thoughtfully, then added, "L et metell you something about integrity, dm. It'slikea
balloon. It doesn't matter how good the rubber is; the air till goes out the hole.”

"Uh...sure" | said. | till wasn't sure where he was going with this.

"Integrity meansairtight. No lesks. No holesin the balloon. A hundred percent.”

"So, what youre saying is-?"

"What you did was appropriate. Y ou closed up ahole. It was agood lesson for al of them. Y ou showed
them that there's no dternative to doing the job. Y our team will be alot tighter the next time out. Y oull
seethe difference.”

"Thanks," | sad, and | meant it. "But thetruth is, | did it without thinking. | just got pissed off at her
continua whining."

Dukeraised hisglassin my direction. "Absolutely. And you administered the appropriate response. |
congratulate you. | sdlute you." And he drank to my hedlth.

| remembered that now. | wondered what kind of a salute Duke would give meif | punched out a
generd.

Wel ...

At least, | could think about it.

| strode down to the front of the room and said, "Hi."

Fletcher looked up a me with aweary smile. "Hi, yoursdlf." | plunged right in. "' have aquestion for
you."

"The answer is probably "I don't know.' What's the question?”

"Well, your demonstration here was very impressive-despite Generd Whats sname's reaction-"
"Generd Poole”

"That was Generad Poole? | didn't know they were so hard up for generals.”



Fletcher alowed hersdf ahint of asmile. "What's your question, James?"

"Wadl, | was remembering something you said before, about the gastropedes fur. You said it wasn't fur.”
"Right. It'snerve endings.”

"Well-that's my question. When two worms go into communion, isn't it possible that they're experiencing
direct nerve-to-nerve contact?'

She nodded. "They very definitely are.”

"Well-couldn't that be your mechanism? Maybe they're passing nerve impulses directly from oneto the
other.”

Sheraised an eyebrow a me. "Y ou think so?'

"Y ou don't think much of theidea, do you?'

"Asamatter of fact,” Hetcher admitted, "I like theideavery much. It would explain alot of things.”
"But-?" | prompted.

"But-" she agreed, "it was one of thefirst things we tested for when we started putting Lucky and Tiny
together. And it was one of thefirst hypotheses we had to discard. We kept finding arguments againgt it.
Too many arguments.”

"Redly?'

"Redly." Sheglanced a her watch. "All right, I'll have to give you the brief verson. Heréswhat we
know. Most of the Chtorran nerve-strands are sensory receptors of one type or another. We've
identified at least saventeen distinct types of nerve-strands-different functions, different shapes of cross
section, different colors, and so on. Each of those types are further divisible into categories of shade,
length, and specidization of function. So far, weveidentified over five hundred different sub-categories of
nerve-strand. We presume that there is considerable overlap of function among the strand types, but we
don't have the people available to do the necessary research.

"We do know that most of the strands are sensory receptors of one type or another-but maybe one
grand in athousand isa "tickler nerve.' It'salittle transmitter; it can trigger any nerve it touches. That
accounts for thetingly feding of the fur. So, yes-it doeslook like a very good mechanism for
communication. Pat yourself on the back for recognizing the possibility. Now heresthe bad news. It
can't possibly work. Do you want aminute to figure it out yourself?*

| thought about it. "It's a connection problem?”

"Not quite. The worms have no problem connecting. When they'rein communion, they're connecting a
least twenty percent of their surface area. But you're on the right track. It's a networking problem.”
"Huh?'

"When you plug one computer into another, how many lines are you connecting?'

"Just one-oh, | see what you mean. There are one thousand and twenty-four individud channelsina
standard lux-cable.”

"Right. Now suppose you were working with wiresinstead of light and you had to connect each wire by
hand-and suppose aso that you didn't know which one went where. What are the chances of you
plugging each of those linesinto the right socket?"

"None, and lessthan that,” | said. "Therere billions of wrong combinations, and only oneright one."
"That particular problem," she said, "would take longer than the life of this universe to solve. Now, raiseit
to the power of itsdlf, and you have the odds against two worms forming a direct nerve-to-nerve contact
for communication. Don't take my word for it," she added. "Run asmulation on the nearest termind.”
"No, it'sdl right. I'll take your word for it. But couldn't the worms have some kind of interna decoding?"
"We thought of that too," Fletcher said. "We had two fellows from the Minsky Foundation looking into
that very problem. They said it was possible only if the creature was dmogt entirely brain and very little
else. Sofar, we haven't found the evidence of that. Have you had the opportunity to see any of the
photo-isotomographs?

"I've seen the demongtrations, but | haven't had the opportunity to poke around on my own." A
photo-isotomograph was a three-dimensiona map. Easy to make. Y ou thin-dice afrozen worm, taking a
picture of the cross section after each dice. Y ou store al the pictures in acomputer-the computer holds
the dataas athree-dimensiond array that can then be explored asavisud display. Y ou can examine any



part of the worm's body, inside or out, from any angle. With ajoystick you can move around through the
entire body, tracing the paths of blood vessals, nerves and other structures. So far, most of what wed
seen dill fell into the category of "other structures.” There were organsinside the worms with no gpparent
function. Were they evolutionary leftovers, the equivaent of the human appendix-or were they something
else, on biologica standby and ill waiting to be activated?

"I'll get you lab timeif you want," Hetcher said. "If you can prove they have the computing power to do
that kind of encoding, I'll dance naked with abig pink worm."

"You'rethat sure, huh?'

"I'm that sure, yes."

"Hm-" | said. "But that till raises another question-"

She glanced at her watch again. "1t'd better be ashort one.”

| said, "If not for communication, then what are thetickler nervesfor?'

Hetcher smiled. "Stimulation. Very intense stimulation. Probably very sexua . Communicationisakind of
hug. The dengdity of the strands, plusthetickler nerves, must make it avery intense experience. Y ou saw
therigidity of their "dimax,’ didn't you?"

| nodded, but | asked, "Now isthat one atheory or afact?’

A flicker of annoyance crossed her face. | wasimmediately sorry I'd asked the question; it wasthe kind
of thing Generd Poole might have said. But Dr. Fletcher let it pass. "It's an extrapolation,” she corrected.
"In our own ecology, we know that as life-forms become more sophiticated, the sexua experiences
become more intense. So do therituals, so do the mechanisms of communication. Humans are the best
example of dl. Theworms may be agood hdfhillion years further down the evolutionary line than
anything that's evolved on Earth, but it doesn't mean they're necessarily more intdlligent; it doesimply
severa orders of magnitude of adaptation. Who knows? The worms could be what Terran earthworms
might evolveinto. Y ou ought to know that sexual reproduction not only encourages evolution, it dso
self-sdects for more sexudlity in the species. ™

| grinned. "Okay, | concede the point.”

Shelooked at her watch once more, looked annoyed, but didn't leave-not yet. "Listen, James" she said
tome. "You're asking dl the right questions. If you ask enough of the right questions, you'll probably
retrace most of the steps we've taken in the last elghteen months. Right now, we're bang up againgt this
communication thing-and I'm terribly afraid we're overlooking something so obviousthat even alieutenant
could seeit." She gave me a speculative smile. "Have you been noticing anything?*

"Well..." | began cautioudy, "there is something. Um-you've seen our videos, haven't you? The onesfrom
the chopper?'

"l have, yes."

"Did you notice anything about the bunnydogs and that little dance they did?"

"Y ou mean, did it remind me of the herd?"

"Then you recognized it too."

She said, "It's an obvious comparison.”

"| think it's more than that. Y ou were the one who gave me the clue. Remember what you called the
clustering phenomenon in the herd? Y ou cdled it an “enrollment process.™

"It'salot morethan that,” Fletcher said. "It's an essential way for the herd to mortar itsidentity. It'sthe
gluethat holds the membersthere.”

"Y es, of course-but to someone who isn't amember of the herd, it's something else. It'san... invitation.”
"All right. So?" And then it hit her. She looked up a mein surprise. "The bunnydogs?

"Uh huh. Exactly. I'm thinking that their dance was an invitation to Colond Tirelli and mysdf to come out
and jointhem?"

A thoughtful expression appeared on her face. "Wait aminute." She unclipped her phone from her belt
and punched anumber. "Jerry? Fetch. I'm going to be late. Can you handle-?" She listened amoment.
"Oh, good. All right. Thanks." She refolded the phone and reattached it to her belt. "All right-you've
obvioudy been thinking about this. Give metheres.”

"Well, whilel wasin the hospitd, | did alot of reading. | looked up Dr. Fromkin's essays on



communication." Shefrowned when | said the name. "Isthere something wrong?" | asked. "I thought you
were one of his students. Y ou once told me that you'd done the Mode training.”

"Yes, | did-and | got alot out of it-but... | don't like what it's become. | don't like the- Never mind. Go
on with what you were saying."

"Wdl-the point of his study seemed to be that human beings don't very often experiencetrue
communication. In fact, most of us don't even know what true communication redly is. If you look it upin
adictionary, communication is defined as an exchange of agreed-upon symbols. Fromkin saysthat's an
inaccurate description of communication. He goes on at some length to demonstrate this"

"I'm familiar with the essays," Hetcher interrupted. ™Y ou don't need to do the whole recap.”

"All right, well-Fromkin makes the point that true communication is actudly the transmisson of
experience. If | could take afeding out of my head and pour it directly into yours, that would be true
communication. He saysif we could function with that kind of communication, our perception of
oursalves, the universe, everything, would be transformed. A race like that would be like gods. That's
why | was thinking about the worms."

Fletcher nodded. "We went down that tunnel. So far, we haven't found any cheese. But go on."

"Well, that was only my first thought. The thing that reglly blew me away was what Fromkin said about
language. He said that language isineffective for transmitting experience. A languageisredly just aset of
concepts-so whileit'sterrific for describing the physical universg, it'stotally ingppropriate for describing
the persond universe; that is, the universe of individua experience. | mean, try to describelove, right?
The best that language can do is evoke experience. That human beings do so well istestament to our
commitment to communication more than our ability.

"WIllat he said absolutely hasto happen before atransmission of experience can occur isareationship of
communication. Communion. Right? Well-that'swhat the herd clugtering is, isn't it? A relationship? It'sa
willingnessto be together. And that's what the bunnydog clustering istoo, I'll bet." | studied her face
eagerly. "What do you think?"

Shesaid dowly, "I think... you've done very well." Shetook my arm. "Comeon, let'sgo for awalk. I'll
buy you acup of coffee. Redl coffee. My office."

"Uh-? Sure" | wasalittle puzzled. Usudly she answered ascientific question right away.

She made small talk as she brewed the coffee. "Remember those eggs you brought in to Denver, the
onesthat hatched into millipedes?”

"Yesh?'

"We kept them dive because they were the only red-bellied millipedeswe'd ever seen-at least until
recently. The onesup north al had red bellies. Do you take milk? Sorry, | don't have any sugar. Anyway,
you might be interested to know that the redbellies aren't as voracious astheir black-bellied cousins.
They grow alot dower too. And-if you'll accept an undocumented opinion-1 suspect they're dso
smarter. We were going to do some maze tests, but we never had the chance, what with the hasde of
moving the whole operation here. | think we brought your three bugs-1'd have to check-if you want to
see how they'redoing.”" She handed me a heavy white mug.

"Later," | said. "What about my idea about the bunnydogs?"

She sat down opposite me. "'Isthe coffee okay?'

| tasted it politely, then started to ask the question again-then stopped and looked back into the mug. The
aromawas heavenly. | inhded deeply. "Mmmm-thisisterrific. Thank you." | decided to shut up and just
enjoy theterrific smdl.

There were loose strands of hair hanging down over Dr. Fletcher's forehead. She brushed them back and
| relized how tired shelooked. There weretiny linesaround her eyes. She must have been under alot of
strain these past few weeks.

She sipped at her coffee and said, "Weve been planning another mission, James-up north, the same
area-pecificaly to try to establish contact with the bunnydogs. We think there's a chance that we're
looking at the next step here-we're not sure. There's been alot of discussion about that clustering dance
and what it might mean. Weve spent alot of timelooking at those videos." She paused, swirled her
coffee mug, took acareful drink, and then said, "And we've covered alot of the same ground you have..



| could fed my balloon deflating. " So-thisisn't news, isit?"

She shook her head. "No, it isn't. The thing about the dance being an invitation, though-that's very
interesting. We hadn't redlized that." She studied my face.

| sghed and looked into my lap. | rolled my coffee mug between my two hands. "Y ou'retrying to let me
down easy, aren't you?"

"Not a all. Thefact is, you not only saw the resemblance-you aso did the appropriate research, and you
came up with apretty damn good hypothesis. It makes more sense than even you may redize." She
scratched her head bemusedly. "1 think I'd better offer you ajob, James.”

"Ajob?'

"Mm hm," she nodded. "We're going to need amission specidigt. | think you might be right for the
position-"



? THIRTY-SEVEN

THERE WERE eight peoplein theroom, dl seated around a huge shiny-topped conference table. |
knew Colone Tirdli, Colond Anderson, Jerry Larson, Dr. Zymph and Dr. Hetcher. Genera Poole was
flanked by two of hisaides. The three of them looked about as pleasant as abowl of cafeteriachili.
"Based on the evidence of your videos," Dr. Zymph was saying, "we have to assume that communication
with the bunnydogs or the worms may actually be possible.” She still looked like atruck driver-shewasa
squat barrel-shaped woman with the expression of abulldog and jowls to match. There was moregray in
her hair than | remembered from Denver, but her voice was asfierce and gravelly asever. "Wewere
ableto identify over ahundred and forty-three specific interactions among the creatures we are now
cdling "bunnydogs and another e ghty-seven interactions between the bunnydogs and the worms.”

"And based on that evidence, you want to drop aman in their midst. Isthat correct?" | asked.

"The misson specidist will be given every protection possible” grumbled Genera Poole. "Y oulll have
two full squads behind you."

"But-essentialy, what you're asking meto do is step out of achopper and walk up to the first bunnydog |
see and offer to shake hands, right?”

Dr. Zymph admitted it. "We want to put a man and a bunnydog face to face and see what happens.”
"Andif | don't get eaten, then you'll know it's safe for the real scientiststo come out and talk,” | finished.
"Not exactly, but-"

"But exactly!" | interrupted. "Y ou want to stake me out like agoat. That's what you've outlined here."
"Lieutenant,” said the generd warningly.

"Excuseme, gr. | think it'stime | said something about thisidea. It's not going to work. At least not the
way it's been explained here. | know I'm only alieutenant-but I've had more experience with the worms
and the bunnydogs-face to face-than anybody e se in this room. That makes me the expert.”
"That'sright,” said Generd Poole. "That's what makes you so important to the success of the mission.
We want the benefit of your experience.” He waswearing hisplastic smile.

"If you redlly do mean that, Generd, then you'll listen to what | haveto tell you. I've seen alot of cute
ideas come down from Denver and everywhere e se about how we should dedl with the worms. Some
are-interesting. Most are dangerous. A few are damned foolish. But amost al of them require some
dogface like mysdlf to go out there and put his ass on the line to test somebody ese'stheory. If the
mission fails, you don't lose anything but facebut the asshole who trusted you finds himsdf on the insde of
agiant pink gppetitewith hair."

"Soyou are sayin-?"

"-That if someone hasto put his head in the lion's mouth, he should be alowed to choose hisown lion."
Dr. Zymph cleared her throat. We all looked toward her. "I think you're exaggerating the Situation a bit,
Lieutenant-"

"No, I'm not! I'm the guy who froze three worms before we found out it wasimpossible. This makes
even less sensethan that. | admit I'm unpopular, but couldn't you find something alittle less transparent?”
"Areyou through?' she asked.

"For themoment. If | think of anything else” | growled, "I'll interrupt you again.”

Generd Poole said quietly, "Lieutenant. Ah'll be glad to acknowledge the contributions of the Uncle Ira
Group any day or night-but let me remind you that you are still part of Uncle Sam'sarmy. When you
took your oath you were sgnifyin’ your willingnessto give your life, if need be" He gave me hisfamous
intimidation Stare.

| gave him my defiant look. "I took an oath, not asuicide pact. Sir."

"Ah'm talking about service and commitment, Lieutenant.”

"l hear you. And if I'd wanted to talk about service and commitment, 1'd have joined a Tribe and played
follow the leader.”

"Ahtakeit that's your answer? Y ou don't want this opportunity, after al."

"On the contrary, Sir. | want this opportunity very much. But-if I'm the guy who's gotta get out of the



chopper and say howdy to the bunnies and the worms armed only with my own good looks and
sparkling persondity, thenit'smy responghbility to make surethisthing is actudly doable."

Generd Poolelooked around in disgust. "Thisisn't getting us anywhere. Who el se have we got?
Preferably someone with balls”

"No one elsewho'squdified-" said Dr. Fletcher. "If we don't use McCarthy, thenit'll have to be meor
Jerry here-"

"That's out of the question,” said Dr. Zymph.

Lizard said, "Excuse me-but I've seen McCarthy in action. He's neither acoward nor afoal. I'd like to
hear what he hasto say."

Poole glowered at her

"Generd," said Colond Danny Anderson, "sowould 1."

The generd shifted hisglower to me. "All right... if you have something elseto say, Lieutenant, let's hear
it

"Sir-you have me at adisadvantage. I've only had ahaf hour with this proposa, just enough timeto
recognize that it's serioudy flawed. My apologies to those who wroteit." Jerry Larson looked grim. |
mushed on. "But | don't think it takesinto account who or what we're redly dedling with.”

Larson raised hishand. "If | may-" Genera Poole nodded; Larson continued, "I disagree! This proposal
takes very much into account who or what we're dedling with." He opened his copy of the briefing book
and turned it around for me to see. "We know how dangerous the worms can be, Werre sending in
enough firepower-"

"I'nat'sthefirst mistake," | said. "Y ou've set this up asamilitary operation. Y ou want to put men and
machines down in the thickest part of the infested region to see who'll come and say hello. The worms
have got to have some very bad fedlings about choppers by now. We spread death from the sky. You're
not even going to get closeto them or the bunnies until you demilitarize the mission. Y ou're going to have
to put the team down and get the choppers out of there fast-or hide them. And hide anything that looks
like awegpon. Maybe take no weapons at all.

"What if the bunnies or the worms are telepathic or have some other way of sensing hostile feelings?
We're doomed before we start.

General Poole looked to Dr. Zymph. "Isthat possible?’

Dr. Zymph pursed her lips Sdewaysin athoughtful grimace. "Asamatter of fact, it just might be.”
Genera Poole madeit clear by hisreaction that he did not like that answer. "Would you clarify that
please?'

"Yes, of course. Thisinformation has not been made generally available yet, because we're not sure how
to interpret it, but there is some kind of communication going on between the worms that we cannot
explain. | believe you've seen Dr. FHetcher's demongtration-"

Generd Poole made an affirmative-sounding snort.

"Well-" said Dr. Zymph, "you should find this very interesting. In January of thisyear, weintroduced
three new weapons against the worms on the Cumberland Plateau in Tennessee. That'safairly isolated
areaof infestation, S0 it gave us a pretty good test of the effectiveness of our operations.

"We tested three kinds of biocide capsules, two types of gas mines, and four different worm barriers.
Within two months, the wormsin the region had learned to recognize and avoid the mineseven when they
were buried. They learned to ignore the heifers wearing the biocide collars, and they learned how to
neutralize two of the fences.

"We then moved our region of testing to Western Canada. Within one week, we had established that the
wormsin the Canadian Rockies dready knew how to recognize our gas mines and how to neutraize two
of thetest barriers. They did not take asingle heifer we staked out. They took two ponies wearing
biocide collars and none after that. When we went back to Tennessee, the worms there would not take
ponies. They learned to recognize the biocide collars and they learned to pass the information on. Would
you cdl thet pretty fair intelligence, Generd ?"

Generd Poole scowled. | could have kissed Dr. Zymph.

| said quickly, "So, the point is'we don't dare bring in anything that isidentifiable as military hardware.



That's one. The second point is"

"Wait aminute. Ah still haven't digested thefirst one," said Generd Poole. He frowned at me. "First you
tell methat it'syour butt on the line, then you tell me you don't want any protection-"

"l don't want it visible" | said. "That's my second point. This proposal makes too many assumptions
about the behavior of the worms and the bunnies, and | don't think we should even try to structure a
contact like this proposa suggests. It would make sense only if we weretrying to contact another human
species. It doesn't make sense here.”

"Ah'm sorry, Lieutenant.” Genera Poole looked annoyed. "Y ou've lost me. Ah understood the proposal
clearly: set down and talk. "

My annoyance must have shown visibly because Dr. Fletcher reached over and stopped mewith atouch
onmy arm. "I think that what Lieutenant McCarthy is saying isthat we're not completely sure about the
relationship of the bunnydogs and the worms. It's clear that we're seeing aleve of partnership that
doesn't exist on this planet, because there hasn't been enough time on our evolutionary clock for thiskind
of thing to happen.

"In our lab experiments, we have been able to train worms. We have not been ableto talk to them. This
suggests that we are dealing with an essentidly unintelligent life-form. But-the other Sde of that argument
isthat we may have been dedling with immature or ferd individuals, so thereis aslittle possibility for
communication as there would be with a three-year-old baby or awolf-boy. So-that whole area of
investigationis<till unresolved.

"Now, asfor the bunnydogs-well, the evidence of Lieutenant McCarthy's very extensive video record is
that the bunnydogs do exert considerable influence, perhaps even control, over the worms. We very
much need to know the source of that relationship and if it is possible for human beingsto create asmilar
relationship with theworms. That's our goa in communication. Lieutenant McCarthy is suggesting that the
bunnies and the worms may have goa's or methods of their own that could be way beyond our best
ability to extrgpolate, and we need to alow for that in our planning. We need to beflexible."

Generd Poole looked around the table. He rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. Therest of uswaited. Findly, he
returned his attention to Dr. Fletcher. "For once, you make sense,”" he said.

Dr. Fletcher did a better job of concealing her annoyance than | would have. She merdly said, "Generd,
it'sthe samething I've been saying dl dong.”

Generd Poole shook his head and looked around the table. "When Ah walked in here, Ah thought this
operation was dl settled and needed only a Go-date, but the more Ah et you people talk, the more |
wonder."

Dr. Zylnph looked like she wanted to interrupt, but General Poole held up ahand to stop her. "No-it's
mah turn now! Rank gtill has some privilege. Y ou people are the most confused operation in thisentire
effort. Mah orders are to provide the Science Section with total support. So Ah have to give you what
you need. But Ah can't work likethis. Y ou people don't know what you want. First you want military
backup, then you don't. Next you'll be telling me that the lieutenant here has to dance naked with the
furbdls"

"That's not abad idea either,” | said softly.

The generd heard me and shot me awithering look. "Before this goes any further, Ah want to see some
agreement about what you want to do and how you want to do it. Now Ah'm through listenin' to you
people squabble. Ah've got some real work to do. Don't come back to me until you're sure about what
you want to do. Understand? This mestin' is adjourned.”

The genera stood up and walked out, followed by hisaides. Lizard traded glances with Danny Anderson
and then the two of them followed quickly. "Generd Poole-" She hadn't even glanced in my direction.
Dr. Zymph looked acrossthe table at me. "'Y ou know, Lieutenant, you're even more deadly without a
guninyour hands."

Then she got up and walked out. Jerry Larson muttered something unintelligible and followed.

| looked to Dr. Fletcher. "I don't get the job, huh?"

She touched my arm again. " James-you said what had to be said. Thank you for sayingit."

"But-?"



"But | think you'd better make yoursdlf scarce. Thisisgoing to take awhile.”



? THIRTY-EIGHT

JACK LONDON Sguare in Oakland was not square.

It might have been square once, but now it was agreat sweeping are that encircled a sheltered lagoon.
Along the shore, tdl trees strung with glittering lights overl ooked wide lawns bordered with pink brick
paths. Beyond the lawns was along row of eegant threestory neo-Victorian buildings. There were
clusters of tiny shops and open-air restaurants, al bathed in soft gadight.

| felt asif I'd stepped into another world, an old-fashioned fantasy of another era. It looked like afairy
tale. Everything was too beautiful. There were wide avenues for strolling couples, shaded arcades and
even asummery gazebo. The only vehicles were occasiond pedicabs. Silvery music-like faint
fairy-bells-came drifting acrossthe water.

| was staring at a big bronze plaque set in a concrete marker. It had ahuge arrow pointing directly at the
ground, and the legend aboveit said: "YOU ARE THERE!"

Beow, insmaler letters, it said, FOR GERTRUDE STEIN.

| guessed | was going to have to have someone explain it to me. | shouldered my rifle and started
waking.

The restaurant was at the end of the strand. It was called This Crystal Castle and it was a gaudy pastiche
of baroque gables and cupolas, gingerbread ornaments and stained-glass windows. It shimmeredina
glow of opal, gold and rose-red light. It looked dike something out of adream. As| approached, | could
hear the gentle sound of aplayful string quartet. Mozart? | wasn't sure.

Inside, the lobby was donein shades of emerald and gold. It was deliberately overdoneto let you know
that it was degant; but | aready knew this place was expensive-it had human waiters. The maitre d' was
wesaring a green Doorman-of-Oz suit. He asked me to check my rifle, but | glared at him and told him |
was on twenty-four-hour duty; he bowed subserviently and got out of my way. Lizard wasn't here yet, so
| stepped into the bar. It was interesting the way peopl e reacted to the red beret of the Specia Forces.
The bar was subdued and suggestive. The walls were polished oak and purple velvet wallpaper. The
chanddliers glowed with the soft golden color of candldight. The mirrors behind the bar were smoky, so
you couldn't see yoursdlf drinking.

While | waited, | studied the cocktail menu. There were drinks here I'd never heard of before. What, for
instance, was a Rubber Worm? Or a Leather Helper? Or a Plumber's Revenge?

My phone beeped.

| pulled it off my belt and flipped it open. "McCarthy,” | said.

"Jm?" Lizard'svoice.

"Hi. Whereareyou?'

"Stuck in ameeting, thank you." She sounded annoyed. "Thisis going to be resolved tonight.”

"What timewill you be out?1'll wait."

"No good. They're sending out for sandwiches. Well be herefor hours. Unfortunately, you've opened a
real-you should pardon the expression-can of worms. We're going to have to cancel our date.”

| couldn't think of asingle politething to say. "Jm-? Areyou there?"

"Uh-yes. Y ou've just won the undying gratitude of a couple of very large lobsters.”

"I'msorry, Jm, | redly am." She didn't sound sorry. "How about tomorrow night?*

"Um-no, that won't work. Listen, let me call you. All right?’

"Yeah. | guesss0."

"It'snot dl right, isit?' shesaid. "l can hear it in your voice."

So | admitted the truth. "Y eah, I'm disappointed. | was redly looking forward to this.”

"Jm-I've gottarun now," she said quickly. "I promise you, well work it out. | do care." She clicked off.

| tood there marveling a my peculiar mix of fedings. | felt disgppointed and wonderful at the sametime.
| refolded my phone and stuck it on my belt. | replayed her words over and over in my head. "I promise
you, welll work it out,” she'd said. "I do care." | could feel good for along time on those three words.
Except-what was | going to do tonight? Me and my big mouth.



| turned to the bartender and ordered a Green Slime. It wastall. It was green. It wastart. It turned my
kneesto jdly. | had to sit down. | wondered how many it would take to turn the rest of meinto adimy
green puddle. | ordered asecond one. While | waited, | looked around the bar.

The Chinese girl had shining eyes.

That'swhat first attracted my attention-the way she waslooking at me. Then | noticed her waist. She was
delicioudy dender. And her hands-as ddlicate as orchid blossoms. Then | noticed her eyes again. She
looked asif she knew something | didn't.

Shefloated in my direction. My heart popped and missed a beat. Every male eyein the bar-and severa
femae ones as wellswiveled to follow her. She was wearing asilk dress so red they'd have to retire the
color after tonight. Just the way she walked wasillegd in thirty-seven states. One fellow leaned out so far
he nearly fdl off hisstool.

She stopped directly infront of me. | wondered which of the gods was smiling on me. "Something | can
dofor you?' | asked.

Her smile grew sweeter. Shewet her lipsand said, "I was wondering what caliber your gunwas ... 7'
She touched the barrdl suggestively with one exquiste finger.

My mouth went dry. My throat wouldn't work. My tongue was paralyzed. "Uh," | findly said. "Well-uh,
properly speaking, it doesn't have acdiber. It fires deven-grain needles, four thousand per minute. Its
focusian't as precise asthe two eighty-" My mouth kept making words-automaticaly. | wasimpaled on
her smile. She never took her eyes off me. She was fascinated. "Uh-it tends to shred the target, but that's
more effective. Againgt theworms, | mean."

"Y ou have the greenest eyes,” shesad.

"l do?' | swallowed.

"Mm hmm." She did onto the stool next to me. Somebody at the end of the bar moaned. | wondered if |
were about to pass out from lack of blood to my brain.

The bartender rolled up to her immediately and beeped. "Y our order, maam?’

Shedidn't even glance at the robot. Shesaid, "I'll havea... Pink Butterfly." She held her eyes on me-|
was paralyzed by her spdll. | wondered if | was drooling on mysdif.

The robot returned and put something pink and frosty in front of her.

| didn't know what to do, so | just grinned embarrassedly, and said, "Y ou'll pardon me for saying this,
but dl of the Chinese girlsI've met in the past have been extraordinarily... ah, demure. | mean-not quite
50 ... uh, forward. Are you sure you're Chinese?"

"Chinese?" She blinked in sweet confusion. She flipped open her purse and looked into her mirror. Her
eyeswent round. "My God-you'reright! | am Chinese!"™ She closed her purse again. "Wow!" she said
wonderingly. "Chinese! Waitll | tell my mom!™

"Y our mom? Right. She doesn't know?"

Thegirl laughed. "Well, how could she? | mean-I just found out mysdlf *

| stared at her. Thiswastoo confusing. | felt asif my redlity were starting to shred. | said, "I-uh, don't
think that... | know what'sredlly going on here, Ms.... ?1 mean, maybe-that is, | wasjust going-"

"No, wait-" Shetouched my arm to stop me. "I'm sorry, Jm."

"Huh?' | stopped. | looked at her again. "Do | know you?'

She met my puzzled stare with embarrassing directness. "Weve met. "

| studied her face. It was dmogst a perfect oval. She had high cheekbones and bright almond-shaped
eyes. Her mouth was wide, but not too wide. Her hair fell to her shoulders like awave of sheer black
slk. I'd never seen her before. I'd have remembered thisface. And yet

| couldn't shake the fedling that there was something el se going on here. "Who are you?"'

She smiled. "If I'm Chinese, I'm supposed to be mysterious. Y ou know, inscrutable. Y ou figureit out.”
Her smilewasimpish.

All my darm bellswereringing now, and | sill didn't know why. | said, "What's your name?"
"Youcancdl meTanjy."

"Tanjy. Isthat Chinese?'

"No," shesad. "I'm not Chinese."



"You'renot?1 think you need to look in that mirror again.”

"You sill haven't figured it out, have you? I'll give you ahint." For just the briefest moment her face went
blank, then she was back again. She said, "Do you get it now?"

| pointed at her. "What wasthat?'

"l was communicating with my termind.”

| frowned. "Yourea?'

"Teepath, yes. Something wrong?"

"Uh, no. You just caught me by surprise-" And then | redlized

She said, "Y ou ought to have your face checked. It does the most curious things when you're caught by
urprise.”

Theredlization was till sweeping over me. | grabbed her by the shoulders. ™Y ou son of a bitch!”

"Hi, Jmbo!" she said broadly.

"| should have known!" My mouth was working like afish out of water. | managed to make some words
withit. "Ted! Tanjy! Theodore Andrew Nathaniel Jackson! Y ou creep!” People were staring at us. |
didn't care.

She-he?-grinned a me. "Don't you even kissan old friend hello?'

"Kissyou?| oughta" | unclenched my figt. | sputtered helplesdy. | didn't know what to say.

"Gee, Jm!" He-she?-twinkled. "Y ou're cute when you're angry!"



? THIRTY-NINE

LISTEN, I'M no bigot.

Atleadt, | don't think | am.

But | was raised old-fashioned, so | never held much with people shifting their sexes around-but then
again, whatever one or more consenting individuals wanted to do in the privacy of hisor her own body
was hisor her own business. Certainly not mine,

| was able to achieve the enlightenment of that position by dint of an adolescence uncontaminated by any
experience other than theoretical. That is, | didn't know anyone who had ever changed sex-or even
gender-identity.

It isonething to hold an enlightened position in avacuum. It is quite another to be confronted by your
ex-best friend wearing abody that can turn parts of men to stone.

| hadn't redlized the Telepathy Corpsworked likethis. "Um-" | couldn't find thewords. "This-thisisgoing
to require alot more explaining than usud, Ted."

Theway I'd dways understood telepathy, it was like having acomputer termina in your head; the same
microtechnology that made it possible to graft the artificia nervesin aprosthesisalso madeit possbleto
graft aprosthetic lobe into the human brain, alobe that could be programmed for any multitude of
date-processing and communication functions. I'd heard that the new generation of implants made
full-sensory transmission possible, but 1'd tluougllt it worked like amental movie screen-like looking
through the remotes on a spider.

Ted-Tanjy?-corrected that misperception quickly. "The transmission of experienceistotd-at least it
experiences that way. | think they drop out alot of the hash at the bottom, because the experience fedls
somehow cleaner, purer. When you become an operator-like | am-control is aso assigned. That'swhen
your soul moves out of your body. It feesjust like being here. It's likebeing able to change bodies as
often as you change your underwear. Or in your case, even more often.”

He-she?I redly was going to have to figure this out-was akind of courier. Sort of. There redly wasn't a
word in the language yet. His (her?) job was to gather experience and puit it into the telepathy network,
where it was recorded and made available to the-again, there was no word -synthesists, the people who
experienced the data, assmilated it, and looked for patterns. It was so high-level even Ted/Tanjy didn't
understand it. Y et. Perhgps eventualy, she said.

Over dinner-wdll, it would have been stupid to waste the reservations-| asked her, "Wheré's your own
body now?"

"Y ou mean the one you think of as Ted?'

"Yegh."

"It'sin Amgterdam. | think. I'll have to check.”

"Y ou're not sure?"

"Jmmy," she explained, "when you get certified, you donate your body to the network. In return you get
access to every other body in the network. Pretty soon, you give up the attachment to the body you grew
up in. Infact, attachment isconsdered ... didoyd. That'sthe closest referent. Um-individudismis didoya
to the massmind in that it makes fragments. Hidden agendas pull the mass off center. Never mind-these
are experiences that are beyond your referents. I'm sorry. I'm not used to communicating in such a
narrow bandwidth."

"Uhrright.”

"Wel-" she said, "hard work must agree with you, Jmmy. Y ou look terrific.”

"I, uh-wish | could say the same for you, Ted-"

"Tanjy," she corrected.

"Uh, yeah, Tanjy. Asamaiter of fact, | can. | think | can truthfully say that I've never seen you looking
better. Um, didn't they have any male bodies available?"

"Sure. But then you wouldn't have been willing to buy me dinner." She added, "Except for that, gender is
redlly avery arbitrary definition.”



"Not to the gendee.”

"Not sex," she said. "Gender. Mundanes have trouble with that one, | know. Trust me. Gender is merely
aroletoplay. Likedl the other roles. A large part of the telepathy training is about overcoming your
gender identification, your age identification, your racid identification-and dl the other arbitrary
identifications that you've wired up while you've been trgpped in asingle body. By the way, you'd love
the section on persond hygiene. | discovered things| never knew about the female body. And the male.”
"That must have been quite arevelaion.”

Sheignored the jibe. "It's part of the basic agreements. Y ou have to leave the body in as good condition
asyou found it. Proper food, proper exercise, enough rest, and so on." The Chinese girl grinned, but it
was Ted'sgrin on her face. "It dso means I'm not allowed to get pregnant or go out with sadists.” She
looked at me speculatively. ™Y ou want to keep that in mind?”

| could fed my face reddening. "I uh, think-that you can trust me," | said.

So, of course-naturally-we ended up back at her place. The body's place. The apartment was furnished
with surprising luxury. Anindoor garden. A lawn. A pool. An overhanging bedroom. A bed the size of
Rhode Idand.

"Well, why not?' Ted/Tanjy asked. "Think about it. Money isirrelevant to atelepath. It's difficult-not
impossible, but difficult-to take it with you. But you don't become atelepath for the money anyway. All
that'sleft arethe loca perksand privileges. A sk dressis easier to experience than athousand caseys.”
Heran her hands up her body. | stared at the gesture. 1'd never seen anyone fondle awoman from the
ingde

Ted/Tanjy seemed to keep shifting from maeto femae. The body remained the same, but the personality
inhabiting it was a chameleon, sometimes male, sometimes female, sometimes neither. It gavemea
peculiar double vison. There were moments when | was conscious only of the person, not the body-and
there were moments when | was acutely conscious of the body. It was gorgeous. | could have watched it
for days. My erection waskilling me. | would never wear tight underwear again.

Ted/Tanjy sat the body down on the couch. She left room for me.

| sat down on the chair opposite. "I haveto admit-thisis still very unnerving.”

"| redly do understand,” she said. "Thefirst time | found mysdf in agirl'sbody, | was so caught by
surprise, | started to cry.”

"You? Redly?'

"It happened during my training,”" she explained. "Mostly, you spend thefirgt part of your training in the
body pool. You're aways on call. They loan your body out to whoever needs abody to weear.
Sometimes you get to ride along, most of the time not. When you can't, that's when they turn you loosein
thelibrary. Y ou get to play alot of recorded experiences. Pretty soon, you start to get a sense of the
range of human experience that's available to you. I1t'smind-gretching, Jm. It redly is. Y ou're never quite
the same afterward.”

"I remember how you were at the bus stop in Denver,” | said. "Y ou were alittle dazzled.”

"That's an understatement, Jm. | was mindfucked. Everybody goesthroughit. Y ou haveto. It's part of
the process. Suddenly you find out al kinds of amazing things. Y ou get to look at the same incident from
ahundred different points of view and pretty soon you start to get a holographic perspective. Y our whole
mindset is destroyed and reformed and destroyed, over and over and over-and each time, it'smore
exhilarating. It'slike the first time you learned how to masturbate. It feels so good, you can't help but
suspect there has to be something wrong with it, but you sure as hell aren't going to stop. You are
definitely not the same person afterward. ™

"You certainly werent,” | said. "Not then."

She nodded. "It'sone of the very first tests. Becoming atelepath islike running an obstacle course. Y ou
haveto makeit past dl the barriers. Thefirst oneisto smply find out if you can handleit. | nearly blew it.
| dmost disappeared into the network. It happens. People get lost, leaving their bodies behind. | was
lucky. | came back.

"Somehow, | got past theinitid exhilaration. Y ou have to do that on your own. Theresno help for that. If
you do, that'swhen your redl training arts.”



"Thered traning?'

"Mm hm. They put you in atraining class with thirty other men, and you start trading bodies with each
other for short periods. This goes on for three or four weeks, and you still return to your own body at the
end of each training session. That's So you can begin to appreciate what happensto abody when it's
worn by someone who's unfamiliar with it. That teaches you respect for the equipment redl fast.

"Then they start leaving you in your traded bodiesfor longer and longer periods, so you can start to learn
how to fit into anew body comfortably, how to work with it instead of against it-and also so you can
begin to give up the attachment you have to your own body. After dl, you may never seeit again. You
end up being everybody in your training class. Once-after we'd had achanceto get to know each
other-they scrambled us around and we had to figure out who was wearing whose body. It wasredly
eye-opening. We discovered alot about the signasthat we project unconscioudy. One boy gave himsdlf
away because he didn't realize how often he wiped his nose-even when it wasn't running. We aways
knew which body hewasin.

"Anyway, | guess| got cocky. | started to think | could handle anything they threw at me. After dl, I'd
aready experienced so much inthelibrary, | thought | was an expert. God, | wasajerk."

"No!" I sad, grinning.

"Oh, yed" she laughed back. "I was even abigger jerk than you." She grabbed my shoulders and stared
into my eyes. "Listen to me, Im-thereis an incredible difference between being the recipient of an
experience and the author of it. They redly set me up to discover that.

"It was my firgt prolonged solo, dthough | didn't know it at thetime. They just told me | wasto tekea
walk through the woods and smell the flowers. | didn't think anything about it-they had started bouncing
al of usaround on odd little errands. They never told us the purpose of the assgnments until afterward.
Sometimes it was atest, sometimes they wanted to record a specific experience, sometimes they wanted
to see what we would discover on our own.

"Anyway, you're going to laugh when you heer this. | found mysdf onahillsde. | wasaone. | was
wearing aswest shirt and jeans and tennis shoes. The background fed of the body was different of
course, it dwaysis, but thisonefet funnier than usud. | had alower center of gravity and | felt kind of
soft. I'd had the opportunitiesto wear alot of different bodies by then, so | knew it took alittlewhileto
get adjusted, so | didn't think too much about it. | just sort of took it for granted. | assumed they'd given
me one of those flabby effeminate little-boy bodies that we used to call capons. | figured they wanted this
body exercised and that was the purpose of this assgnment. | was so naive.

"So, | started walking. It was abeautiful day. The air smelled of flowers, everywhere. | think | must have
been in Hawaii or the Bahamas, or someplace tropical. The closer you get to the equator, the more
intensethelight iswell, the colors here were just incredibly bright and beautiful.

"The day was hat, alittle muggy, and | thought | could smell the sea. And my skin was darker than | was
used to-and smoother-so | figured they'd given me a native body. Once, | reached into my shirt to
scratch anipple and | was amazed at how soft and senstive | was. But | ill didn't put it together. Still
not yet. To befair, the body was young-maybe thirteen or fourteenand not al that well developed. In
fact, it was quite boyish. But gill-you'd think that 1, one of the great breast-strokers of our time, would
have figured it out, wouldn't you? Well, | didn't. Not from theinsde.

"The body was wearing a pack. There was food in the pack, and a canteen, but no mirror or 1D card.
Nothing to let me know who or what | was. That's part of the training too. Y ou can't take on the identity
of the host body. Y ou have to create anew one, your own.

"After awhile, | realized | had to pee. There was no one around, so | just unzipped my jeans and
reached in-and reached inand felt around and felt around- It was funny, | still hadn't quite figured it out, |
thought | was tangled in my underwesar. Y ou know how you'll think anything to avoid confronting the
truth?1 finaly got annoyed, | figured there was something wrong with this bodyl yanked down my jeans
and my underpants and-just stared at mysdlf | can still remember the fedling of ... there's no other word
for it-horror. Everything contracted at once. It was like something squeezing mein the bals-except |
didn't have any bals! No penis, no nothing! Just hair! | forgot who | was, where | was everything! | felt
betrayed! It must have been terribly funny to the monitors. | started fedling around in my crotch looking



for mysdf. | till couldn't quite accept the truth yet. Therewas all thisloose skin-and it was all wet and
skwooshy-and it was s0 sendtiveand then | touched my own clitoris-and | knew-

"l think | yelped in surprise. | can't tdll you the shift of identity | experienced, Jm. It wasn't just the body
that wasfemde-| wasl When | redized it, | nearly came! My nipples came ingtantly erect, | could fedl
them hardening against the materia of the swest shirt. My skin flushed. My face got hot. It wasan
incredible wave of feding that swept up through me. | felt dizzy. | nearly fell down. It was the most
exquisite flash of excitement and discovery and shock. Y ou can't imagineit.

"They hadn't told me on purpose. It was a setup. The point of the exercise was for me to discover the
assumptionsthat | brought to a circumstance. Oh boy, did | fed stupid-and flustered. The physica waves
of shock-and pleasure-were still sweeping through my body. That'swhen | started to cry. It wassuch a
basic mistake! | felt so embarrassed. I'd wanted to be the perfect trainee and instead 1'd just
demonstrated how pompous and naive and airheaded | redlly was. The monitors were probably laughing
their heads off over me.

"After | stopped crying, | Sarted fedling slly. And after that, | realized that they wouldn't have done this
to meif they hadn't had a purpose. So | tried to figure out what the purpose was. | decided they'd
wanted to teach me alittle humility. Well, they'd certainly done that. Learning how to peefrom a
squetting position doesn't sound difficult, but if you're not familiar with how the equipment works-well,
never mind."

"So what happened?’

She shrugged. "1 cleaned mysdlf up and waited for my recal. | thought that now that I'd figured it dl out,
the exercisewas over. Only it wasn't. Nothing happened. They left me waiting. After awhile, | figured it
out again. They weren't going to recall me. There was something else | had to discover. Areyou sureyou
want to hear the rest of this?*

| sad, "If you dont finishthisgtory, I'l kill you."

"Right," shesaid. "So | took off adl my clothes and started examining the body as thoroughly as| could.”
"Huh?'

"Well, wouldn't you?'

"Uh"

| thought about it. "l guess s0."

"Of course," shesaid. "Assoon asyou're sureit's safe, the first thing you do is explore the most unknown
thing in your environment." She added, "But there was something else going on heretoo. | didn't want to
be caught by any more surprises. Y ou see, I'd heard stories about people flunking out during training-"

"I didn't know it was possible to flunk out of the corps,” | interrupted.

"Itisn't possible. But it happens. What they do is, they put you in “maintenance.’ It meansthey transfer
you into some old body that they're not currently using, or have no plansto use, or no need for, and let
you stay there. Y our job isto maintain it. Right? It putsyou out of the way.

"Anyway, we werein that part of our training where we were starting to lose some of our fellows, and
they never told uswhy, so | couldn't help but wonder. I'd had alittle run-in with acaptain during my
training and she'd threatened to send me to aleper colony-or something equaly unpleasant. Maybe she'd
made good her threst, | didn't know. This could very well be my body for the next umpty-leven years. I'd
aready made one mistake withiit. | didn't want to make any more. | figured 1'd better find out exactly
who | was-or who | waswearing, that is. Y ou know, Jim, the English language isredly inadequate for
thiskind of discusson.”

"You'redoing okay," | said. "Go on."

"Wdl-it was like being akid again. Y ou know how when you reach acertain age, acertain point in life,
you start getting redlly curious about your body and what it can do. Some of it is sexud, some of it isn'.
Y ou explore dl your nooks and crannies. Y ou find out what you fed like. Y ou see what parts of you are
smooth and what parts are hairy. Y ou touch the places that are sengitive to find out just how sensitive you
are. You do alot of masturbating for awhile. Y ou haveto do it. It's part of the job of movinginand
getting comfortable and finding out how the body works.

"We'd had that in the training-we'd had to trade bodies and then explore oursalves from theinside. You



can'timagine how silly it looksto see aroom full of naked men sitting on the floor and playing with
themsalves, examining their hands, their fingers, their toes, their etceteras. But it's part of the job of
developing your sengitivities.

"Thiswasthefirg timel'd ever redly been afemale, so | went through the steps as completely and
thoroughly asif | had amanud in front of me. | knew | was being redlly tested now, so | explored that
body asif | were going to spend therest of my lifeinit. | found out everything | could about whet it
meant to be afemale. | suppose someone who'd grown up in afemale body would think most of what |
discovered was terribly naive, but | was excited. | felt like | was discovering anew continent. | guess, in
away, | was.

"Of course, | did dl that Stuff that you see in the movies. | pinched my nipples, | stroked my breasts, |
rubbed the ingdes of my thighs-do you know the insde of awoman'sthighs are extraordinarily sendtive?
Most men don't. That'swhy they're such uninspiring lovers. Therésalot you can learn if you just listen to
the bodly.

"It was aremarkable afternoon for me, im. My whole sexud identity was destroyed-and rebuilt. Y ou
see, dways before I'd been aguest at awoman's body, avisitor. Now, | wasthe ... host. Hostess! |
gave mysdlf permission to do everything I'd aways been curious about, but too polite to ask. It waslike
being given awonderful, ddlicioustoy to play with.

"I spent the whole afternoon playing with myself, Jm. | had agreat time. It wasterrific. | found out later
that amost al men do that the first time they're turned loose in afemale body. They can't resst their own
curiosty. The women tend to be alittle bit shyer therr first timein mae equipment. Y ou figureit out. But it
was an incredible experience, Jm. Do you know that female bodies don't experience orgasm like male
bodies? A female orgasm comes in waves-wave after delicious wave that sweep up insde of you. It was
incredible. | fel inlove with mysdf fivetimes over." Her face was glowing, her eyeswere shining. Even
the retelling of the experience had aroused her.

| felt momentarily embarrassed a her-hisrevelaions. It wasn't just the information-it was the candor
with which he shared it. It was too intimate. | was embarrassed because | was aroused-and fascinated. |
wanted to hear every bit of hisstory. Her story.

"Do you know what they did to me?"' she asked.

"What?'

"They left mein that body for three weeks."

"In theforest?"

"Intheforest,” shesaid.



? FORTY

"THERE WAS an old navy wesather station nearby,” Tanjy continued. "The Telepathy Corpsused it asa
retreat. Robots ran everything now, so the human quarters were completely available. It was the perfect
place for thiskind of exercise. We were on an idand somewhere, completely isolated. There were three
male bodies and four femal e bodies besides the one | waswearing. They greeted meas| came up the
path.

"They must have been able to recognize that | was anew operator. Before | could even say hi, they led
meinddeinto the main lounge. One wal was painted white and was covered with big black |ettering-the
ground rulesfor theretrest. They were very smple. Thefirst one was you couldn't tell who you were.

Y ou couldn' tell your name or anything from your past experience. Y ou had to make up anew name for
yoursdlf that didn't have any gender attached to it-1 used my initids.

"Y ou couldn't say anything that might reved any past identity you might have held. No persond histories
were alowed. Also, you couldn't speculate on the purpose of this assignment, and you couldn't ask other
people how long they had been here, or any other question the answer to which would bresk any of the
agreements.

"The point is, you couldn't go around explaining, Thisisnt my rea body, you know. I'm not redly like
this! That's hiding out. That's pretending it isn't really happening to you. Y ou had to be apersonin the
body you were wearing-nothing else. The only identity you could have was the one you cregted in this
Stuation-whatever you made up in the here and now. | tell you, it wasavery crazy time. | knew | wasn't
redlly agirl, a least not insde-but | had no way of knowing | was aboy either, except by my own
say-s0. | didn't know what | was for awhile. And neither did anyone elsg, | think. | gave off alot of
conflicting Sgnas, come-hither mixed with bug-off, please-help-me, and I'mall-right-Jack. They werered
patient with me though-or e se they knew what | was going through.

"Eventudly, what | found out wasthat | had an incredible investment in my sexud identity-and | had to
giveit up. Not the identity, the investment. | had to stop being avisitor in the body and start being the
owner. | hadto beagirl, ascompletdly asif it werethe only thing in theworld | knew."

Abruptly, she shivered. "I ill get cold chillsthinking about it. It was an adventure. And the others-they
were S0 ... supportive. Because they knew. They were going through it too. | think at least one of the
other women had been aman before. I'm pretty sure-because of the way she spoke, the way she taught
me how to be awoman, she was aimost clinical-and by the way she made love. Oh, yes-therewas alot
of lovemaking. A lot." Shelaughed and added, " There wasn't much elseto do on theidand. Sowe
played combinations. The firgt time aman entered me | wept. | still don't know why. It was very intense.
Hewas extraordinarily gentle.”

Shefdl slent, remembering.

| was at alossfor words. | picked up my drink and held it in my hands. | looked at Tanjy, | looked at
my glassagain. | felt embarrassed-and | felt privileged. I'd never heard atelepath spesk so candidly
about hisor her experiencesbefore. And | felt even alittle envious.

She looked up at me with those large Chinese eyes and smiled. The expression on her face was
mysterious-asif shewere looking a& mefrom far, far awvay. It gave me aweird fegling of trangparency-as
if shewerereading my mind. Asif there were no secrets | could keep from her. | could fed mysdlf
gtiffening. | wanted to be known-and | was scared of it too.

And then, abruptly, she grinned with Ted'sold grin, and | knew it was al right.

"Hey-mix usacouple of Crazy Marys," shesaid. "l want to get out of thisdress." Shecameback ina
red silk robe that was probably illegd in some parts of theworld, and sat cross-legged at one end of the
couch.

| handed her adrink and parked mysdlf at the opposite end. | wanted to hear the rest of her story.

"It was that willingness to experience that they were looking for,” she continued. " That was the whole
purpose of the retreat. They were tapping into me. They knew when | had broken through. When they
picked me up again, they told me I'd graduated to the next level of my training. I'd demonstrated that |



could assmilate. Now | wasready to betrained in assmilation.

"Y ou can't imagine the classes, Jm. We wore the most incredible bodies, different bodies every day,
bodieswe'd never seen before. The paradox was that it was so we could be trained as beings, not
identities. Y ou see, identities and bodies are al tangled up together. Y ou can't detach from one unless
you aso detach from the other.

"Do you know-no, of course, you couldn't-but after awhile, when you know your body isjust atransient
phenomenon, you redize that bodies are irrdlevant. Very quickly, you get detached from the physical
universethat way; you lose dl identifications and you begin to exist only in an experientid universe-a
universe of pure beingness. | mean, the physical stuff istill there, of course, but it doesn't have any
sgnificance any more. It'sjust another piece in the game.

"And then after that, they started making us stay in the assigned bodies for longer and longer periods of
time, so we wouldn't get too detached. Sometimes we had bodies as young as six, sometimes asold as
seventy. Once | wore aDown's syndrome. Another time, | wore alittle-girl body that <till wet the bed.
Oncel wasafootbal player. | felt like | was made out of bricks. They wanted us to know-and
appreciate-the operating equipment that the rest of the human raceis ... trapped in. So we could. ..
sympathize with their condition.

"Then-and only then-did we start the classesin how to act likeamale or afemalein different cultures. |
was amazed at how much | didn't know about how to beaman. | knew | didn't know how to bea
woman-but there's alot about manliness that most men don't know ether. And we don't take the time to
learn, because we think we aready know it by the mere virtue of having been born mae. Therolesthat
we play-including gender-are dmogt dl learned behavior. We makeit up. Redly! It'sdl anact, a
performance. We had to learn those performances. We had, to learn how to be actors putting on our
parts so thoroughly we became them. Just like you mundanes do-except you mundanes don't know
you'redoing it. That's the trap-and we escaped. We learned how to let go again too, so we could move
onto the next identity.

"They told uswe would probably change sex so often that weld eventuadly lose any identification we had
with either gender. And with that we'd aso lose whatever investment we might have in a pecific sexua
identity. They said that ultimately we'd become omnisexud. | think 1'm beginning to understand that now.
Sex has become atotdly different experience.”

"l canimagine. .." | darted to say.

"No. Unfortunately, you can't. I'm sorry, Jim-I fed like | keep excluding you. But thisis beyond
imegination.”

"Tryme" | sad.

She sighed and waved ahand in frustration. "What I've experienced, Jm, iss0 ... incredible, | can't put it
into words. It'sthat different when you don't have an identity attached. See, Jmthat'swhat | redlly
learned-that | don't have to have an identity!" "I beg your pardon?*

"Normd people need identities. Telepaths don't. Were detached!”

"Uh-" | said. "I'm sorry, Ted. | don't get that.”

"Oh." Her mood collapsed. Her effervescence disappeared. ™Y ou missed a step dong the way, huh?”

"l guess0."

"Sorry." She scratched her head, avery unfeminine gesture. "Um, let's see-l guess|'m going to haveto
define my terms. Look, Jm," she said patiently, "the problem isthe word “identity.'

"Seeif you can get this. Y our identity isredly aconcept that you carry around. It'sal attachments. Y ou
attach yoursdlf to your name, to the cardsin your wallet, to your job, to everything in your life-the car
you drive, who you live with, who your parents were, what your rank is, where you come from, what
school you went to, what your ambitions are, what your zodiac signis, what church you go to, what
branch of thergpy you're currently in-did | leave anything out?"

"Doesn't sound likeit."

"But that's not who you redlly are, isit? Y ou could change any of those things-or al of them-and you'd
dill be the same sdif, the same person experiencing. Right?!

"All right, yeah. | got that."



"The sdf iswhat experiencesthe identity, Jm. Identity isonly memory. It'sthe cumulative sense of al that
stuff in your databanks. If | were to take away your memories, I'd be robbing you of your identity, but
you'd still be the same person experiencing.”

"But-I know I'm me now," | said, tapping my chest. "I know who | am-"

"Y ou know your attachments. When | ask you who you are, where do you go to look? When | ask you
where you went to school, who your parents were, what kind of terminal you work on, where do you
look?

"Uh-oh, | see. Inmy memory."

"Right," shegrinned. "So if | took away your memory, you wouldn't know who you were, would you?"
"I'd be awfully confused.”

"Sure. In your case, that'd be just like normal. But you see the point. If you had no memory, you'd have
no identity. Y ou'd have to build awhole new one, wouldn't you?”

| shrugged. "Y egh, sure.”

"Now if | gaveyou dl of my memories, if | could just pour them into your head, you'd think you were
me, wouldn't you?"

"Yeeh. | can seethat.”

But you'd dtill be you, the same person experiencing it dl. Y ou'd just be experiencing a different identity
now, right?'

"Okay, | got it."

"Good." Sheleaned back againg the sofaand relaxed. "Wdll, that'swhat thiswholething isal about. The
sdf-that being ingde-that'swho you redly are. A telepath needsto know that or helll go crazy. That's
what al that training isredly about. | had to experience my identity asathing apart frommy self o
could know my sdf. Jm," she said, with frightening candor, "I can never be my old identity again-because
| know how atificid it wasin thefirst place. Inmy training, | learned how | madeit up. | looked at al my
old memories. | saw how it al happened and it freed me!

"They tell you when you start your training that you're going to have to give up that thing you'd rather die
than give up. | didn't know then what they meant-but it's the attachment to your identity. | had to give up
being Ted. | am not Ted any more. | will never be Ted again." She stopped abruptly and looked at
me-asif waiting for areaction.

| stared at her. For amoment, | had the bizarre sensation that | was sitting with atotal stranger again.
"But | know who you are-" | protested. "Or do 1?7 Isthere any of Ted |eft?' | asked.

"All of meisleft," shelaughed. "What's gone are the “foofoos-the arbitrary attachmentsto being a
specific person.” "Thisisvery confusing,” | admitted. "I keep thinking they've done something weird to
you. | mean, weirder even than you'retelling me."

"Of courseit'sweird!" shelaughed. "That's the only reason for doingit." And then she turned serious
again. Shetook my hand in hers. Therewas ahint of-wasit sadness?in her voice now. "The difference
between usisthat | know that identitiesare dl artificid. That'saterrifying thing to know. Anidentity isn't
just threatened by that fact-it's destroyed. Of course, you're going to resist knowing that. Because then
you haveto start being responsible for the identity you've created, are continualy creating!™

"Uck," | sad.

"That's exactly what | said when | found out-but there's something € se on the other side of that-awhole
new way of experiencing people. It was like discovering anew species! | sopped seeing-that is, |
stopped focusing on all the shdlow, physical, temporal attachments that people surround themselves with,
and started seeing beyond the identity to the being who'd created it in thefirst place! It isan eerie-and
wonderful-experience.”

"You did that to me before, didn't you?" She nodded.

"Y eah-| had the strangest fedling that you were reading my mind. Or something."

"l was. Sort of. Only not quite the way you think. | was reading the physical expression of your mind."
"Huh?'

"Jm." She put her hand on my arm. Her tone was serious and intense now. She captured me with her
eyes. "People build identities out of fear. Y ou build an identity because you think you need it for survival.



You useit asawall. Telepaths know how to read the walls. Y ou think your lifeisasecret? It never has
been. We can see how it turned out on your face."

| didn't know what to say. | felt asif I'd been dammed againgt the wall-my wall. Why was shetelling me
this? What did she want from me?

She must have seen it in my expression. She stroked my arm gently. "A telepath hasto know dl this, Jm,
because part of the job of the telepath isto build new identities. Every time | shift into anew body, | have
to create a personathat's appropriate. It's not about acting-it's about being. | know thisis hard for you to
understand, Jm. I'm trying to condense months of training into asingle conversation.”

"| redly do want to understand,” | said.

"I know. | can seeit. That'swhat makesthis so hard for me. All | cantell you isthat when you lose your
body and your identity, what you gain isan incredible freedom. Y ou can't imagineit. Redly. Therésa-a
thing that happens, apoint you reach, like an airplane racing down arunway, where you become
arrborne, and then you're flying. Y ou know when you reach it, nobody hasto tell you. That'sthe
experience, Jm. | wish | could take you with me. I wish | could share it with you."

| said, "Sodol."

Shedidn't reply. Neither of us spoke for amoment. The moment stretched out-became an uncomfortable
slence. | looked a her eyesagain. | felt mysdlf drawn-and | felt uneasy too. She was my boyfriend
who'd become agoddess, and | didn't know what that made me.

"What's the matter?' she asked. She touched my hand gently.

"I, um-" | shrugged and pulled my hand away. "I'm alittle overwhelmed, | guess.” | took abregth, |
exhaed loudly, | put my drink down. | wondered if | should say good night and go.

She sat up alittle straighter then, she became more purposeful. She said quietly, "I'll tell you the truth,
Jm. | had avery smpleintention for tonight. | was going to bring you up here and fuck your brains out.
Nothing more. | didn't redly intend to have this conversation. | just wanted to complete someold
business fur myself and have alittle fun with an old buddy and pay you back for dl the hard times| gave
you in the past. Stupid me-l guess| redlly do love you too much to take that much advantage of you."
"Huh?' | picked up my jaw and fitted it back in place.

"Well, yeah," she admitted. "Hell-the onetime we did it, you were o intensg, it was like touching a
high-voltage line. Don't you wonder why | kept trying to get you back in the sack-or the shower? That
was my hidden agendafor tonight. But then we started talking. And there was just too much to talk
about. And | redlized how much misinformation there was between us. And | wanted you to just know
meas| amnow."

Her face was shining again. | thought of Ted. | remembered how he was dwayslike abig slly kid-and
the whole world wasfilled with fascinating toys. He was dways grinning-like this. 1'd never redized
before how innocent his grin had been.

That smile was 0 swedt, so infectious ... and Tanjy's eyes were incredibly fascinating. | could look into
them for hours, years, the rest of my life. | forgot al about Ted. That was a couple of lifetimes ago. This
was a beautiful woman; thiswas now-

Something-happened. A throb of dizziness and-

Theway | saw her shifted. The easy persondity that was Tanjy was gone-the performance of Tanjy, but
not the sdif. It waslike avell being pulled aside, reveding the light behind as clearly asarosy vison
hovering in the sky. The smile was awindow-and her drowning eyes were bottomless-| fell upward into
them. She glowed like agod-she wasradiant. And | felt beautiful, just basking in her reflection. The
delight rose like abubble, | surged with it--

And suddenly, | knew what she meant.

| had to blink and pull myself back out of her eyes. | didn't want to, but | had to ask. "Tanjy-theré'sa
kind of telepathy that doesn't need an implant, isn't there-?"

Without taking her eyes from mine, she nodded dowly. "The corps thinks so. We know there's
something that happens between two people that can't be explained.” Shetook my handsin hersand
held them warmly. Her face was angdlic. | wanted to drown in her eyesagain. "It'sakind of
communication without words. . ." she whispered.



"I- heard of such athing...I've never really experienced it... until now."

For amoment, we sat there looking at each other. She wasn't Ted-she wasn't Tanjy. Shewas
just-beautiful.

The room, the world around us, ceased to exist. We were donein anidand universe, just the two of us.
Her bright eyes had swallowed me. | had the weirdest feeling that the person opposite me was amirror
of my own soul.

Inthat moment, | loved her. Him.

| shook my head dowly. "None of thismakes any senseto me,” | said. "'l don't understand any of
this-and at the sametime, | think | know exactly what you mean. Thereésakind of tenson between us,
andectricity intheair. And | don't think it'sjust my hormones either.”

"Uh huh." Her eyeswereimmense. "Don't try to explainit,” shesad. "Judt... enjoy it."

"l have to know-"

She placed afinger acrossmy lips. "Shh. Let it be mystical." And then she added, "Non-telepaths might
cdl thislove. It is, of course-but not the kind of love you think of when you use that concept-symboal. It's
the experience of love without the attachments. "

"l do...loveyou...." Or did 1?Who did | love?

"Listen to me--" she said abruptly. "Y ou're going to be involved with some very big stuff, very soon now.
| want to tell you something about communication. True communication. Y ou're going to need to know
this. It's not about talking-it's about listening. Listening with your whole soul. 1t's about listening so hard
that you become the person you're listening to. Like you're doing right now. Can you remember that?"
"Yes, | will. | promise”

Shelooked thoughtful then. Even alittle sad. She was Ted-or-Tanjy-again. It didn't make any difference.
She dlowed hersdf asmal smile and touched my hand. "Good. Y our life may depend onit. And-I love
you too much to want to see you wasted."

And then there was nothing else to say. We just sat and |ooked at each other until the clock beeped.
Threeinthe morning. "It'slate,” | said.

"Do you want to spend the night?" she asked.

"Sure”

She stood up then and offered me her hand. | got up off the couch and she led me into the bedroom.

| was surprised at how easy and natura it was.



? FORTY-ONE

THE FIRST part of meto wake up was my smile.

| said, "Mmmm," and curled affectionately around the warm female body next to me. | did my hands
around her waist and up to cup her breasts.

She said, "Excuse me," and dipped out of bed. | heard her pad barefoot across the floor and into the
bathroom. | heard the sound of atoilet flush. | waited for her to come back.

Instead, there was the sound of water running. A bathtub? | opened my eyes. | sat up. Wasn't she
coming back?

She came back into the room, wearing along dark robe suitable for a convent. She glanced around and
made an expression of digtaste. "What happened here last night? What isthis-? Marshmalows?' She
gave me an odd look. Almost hogtile.

Shewasn't beautiful any more. She was small and mean-looking. She seemed scrawny.

Shewasnt Tanjy.

"We had-amarshmallow fight,” | explained. "Wewere going to pick them up-"

Shelooked at me asif | were acockroach in her bed. "Um-I'm sorry.... It wasn't my idea.”

"Mm hm," she sad, picking up marshmalows from thefloor. "It never is"

"Areyou the, un-owner here?'

"The host? Yes, | am." Shewas making no secret of her annoyance.

"Oh," | sad, feding suddenly very weird. Like an intruder. | fet like | should pull the blanket up in front
of me. Likeashidd. "I, uh, guess| should be going then.”

"Y es, you should."

| ill didn't move. | said, "I'm sorry for the mess. Can | help you clean up?”’

She stood up then and faced me. "No. I'd rather you didn't. I'd rather you just got out. Now, please.”

| did out of bed. | stepped on marshmalows. | started gathering up my clothes and pulling them on as
quickly as| could.

As| was buttoning my shirt, | looked over a her. "Can | ask you something?"

She dumped the marshmallows into a wastebasket and straightened, brushing the powdered sugar off her
hands. She waited for meto continue.

"What happened to Tanjy?" | asked.

She shrugged. " She went on to the next."

| said, "Look-I know thisisdifficult for you, but | get the feding that theré's something very wrong here,
and | don't understand.”

The Chinese girl said, "Wait aminute." She stepped into the bathroom and shut of f the running water.
When she came back, | wasjust tying my tie. She said, "Do you know what we cdll telepathslike
Tany?'

| shook my head. " Carpetbaggers. "

" Carpetbaggers?”

"Mm hm. They take over your body, your house, your life for an evening. They get your body drunk,
they take your body to bed with strangers, they get stains on your best silk dresses, they get sticky
marshmalowsal over your sheets and rugs, and then they disgppear in the middie of the night, leaving
you with ahangover, scraped legs, chafed elbows, a sore back, and three days of cleaning. Not the least
of whichisexplaining it dl to last night'strick.”

"Can | help pay for the damages?' | asked, reaching for my wallet.

She dtiffened. "I am not awhore, thank you. No, you may not. The service will cover any costs. Besides,
it'snot your fault. Y ou're as much avictim of the carpetbagger asme.”

| shoved my wallet back into my pocket. "Can | ask you one more thing?"

"Go ahead.”

"Wdl-maybe thiswill sound stupid, but I thought-that is, Tanjy said that tel epaths don't have much
identity. That is, you don't have much attachment to body, house, clothes, that kind of stuff. But, you ...



?" | pointed around the room and shrugged and looked at her.

The Chinese girl looked annoyed again. "Right. That's the carpetbagger's judtification again." She sad,
"Thetruth is that some telepaths do and some telepaths don't. My duties require meto stay local. Twice
amonth, | rgoin the network and go worldwide. | have work that hasto be done on-site. That'sthe limit
of my telepathic participation. | hate leaving my body in the pool, because | never know who's going to
bein it while 'm gone or what damage they're going to do."

| stood there, fedling very guilty. | wanted to apologize, and at the sametime-1 didn't want to. | didn't
want to admit that Tanjy/Ted-and | had been like two smdll boys playing with agirl's body while she
wasn't home. | fet like the time my cousin and | had been caught looking in my sister's underwear
drawer-only thiswasworse. Far worse. Thistime | didn't have a cousin here to share the blame. And
we'd been playing with far more than her underwear.

| said, "Um, | understood-1 mean, | wastold that there were certain ... agreements between telepaths. "
Her eyes narrowed. "Y ou don't understand anything, soldier.”

"l guessnot,” | said. | picked up my hat. This Chinese girl was nasty. "Well, I'm sorry,” | said. "l redly
"Yes, you said that. Y ou boys aways say that. Now, if you don't mind, I'd like to take my bath. | want to
fed clean again." Outsde, on the street, | could fee my anger smoldering. Dammit! | felt dirty now too.

| should have punched him when I'd had the chance-except it ill would have been the Chinese girl who
woke up with the bruise.

It wasn't fair!

Dammit! Hed doneit to me again!



? FORTY-TWO

THERE WAS alarge security lockbox sitting on my desk. It opened to my thumbprint. Insde were three
very fat misson books. Somebody had done alot of work last night.

| spent most of the morning going through the books, my astonishment growing as| did so.

They'd listened to what I'd said.

Thefirst book outlined how the military would ddliver the presentation team to the target Site and provide
protection without being aphysica presence. The choppers would be extensively camouflaged.

The second book described the duties of the observation team and how they would keep the physical
presence of their monitoring devices to an absolute minimum.

Thethird book discussed what was known and wasn't known about the worms and the bunnies.

But it didn't say much about how to contact them.

| had an idea about that. It was something Ted/Tanjy had suggested. Listen with al your soul.

| tried to imagine sitting down and talking to abunnydog. | couldn't. The best | could imagine was joining
their cluster. Findly, | went to see Dr. Hetcher.

| stuck my head in her office door and knocked, "Got amoment?’

Shelooked up from the report she was studying. She had a sandwich in one hand. "Oh, James. Comeon
in. Did you read the books?"

"Y eah, that'swhy I'm here." | snagged achair and sat down opposite her. "I assumel got thejob.”

"That was never the question,” she said. "Do you want some tea?'

"Oh, today it'sonly tea, huh?'

"Hey-coffeg's for specia occasions. Y ou're on the team now. | don't have to be nice to you any more.”
And then she asked, "What's the problem?’

| explained to her about the briefing books. There was nothing in them for me.

She put the last bite of sandwich into her mouth, nodded thoughtfully, waited until she finished chewing
and wiped her fingers on angpkin. "Uh huh-and how would you make contact with the bunnydogs?’ she
findly asked.

"Thisisgoing to sound redl weird, but | think Generd Poole wasright. Dance naked with the
bunnydogs™

"Aninteresting idea-" she said. She patted her mouth and tossed the napkin aside.

"l canjudify it-"

"Y ou don't haveto. | know the reasoning."

"Huh?'

"Wetaked about thisfor along time last night. We pretty well explored the subject.”

"Redly?'

"The military sat the meeting out. We accomplished alot. | didn't put it in your book because | wanted to
see how much of it you'd figure out yourself. Y ou did good. Now let's seeif you can get the second half
of it. How would you prepare for such adance?'

"It'sobvious. Go into the herd.”

"M

"Y ou're not going to argue with me? I've given thisalot of thought. "

She shook her head. She stretched over to her desk and picked up her clipboard. She settled it in her lap
and switched it on. "When do you want to go in?"

"The sooner the better, | guess.”

"Mm hm. Tomorrow morning?"'

"Sure, | could do that.”

"And how long do you want to stay?'

"Two days, three. Just long enough to get the sense of it."

"Mm hm." Shewaswriting dl thisdown.

"I figured | could wear a beeper collar, so you could track me."



"And-" shelooked up, "-how do you figure we're going to bring you back?*

"Widl, you could aways bregk my leg?"

Fletcher smiled. "Asamatter of fact, we might just have to do that. L et me give you some bad news
about the herd, James; some things we've been finding out.

"Weve been doing enzyme andys's on various herd members, and we've found that the brain chemistry
isdightly skewed. Therésashift in the body's ability to produce certain memoreceptor activators. In
other words, there's achemica basisfor the lack of timebinding. To some degreg, it's a self-induced drug
experience. But-" She hesitated. "It's the permanence of the effect that we can't understand. We havea
... theory, but-"

"Goon," | prompted.

"W, you're not going to like this. We think it's another plague, only-not quite. It'snot afatal one. We
think that there are some low-level Chtorran viruses spreading through the biosphere. The suspicionis
that these viruses do not produce diseases as much as they shift out body chemistry-and as such shift our
dtate of consciousness.”

"Likeadrug experience?’

"Mm, maybe. Maybe not. We think that the human species has dways had this herding potential, but
we've dways been so acculturated that we've been able to channedl the herding ingtinct into the service of
the culture; but thisvird effect so damages our chemoreceptorsthat were-al of us-functioning right on
the. edge dl the time now. The dightest stimulus can push us over. In other words," she said somberly,
"-itisnow an act of deliberate will to be anintelligent and rationd being."

"Hasn't it ways been?’ | asked.

She smiled. "I appreciate your cynicism-but, James, you need to appreciate the danger here. The process
may beirreversble.

"lsn't there a counter-enzyme or avaccination or something-?"

"We don't know. We don't have the people to do the research. Listen, I've given you the bad news.
Now, let me give you the worse news. We suspect that the vira agent that unlocks the herding capacity
isaready so widespread in the human speciesthat for all practica purposesit's transparent. Were all
infected. Did you see the news this morning?*

"Y ou mean the cleanup of the Capetown riots?'

"Mm hm. There was no reason for that madness-all that rage. It was asif al those peoplejust went
berserk at the same time. Could that have been another effect of the same virus? We don't know. I'd
love to do adozen autopsies, but with the political Situation theway it is-anyway, you get the point, don't
you?”

"We could dl fdl into herds tomorrow, couldn't we?'

Shenodded. "Just waking up humanisavictory.”

"S0... what you're saying isthat if | go into the herd, you don't know that you can bring me back, right?*
"That istherisk," she admitted. "Do you still want to go-?"

"Wait aminute. | thought thiswasall theoretical-"

"Then you don't want to go?"

"l didn't say that either. Y ou've dready got this approved, haven't you?"

She nodded. "We have conditiond authorization, if we can find a suitable volunteer.” Shelooked at me
pointedly. " Someone who understands the redl nature of the problem.

"Hereswhat we redized last night. The whole question of sentience is premature. We can't even
consider it until we know if our two species are compatible. Can humans and bunnydogs even herd
together? Forget communication until that question isanswered.

"S0, you were dready planning adance-?' | said.

"None of thiswasin your briefing book because | wanted to talk to you about it privately. | know your
sengitivity to the herd, James. Thiswhole thing could be very dangerousto you personaly. "

"| cameto you, remember?

"James-I'm not trying to talk you out of it. | want you to go. | argued for this opportunity al last night. But
it hasto lae your choice. Before | can authorize this, you have to know what dl the risks are, so you can



choose responsibly.”

"I know the worst that can happen,” | said. "The bunnydogs could be the worm predators. | could get
eaten. But | have to dedl with that possibility every day | get out of bed.”

"The worst that can happen,” Fletcher said, "isthat we can lose you to the herd.”

| stopped my reply beforeit fell out of my mouth and reconsidered what sheld just said. | looked at her
thoughtfully. ™Y ou've put people in the herds before, haven't you?"

Fletcher nodded. "And weve lost some of them too."

"How long can a person stay in the herd before he'slog?!

"It varies. It happensfast. Four or five daysisthe maximum safe time. Even that's pushing the margin.
The experienceistoo intense. It'samindwipe.”

"All right-so al | want istwo days. A day and ahdf. I'll go in tomorrow morning, spend the day getting
acclimated, spend the night and participate in the next day's gathering. Y ou can pull me out around dinner
time. That'll give me aday to debrief and the weekend to assmilate the experience. Monday, | can get
back to work on the mission.”

She switched her clipboard off and put it back on her desk. "Y ou're clear thisis what you want to do?"
"I'm clear thisiswhat | haveto do."

"All right," she said, picking up her phone. "Jerry? It'sa Go for tomorrow. Right. No, not at al. Thanks."
She hung up and turned back to me. "Okay, we've got alot of work to do this afternoon.”

"Huh?'

"I'm going to train you."

"Train me? How do you train for aherd?'

"There are exercises we can do that will strengthen your sense of sdlf. It might help.”

"Meditation?"

"Mm, not redlly. Cdll it soul-centering. It's something from the Mode training-"

"| thought you were down on the Mode training."

She shook her head. "Nope. Only some of the people. | don't like what they're doing with it. But the
training is one of the most valuable things I've ever done. It was the thing that kept me ... rationd ...
during the worst part of the plagues. | think it'swhat kegps merationa today. Thetruthis, | don't know if
itwill help or not. | just want to give you every advantage | can.”

"I'll befine" | said. "Redly.” She didn't answer.

"What's the problem?" | asked.

"I know you're confident. | know you've thought this out carefully. So have we. But I'm still scared. |
know how easy it isto miss something. And | really would hate to lose you too... ."



? FORTY-THREE

"ALL RIGHT. I'm going to activate the collar,” Fletcher said. She turned to the monitor in the back of the
jeep and typed something into the keyboard.

The collar around my neck beeped. Loudly. "How'sthesigna?' | asked.

"It'sgood,” she said. "So's your heartbeat and your respiration. All right, I'm going to lock it on." She
stepped over to me and did something under my chin, | couldn't see what.

When she stepped back, | tugged at the collar experimentdly. It was locked and operating. There was
noway | could get it off or turn it off. Not until | wasretrieved.

| had the fedling that there was something she wanted to tell me, but when | looked at her she glanced
quickly to her watch. ™Y ou'd better get going.”

"Yeah," | said. | took abreath. | began pulling off my shoes and socks. The herd was dready starting to
formin the plaza. It was going to be awarm day.

| was wearing shorts and a T-shirt. Was that too much? | wondered if | should take the T-shirt off. |
glanced to the herd again. There were far more naked bodiesthan | remembered. | decided to take my
cue from the group; | pulled my shirt off and wondered if | should abandon my shorts now too.

| glanced at Fletcher. Shelooked pensive. "Y ou okay?' | asked.

"Uh huh," shesad.

"You dont look it."

She shrugged. "l wasjust thinking."

"About?'

"l wish weld had moretime.”

| took her handsinmine. "I'll bedl right," | said.

"I know you will. | guaranteeit.”

"No, | meanin here." | tapped my head with my forefinger. "1 won't get lot. | promise.”

She squeezed my hands and searched my face. "'Y ou'd better beright, because I'll bresk your leg if
you'rewrong."

"I'll remember that." | glanced over a the herd. Too much nudity. Modesty prevailed. I'd keep the shorts
on. For now, anyway. "Well..." | said, "I guess|'d better. . ."

"Yeah," she agreed. Suddenly, she put her hands around my neck and pulled my face down to hers. Her
lipstick tasted of roses and apricots and sunshine.

| broke away, embarrassed. Her kiss had been alittle too intense. | turned away quickly to face the herd.
If I didn't do it now, | never would.

The herd was agreat milling mass of humanity. They were so dirty, | could smell them from here.

| started walking. The dry grass was scratchy under my feet. The sun was hot on my back. My mouth
wasdry.

| stopped just before the fringes of the herd. And studied.

| didn't know what | waslooking for yet. Some clue. Some cue. Something that would tell me how to
act.

A group of young bulls was posturing on the lawn. Two of them were casudly wrestling. Some of them
glanced over a me. There wasaknot in my stomach.

| knew thisfeding.

It wasthefirst day of kindergarten al over again. Thefirst time having to shower naked with the other
boys. Thefirg timewith agirl. Thefirst timel saw aworm.

It wasthe feding of walking into aroomful of strangers and having them al look at you. Only, it was
worse than that. | didn't know if these were animals or people.

They looked like people. They acted like animals.

Apes.

If I could act like an ape, the right kind of ape, they'd accept me.

S0 ... now | had to figure out how to act like an ape.



"Theproblemis™ | said quietly, "that nobody around hereis giving ape lessons.”

And then | redlized the joke. Nobody ever taught me how to be a human either.

Youjus are.

| circled around the young bulls wrestling and headed toward a clear space in the center of the plaza.
There was along wide wading pool there. It was the water hole. Some of the children were playing and
gplashing in one end of the pool. | moved away from them. | found a place away from everybody else
and dropped to my hands and knees. | looked to see how the other apes were drinking. Did they cup
their hands or did they just lower their faces?

No. | had to find it out for mysdlf.

| lowered my face to the water and drank. The water tasted horrible. Chlorine? And what else? |
couldn't tell. | wasglad | had my shots.

How do you act like an ape anyway?

Thiswas the same problem | always had with my own species. | never knew how to act.

Other people always seemed to know exactly who they were. | dways knew that | was pretending to be
who | was. | wanted to stop pretending. | wanted to just be ahuman being. Or an ape. Or whatever it
was| had to be.

How did these apesfed about human beings anyway? Did they resent us studying them? Watching them?
Or did they tolerate us? Did they gppreciate us feeding them? Or did they even make that connection?
Did they want usto join them? Or did they just alow usto join them because they had no way to keep
usfrom joining them? Or wasit that there was nothing to join?

| started giggling. Wouldn't it be funny if everybody here weretrying to act like an ape, just like me?
Wouldnt it be funny if weweredl pretending?

| wished | could stop thinking. My mind was chattering like amachine. "Chatter, chatter, chatter, chatter..
M1 sad. "My mind chatters. Chatters. Chatters. Lumpty lumpty lump.”

Nobody even looked at me. None of the apes noticed. Cared. The words were all meaningless. Al
words were meaningless. And who made up the meanings for the wordsin thefirst place? | had. Who
else? All the words and dl the meaningsin my head were connected with connections| had made. They
could al befase. Or worse-just some of them might be fal se connections. But how could | tell which
waswhich?

Wheredid it al start anyway?"Ma, ma, ma, ma, ma..." | said. A baby makes noises and getsawarm tit
shoved initsface. That's such a powerful lesson that we spend the rest of our livestrying to find the right
Nnoises to make so we can keep getting warm tits to suck on. We spend years shrieking and yammering at
each other, looking for the right control phrases. Humans have more control phrases than robots. Say, "
loveyou," and you can get laid. Say, "Fuck you," and you can have afight. It's as Smple as any other
mechine

-it clicked.

We treat each other like machines. We manipulate.

When the apes gave up language, the control phrases didn't work any more. Y ou could push the buttons
all you wanted, but the machinery was broken. "Blabber ... blabber ... blabber... ." | felt thegrin
gpreading across my face. Thiswas very interesting.

If you said aword over and over and over, and did it long enough, it lost dl its meaning. But how do you
lose awhole language? How do you detach dl the meanings from al the words, the sounds, when you've
gpent awhole lifetime putting them together? How do you lose even the capacity for language?
"Blabber... blabber... blabber.. . . "

| had the feding | was doing it wrong. | was Sitting heretrying to figureit out.

Maybe thiswasn't something you figured out. You just... did it. That didn't make sense, but then-figuring
it out wasn't making any sense either. | just didn't know enough. Maybeif |

No. Stop figuring it out.

| was apart of the herd now. Because | said so.

| wasthe part that was sitting herein red shortstrying to figure out how to be apart of the herd. | was
the stupid part. | wastrying to figure out how to be what | aready was.



| could let go now. | was here.

A teenage boy squatted down in front of me. Uncomfortably close. He was dirty and naked. He had
gringy black hair and alarge narrow nose. His eyes were extraordinarily wide; they were agtartling
shade of liquid blue. He stared a me curioudly.

"Hi," | said, and smiled. Almost immediately, | knew it was the wrong thing to do. There was too much
meaning in thewords, and not enough of that other qudlity.

The boy blinked and kept staring at me.

| felt asif | were being tested. Asif the herd were some kind of macro-organism looking to seeif | had
been assmilated yet. The boy scratched himsalf absentmindedly. His naillswerelong and dirty. Ape
hands. That's what his hands reminded me of. He was skinny, like an ape, too. He squatted on his
haunches, studying me. | studied back. | stopped trying to figure him out and just focused on him likea
camera, watching him. His eyeswere remarkably interesting. Too blueto be red. He had thick dark
lashesthat shadowed his expression with mystery.

But why was he so interested in me? | couldn't tell what he was thinking by looking at hisface. Hewas
there-and he was unreadable. His soul was home, | could sense that-somehow-but there was nothing
elsegoing on. No ... thoughts. No ... identity. It was compelling, just to Sit there and look at him looking
at me. It wasn't agtaring contest. It was a... abeing with.

Hetcher had had me practice this. Being with. Intensely. | couldn't look away. | didn't want to look
away. It was astrangely reassuring encounte.

| realized what it was about his eyesthat disconcerted me-they were too feminine. If awoman had eyes
like that, she would be amodd or amovie star. On aboy... they were smply overwhelming.

There was astrange kind of peace here. | could drowninit.

The boy reached out and touched my face. Like an ape, exploring a strange object. He touched my hair,
patted it. His hand moved cautioudly, drew back quickly. He smelled of dust.

And then he dropped his hand again. And waited.

| don't know how | knew what he was waiting for, but | knew that it was an invitation.

| touched hisface as he had touched mine. | touched his hair; | let my fingers drift across his cheek. A
smile spread across hisface. He reached up and took my fingersin his hand and looked at them. | could
see how clean my hand wasin his. He sniffed my fingers. His pink tongue flicked out in atentative,
delicate movement and tasted my fingertips. He smiled at me again. He liked the way | tasted. Helet go
of my hand. And waited again.

Was | supposed to taste hisfingers now?

| took hishand in mine. And sniffed it. And tasted. Dirt. | smiled at him.

He smiled back. It was good. Complete.

The boy stood up then and walked away. Didn't look back to seeif | wasfollowing. | didn't know why; |
followed. Realized | wasn't used to going barefoot. The dry grass hurt my feet.

My body felt... held back. Not free. | knew what it was. | stopped and dropped my shorts, stepped out
of them. Felt myself begin to disappesar. Into the crowd. The herd. All bodies. Had to let go of bodies
first. Be naked. Free. Vulnerable.

Accesshle Avallable.

Beginning to fed enveloped. Like sunshine. Bathe in it. Withhold nothing. Let it go. Giggling. Feding.
Sily.

Crazy. Mind-noise. Wondering what patterns. Meaning. Applying. Here. Confusing. Concepts. Silly.
Feding

Shook my head. Puzzled. Startled mysdlf back to redity-turned around dowly in confusion. Looking for?
| wandered in adaze, | wasn't sure how long. | remember stopping to drink at the wading pool again,
and | remember emptying my bladder in a sodden ditch at the east end of the park.

| remember getting hungry and finding my way over to the trucks when they rolled into the park. | pulled
off apiece of the loaf and found a placeto Sit and eat.

Blinking. What was-happened?

Moment after moment after moment, but none of them bound together-so none of them are remembered.



All lost as soon asthey occur. A roller coaster.

No control.

I'd thought I'd understood. I'd thought that | could get a sense of it. | was mistaken.

| had to get out.

| stood up and headed toward the Jeep. Toward where the Jeep had been parked. And Fletcher. "I'm
coming out,” | said. | touched the collar. "Thisisn't going to work. Fletcher, are you lislening? I'm coming
out. ThisisJm." | touched the collar like an icon. My life depended on it. "Fetcher?!

Therewasno reply.

Wasthe collar il working?

It didn't matter. I'd just go straight to the Jeep.

| realized | was naked. Where had | dropped my shorts? | should look for them. | moved through the
milling bodies with a purposefulness they lacked. Some of them turned to look a me. Then they turned
back to their own concerns. Their food. Their mates. Their games. Mogt of them were naked. Turning.
| didn't see my shorts. | gave up looking. There'd be ablanket at the Jeep anyway, or a coat. | stopped
and turned around dowly, scanning the edges of the plaza. Now, where-?

-am|?

No, don't panic. It'sal right. She's probably monitoring from adistance. That'sall. She said it hersdlf, it
wouldn't be agood ideafor her to stay too close to the herd.

A noteintheair. | turned to look.

Children, humming. A tuneless hum, but

-and the females humming too. Chorusing. An odd atond wail. All vowels.

Oh, no. No. That wasn't supposed to happen until tomorrow. Oh, God. The gathering. The tuning. It's
accelerated again. Two daysin arow now!

Others picking up the hum. Discordance. Babbling. Trying to find the note

| haveto get out of here. Now. | turned around in panic.

It was building rapidly. Much too fast. Remember what happened to me last time. | have to get out of
herewhilel still remember.

And now, the males-the voices degp growling at the bottom end of the scale. And thefemdesare
unearthly, an dmost heavenly chorus. The cubs voices are high and swest... and curioudy musical.
And ... | could hear what they weretrying to do. All of them. It was aresonancein the air, and each one
of uswastrying to fit hisor her own particular note into that resonance.

| turned around and around, looking for theway out, feding like | was about to dissolve. Turning

| could fed my own body vibrating in response. | wanted to add my own note. It wasin my throat. It
camewdling up, rumbling like two heterodyning engines. "Mmmmhhhmmmmhhhm mmm.. . .

And | found it. It clicked into the chorus and | disappeared into the sound. The sound was larger than the
universe. There was no me any more. Only the sound. Theincredible sound. All the voices. All together.
And. All of us. Echoes of me. | put my note out and it echoed in al those other throats, al those other
bodies.

All the bodies,

al the hands,

al the bodiesturning, not

not lost at dl, not

and

turning

found

home

here

ay
happ
ing



? FORTY-FOUR

THE FAT black lady was naked.
She was ditting on an old toilet, laughing and rocking happily. She saw me and began to laugh even
harder. Her eyeswere twinkling.
| couldn't help mysdlf | moved closer.
Her breasts were large and voluminous. They shook like jelly with her every movement; when she
laughed, they rippled with waves of hilarity. Her nipples were large and black against her chocolate skin.
Her aamswereimmense, thicker around than my legs. They shook too with great masses of flesh. | found
myself grinning. Her thighs were massive. Her hands were baloons. | loved her. Who wouldn't? !
| could fed her joy. It poured from her like light-1 wanted to bathe in the light.
She knew | was standing in front of her, watching her. She knew | was smiling with her, but she didn't do
anything except watch me and rock and laugh.
| wanted to ask her who she was-except | aready knew. She couldn't hideit.
Shesaw itin my eyesthat | knew-and shelaughed even harder. She laughed and laughed at the joke.
Her joke. Our joke.
| laughed too. It was aterrific joke. We looked at each other and we laughed like crazy. It wasthe
craziest joke in the universe. There we were, the two of us, knowing what we knew about each other,
each knowing how silly the other looked, each knowing how silly we looked to the other, each knowing
how silly al of everything was-and we laughed and laughed ... until wefdl into each other'sarms.
When thefat black lady hugged you, you stayed hugged.
| was happy in her arms. She loved me. She would hold me forever. | was happy here. She laughed and
held me and rocked me and cooed at me.
| whispered, "I know whoyou are. . . ."
And she whispered back, "And | know who you are-"
| glanced around at the others and giggled; | looked back to her and whispered again, "We're not
supposed to be talking here, are we?"
She boomed with hearty guffaws then and hugged me to her massive breasts. "Sdl right, hon-bun. None
0' them can hear us. Not 'lesswe want 'em too." She stroked my hair.
Her nipple was near my mouth. | kissed it, and she laughed. | looked up at her, sheepishly. She leaned
down to me and whispered, "Don't you stop that, hon-bun. Y ou know your mammalikesit." Shelifted
her breast toward my mouth and--
--for aningtant, | was ababy again, safe and warm and rocking in my mother's arms, happily
enraptured--
Mammaloved me. Everything wasal right by Mamma. Mamma says yes. Come here and let your
mamma hug you, honey-bunny--
The tearswere rolling down my cheeks again--
| looked up at Mammaand asked her, "Why--?"
Her face was kind, her eyes were deep. She brought her hand up to my cheeks and with her massive
thumb, she gently wiped my tears away.
"Mamma," | repeated. "Why--why did you let this happen here?’
Mammals face was sad. She whispered to me--something, but | couldn't understand the words--
"Say what, Mamma?| didn't understand--"
Her mouth was moving, but | couldn't-- The sounds weren't turning into words--
"Mamma, please--! Why?"
"Baba-baba-baba--" The black lady was babbling. She wasn't making sense.
"Mama-Mama-" | begged-

But she wasn't Mamma any more. Shewas just afat black lady, dirty and smelly. Not laughing,
not Mamma, not anyone | knew or wanted to know or--
| was crying again. Again and again for everything I'd lost--but especidly for losing my mammaagain.



Mamma, please don't leave me--Mamma--



? FORTY-FIVE

WHEN | wasfifteen, | discovered chess.

We had a |least thirty different chess-playing programsin the house, including a copy of Grandmaster
Plus, the onethat findly won thetitle and held onto it until they changed the rulesto exclude artificid
intelligence. Mogt of the programs were public domain, or review copiesthat had been sent my dad.
One of the programs, Harlie, alowed you to redefine the pieces and the board, so that you could play
"fairy” or nonstandard chess. | remember, I'd never wanted to get involved with chess before, because it
had seemed so rigid; but with Harlie, | could redefine the game the way | thought it should be played. In
my ownimage.

| spent my fifteenth summer inventing new chess pieces and new playing fields.

One piece wasthe Time Traveler. It legpt forward in time, any number of moves-but they had to be
specified at the beginning. If there was a piece on the square when the Time Traveler materialized, both
were destroyed. That was how you destroyed a Time Traveler. Y ou parked a pawn on hisarrival point.
Another piece wasthe Gulliver. Gulliver was agiant. He stood on two squares at once-but they had to
be the same color, so there was adways another square between them. Because the Gulliver straddled, he
could only move oneleg a atime. Y ou could only kill him by moving an enemy piece between hislegs.
Preferably the Time Bomb.

Two other pieces were the Magician and the Troll. The Magician moved like aBishop, but couldn't
capture. It moved into position so that another piece was attacking it. If a piece attacked the Magician,
even inadvertently, it died. The Troll wasthe only piece that was safe from the Magician because it
couldn't attack anything. It wasjust abig inert block that could only move one square a atime. It
couldn't attack and it couldn't be attacked. It was useful for getting in the way.

| aso invented Ghouls and VVampires and Zombies. Ghouls moved through tunnels under the board.
Vampires attacked enemy pieces and turned them into Vampires too. Once you started aZombie
moving, you couldn't topit. It just went on forever.

In order to play agame with al these new pieces, | had to redesign the chesshoard. | invented agigantic
sphericd playing field with the opposing armies sarting the game at opposite poles. | found | had to put
in oceans then-blank areas that no piece could move through to alow for edge strategies. Very quickly, |
reached the point that the game could only be played on multiple high-resolution terminals. It wasthe only
wal to keep track of what was happening on all sides of the globe at once.

Then | added civilians-pieces whose loyalties were unknown until they either enlisted on one side or the
other-or were drafted. Civilians dways started out as pawns.

| also randomized the initid setups and board layouts to confuse opening-book strategies. It made the
opening hundred moves far more tentative.

By the end of the summer, the game was s0 big and so complex that the strategy part of the program was
taking amogt five minutes to compute its options and report back its move. And | was running the
program on Dad's desktop Cray-9000 with the 2-gigaherz, multiple-gate, 256-channel optical chip, with
pseudo-infinite parallel processing. | was more proud than annoyed. | wasthe only person I'd ever heard
of who'd produced a noticeable delay out of aCray logic processor. But when | showed it to my dad, he
pointed out that most of the delay was due to unnecessary branching. | was | etting the program test every
possible move, sometimes as many as ten moves ahead to seeif there was an advantage, before it made
its choice. That was when my dad taught me about orchards-in other words, how do you grow a

s f-pruning matrix of logic trees? He showed me how to implement the search for live and dead
branches.

The rewritten version of my fairy-chess program was reporting back its moves even before I'd lifted my
fingersfrom the keyboard. | was very annoyed a my dad for that. Sure, he was only trying to help, and
yes, | appreciated the increased speed-but the total absol uteness of the machine's response was
ultimately just too intimidating. It made mefed ... supid. Asif the answer was so obvious, the machine
didn't even haveto consider it. | findly had to put in arandom delay-but it wasn't the same. | till knew.



When | findly sat down to actudly play the game, | redlized that something very interesting had
happened.

My perception of chess had shifted.

| no longer saw the game as a board with a set of pieces moving around onit. Rather, | saw it asa set of
arrays and vaues and overlgpping matrices of shifting dimensons-and the pieces merdly represented the
areas of influence and control. The game was not about tactics and strategy any more-it was about
options and relationships.

| had abizarre experience of looking at a chessboard and redlizing that it and the pieces were actudly
unnecessary. They didn't need to exist a al. They were only placeholdersin the physica
universe-something with which to annotate the actud reationships which the game wastruly abott.

The pieces weren't the pieces any more-they were their move patterns. A King was a square block,
three squares by three. A Queen was a star-shaped radius of power. A Rook was adiding cross. A
Bishop was an X-shape. And | didn't play chess by just studying the pieces any more. | looked instead at
the overlapping relationships.

| rewrote my program one moretime.

| added an option to display the relative strength of the opposing sides. The pieces were black and white,
the areas they controlled were colored red and green. The more asquare was under the black control,
the redder the square was shown. The more a square was under white's influence, the greener it was
displayed. Squares that were equally contested showed up yellow. It became possibleto look at the
sphere and see dl the strong and weak pointsall at once.

The game was no longer chess. It had become something else. Y ou didn't move your piecesto move
pieces, but to change the coloring of the board-to control space. Controlling space was more important
than capturing it. Capturing a piece tended to decrease the amount of area controlled. The game was
won by juggling threats, not actions.

That redlization transformed chessfor me. The game took on awhole new dimension.

It became agame of balance more than one of action. There were very few actual battlesin thisgame.
Modtly it was minor skirmishes. When the end did come, it often came as capitulation before the
inevitable. Or sometimes not. Sometimes, there was aflurry of battlesthat decimated both sides. That
was usudly quick and violent.

| remember, my dad was impressed. He spent more time play-testing the gamethan | did. Then he sent it
out to aplay-testing company for their evaluation. I'd dmost forgotten about the game when he got their
report back. | had already gone back to school, so Dad made afew minor modifications according to
Playco's recommendations, named the game Globall, and put it on the network. | made eighteen
thousand caseysthefirst year. Not too shabby. After that, it tapered off to afew hundred caseysa
month, which Dad ingsted | put in acollegetrust.

The point isthat there was a moment when chess stopped being chess for me and turned into something
€else-aperception of the relationships that chess was actually about. The pieces disappeared and all that
was |eft were the patterns.

That'swhat happened to mein the herd. | learned to see patterns.



? FORTY-SIX

| KEPT fading in and out of consciousness.

My mind was like something elsein my head. It was avoice that wasn't me. | had the weird sensation of
not being my own mind any more. Insteed, | wasjust adisembodied listener. All that babbling-it didn't
have anything to do with me.

It was anetwork of connections. A computer made of mesat. A reaction machine. Something with a
hundred million years of history attached to it. A reptilian cortex. A monkey's reactions.

| remember, | sarted laughing, "Help me! I'm trapped insde a human being.” And then | cried because it
was S0 sad. Why ahuman being? Why did God make usinto these things? Why hairless gpes-!!

| could seethe horror of it. | had a computer inside my head. A computer that | couldn't shut off. It wasa
vast, uncontrollable memory-storage-and-retrieva device. It kept bubbling up with thoughts and images
and emotions-al those emotions-like bubblesin atar pit. | felt asif | were drowning. | couldn't escape
fromit. | wanted to stop ligtening to it.

Andthen| did.

All that noise-that wasn't me.

It wasasif | could see my own thoughts-so clearly-and how my body automaticaly followed each
thought without question.

The mind and body were one. The body was arobot-and | was just the soul trapped insde, watching
and listening. | had no control at all. | never had. It was the machinery that ran-even the freewill
meachinery was automatic.

At firg, | thought--

Thought. Hmp. That's funny. Thought. How can you think about thinking without thinking? Thinking isits
own trap. But | wasn't thinking any more. | wasjust... looking. Looking to see what was happening.

It was very peaceful.... Itwas ...

Like--

When | was sixteen, my dad took meto a programmers convention in Hawaii. Globall paid for it. That
was Dad'srule. Y ou could do anything you want, if you could afford it.

Thefirgt night we werein Hawaii, we were taken out to dinner by three of the members of the convention
committee. We went to one of those revolving restaurants that they aways have on top of thetallest
hotels. | remember, one of the ladies asked me what | thought of Honolulu, and | told her, | couldn't
figure out what it was-but it was different somehow. But | couldn't figure out what the difference was.
She smiled and told meto look out the window. | did. | spent along time studying the twilit streets of
Honolulu below us. The cars were the same cars. The buses were the same buses. The street Sgns, the
dreetlights, dl looked the same as | was familiar with in Cdifornia. Even the style of architecture was
familiar. It could have been a suburb of Oakland or the San Fernando Vdley.

"I'm sorry,” | told her, "I can't tell what itis."

"No billboards," she said.

| turned back to the window and looked again. She was right. There was no outdoor advertisng of any
kind.

Shetold me that there was a state law prohibiting sgns larger than a certain Size. She said that was one of
the reasons Hawaii dways seemed so quiet to tourists. Y ou wak down acity street anywhereeseinthe
world and you're bombarded with advertisng, so you learn to "tuneit out." All that advertisngislikea
steady chattering noise in your ears. In order to function, we have to make oursaves ddiberately blind
and deef to that part of our environment. The advertisers know that we do this, so they increase the size,
the color, the intensity and the repetitions of their ads. They give us more, better, and different ads. And
we tune them out even harder.

But... when we get to a place where that channel of mind-noiseis missing, the silenceis suddenly
deafening. Shetold me that most people don't even notice that the Sgns are there, but they notice that
something iswrong when they're not. Like you did, she said, they experience it as quietude.



"l likeit," | said. The herd isquietude.

Until you've experienced quiet, you can't know how loud the noiseis. It'sdl the mind-noisein theworld
that keeps us crazy. All that constant mind-chatter is so distracting that it keeps us from seeing the sky,
the stars, and the souls of our lovers. It keeps us from touching the face of God.

In the herd, you detach from dl that noise-it floats gpart from you-and dl that's left is ajoyous fedling of

emptinessand light. It's S0 peaceful.
| think that's why people go to the herd. For the peace. That'swhy | did. That'swhy | want to go back.



? FORTY-SEVEN

| REMEMBER the screaming.

All that screaming. Everyone. And running too. | remember the running. All of us. Why? Melted canyons.
Broken pavements. Scattering. Gunshots, Sirens. Roaring sounds. Purple sounds.

| remember hiding.

| remember adirty place, bad smelling. Brackish water, gathered in pools. | remember hunger.
Wandering. Searching. Looking for the herd again.

| remember someone screaming a me. Making loud soundsin my ear. Sapping my face. Hurts! Piled-on
hurtsl Don't dap me! | remember crying--

And daps-more daps--

Until findly, | screamed- "Goddammit! Stop that!"

"Oh, thank God! He's coming back.”

| remember

"Jm! Look at me!" Someone grabbed my chin, tilted my face up. A--female. Dark hair. Grim face.
"Jm! Say my namel”

"Wha? Wha-?' Make sounds. Drown out meaning. "Wah-?'

Sap! Tearsin my eyes.

"Wah-7" | try again.

"Wah-?" Another dap!

| remember screaming.

She holds my face and screams right back at me.

If I can only find the right scream-1 had it once- "Goddammit, Fletcher! Stop it already! Y ou're hurting
mel”

"Whoam|?'

"Y ou're--Fletcher! Now leave medone!™ | want to climb back under and pull the covers over my head
agan.

"And who areyou-?'

"Uh"

"Come on, James! Who are you?"'

"I-l... name?"

"Come on, you're doing fine! Who areyou?'

"l was ... Jame-"

"Who?'

"Jame-no, James. Edward."

"James Edward who ... 7'

"Who?'

"That'sright. Who?"'

"Who?Who?" It's soft and warm down here. "Hoo? Hoo. Hooo-"

Sap! My facerings, sings-

"Who areyou?'

"James Edward McCarthy, Lieutenant United States Army, Specia Forces Warrant Agency, on special
assgnment! Sir" Maybe that will satisfy her. Maybe now shéll leave me done.

"Good! Come on back, Jm. Keep coming back!"

"No, goddammit! | don't want to come back! | want to finish my dream!”

"It'sover, Jm! You're awake! You can't go back to deep!”

"Why-?

"Becauseit's Saturday."

"Saturday?!! Y ou were supposed to pick me up on Thursday."”

"We couldn't find you!"



"But the collar-?" | looked at her. Confused.

"Yes, the callar. Whereisit, Im? Do you remember?'

| reach for my neck. The collar isgone. I'm naked. Shivering. Cold. "Um-" More confused now.
Fletcher iswrapping ablanket around me. I'm starting to fade again. | have to say something, quickly.
"l-uh-how did ... you find me?'

"Weve been watching the herd. Weve been hoping you'd find your way back. Luckily, you did."

"Find ... my way back?"

"'Some yahoos from down the coast came in looking for some chegp and dirty sex. They ended up
stampeding the whole herd. We've had desths and injuries. It'stheworst. Are you following this?!
"Yed" | say quickly.

Shelowers her hand. Lowered her hand. My time sense is-was-coming back.

Somebody put amug in my hand. It was hot. | drank automaticaly. Bitter. Coffee? No. | made aface.
"What isthis shit?"

"Itsersaz.”

"Ersatz what?'

"Ersatz shit. We couldn't afford the redl stuff.”

"Thisisoffd,” | said. And grinned suddenly, "Hey-I'm dive again. | made apun. Thisisoffd. Get it?
O-F-F-A-L?

Somebody behind me groaned. Fletcher grinned. She said, "1 never thought 1'd be happy to hear
someone make a pun that bad. It'sagood sign. Y ou're coming back into the language again.”

| looked into Fletcher's eyes. Asif 1'd never seen her before. They were bright and deep. | spoke
directly to her. | said, "Fletch. | understand what's going on here. | don't know if you can understand it
without experiencing it, but I know what it is now because I've been throughit. It'sterrifying-and it's
wonderful-and | want to go back-and | want you to keep me from going back. It-" | pointed at the
milling bodies behind us. "That-could be the end of the human race. That could get out of control. Very
easlly. It'sgot to be broken up, Fletcher. | don't know how, but it's got to be broken up.”

"What isit? Can you explain it?'

| took a breath, | looked at the herd, then looked back to Fletcher. “No. | can't. | can make some
guesses. | can describe what happened to me. But-any explanation would only be atiny dice of the truth,
not even a cross section of it. But-somehow, when you'rein the herd, you know that words don't have
any meaning any more. They're just sounds. All the meaning falsaway. It gets detached. Y ou can find
the meaningsif you have to, but-no-" | shook my head and waved my hand asif to erase everything I'd
sad. | took another drink of theterrible ersatz. "That's not right either.”

| looked back up into her eyes. Shewas beautiful. | could mate with her. Now why did that thought
come up?"It'sit'sakind of primal humanity, out there. Listen-theré'sa... space that's been created and
defined over there. And in that space, you stop being ahuman being like we know human beings and
gart being ahuman being like they know human beings. Over there, the apes have the agreement.

"It's like-humanity has decided that thinking doesn't work and has abandoned it. To try something else
ingtead. It'slike akind of telepathy, Fletcher-it envelops you. The closer you go, the easier it isto escape
from the language. It'slikeletting go of a particular madness. Like languageis amental diseasethat we dll
agreed to share. Over there, they've created a new agreement-that they can be a species without
thinking, without language, without concept. They exig totaly in amoment-to-moment gate. It's1'm
explaining it again, aren't I? We keep getting trapped in our explanations. That's our minds.”

She stopped me with afinger on my lips. "Shh," she said. " Catch your bregth. Take your time.”

| ran ahand through my hair. It was matted. God knew what | looked like.

"What did it fed like, Jm?"*

"It fetlike... thisisweird. . .." | looked at her and | could fed the tears coming into my eyes. "It fet like
... freedom. Asif my mind were aparasite in my body, somehow. And for awhile, I'd gotten free of it.
And now, that it'srecaptured me, | havethis... terrible grief, this ... profound sadness.” | looked back to
the herd again. "They're s0... happy over there." Thetears burst from my eyesagain.

She hugged meto her. | was obliviousto everything €l se except the warmth and the smell of her. She



smelled like flowers. There were men standing around us. | didn't care. | let thetearsflow. | buried my
head against her breasts and sobbed. Why? Why the tears?

She stroked my hair. | could fedl how greasy | was, but she didn't seem to mind. She said, ™Y ou want the
officid explanation?'

"What'sthe officid explanation?" | asked.

She wrapped her aams around me and said, "The official explanation isthat we haven't finished grieving
for theworld we'velogt. The pre-plague years. How do you ded with the death of awhole planet?' She
|eft the question echoing in the silence.

| found the mug again. The ersatz was cool enough to drink now, cool enough to taste. | could amost get
used to the taste of it. In another hundred years or so. | pulled the blanket around me.

"How are you feding now?" Hetcher asked.

"Fine" | said. "Redlly." | looked at the sky, | looked at the herd. They were starting to head into what
was left of Brooks Hall, their stable for the night. "I should be going to bed too...... " | looked to Fletcher,
hopefully.

"Yes," sheagreed. "But not with them. Not any more.”

She nodded to someone and they helped me into the ambulance and we headed back to Oakland.



? FORTY-EIGHT

THEY KEPT me up thewhole night, talking.

They filled mefull of coffee-someone found some of the red stuff-1 threatened to clam up if they handed
me another cup of the ersatz-and they kept metalking.

| kept begging Fletcher to let me go to deep, but she kept saying, "Not yet. Just alittle while longer.”
"Why-what are you waiting for?" | could hear the whining in my voice. | hadn't whined snce | wasfive.
Findly, she admitted, "We want to make sure that you'll wake up human. We need to see that your brain
isresponding to language again. When you deep, you let go of language. In the morning, we want to
make sure you pick it up again.”

"I'll be-dl right,” | said. "I think you can trust me now."

"Would you bet your lifeonit?"

"Huh?'

"If you don't wake up human tomorrow, can wekill you?'

"Say again?"

"l sad, "If you don't wake up human tomorrow, can wekill you? Areyou that certain?'

"Uh-" | held out my cup. "Can | have some more coffee?'

Fletcher grinned and took the cup from me. "Y ourefine." But sherefilled the mug anyway. "We were
thinking about leaving aradio on for you, low-level-but therere two schools of thought on that. Oneis
that it will help keep you tuned to language. The other isthat it will be just another babbling voicein the
background and will encourage you to start tuning out again.” She sighed. "Ultimately, it comes down to
this-it'sup to you. At someleve, James, it's going to be your choice."

She turned my face to hers. "Do you understand? | know that you want to go back. Y ou're going to have
to resst the pull. Can you? Will you?!

| lowered my eyes. Her gaze wastoo intense to look at. | wanted to hide fromit. "I think | can,” | said. |
looked back up at her.

“I'll try."

"Don'ttry. Do it." Shetook my chin and turned my faceto hers. "I am not going to lose you, do you
understand?’

| nodded. All the words seemed so feeble somehow, but it was words she wanted most from me. | felt
trapped.

"Do you want some help?' she asked.

"What kind?"

"Just atrick. Use your name asamantra. Do it asyou're faling adegp. Chant your name over and over
again. | am James Edward McCarthy. | am James Edward McCarthy. And so on.”

"Why?What will that do?'

"It st some ingtructions running that will help you tune back in tomorrow. Every day itll get alittle
easer. Will youdo it?'

"Yeeh," | sad."I'll fed slly, but I'll doit."

"Good." Sheleaned over and kissed me on the forehead. "I'll let you deep now.”

Asl| drifted off, | found my body curling familiarly around apillow. | wondered who | was missing. Who
had curled up with mein the herd? | remembered the curve of aspine. Thefed of skin. Liquid eyes. |
missed--

| drifted back into wakefulness, missing my mate. Finding mysdf in astrange white place. Wearing astiff
white cloth. And--

"James Edward McCarthy!" | said. "My name is James Edward McCarthy!" And started laughing. It
worked.

| found ajumpsuit in the closet. The ubiquitous army jumpsuit. And a pair of dip-ons. Good enough for
what | had to do.

First thing, | had to let Fletcher know | was back. Second. | had a dance to plan.






? FORTY-NINE

BUT BEFORE | could do anything, Generd Poole summoned meto his office. | felt embarrassed

wearing just the jumpsuit. Generad Poole didn't get up from his desk; he just pointed to achair and asked,
"Whoseideawasit for you to go into the herd?’

"Mine" | sad.

He shook his head. "In mah day, Lieutenant, that little stunt would have bought you a Section Eight
discharge. Ah expect better behavior than that from mah officers.”

"Yes, gr," | sad. | ressted the temptation to tell him his day was past.

"However..." he continued, "this particular operation comes from the Science Section, So perhaps you
fed that the opinions of your superior officersin the military aren't gpplicable. Isthat correct?"

"No ar." | wondered what he was getting at. "It was my understanding that I'd been authorized by the
mission commeander, Colond Tirdli."

The general didn't respond to that. He adjusted his glasses on his nose and peered at the file on the desk
infront of him. ™Y ou are ascience officer, isthat right?'

"Yes gar.”

"Y ou have your degree?’

"No, gr. Not yet."

"Do you have atarget date?"

"Three years, Sir. I've been averaging one course every six to eight weeks. Threehoursaday at a
termind, Six daysaweek, | think I'm making pretty good progress. I'm alittle behind right now, but |
intend to get caught up right after thismisson.”

"Mm hm. Themission." Genera Poole closed the folder and raised hisface to mine again; hisglasses
made his eyes ook smal and mean. "L et me be candid, Lieutenant. Ah wouldn't start any trilogiesif Ah
wereyou."

"Gy

"This mission tomorrow-it looks like suicide on ashingleto me."

"With dl due respect, gr-I don't agree.”

"Of course not. But thefact remains, thismisson is... of dubious military value. Do you understand what
that means? That'swhy Ahlet you volunteer.”

"Huh?'

He tapped the folder with oneforefinger. ™Y ou've got an asterisk.”

"Yeeh," | agreed. "I'm Stting onit.”

| regretted the pun instantly. General Poole looked annoyed. "An asterisk is alittle star-shaped mark. In
this case, it meansthat you can be put in life-threatenin’ situations.”

"Terrific,” | sad. "How did | earn that?'

"Couple of ways." Heticked them off on hisfingers. "One-you could be atelepath-are you?”

"Not that | know of. Not unless someone snuck up behind me when my back was turned and gave me a
Secret implant.”

"Hmp. Not bloody likely. Two-you got someone pissed off at you. Have you done that?"

"That I've done," | admitted.

"Or ... three, you've demonstrated that you're a survivor. And--that you can be trusted to produce
results. Unfortunately, not al the asterisks are annotated. Well have to find out which kind you are by
sending you north."

"Yes, gr. Thank you, Sir."

"Not so fast, Lieutenant. The purpose of thismestin' isalittle old-fashioned finetunin'. Call it an... attitude
adjustment.” The generad picked up apencil and held it delicately between histwo hands.

"An ... atitude adjustment?"

"That'sright. How well do you think you can do your job if your loydties are divided?”

"Sir?I'm afraid | don't understand.”



Genera Poolelooked acrosshisdesk a me. "Ah'll say it in English, son. | appreciate your scientific
contributions, but-Ah want you to remember aso that you are still asoldier in the army of the United
States of America”

"I don't seethe conflict, Sir," | said hesitantly. "It seemsto methat both the Science Section and the
Military are committed to the samething-" The generd looked skeptica. "-aren't they?'

"You tell me, Lieutenant. What's the purpose of thismisson?' | quoted from the briefing book: "". . . to
establish acontact relationship with the bunnydogs and/or the gastropedes with the eventua god of
opening achannd for communication.' Sir." | added.

"Mm hm," he said thoughtfully. "And what's the usud purpose of amilitary misson.”

"Uh-" | suddenly redlized what he was getting at. " The destruction of the Chtorran ecology.”
"That'sright." Helooked at me camly. " Some people want to talk to these creatures-and some people
want to kill them. Ah'd like to know, Lieutenant, what your fedin's are on the matter."

| was staring down the barrel of a45-caliber loaded question. "'1-I'm on the Sde of humanity, sir.”
"And what does that mean? Are you committed to killin' worms or not?"

"It means, | want to do what will save the most lives.”

"And you think that talkin' to the worms or the bunnies might do that?'

"l don't know. That's what we want to find out-"

"But you do think there might be an dternative to killin' them? Isn't that so?"

| swallowed hard and met hisgaze. "Yessr-I'mwilling to try.”

"Ahsee. W, let metel you somethin', Lieutenant. The trouble with that kind of thinkin' isthat it diverts
precious resources of time and materid. "If we can just talk to the agency that's behind the Chtorran
infestation, p'haps we can work out some kind of negotiation.' Ah've even heard some people talkin'
about sharing the planet with them.”

"Sir-?' | sarted to say.

"Share!" he continued over my protestations. "Why the hell should they? They're dready winnin' the
whole bal game! Why should they stop to negotiate adraw?

"Maybe they don't know were herel” | flustered. "Maybe they made amistake. Maybe-"

"Y ou dont kill four billion human beingsby mistake."

"We don't know that-"

The genera |ooked astounded. "Y ou don't think we're at war?”"

"I know wereat war, sr! | jug-"

"And you want to talk to the enemy?' Was he ddiberatdly baiting me?

"Yes! | do! | want to find out who the enemy il Maybe they're just as curious about us-"

"Y'know, that's the trouble with you-and with the rest of your so-called experts. Y ou want to sudy
everyfhin'. Y ou want to question it. And you want to piss away our time! Sometimes Ah wonder just
who'ssdeyou'reredly on-"

| stood up. "Goddammit! Thismay cost me my assgnment-but if you're mad at someone, tell them! Not
me! | just want to do thejob | wastrained for! The United States Army wants me to study the worms
and the millipedes and the bunnydogs and all the other Chtorran creatures. Y eah, I'll admit it-I'm
fascinated by them. These arethefirst extraterrestriad life-forms that humanity has ever encountered. But
don't you go making assumptions about my loyalties, sir! That offends me. | want the Chtorrans off this
planet just as much as you do-but I'm aso redlistic enough to recognize that might not be possible. If it
isn't, | want to know how 'to survive among them. And if it is possible to neutraize the Chtorran
infestation, you won't find anyone more dedicated than myself. I'll burn wormstill you pry the torch out of
my hands! Y ou've got my record there on your desk-you look and see! But | can't stand people making
up their minds about a subject before dl thefactsarein!" | added politely, "Sir!"

And sat down.

The general applauded. He grinned. "Not bad. Y ou throw amost as good atantrum as Ah do. Y ou
could use alittle polishin' but experience will take care of that."

Blink. "I beg your pardon, Sr?"

"Son, st down and listen for thirty seconds. It doesn't matter how Ah fedl about thisjoyride. Nobody's



listenin' to my opinion. Ah think you're adamn fool' and Ah think thisisawaste of vauable time. But the
Science Section has given thisatriple-A priority, so like Ah said, it doesn't matter what Ah think.

"But-" he continued, "you are gill under mah command-and Ah am respongiblefor your life. So, if nothin'
else, Ah want to know that you're sure about what you're doin'. Ah don't have to be sure, but you do.
Ah'vefound that alittle bit of certainty makesalot of differencein the results you produce.”

"Yes, gr."

"It looksto melike you're actualy willin' to put your life and your career on the line. Ah'm impressed,
Lieutenant. With that kind of intention, you just might have a chance of comin’ back. But-" he added, "Ah
gill wouldn't gart any trilogies.”

"Yes, gr. Thank you, gir." | fdlt like | should be looking for the Dormouse and the March Hare.
"Uh-would you like to hear about my plan?1'm very well prepared.”

He shook hishead. "No. Ah'm going to trust you."

"But | redly think you should.”

"Lieutenant, don't pressyour luck. It might be avery stupid plan. And then Ah'd have to reconsider mah
decison. No. Ahthink Ah'll bet on your certainty more than your intelligence. And Ah will trust Colonel
Tirdli'sfathinyou. Have anicetrip.”

He stood up and reached across the desk to shake my hand. | had to stand up againto grab it. "Uh,
thank you, Sr.”

"Oh, one morething. It might be some small comfort to know. If you get killed, you'll be automaticaly
promoted one rank. It'll be a consolation for your family.”

"Uh, thanks. What about if | live?'

"Well tak about it when you get back. Now, get the hell out of here. Ah have somered work to do.”
He sat down again and | |€ft, shaking my head and marveling.



? HFTY

FLETCHER SPENT most of aweek training me.

On the morning of thefirst day, she showed me how to listen. "It's about listening with your whole soul-"
she began.

"Y ou haveto listen so completely,” | said, "-that you become the person you're listening to."

Shelooked at me surprised. "Who told you that?"

"A telepath.”

"Wdll, he/shewasright.”

On the afternoon of thefirst day, she defined bullshit:

"Y ou usethat word al the time, James-but you don't even know what it means. "Bullshit' isa
colloquidism. We useit to mean that something isinaccurate. A lieisbullshit. An excuseisbullshit. A
judtification, arationalization, areason, an explanation. All bullshit. Anything you use to excuse yourself
from being responsible.

"From thismoment on, any time you areinaccurate, any timeyou let bullshit fal from your mouth, 1 will
bust your chops. Y ou got that?"

On the morning of the second day, she showed me how to listen even deeper than before.

"Closeyour eyes and actualy look at how you're feding. Look at your emotions. Look at what your
body isdoing. Look at the memories that come floating up to the top. Pick an incident from your
memory, or make one up. Look at the incident-and notice what your machinery is doing. Notice how
you fedl. Notice what your body is doing. Notice what memories are connected-"

Wedid that dl morning.

On the afternoon of the second day, we talked about righteousness:

"Do you know that most people, when they tell you something, they're redly just second-guessing.
They'retrying to figure it out afterward, explain it or judtify it-and ultimately, prove themsdvesright.
Listen, that kind of right isthe enemy. When you try to be right like that, you add inaccuracy. The specific
word is righteousness.

"Y ou can't make yourself right without making the other person wrong-that autometicaly makes him your
enemy. It doesn't give him room to do anything else. Y ou can't go out into that circle being right about
being human. Y ou can't take your pain and grief and rage into that circle. The bunnies want to
communicate, not have a shrieking match with the monkeys at the waterhole.

"Y ou cannot have enemiesin that circle, James-only partners-"

On the morning of the third day, she showed me how to center my sense of mysdif.

"Did your telepathic friend tell you about identity?" | nodded.

"Then you know that you are not what you think. Y ou are the person who hears the thoughts. The
question iswhether or not you'reredly listening.

"Do you know there are three levels of listening? First, you hear the sound. Second, you hear the
meaning. And third, you hear the meaning under the meaning. Y ou can't be "centered’ unlessyou're
ligening on al threelevels"

"Thisisgarting to get confusing-"

"I know. A lot of it comesfrom the teepathy training, and more of it comes from the Modetraining. |
know it'sabreak in your redity-the redlity that you've made up for yoursdf. Y ou can't get out of that
redity, James, dl you can doislearn how it works. That'sthe point here. All of thisinformation comes
from looking at how people experience things and how they react to them. Cal it the technology of living.
Y ou've been running your machinery without an instruction book-"

On the afternoon of the third day, we talked about concepts. ™Y our name for thisobject is “chair.' Thisis
not achair. Thisisacollection of molecules, afocusfor your attention. Thisisathing that you usefor the
purpose of chair, but the chairness of it exists only in your mind. It's a concept.

"This object isachair only to the extent that it matches that concept. If you were cold enough, thiswould
not be achair any more. It would be firewood-well, not this chair, but you know what | mean. Do you



follow this? See, you think the connections you've made between your concepts and the physical
universe have meaning. They don't-only in your head. If you believe the world isflat, doesthat make it
flat? No, of course not.

"Now I'll ask ahard question. If you believe the world is round, does that make it round? Take your
time. Right-what you believeisirrdevant. The Earth is an oblate spheroid; and it doesn't care what you
believe. Y ou don't get avote on the physica universe. It iswhat it is, regardless of your opinion about
how it should or shouldn't be. The only thing you have any control over iswhat you're going to do about
it-"

On the morning of the fourth day, we talked about creation: " Cresation is not making something up out of
nothing. Y ou can't create in the physica universe-the best you can do is reorganize its molecules. No,
real creation happensin here-" She reached over and tapped my head.

"Cresgtion isthe act of discrimination. Y ou separate this from that and you have created a space between
them. Creation isaso the act of connection. Y ou connect thisto that and you have created anew entity
or anew relationship. Creation isthe act of drawing aline. Y ou use the line to connect or separate or
enclose; but you're the one who drew thelinein the first place.

"The question is, what do you want to create? What kind of line do you want to draw? Do you want to
draw acircle around humans and bunnydogs? Do you want to draw aline between humans and worms?
How are you going to make it up? Y ou need to be clear about the circle you're creating before you wak
intoit."

And in the afternoon of the fourth day, we created. "Are you ready for the last lesson, James?"

"Yes"

"It'sbad news."

"l canhandleit.”

"All right. Thisisit. Youreamonkey."

"Huh?'

"I'll get you amirror. Y our umpty-great-grandmomma and umpty-greet-grandpoppa swung naked in the
trees and lived on bananas and coconuts. Y ou're their umpty-great-grandson. Y ou live in ahouse, but
you still like bananas and coconuts. And if we took away your clothes, you could climb back up into the
trees and nobody would ever know the difference. Are you getting this?

"I'm not sure. What'sthe point?"

"The point is, you're amonkey. Y ou are-or at least, you think you are-the dominant species on this
planet. That may be aconceit. It'sultimately irrelevant. Y ou can't go out there thinking that. Y ou can't go
out there being anything but amonkey, because that'sdl you are. A monkey. Y ou are not a
representative of al humankind. Most humanity doesn't even know you exist, and if it did know, it
probably wouldn't want you asits representative.”

"Y ou have agreat way of pumping meup.”

"Listen, you haveto operate in the real world. Out thereit will be acircle and some bunnydogs. And you
areamonkey. A naked monkey. Y ou have to go out there and be amonkey meeting a bunnydog. That's
al you can be. Y ou can't spesk for any other monkey on this planet. Are you getting this?'

"Yes, | think 0."

"Good." Shelooked a me. "So what are you?"

"A monkey." | scratched mysdlf in amonkey gesture and made an "eee eee" sound.

She grinned. "Mates and bananas, James. That's the bottom line. Remember that. Theré's not alot much
elsefor monkeys."

"So, do | eat the bunnydogs or screw them?”

"That'sup to you," she said. "Now-look, you need to be clear about what monkeys do. What happens
when amonkey comes up againgt something new, something outside of its experience-what's the very
firg thing that happens?’

"Um... it srieks. | shriek.”

"Y eah -gartlement. That's where the human race has been with the infestation. We're il running around
dartled. What comes after startlement?”



"Fear. Obvioudy."

"Mm hm. Good-you did your reading. A monkey has only two responses, James. Yipe and Goody.
There aren't any others. Everything is variations on that. Thereisn't an anima on this planet that doesn't
have that basic mechanism hard-wired into its cerebra cortex. That's your machinery. Y ou can't not react
with yipe or goody. And most of thetime, just to be on the safe Side, you react with yipe. So you spend
ninety-nine percent of your life running your yipe machine. And it doesn't matter how much intelligence
you've superimposed on it, James. The intelligence doesn't control the machine, it servesthe machine.
Theintelligence only expressesthe yipe on ahigher leve.”

She pointed forward. "Those creatures out there-those bunnydogs-no matter what kind of animalsthey
are, no matter what kind of culture they operate in, no matter who they pretend to be-they have the same
machinery. Or equivalent machinery. Or they wouldn't be there. I'm talking about basic survival
machinery. If you don't have ayipe machine you don't survive. Evolution autometicaly produces ayipe
machine. So, what you need to know is that those creatures out there are as scared of you as you are of
them."

| nodded my agreement.

She continued, "What comes after fear?"

| thought about it. "Running?’

"No-let's say you can't run from the thing you're afraid of. What do you do next?'

"Um-l get angry?'

"Areyou asking me or telling me? What happens when someone threatens you and threstens you and
threstensyou-?"

"l getangry.”

"Right. Anger. After fear comes anger. How do you act out anger?"

| bared my teeth at her. | growled.

She grinned. "Right. Y ou counterattack. Y ou start by baring your teeth and growling and making terrible
faces. If that doesn't work, you start screaming and shrieking. And if that doesn't work, you start
throwing coconuts. In other words, you put on a performance of rage. All monkeysdo. Y ou do it when
your surviva isthreatened-or the surviva of anything you identify with, anything you consider as part of
your identity.

"It'sdl part of the automatic machinery. If you scare away the thing that you're angry at, then the
machinery worked; you survived. At the very worst, you might have to fight-but most of the time, though,
agood performance of anger can prevent afight. I've just told you everything you need to know to
understand internationa politics.”

She let me gppreciate the truth of that joke for amoment, then she continued, "That may befine for
monkeys, James. It may even befinefor human beings, though | doubt it. It is definitely not fine for
dedling with worms. That's what you need to know.

"Some of us are moving through fear and are starting to move into anger toward the Chtorrans. It could
be afatal mistake. Our monkey machinery is stuck in yipe. There's no escape. Running doesn't help. And
there are no goodies. So, the next stepisrage.”

"I know-I've seen it-"

"Goon. Tdl me, what'srage.”

"Rageisthefighting machine gearing up.”

"Right," shesaid. "And we know we can't fight the worms, can we? They've dready demonsirated that
we can't outfight them. So, what comes next, James?"

"Uh"

"What comes after rage, James?'

"l don't know-"

"Come on, what happens after you've been arguing the same argument for aweek?'

"I don't know about you, but | get bored-"

"Right. Boredom." She nodded with satisfaction. "After you've raged and raged and raged and used up
al your energy and frustration, suppose the thing you're frightened of, angry &, raging &, is il Stting



there picking its teeth and grinning at you. That'swhen you get tired of being angry. We cdl that
boredom. Or annoyance. But now that you've given up being angry, there'sroom for you to actually
become interested in that thing-whatever it is-that scared you in thefirst place. That's how the machinery
works. It isn't until you let go of the yipe that you have room for the goody, right?"

"Right."

"That's the machinery, James. That's what you're operating on top of. Y ou can't sop it from running. You
never could. Now, why do you think I'm telling you dl this?"

"So, | can-uh ... well, the object of thisisto establish communication, so thisis about not letting the
monkey machinery get in the way of the communication ... right?* | grinned, | knew it was.

"Right." She grinned right back. "1 want you to finish being afraid and angry and bored in here. Don't take
that into the circle or that'swhat the circle will be about. When you give up dl that stuff-what can you
do?'

| shrugged. "Nothing, | think."

"Don't beflip. What can you do after you give up al those monkey-machine reactions?'

| shrugged again. "Have aparty?'

"That's exactly right. After dl that other Stuff istaken care of, there's nothing left to do but play together.
Y ou make up agamecal it business or marriage or United States Congress-but it's till only avery fancy
game played by very fancy monkeys. So ... do you know what you haveto do in that circle?"

"Make up agame for monkeys and bunnies.”

"Yougot it. That'sdl you haveto do. If you're fun to play with, the communication will take care of
itsdf.”

"Yes, | seel redly do." | was marveling at the smplicity of it. "I haveto leave my rifle behind. | haveto
leave my military mind-set behind. | haveto even leave my scientist act behind. | haveto just-1 seeit!-I
have to just go in there as amonkey who wantsto play, don't 17"

"Congratulations." She beamed at me and shook my hand. "As Chief Medica Officer of thisoperation, |
hereby pronounce you fit for duty. Y ou are the best chimpanzee in the United States Army." She handed
me a banana.

"Only abanana?' | asked. "I don't get amate?"

"That, James, is part of the graduate course.”



? FIFTY-ONE

THE FINAL meeting of the presentation team took place at elghteen hundred hours.

Colone Tirdli, Dr. Fletcher, Dr. Larson, three staff members| didn't recognize, the two women on the
audio-video team, five observers, three mission specidigts, Sx pilots, two programmers, two spider
handlers, and the weapons team. | amost felt crowded.

Therewasn't alot of business that needed to be handled. Even Dr. Fletcher admitted that. We checked
the weather forecasts, narrowed our choice of target Stes'we'd make the final selection tomorrow
morning-and then opened it up for questions. There weren't alot.

Colonel Tirelli took over then and asked if anyone wanted to reconsider their decision to participate. This
was adrictly volunteer operation and if anybody present wanted to drop out, they could do so now-or
they could see her privatdly if they preferred. "Y ou have until-" she looked at her watch, considered, and
said, "-twenty-one hundred hours. There are backup people available, | assure you-so don't fed that you
have to do this. The operation is dangerous, so do consider your participation carefully. If | don't hear
from you by twenty-one hundred hours, | will assume that you have made a complete and total
commitment. Did everyone understand that?"

Affirmative nods

"Wll, then-that scemsto beit. Does anyone here have anything else to add?’

No. No one.

"Good. Thank you-and good night! Get yourself agood dinner, get to bed early, and get agood night's
deep!"

Most of the team headed for the doors. | headed for the front of the room. Colond Tirelli was conferring
softly with two of her pilots, so | waited politely to one side. When she finished, she looked up and saw
me. "Yes, McCarthy?'

"May | tdk to you privatey?'

Her eyes shaded. "Y ou want to drop out?'

"No! It'sjust-"

"If it's not about the misson tomorrow-"

"It's something that could affect the misson tomorrow.” | said it as pointedly as| could.

"Mm hm. Wait aminute-" She handed her clipboard to one of her aides and then took me out into the
hall, around the corner and into a deserted office. She closed the door behind us and leaned back against
adek, leaving an uncomfortable distance between hersdf and me. "What isit?" she asked. Her
expression was polite, curious-and very very cold.

| felt mysdlf flushing. "I-I guessthisisapersond thing," | Started. "Buit it'sredlly getting to me. | mean,
what's going on?"'

She blinked asif she didn't know what | wastalking about. "I don't understand.”

"We had adate planned, remember? Y ou and | and the biggest lobster on the west coast, remember? |
mean, you said some thingsin the chopper-and | don't know if that was for serious-or if it wasjust...
well, you know, red casud, or what?'

Lizard noticed an ink smudge on her pam. She rubbed at it with her thumb. She wasn't looking & me as
sheremarked, "That'swhat | like, aquestion with alot of certainty init." She shoved her handsinto her
pockets and looked up at me. "Listen, McCarthy. Everything | said to you in the chopper wastrue.
You're cute. Y ou're probably fun in bed. And you're dso alieutenant. Onething | know about lieutenants
isthat they have permanent erections. It's convenient at times. Mogt of thetimeit'snot. Y our problemis
that you're trying to think with your erection. Please don't. It wasn't designed for that.”

| stared at her. | wanted to ask, "Who are you really and what have you done with Lizard Tirdli?!
Instead, | merely opened my mouth and said, "Isthat it-?"

"For now." Shelooked at her watch. "Don't you have one more meeting tonight?*

"I have somekind of counsdling sesson, yeah-"

"Well, | suggest you get toit." Her expresson wasimpassive. | could see that even being confused would



be awaste of time here. | shook my head and stepped past her to the door. Halfway throughit, | turned
back to her. "This does not make sense to me. And it sure doesn't make me confident about tomorrow."
"I'm sorry, McCarthy-but that's the way it hasto be."

"Yeah, sure" | closed the door behind me. Colonels! I'd never understand them.

| found Hetcher back in the meeting room. "Listen, about this counsdling session-"

She shook her head. "I'm not your counsdlor, James. | have nothing to do with that.”

"Well-ligen, | just want to skip it. | don't fed-"

Fletcher'sface hardened. ™Y ou do and you don't go tomorrow. Y ou get your ass downgtairs, right now!"
Sheturned to one of her assstants. " Jerry--will you escort Lieutenant McCarthy down to the basement?
Make sure he getsthere.”

| remembered Jerry Larson from Denver. Hed lost some weight and cut his hair; it made him look more
intelligent than | remembered.

Heled me down threeflights of stairs (it was faster than the elevator), past the holding tanks (four
worms), and into the specimen section, through the greenhouse.

The air smelled overpoweringly sweet. On ether side, behind thick glasswalls, | could see banks of
purple and red plants.

"Seethat one?' Larson pointed to a shapeess black bush astal asaman. Itsleaves were ragged and
shaggy. Whatever form or structure the plant had was impossible to see; it looked like abig pile of dirty
laundry. "That onewalks. Very dowly. Wecdl it ashambler. It feeds on carrion. It's probably a
scavenger. | don't think it kills-but weve got it isolated just in case.”

"What're these?' | pointed to the opposite side. The plants there were more colorful. Banks of red and
yellow blossoms cascaded across the tables.

"Oh-" said Larson. "We cdl those mandalavines. Y ou have to look at them close up. Y ou seethose
blossoms? Each one is made up of hundreds, perhaps thousands, of miniature blossomsal clustering
together."

"They're gorgeous-" Even from thisside of the glass, | was dazzled. The blossoms were pink and scarlet
and purple; but they were speckled with yellow and orange and white.

"Here-you can seethisonealittle better.” Larson pointed to one of the smaler vines, hanging againgt the
gass

Hewas right. The miniature blossoms were easier to see. They gathered in groupsto form clusters. Each
little cluster had its own bright pattern of colors, lightest at the center, brightest and gaudiest at the edges.
Lower down on the vine, | could see how the clusters expanded and gathered around a central one. "l
seewhereit getsitsname,” | said, grinning. The vines were beautiful; the clusters of clustersformed a
dazzling mandda. There was even a sense of a pattern. "How big doesit get?"

Larson shrugged. "We don't know. We haven't got theroom to let it grow. I'll tell you this-it drivesthe
bees crazy.”

"Isthat itsdanger?"

"Wedon't know. It'shere. Were observing it. It's pretty, isn't it?"

"Yeah, itredlyis”

"Y ou should smdll its perfume-it smdlslike dl the good thingsin theworld al rolled together.
Honeysuckle, fresh bread, the inside of anew car, you nameit; it smells different to everybody."

| followed Larson through two sets of double doors, out of botany and into biology. We moved through
avast white warehouse full of cages and terrariums. The air wasfull of dark animal smdlls. | couldn't
identify any of them.

"We discovered something very interesting about the meeps,” he said.

"Megps-those are the weaselly-looking red-brown things, aren't they?"

"No, you'rethinking of libbits. A meep isamousy pink furball. Here-these arelibhits.”

| looked into alarge glass enclosure. Thelibbit looked like asmall polite worm, except it had no eyes, no
arms, and only thefinest coat of downy brown fur. It was about the size of amole or abadger. There
werefour of them in the terrarium.

"They burrow,” said Larson. "They eat smadl rodents: rats, mice, chipmunks, bunnies and meeps.



Here-up here. These are meeps.” He pointed at arow of cages.

"Oh, right-we saw some of those on the chopper windshield. Kinda cute. What about ‘'em? | bet they
breed like crazy, right?

Larson shrugged. "We don't know yet. Thisiswhat | wanted you to see. We put three of ‘em into acage
with amammarabbit and her litter. Mammarabbit rejected her own babies to nurse the meepsinstead.”
"Yourekidding!"

"Nope. The same behavior has been repeated with a dozen other rabbits. If the babies are small enough,
the meeps will eat them, but they prefer to nurse on Mamma.”

"Yick. I wish you hadn't told me that."

"Oh, you haven't heard the worst of it. The megpswill nurse amamma rabbit to death.” He added
somberly, "And she doesn't appear to object, either. She dies happy.”

We passed out of the specimen section into a storage area; we waked past bags and bags of various
animal feeds. The air was fresher here,

"Ligten,” | scopped him. "'l want to gpologize for shooting down your plan. | guess| cameon alittle
srong-"

"Y ou want to hear my theory about the bunnydogs?' Larson asked. He looked me straight in the eye. "I
think they're like the meegps-only for humans. The bunnydogs are so cute, they'reirresistible. Thefirst
time people see those videos, they dl go, "Awwwww.' Especialy women. They dl want to pick the
bunnies up and cuddle them. I'll bet awoman would put her own baby down to cuddle abunnydog. I'll
bet tomorrow you'l find out just how friendly the bunnydogsredly are-"

"Thanks. | think | can find the rest of theway mysdlf,” | interrupted him ddliberately.

"It'sjust down there." Larson pointed. "Past those steel doors. Follow the red stripe to the security
section.”

" Security?'

"It'san isolation block. It sitson springs. It's earthquake-proof and self-contained. That's where we
control the whole operation. All our files are stored there. It can be locked down tighter than the Iron
Mountain. It's got an independent air supply, power supply, and asix-month supply of food. It's safe
againg the entire el ectromagnetic spectrum, including lasers, masers, xasers, dl kinds of radiation,
magnetism, and televison reruns. It's blanketed by scrambler fields. Nothing goesin or out without
permission. Oh-and you'll have to decontaminate too.”

| looked at Larson. "lan't al thisalittle extreme for just a counsdling sesson?”

He shrugged. "It'sthe best place in the world for privacy." He turned and headed back the way wed
come.

| followed Larson's directions: through the steel doors, past a security scan, detoxification, through a
security tube-through atriple airlock-then through another security tube and afind scanning station.
The robot at the desk directed me down ahall to a corridor of personal apartments. Room fourteen,
plesse.

| knocked on the door politely.

A woman'svoice: "Door's open. Comeonin."

| pushed it open. Thefirst thing that struck me wasthe smell of lilac perfume.

And then, Colonel Lizard Tirelli came out of the kitchen wearing an apron and an embarrassed smile.
"Comeonin, Jm."



? FIFTY-TWO

"I GUESSI owe you an explanation-and an apology,” she began. "'l should think so." | was ill standing
in the doorway. "Comein, Jm, and close the door behind you." When | didn't move, she stepped past
me and pushed the door shut hersdlf, then she took me by the hand and led me into the room.
"Lieutenants," she muttered. She pointed at the couch. "Sit down and liten.”

| sat. She pulled up achair and sat down opposite me. "Do you want something to drink?" she asked.

| shook my head. The gpartment was furnished very comfortably. There was nothing at al to indicate that
it was eighty feet underground.

Lizard began softly. "I trested you abominably, | know. Bdieveme, | fed terrible about it-but theré'sa
very good reason why it had to be thisway."

"A good reason? Yeah?' | waited.

"The problemis..." she continued, "I can't tell you what that reasonis. All | can do isask you to forgive
me." She searched my face expectantly. "Jm?"

Thisdid not make sense.

| shook my head. "I don't know. I'm confused.” | rubbed my forehead, my face. | looked back at her. |
couldn't think of any wordsto say. "l-just- You're crazy! Y ou know that?"

She sighed and nodded her agreement. "Very probably, | am. But thisisthe only way | could make it
work."

"Make what work?'

She looked unhappy. "My promise-to you."

"Your promise-?" | crossed to her and pulled her to her feet. | held her arms and demanded, " Just what
the hell isgoing on?' Shewent rigid in my grasp, but her expression wasn't angry-it was frightened. Of
me?

Abruptly, she burst out in frustration: "I'm being monitored! Y ou're being monitored! By the military! This
isthe only place where we're guaranteed any privacy. | think." | let go of her in surprise. | could still smell
her perfume. Lilac.

"Monitored-? Why?'

She shrugged helpledy. "Why not?"

| stared at her. My mind was whirling. " So that little performance upstairs-that wasn't for me? Wasit?"
"l am so sorry about that. . ." she said.

"Y ou did that to me without-?" | could fed thefury rising into my face. "I don't understand. I've been
monitored before. Everybody on the goddamn base knew about the time Ted got me drunk. They're
aready gossiping about you and me. So what does it matter if somebody sees us or looks at atape or
something-?"

"You don't know. It mattersto me!" she said.

"Why didn't you tell me-?"

"l couldnt!"

"Why?What am |-some kind of acretin, or athing-that you'll only be my friend if you can keepit a
secret from me?”’

"Y'know, it isn't easy being your friend!" she snapped back. "Sometimesyou are ajerk.”

"And you're a stuck-up, fat-assed, iron-clad, dragon-faced, redheaded gorgon who can't even keep a
plastic eggbeater in the sky! But you're the one who wantsto go to bed with me!"

"My assisnot fat! And | thought it was mutual-"

"It wad!" | shouted back.

"Well then-" And suddenly, she was flustering closeto tears. Lizard?"--Can't you just accept it? Jm,
please?'

"And wake up tomorrow and find you've turned back into Medusa? Dammit! That hurt!"

"Jm-" Shetook my handsin hers. Her eyeswereincredibly blue. "I am so terribly sorry and unhappy to
have hurt you. Y ou are an extraordinarily precious human being. Please believe me, if there had been any



other way-but thiswasthe only way | could manageit.”

"l want to believeyou,” | said. "l redly do. . . ." | kept on holding her handsin mine. They were very
warm. "But I-I just don't know-"

"I wanted to be with you tonight,” she said. "That was the whole purpose of this-"

"l want to bewith you too!" | felt my throat tightening. "I just want to know that you care.”

"l do care." Her voice was very soft. "Believeme. | redly do.” | couldn't deny it. She wastelling the truth.
And | wanted her so badly

| leaned forward and touched my lipsto hers. She tasted sweet. After severd eternities, we broke apart
and looked at each other. We were both relieved-and embarrassed.

"So you'll stay for dinner?' she asked.

"Wl ... maybe. What are you making?'

"C rations and bottled water."

"Y ou promised me alobster.”

"Ligten, it was hard enough to reserve the gpartment-"

"I'm sorry, it'slobster or nothing.”

"Wall... dl right." Sheled meinto the dining room.

The lobster on the table was large enough to have been athrest to dogs, cats and smal children when it
was dive. Therewas abottle of wine chilling in the bucket.

"Pretty sure of yoursdlf, aren't you?”

She shrugged. "When the day comesthat | can't out-think alieutenant-"

| pulled away from her. "Hold it! Before we go any further-no more military stuff, okay?'

Colond Lizard Tirdlli of the United States Army, Specia Forces Warrant Agency nodded her head in
agreement. She unpinned her long red hair and let it cascade down to her shoulders. "Ded," she said.
Dinner passed like adream.

She wastoo beautiful. | couldn't stop watching her. We traded alot of embarrassed smiles and kept our
conversation ddiberately casud.

"l haveto admit something,” | said.

"What'sthat?"

"l-wasjedous of you. | thought that you and Danny Anderson were-you know-lovers.”

"Redly?' Shelaughed. "Don't beslly. Danny'sgay.”

"Huh?You'rekidding! I'll be damned. Isthat why Duke-?" | shut my mouth.

"Probably. "

"Well. Gash." | shook my head unbdlievingly.

"I haveto admit something too."

"What?"

"l was jedous that you were spending too much time with Lois Fletcher.”

"No!"

"y es"

"But she's" | shrugged. "l just never thought of her that way."

"I'mglad-"

Eventually we moved to the bedroom and | started to tense up again. | didn't know why.

Whilel waited for her, | bused mysdf with bridegroom things. | turned the lights and the music low. |
turned back the bed. Findly, | pulled off my clothes and dipped between the sheetsto wait.

After dl thistime--

She came out of the bathroom wearing a nightgown so sheer two silkworms couldn't have spent more
than an afternoon on it. She got into bed next to me and | wondered if | should reach for her. | wanted
to.

| looked over &t her.

She looked back at me expectantly. " Are you going to make the first move?" she asked. "Or should |?"
"Uh-" | said. Thiswasn't going to be aseasy as| thought. "Y ou are so beautiful......"

She stroked my cheek. ™Y ou don't need the compliments any more, im. We're beyond that." She added



gently, "Now were at foreplay.”

| said, "I-1 know thisis going to sound stupid, but you're too beautiful. | don't know if | can makeloveto
awoman as beautiful asyou.”

She looked like she was about to laugh-she smothered it quickly, compassionately. "I'll let youinona
secret,” shesad. "I'mredly very plain. | walked into that bathroom and looked at mysdlf in the mirror
and said, Ick. What amess.' Redlly. But then | said, "But Jim deserves the best, so I'm going to pretend
to be gorgeous, just for him." And see, you believed it."

"l think you over didit," | said. "l hate to admit this-but I'm scared ashdll!™

"Yourekidding." Shesadit straight out.

"I am twenty-four yearsold,” | said. "l lost my virginity when | was nineteen. | have been with three
different girlsin my life-four, if you count Ted. That'sit, the sum total of my experience. | have never been
with awoman asintensaly beautiful asyou are. And-" | added, "I have never been with anyone cared
about as much asyou.”

She was studying me thoughtfully. ™Y ou are scared, aren't you?"

"I'm terrified... that | won't be good enough......"

"Thank you," she said. "For being so honest." She reached over and put her hand on my chest. It felt like
fire-like dectricity. For amoment, al | could fed wasthat hand, those ddlicate fingers, thefingernall
tracing acirclein thelittle patch of hair over my breastbone. After amoment, she said softly, "Listen,
sweetheart. Thisisn't an audition. Y ou're not being graded. Let me play Mommy for about two seconds
hereand I'll tell you something. The only thing that you need to do agood job is enthusiasm. Y ou got
thet?'

"I've got lots of enthusiasm,” | said. "So much so I'm afraid I'm going to burst ablood vessd."

"Good," she said. She shifted her position so we were lying sSide by side. "Thereisno right way to do
this, Jm-s0 you can't possibly screw it up. And if you do anyway, | forgive you in advance.”

| moved my hand to her breast. She waswarm. My hand was cold. | was afraid to moveit. | said, "I,
uh-I cant helpit. | fed like | should ask permission.”

Shedidn't laugh at me. She took my hand in hers and held it. She kissed my fingers. Shetook abresth
and whispered, " Sweetheart, you are so caring-but you have to stop thinking of sex as something you do
to another person, and start thinking of it as something that two people share together."

"I'dredly likethat-" | said. "But I've never experienced it thet way."

Lizard's expression remained open. She wasn't judging me. Shewas just hearing what | had to say. She
squeezed my hand again. "Listen to me, stupid-" Theway she said it, it was aterm of endearment. "I'm
going to tell you everything you need to know about sex.”

"l don't think we have that much time," | admitted.

"It'sdl right. Thereisn't that much you need to know. It'l only take aminute.”

Shelifted herself up on one elbow and put her finger on my lips. Her fingers were exquiste. | kissed
them.

"Theonly thing in theworld that you redly own," she began, "isthe body that you livein. So that'sthe
only thing you redly haveto share."

"l never thought of it that way," | said.

"Hush, child-I'm not through. Have you ever noticed that you never go to bed with anyone unlessyou're
interested in their body?"

| nodded.

"Well, nobody ever goesto bed with you either without being interested in your body. Sex is about
bodies. Either you like bodies, my dear, or you don't have sex.”

"l likebodies" | said. "I likeyours." | put out atentative hand and let my fingerstouch her arm.

"And | likeyours," she smiled back a me.

"See-" | said, "that'sthe part | have trouble with. | never knew that."

"I know," she said. "That'swhy you're such an asshole. Cute, but till an asshole. Why do you have such
alow opinion of yourself? Do you know that's an insult to the people you go to bed with? It meansyou
don't think much of their taste either. It also meansthat you have to con peopleinto your bed, and when



you get them there, the best you can do is use them. Heréswhat I'm trying to tell you, my sweet
lover-you can't have good sex with anyone else until you let yourself experience your own
wonderfulness.”

"My own wonderfulness.... 7' | squeaked. | cleared my throat. "I, uh-always thought that a person should
be... um, modest.”

"Hmp," she said. "Modesty isthe most arrogant form of conceit. Modesty is an excuse to hide yoursdlf,
and that rips people off. If you're wonderful-and you are-then, shareit. Don't you think people like being
around wonderful people? Don't you?'

"Sure. But I'm not-what you said-wonderful.”

She sat up and stared a me. "Who made up that shit?'

"Huh?'

"l said, "who made up that shit? That you're not wonderful. Trust me, sweetheart-you are positively
terrific.”

"No, I'm not."

"Yes youae"

"Thisis making me very uncomfortable-" | said. "Couldn't we just get on withwhat we set outtodo ... 7'
"No, we can't. Not until you let it in. I think you're wonderful.”" | looked away. She wastoo beautiful.
She put ahand on my chin and turned my face back to hers. "It'sdl right for you to think I'm gorgeous,
huh? But not for meto think you're terrific?”

"But, I'm not-"

"l. Say. You. Are." Her tone of voice left no room for argument.

"l hear you-" | managed to say.

"Do you? Do you redly? Y ou need to let thisin, stupid. | don't go to bed with losers. | choseyou. Did
you ever sop to think why?"

"Bad eyesight?' | joked.

She dapped my face. Hard.

When my vision cleared, | was lying on my back and she was on top of me, glaring down a me. "Now
that | have your attention,” she said, "-don't ever do that again!™

"Dowhat?'

"Insult my tastein lovers. Y ou're o busy denying your own sexiness you can't even see how horny | am
for you. Will you let it in?" Her face was very closeto mine. Her eyes were almost too closeto focus on.
| fdt like | was staring into an abyssthat | wanted to jump into.

| wanted to tell her something, but | didn't have the words for it. | wanted to ask for help, but | didn't
think she could help me. | felt her fingers on my shoulders. | felt her weight on my chest, her legsaround
mine. | felt mysdlf giffening with desire-and | wasterrified.

She must have seen it in my eyes. Sheraised herself up and looked down at me.

"Something's the matter, isn't it? There€'s something deeper, isn't there?"

"l don't deserveyou,” | said.

"Of course, you don't," she agreed. "I'm a gift, not a payment.”

And then she stopped in mid-thought and studied me. "But you don't know how to enjoy sex, do you?"

| didn't answer. Shewasright. 1'd seen other couples laughing and playing together. I'd aways wondered
how they managed it. | dwaysfdt... left out.

"All right-1 giveup,” shesaid. "WEéll do it your way." Abruptly, sherolled off me and out of bed.
"Where are you going?'

"I'll beright back-"

She padded back in carrying an American flag. Fifty-two stars, thirteen stripes. | remembered there had
been asmal meeting room next door.

She climbed back into bed and began settling hersalf with exaggerated care. "I'll tell you what," she said
serioudy. "I'm going to put thisflag over my face-" she pulled it up over her head like a sheet "-and you
candoit for love of country." And then she lay there and was very very ill.

"What-?"



Shedidn't answer.

| pulled the flag down off her face. Shewas grinning up a me. "1 don't know what elseto do," she sad,
and pulled the flag back up.

"Y ou come out of therel”

"What'sthe matter!" Her voice came up through the stars and stripes. "Aren't you patriotic?' She cradled
her breasts. "Here-pretend that these are the tits of liberty!™ And then she jiggled them.

"Lizard-!"

Shejiggled her tits again-harder thistime.

"Thisisnot funny!" | said.

Theflag started shaking. "Then why am | laughing so hard?' she asked. She was making little squesking
noisesin her throat. Her chest shook.

| reached to pull the flag away. She grabbed it and held on. | poked her in the ribsinstead. She shrieked
and jerked her hands down to her scomach. | reached for the flag-she grabbed it againl gave her another
poke in the ribs-and another- "Here! Y ou want patriotism? It's Pearl Harbor Day!" | made explosion
noises to punctuate each poke. She yel ped each time, but she wouldn't stop giggling-she pulled her knees
up to her chest.

| hollered, "Banzaiii!" and smacked her on the bottom!

"Oh, you're gonnaget it now-" she started.

"Yeah! Youand what army?" | pulled the flag away and poked her again; she doubled up on her side,
giggling too hard to resist. | grabbed her and rolled her over on her back. "Tits of liberty, huh? It looks
more like the two-party system to me. First I'm going to party here-"

"Jm-!" she shrieked in surprise.

"-and then I'm going to party over here! And what'sthis? A cleavage in the body politic?' | put my face
between her breasts and made a big wet razzberry sound. She was laughing like crazy now. She pulled
her legs up to kick me away, but | pinned her knees under my chest and held her shoulders down with
my hands. | waslaughing as hard as she was. "And what's this down here-? The crack of doom?' Her
eyesmet mine.

And in that moment-1 knew. And grinned. | could fed my face splittinginjoy. | could see the laughter
reflected back in her eyes.

| couldn't catch my breath. | was giggling too hard. And so was she.

We giggled and laughed together and in the middle of it, | bent my face down to hers. Her knees parted,
her legs opened beneasth me and | lowered mysdlf onto her and into her. She wrapped her ams and legs
around me and held on tight. We both did. | gave mysdlf to her, and she to me-and we were joyous.
Shewasright. | was wonderful.



? HFTY-THREE

SATELLITE RECON gave usthe morning pictures. three primary targets and seven backups.

| voted for the one closest to our original crash site. Both Colond Tirelli and Dr. Hetcher agreed and that
Settled that.

We reconfirmed our choice a hdf hour before liftoff, and then we were on our way. Three huge choppers
clattered into the air like malevolent insects and turned north acrossthe bay. | remembered thisview from
before.

| glanced around the chopper. Dr. Fletcher was conferring with Jerry Larson about the layout of monitor
probes and sample traps. The crew in the back were deeping. It was agood idea. We'd been up since
before dawn. | made mysdlf comfortable

-and was awakened by the beeping of the autopilot. The chopper was dropping. "Werethere," caled
Lizard. | straightened up and looked out the window.

We were faling toward awide grassy pasture. It was overgrown with tall blue-green grass. | could seeiit
waving in thewind. | glanced backward. The follow-choppers were still in formation, coming down with
us

The three ships settled down into the soft ground right in the center. There was at least a kilometer of
clear space on every side of us. Good. Nothing would approach us undetected.

"All right," growled Lizard, "everybody stay in your seats until the ground crew declares the area secure.”
| peered out the window. A security team, armed with torches, caustic sprays, and bazookas was just
fanning out. | envied them. At least they knew what they were doing.

As s00n as security declared the area yellow, the science team hit the ground running. Their job wasto
put out probes and sensors. | saw several small mobile unitsrolling out through the grass, including two
walkers and a spider.

My orderswereto stay insde until we went to condition green. | climbed forward and parked mysdlf in
the copilot's seat again. Directly ahead, the walkers were beginning the process of clearing awide
circular area. A gathering cirdle. A friendly Sign for the bunnydogs. Aninvitetion.

| thought about a beer. | opened a Coke instead.

The afternoon got suddenly dark. The camouflage dome was being pulled into place over the chopper.
Soon it would be inflated and sprayed. The whole process would take less than an hour. The theory was
that the choppers would have negative associations for the worms and bunnies. So we'd hide them. If we
needed to scramble, the camouflage domes could be blown away in seconds.

Somebody switched the cabin lights on. | glanced back. Colond Tirelli wasjust climbing forward. She
dropped into the pilot's seat. We were aonein the chopper.

| turned to look out the opposite window. | made sure she saw that my studied nonchaance was
deliberate.

She ignored me. She clicked her controls this way and that and looked very busy. | wondered if she had
anything to say to me. Either she didn't-or she wasn't ready to say it yet. The silence stretched on.
Maybe | should say something. | turned to her-

-and noticed atiny American flag pin on her lapd. | nearly cracked up laughing. | had to bite my tongue
to keep control. Lizard looked at me curioudly. "Areyou dl right, Lieutenant?”

"l anfine" | grinned. "Jugt fine!"



? FIFTY-FOUR

THE TWO robots had stamped out and cleared awide, mathematically precise arena. A perfect circle.
| stripped down to my shorts and sat in the center and ... imagined. | closed my eyes and imagined what
it would be like to be surrounded by bunnydogs. And worms.

| tried to imagine sitting naked before a curious worm. | shuddered. And not because the wind was cold.
| tried to imagine the smell of theanimad. Thelook of it. Thefed of itsfur. | had touched aliving worm's
fur once. It had tingled.

| tried to imagine what it would fed like to stand naked before aworm. | couldn't imagine mysdlf feding
anything but terrified.

No bunnydogs showed up the first day. Or the second.

We kept close to the chopper domes and worried.

Fletcher and | practiced. We did communication exercises, clearing exercises, confrontation
exercises-things that seemed to make no sense at dl, and yet... | beganto fed asif | were the center of
theworld here. | began to fed!... focused. There was aclarity of purpose developing here.

Every moment was preparation. Every moment was adrill.

Hetcher would ask me, "What are you doing now?"

And | would reply, "I'm eating."

Sheld ask, "And why are you eating?'

"Because I'm hungry."

"What's your purposein egting?'

"Taking care of my body, so | can do thejob.” It felt like a catechism, but-I could fed the meanings
under thewords. It wastrue.

"And what job isthat?"

"Cresting ardationship with the bunnydogs, a space in which communication can occur.”

"Good. Do you have any other purposes?'

"l didwant to ... have arelationship with Lizard-but I've let go of that now."

"Good, James. Anything dse?"

"No."

| felt myself entering adifferent state of consciousness. The difference was profound.

| felt-in control.

Asif | were cregting it.

All of it. The forest. The meadow. The domes. The quiet, distant faces.

Especially the faces-they were all so detached from me. They were my herd. And | was-the leader?
Not... quite. | wasthe ... magician.

Thefeding was curious.

| told Fletcher | wanted to walk in the forest. She shook her head no.

| indsted. | said it was necessary-for meto be clear.

Shesad dl right, but only if she could send a security team with me.

| told her | needed to be alone. | needed to feel ownership of the land-especidly if | were going to invite
abunnydog family to shareit.

| ingsted.

Shegavein. Shelet mewalk.

| knew the team was following me at adiscreet distance. | didn't mind. Aslong as| wasn't tripping over
them.

The forest was a cathedral, green and gold.

Its ceiling was o high it wasinvisible-a canopy of |ofty branches and dark broad leaves. God'slight
danted down through the pine and the redwoods, turning the tree trunks ruddy. The beams were so solid
you could fed them with your fingers. They struck sparks of golden dust intheair.

High above, cold wind played across the roof, | etting the bright blue sky peek through in tiny patches



here and there. The breeze rustled the leaves like an organ and dappled the light that fell to the soft
brown earth below. My footsteps fell lightly on a carpet of fresh green pine needles.

| bresthed deeply-and the air smelled like heaven: pine and honeysuckle and cascades of beautiful
growing green things. There was no pink left anywhere.

| could have stayed here forever.

Somewhere ahead, | heard water-a stream. | followed the sound and-

The forest opened out onto a meadow.

A riot of color, gaudy brilliance, dazzling to the eyel

But such ameadow! Nothing like this had ever been seen on the Earth before!

| stepped forward hesitantly.

Purpleivy, streaked with lavender and white, curled away from me. Black shambler bushes struck silver
sparksintheair. Sender red growths rose like fountains, exploding into feathery black and pink fronds.
And over everything- mandalavines.

They captured the eye, they overwhelmed the senses. They were acarpet, they rolled away in endless
waves. The mandaaflowers piled themsalves high; they dripped from stumps of rotted trees; they hung
from branchesin ariotous celebration of color, aroya display.

| stood and gaped in awe and wonder. Silver and crimson, orange and indigo so dark it was black,
magenta, yellow and blue, cascades of hue and shade beyond the eye's ability to differentiate.

And, oh-the smelld

Waves of scent swept over me-fresh baked bread, strawberry jam, thick fresh cream, apple cobbler,
peaches-and scents for which | had no names at al. Dark purply scents laced with scarlet overtones:
swest chords of gold and opium perfume. Heady aromas of magic, sparkling spells; doorwaysinto
crystd heavens and beautiful tripsthrough Hell.

The forest behind me was forgotten.

Dammit! Why did the invason have to be beautiful too?

On the morning of the third day, the sensors picked up aworm on the east edge of the meadow.

A quiet voice on theradio said, "'l think I've got something." We crowded around the monitors. The big
display showed a smallish-looking worm poised on the high end of the dope. It seemed confused. Its
eye-staks swiveled back and forth asit studied the three mottled domesin the middle of the pasture
below it. It flowed afew meters forward

-and stopped. Hesitated. Swiveled its eyes. Backward. Forward.

- Wewent to full magnification. The eyesirised shut and open again. Sput-phwut.

Theworm hdf turned and looked behind itsdlf. Then it swiveled its eyestoward us again.

| felt asif | could read its mind. It was afive-year-old child, seeing something very interesting, but not
knowing if it should investigate by itsdlf-or go tdll Mommy first.

It made up its mind. Thiswas awell-trained five-year-old. It completed its turn and headed off to the
east asfast asit could go. Nothing else happened for the rest of the day.

During the night, the sensors picked up movement on the ridge, but it could have been deer or coyotes.



? FIFTY-HVE

LIZARD WOKE meup. "Jm-"

"Huh? What?' Everything was dark. "What timeisit?'

"Shh. Be quiet. It'salmost dawn. | want you to come forward.” | rubbed my eyesand fdll out of my bunk
"l said, ‘Bequiet!"' she whispered again.

| followed her forward. "What do you want?'

"Look-" She pointed.

| looked to the monitor screen on the console. | looked out the window. Through the netting, | could
See-

There were three bunnydogs sitting on the opposite side of thecircle.

"Thisisit," | said. | looked at her. "Isn't it?" She nodded.

| started unbuttoning my shirt. "We should get Sarted-"

She put her hand on my shoulder. "Therestime. Well do it by the mission book."

"But they could leave."

"l doubt it," she said. Therewas certainty in her voice. | turned to her.

"How long have they been there?'

"For an hour."

"And you didn't wake me?"'

"Asmisson commander, | felt you needed your deep. If they're here to communicate, Jm, then they'll
wait. And if they're not, then it'samistake to rush into anything. Well follow the checklist. I'm caling
condition yellow. | have to open two separate channelsto Oakland, satellite and direct. | have to wake
the observation team and the defense team; | have to activate the high-level monitors. Y ou might aswell
have breskfast and go through your exercises with Fletcher again. It'll be at least ninety minutes before I'll
go to condition green. Probably longer. Until then, my friend, you're till under my command. Got that?!
"Yes, maam."

"Firg thing, | want you to put on amedica harness. | want you to stabilize your heart and respiration
before you go out there."

"Isit that obvious how excited | am?"

"Just doit," she said, hooking athumb over her shoulder. "I've got work to do.”

| moved. | went and woke up Fletcher, showed her our guests and then the two of usfell into the familiar
routine of preparation and clearing. The excitement was growing in me like abomb. This was worse than
Christmas.

Fletcher took me to the back of the chopper and began talking to me low and quietly. At first, | couldn't
hear aword she said. All | could think of was the bunnydogs.

"Jm!" Her tone was urgent. "Pay attention.”

"Yes, maam."

"Whet are you herefor?”

"The bunnydogs. Um, creeting arel ationship with the bunnydogs so communication can occur.” The
wordsfell out like arecorded phrase.

"Sorry, | don't get it. Where are you, James-because you're sure not here with me."

"I'm-sorry. I-guessI'm just excited.”

"I know. All right, strip down and put on the harness. Let's see what's going on."”

The decision had been made that the contact-me-should be naked. Or as close to naked as possible. To
alow the bunnydogs to experience the animalness of the individud first. The physical beingness. I'd voted
infavor of shorts. We'd compromised on aloincloth.

As soon as1'd stripped, Fletcher had me dip into the medical harness. She studied her console and
frowned. "Isthere any part of you that isn't elevated?' she asked.

"Wdll, thereisone," | said, glancing down. "But, if you want-"

"Knock that off." Shewasdl business. "Close your eyes, James. Good. All right. Hereésthe exercise.



Thirty deep breaths. Like | taught you. See how long you can teke."

| closed my eyes and concentrated on my breathing. Breath number one. Breathe for your toes. This
oxygenisfor your toes. Take in as much asyou can. Take care of your toes. Hold it aslong as you can.
Now, let it out. Breath number two. Breathe for your left foot. This oxygenisfor your |eft foot. Tekein
as much asyou can.

| could hear FHetcher and Colond Tirelli conferring softly in the front of the chopper. | couldn't hear what
they were saying, but | knew it was about me. | could sense the concern in their voices.

Thisbreath isfor your right knee. Take in as much asyou can. | was going to go through my whole body
thisway. | was going to be thoroughly oxygenated. | knew | was letting myself be distracted.

The sounds from the front of the chopper were too negative. If | wasn't ready, they weren't going to let
me go. That'swhat they were discussing. If | wastoo excited, | wouldn't be able to hold my focus.
Breathe for your ssomach. This oxygen isfor your ssomach. Breethe for your chest.

They stopped talking then and the only sound in the ship was the sound of my own bregth.

Breathe for your brain. Take in as much asyou can. Hold it for aslong as you can.

When | opened my eyes again, Fletcher was Sitting opposite me.

"How are you feding now, James?"

"Better.” | added, "But I'm till not ready. | can fed it. I'm too giddy."

"You'redoing fine" shesaid. "It'sjust that you think thisisimportant. It's not. It'sonly an oddball little
experiment that no oneistaking serioudy. So there's nothing at stake here. Y ou got that?"

"yes "

"Good. So that means you're off the hook, Jm. No matter what happens out there, you can't screw up.
Wheatever happens, we il learn something. The experiment isaready asuccess. All that'sleft isto find
out the results.”

"l wish | could believethat."

She shrugged. "It doesn't matter if you believeit or not. It'still true. Listen-" she added, "that circle that
we cleared out thereis an invitation to a party. It'sthe same invitation that they offered you and Duke and
Colonel Tirelli three weeks ago, only you couldn't recognizeit for what it was. Now that we know what it
is, we can return the invitation. And they want to accept it. They're waiting for us. The hard partisover.”
She studied meintensdly. " So, now what's the next move?'

"l go out there."

"And... 7'

"And-" | stopped. "Uh-1 know the answer, Fletch-but knowing the answer doesn't change anything. I'm
gill running the monkey program. I'm excited-and I'm scared.” | looked at her, frustrated, "How do | let
go?"

"Right. That'swhy you can't go out there, James. Not yet. Y ou're till not ready to just be with them and
play with them. Y ou're till too busy being with your own fedings.” Without missing abeet, shesad, "Tell
meadirty joke."

"Huh?'

"Tel meadirty joke. Any joke. Make one up."

"Why?'

"Noreason at dl. Tell meajokel”

"Um-okay. What do you cal a Chtorran who fartsin the bathtub and bites the bubbles?'

"Well adjusted. Tell meonel haven't heard.”

"What do you say to a Chtorran who's eating a Revelaionist?!

"l giveup, what?'

"Bon appetit!”

She amiled. "Okay, my turn. What's the Chtorran word for midget?'

"What?"

"Hors d'oeuvre. What does a Chtorran call ajogger?

"Fast food. I've heard that one."

"All right. One more. What do you get when you cross a Chtorran with agrizzly bear?!



"What?"
"A very crossgrizzly bear." She glanced a her console.

"How'm | doing?"' | asked.

"Better." Shegrinned at me. "We may makeit after dl.”

| felt mysalf surging with excitement. And immediately tried to suppressit.

"No, it'sdl right,” shesaid. "Y ou're excited. Let yourself be excited. If you try to stop being excited, it'l
just keep building. Just let it run itself out." She pushed the console aside and turned to me. "Okay, here's
what | want you to do:

"I want you to go up front, Sit in the copilot's seat and study the bunnies. Just watch them. Watch them
until you aretired of watching them. Until you are bored slly with watching them. Watch them until there
is nothing left to do but watch them. Remember your herd experience. Therésapoint a which you will
fed ashift in your experience of the bunnydogs. | can't explain what it will fed like, but you'll know it
when it happens.

"I don't want you to move until you know that you're absolutely ready. When you are, get up quietly,
take off the medica harness, and go out and do whatever is appropriate. Y ou'll know what that is too.
Haveyou got dl that?'

| nodded.

"Good." She pointed me toward the front of the chopper.

| dipped into the copilot's seat and stared out at the bunnydogs. There were still only three of them.
Papa, Mama, and baby? Maybe.

| remembered what Tanjy had said. Listen with your whole soul.

The bunnydogs were sitting patiently on the far sde of the circle. Occasionaly one or the other would
scratch itself behind one ear. Thelittlest one had curled up and gone to deep. It looked like alittle pink
pillow. That wasinteresting. The bunnydogs were naturally pink, even without the dust.

| remembered what Fletcher had taught me. Look beyond what you're seeing. Look at the surface. Look
beyond the surface. And look insde yourself to see how you're seeing.

| was beginning to get a sense of the bunnydogs patience. It wasn't their circle. It was ours. They were
waiting to see what kind of agame we wereinviting them to play.

And ... we weretoo scared to play.

We couldn't even offer an invitation without hiding gunsbehind it.

Theinvitation lay empty.

The game hadn't been created yet.

Onceyou gtep into the circle, the game begins. So, the question iswhat kind of agamedid | want to
cregte with the bunnies? No.

The question was-what kind of agame could al of us create together?

| looked across at the rabbity little puppies and wonderedcould these creatures play the game of
sentience?

It wastimeto find out. | levered mysdlf out of my set.

There was no one el se in the chopper. They had left me done. They were probably stting in Colonedl
Anderson's command ship, watching the monitors.

The door was open. | stopped and removed the medica harness. | waswearing only aloincloth and a
neck chain with asmal transceiver hanging oniit.

| stepped down out of the gunship.

| crossed to thewall of the camouflage dome and stepped through the netting.



? FIFTY-SIX

THE BUNNYDOGS sat up straighter as | approached.

| stepped to the edge of the circle opposite the bunnies and sat down cross-legged. They needed the
chance to study a human. The two larger bunnies began to chirp and gobble at each other. Thellittlest
bunny sat up, yawned, stretched and scratched himsalf. He looked around and saw me-and jumped
nearly ameter in the air in startlement. His eyes went impossibly round. He was probably only achild. He
edged sideways until he was hidden behind the largest bunnydog. Then he peered around curioudy and
blinked a me.

| waved a him.

He pulled hishead back quickly, disappearing again behind his-what, his papa? No, that was a human
assumption. Maybe the females of this species werethe larger.

The two adult bunnies ceased gobbling and reduced their conversation to aseries of coos and chirps.
They reminded me of something I'd seen in the herd. There were two young women who liked to sit
opposite each other, cooing and gobbling nonsense syllables. If you didn't know the language-or the lack
of it-you could dmost think that they wereredly talking. It looked like they were totaly engaged in some
happy casua chatter-and in one sense, they were. But there were no agreed-upon symbols, and there
was no transmission of any experience at al beyond the shared one of Sitting and gobbling.

If an dien didn't know human language, would it assume that they were communicating?

And then, having made that assumption, if it had turned and looked to the observers of the herd, Dr.
Fletcher and myself, and studied our quiet Sdewise exchanges, could that same dien have perceived a
difference? If anything, the two gobbling women would have looked more in communication than
Fletcher and mysdlf. At least it was obvious that they were acting in relationship.

Thiswasthered question.

If two creatures are Sitting and gobbling at each other, how do you tdll if they are taking-or just
gobhling? Were these bunnydogs actualy using alanguage? Or were they Smply making noises at each
other?

It sounded like alanguage. But then, so did the herd noises. Two more bunnydogs were hopping down
the dope to join the three sitting opposite me. They bumped noses with Mama, Papa and baby
bunnydog. They patted each other'sfur. A greeting ritua? The two newcomers looked older and more
cautious than Mama, Papaand baby. But they took up their places at the edge of the circle and waited
aso.

| fdt alittle like aguru. Naked. Patient. Mysterious. A sxth bunnydog joined the vigil.

There were other bunnydogs hopping and waddling toward the circle.

There were more up on the hill. Some were just sitting and watching. A few were advancing.

| waited until the gathering was complete-they gobbled and greeted each new arriva; there was much
exchanging of nuzzlings and nose bumps, even afew pats and hugs before settling downand then | stood
up.

The bunnydogs sat up dert.

| stepped to the exact center of thecircle.

| could fed their eyes. Thiswasthe center of the world. Every bunnydog was watching me; so was every
human. Everything | did was being monitored from the choppers hidden in the domes. Recorded.
Photographed. Analyzed.

| stopped and waited. | dlowed mysdf to fed thewind on my body. | let mysalf smell the grassand the
scent of pinein the cool afternoon air. There was another scent on top of the pine. A sweet peppermint
smell. The scent of the bunnies? It would be appropriate.

The bunnies were watching me attentively, but none of them had entered the circle yet.

They were waiting for me to do something.

| remembered what the bunnies had done before. They had danced.

| touched the transceiver at my neck and said, very softly, "I have aproblem. | don't know how to



dance.

Hetcher'svoice, just as softly, replied, "They don't know that. They've never seen amonkey dance
before. Whatever you do istheright way."

"Oh, yeah. Thanksfor reminding me." | took abreath.

| started dancing.

| capered, | bounced, | shouted. | made Indian whooping noises with my hand over my mouth. | did a
jig, aCharleston, afreddy, and abreak. | jumped and hollered and shook.

The bunnydogslooked at each other curioudly.

"Wdl, comeon-!" | shouted. "Don't you want to dance?' Severa of the bunniestook a hop backward.
Oh, shit. | was going to lose them.

| dropped forward in asomersault, came up on my knees, hooked my fingersin my mouth, crossed my
eyes, stuck out my tongue, and said, "Boola-boola-boolal L abber-labber-labber-"

Two of the bunnies started giggling. Thelittlest bunny came charging into the circle then. He stoppedin
front of me and shook his head rapidly back and forth. He let hisfloppy lips and tongue shake like an
ape. "L ubber-lubber-lubber-" he said in ahigh squesky voice.

In seconds, | was surrounded by bunnies, dl of them making incomprehensible gobbling sounds. They
were bouncing and hopping al around me, somersaulting and turning upside down, shrieking, bubbling
and shouting. They danced and jerked like little spastic puppets. | looked up the hill and it was covered
with fluffy pink bodies bouncing down toward the circle. They were coming to join the party too. We had
won!

A bright red worm came over the crest of the dope. Two more followed after it. And then two more.
And another-I didn't care.

The bunnies saw and began cheering and shouting. It was beginning to sound more and morelike a
language.

"I think we've doneit!” | laughed. "Weve doneit! | don't know what we've done, but we've doneit!”
The bunnieswere dl around me now, patting me and touching me affectionately. Their fingers were soft
and furry. And they tickled.

| dropped to my knees. The bunnies came up close to ingpect my face. Their tiny hands touched my
cheeks, my nose, my hair. They were fascinated by the hairlessness of my body. They stroked me
curioudy. Their eyeswere huge and round. They looked likelittle toy animals, pink and cuddly. But when
they yipped, | could see that they had sharp white teeth. But then-so did puppies.

One of the bunniestook my hand and began licking my fingers. He put my middle finger in his mouth and
sucked on it thoughtfully. Then helet go and looked at me and ... giggled. | reached over and tugged his
ear gently and we both knew it was dl right.

The new arivas plunged into the circle and joined the curious crowd. All of them wanted to get asclose
aspossible. | reached out and touched as many of them as| could reach. | began to tickle them and
poke them affectionately. | patted their heads and skritched their ears-they redlly loved that. | even
picked up the baby bunnydogs and gave them little hugs and kisses. They shrieked and giggled with
ddight.

My transceiver started beeping. The bunnydogs cocked their headsat it curioudy. | held it up for them to
see-atiny little button on achain around my neck. | said, " See, it's nothing. It just makes noises. Make a
noise, button.”

The button said, "Oh, great and powerful god of small pink things, look around you now."

The bunnies were fascinated. One of the babies sniffed the button. Another tried to put it into hismouth. |
had to take it away from him.

| looked up, beyond the small pink bodies. There were worms here.

| was surrounded by worms.

Nineteen. Twenty. Twenty-three worms.

All sizes. From the smallest I'd ever seen-about the size of aSt. Bernard-to three huge mongtersthe size
of Greyhound buses. "Wdll, hi guys..." | said. | stood up and looked at the worms.

The last worm was just being herded into place by three energetic little bunnies. Again | thought of a



jumbo jet being directed to dock by the ground crew.
All right-assume that the bunnies control the worms. The question waswhy? What did the bunnies use
the worms for? We were about to find out.



? FIFTY-SEVEN

SOME OF theworms swiveled their eyesto study me. Some of them closed their eyes and looked like
they were dozing.

And that wasit.

They stayed outside the circle. Why? Did that mean something? Or not-?

Mogt of the bunnydogs were ignoring the worms. They were hereto party. The wormswerejust...
wallpaper. Or protection. Or ... what? | couldn't even guess.

Severd of the bunniesweretugging at me. | alowed mysdf to be turned away from theworms. They
wanted to play some more. | let myself be pulled into acluster of them. | grinned. | giggled. | laughed out
loud.

The bunnies laughed with me. They bounced and hugged and fdll dl over me, screaming and giggling like
children. They seemed to be asking for something. They tugged at me and made little begging noises. |
had the weirdest sense that they were wondering where the rest of my ... family was.

| touched the button a my throat and laughed. "1 think theré'sroomin thiscircle for afew more
monkeys."

The button didn't respond.

| repeated my request. "'l think we need some more monkeys out here.”

"It'snot part of the mission-"

"But it's gppropriate,” | said. "It's what's needs to happen next. We need to prove were safe-asa
species”

The button was silent.

| chuckled abunny under his chin. We giggled together and made funny growling noises. | batted him
gently, and herolled and somersaulted backward like ahappy little croquet ball. He scampered back for
more.

| said to the button, "Come on, guys. | think, if afew more monkeysdon't join us, it might be an insult to
our guests.™

The button said, "Hold your shorts on, jasper. We're picking volunteers-"

| stayed with the bunnies. | started talking to them, seeing if | could create the beginnings of acommon
language.

"Jm-" | sad, and pointed to mysdf. "Jm-"

"Ch'ch'ch-" chittered one of the bunnies, and that was as close as we got. There smply was no interest
here in exchanging concept-symbols.

The bunnieswere Sitting up now, turning to look at the domes. | turned to look too.

Six more apes were coming out to join us. | recognized Jerry Larson and Roy Barnes, and two of the
observation team, though | didn't know their names. And Fletcher. All had stripped to their underwear.
The bunnydogs welcomed them into the circle, touching the newcomers as curioudy as they had touched
me. One of them tugged a Larson's shorts, sniffing and even biting. Another reached up and touched
Fletcher's breast. She laughed and sguatted down so the creature could examine her close up. She
examined it right back. There was no modesty here.

| cdled to her, "They must be mammas-"

She grinned and caled back, "Don't bet on anything yet-" The bunnies circled around al of us, clustering
and gobbling and petting and touching. | looked to the worms-they looked bored. | felt curioudy
exultant. Thiswasit! The breakthrough! We didn't need to be at war-!

| noticed that the bunnies were calming now, turning and aso nolicing the worms.

And then they began to-sing.

It was in eerie sound, but high-pitched and sweet. No two of thelittle crestures were singing in unison,
yet the effect of the whole crowd of them singing al at once wasthat of achorus. Ther voicesblurredin
away that was digtinctly otherworldly and oddly pleasant.

| looked to Larson, to Fetcher, and to the others. Their eyes were bright with wonder. They were as



enchanted as| wasby thislittle miracle.

"It'sjust likethe herd!" | caled.

Fletcher laughed back, "I know-I canfed it!"

Now, the bunnies began turning back and forth in little quick hops. They bleated as they bounced. They
cooed and bubbled and chirruped at each other. It sounded like song, like a conversation, like abubble
of delighted laughter.

| turned around in the middle of it dl, turning to get a sense of the entire group. As| did, | noticed the
bunnies picking up my motion. They were turning too. The gathering was areflection of myself.

| noticed the other monkeys, humans, turning too-all smilesand ddight. A couple of them were humming
lightly.

We turned together. Individua bunnydogs circled to me, then swirled away. There seemed to be no
pattern at al to their movements, and yet there was a sense of harmony and wholenessin this gathering. |
could fed it enveloping melike abig warm fizzy bubble bath.

It flt like home.

The bunnies were moving out of the circle now-moving to the worms.

They began climbing on the worms and patting them, grooming them, nuzzling them. Even the largest of
the worms was covered with little pink shapes, patting and stroking at its dark purple fur. The fur seemed
to shimmer with color as | watched; its stripes rippled and flowed dong its sdes. The movement was
clear and digtinct.

| redlized that the humans were being left lonein the circle. Were the bunnies abandoning us-?

No-one of the bunnies had grabbed my hand and was slamping its feet impatiently. It tugged at my arm,
and looked a me with itslarge cookie-button eyes. Its expression was expectant.

| said to the other humans, "I think they want to introduce us to the worms-"

"You gofird-" caled Barnes. He was grinning, but he aso looked terrified. Fletcher shushed him.

| let myself be tugged toward the edge of the circle.

| looked to the worms. Mogt of them were preoccupied with their attendants. Were the bunnydogs
grooming the worms? Or were the worms mothering the bunnydogs?

What was happening here? Had the bunnydogs rode in on their worms like cowboys riding to asquare
dance? Or had the worms brought their bunnies out to play, like nanniesin Central Park?

| looked around the circle. Some of the bunnies were staring into the worms greet eyes. One of them
tapped aworm on the side and it lowered a hand and lifted the bunny up before itsface. Wasit that
sample? Eye contact?

One of the worms was studying me now. It was a medium-sized creature, only three meterslong. Itsfur
was bright red, striped with shades of pink and purple. Its giant black eyes-were focused right on me.
Theworm goggled its eyes Sdeways, the inevitable expression of curiosity. Those eyes must have been a
third of ameter across. They were hypnatic.

| took a step toward the worm. And another.

Theworm straightened its gaze. It studied me head-on. It shifted itsarms.

| took another step toward it, and another. There were less than three meters between us now.

| stood before the worm and |ooked deeply into its eyes. The creature was fantastic.

For just amoment, | felt asif | could hear itsthoughts. It blinked. Sput-phwut.

How odd. | felt perfectly safelooking into its gaze likethis. | lifted my arms and spread my hands out
before me.

The worm unfolded its arms. They were jointed like wings and attached to the sides of the bony brain
case behind the eyes. The arms came over the creature's eyes and then downward. | was reminded of a
scorpion'stail.

The worm opened its hands toward me. It was echoing my gesture.

"It'sinteligent,” | said. "l don't know how | know, but | know. It'sintelligent. Too intelligent to bejust a
domestic creature. . . ." | took a step forward, my hands still out.

The worm hunched toward me.

Our fingerstouched. Theworm took my hand inits claw and turned my hand thisway and that, studying



it. It dipped its eyes close, refocusing. It saw me studying the way its eyestalks moved and peered into
my face. Then it turned its attention back to my hand.

Whenit finished, it let go of my hand, but it left itsclaw in front of me. It was offering itsalf for mutual
inspection. | took the claw in my hands and lifted it up to my face. | turned it over, back and forth, and
studied it as the worm had studied mine. There were three digits, al opposed. There were three jointsto
each digit. | moved the fingers around. The worm could use any of its digits as athumb opposed to the
other two. Convenient.

| let go of theworm'shand. | met its eyes again and said, " Thank you."

The worm dipped its eyes-that gesture, it was an acknowledgment of some kind-and made a burping
sound. "Ctrlp?’

"Y ourewelcome.”

The worm extended both its hands now and touched my shoulders. | flinched at the contact-but | 1ooked
into the creasturéseyesagain. "It'sdl right. Go ahead.”

Theworm began patting me, stroking me, and touching me as the bunnydogs had done. It was fascinated
with my body-as the bunnydogs had been.

Theworm'sfingers touched my transceiver curioudly. It lifted the chain, thenlet it drop. It looked at me
asif wondering why | was wearing such an obvious piece of technology. It lowered itsfingersto my
loincloth and tugged at that. | wondered if | should take it off-but the worm was already ahead of me. It
snapped the cord with its claw and dropped the loincloth carelessly to the ground. It blinked curioudy at
my genitals, but made no move to touch me there. It turned me around to examine my back.

Around me, | saw that the other worms were watching us. So were the other humans; they remained
scattered across the otherwise empty circle. But the bunnydogs had completely forgotten about us, they
were S0 engrossed in grooming the worms. The activity was amost sexual. Many of the bunnies had
climbed on top of the big red monsters. Two of the bunnies even appeared to be ... copulating? No. |
must have been misreading the behavior. The air was cold on my body. | could fed the worm poking at
my buttocks. | said, "It feelslike amedical inspection-"

Barnes giggled nervoudy. "It looks like amesat inspection. My uncle used to bein livestock and-"
Fletcher jabbed him sharply in theribs. "Don't bring thet into thiscircle.”

Abruptly, the worm grabbed one of my feet and yanked, lifting me upside down. | managed to holler,
"Hey-!" Then the worm goggled its eyes Sdeways a me asif to ask, "Yes?' And then it resumed
studying my foot with its giant eyes. It poked and stroked, and once even drew one dark finger across
the soft flesh of my arch. | couldn't help it, | started giggling.

The worm grabbed one of my hands and lifted it up beside my foot. It was comparing.

"It'sintelligent! It hasto be!" | was ill hanging upside down. "Do you see what it'sdoing?’

Abruptly, theworm let go of me. | tumbled back to the grass. | climbed back to my feet, grinning. "You
ought to ask firgt," | said to theworm.

It blinked a me.

| said, "I know this doesn't make sense, but I'm actualy beginning to fed ... friendly... toward these
cregtures.”

Theworm lifted itsarms high then. A stretch? Its mouth opened in front of me. | squatted to my knees
and peered in. Huge. Dark. And it smelled awful.

But | wasgrinning. | wasthefirst human being on the planet to ook into aworm's mouth without being
pushed. | was actudly fegling cocky-

-that'swhat saved my life.

| was turning around to look back toward the domes, | was about to say something stupid, when one of
the bunnydogs let out ayelp-ayelp cut suddenly short.

| turned and saw--

One of thewormsjust crunching abunny into its mouth.

| turned back toward the worm I'd been with-it was just rising up into an attack position

| stabbed afinger at it and commanded, "No!" | didn't know what | was doing, | just bellowed, "That's
very bad mannersl" Theworm hesitated.



"Down!" | shouted. And pointed. "Down!" The worm came down.

It looked confused.

| started backing away. "Get ready to scramblel” | said quietly. | glanced behind me. Barnes had
dropped into a karate positiona cat stance. The others were backing awvay dowly. Fletcher's eyes were
wide. She looked ready to bolt. "Sowly ... I" | commanded. "Don't bresk... !"

Theworm gtarted to follow me. It started to flow after me. | pointed &t it and said, "No! Stay!"

It worked. And then-another bunnydog yelped. Another worm was feeding.

And then another, and another-the air was suddenly filled with yel ping!

Theworm moved

| broke sdeways-| ran for Fletcher, legping and knocking her flat to the grass.

Something purple chirruped behind us. Something roared close over our heads and exploded! The blast
blew us sideways-we bounced againgt afurry wall-Fletcher gasped and started screaming! | rolled her
over on her belly, rolled on top of her--

More explosions-the blast dammed into us-awall of heatl arson was screaming-Barnes was dhrieking-
Therewere flames--

-and pulled Fletcher to her feet and ran, scrambling toward the chopper. A worm was burning.
Something smal and pink and flaming rocketed past us. Another worm was skidding, turning toward us
The dome was dready exploding off the chopper-the door was open-aman was on the ground before it,
firing past ug | saw the streeks of incendiary bullets.

The door was open. We pounded up into it-past the man with the rifle-he gasped as something grabbed
him-and then we were airborne-the open door looked down on Hell-backside.



? HFTY-EIGHT

| WENT to see Duke.

Helooked better. And he looked worse. The bitterness was obvious now. When | sat down next to his
bed, heturned his head away from me.

| said, "l won't stay long. | cameto ddliver something." He till didn't look at me.

| waited till the nurse was out of theroom. | said, "I don't know how you're going to hideit Duke, or
where-but... well, here." | dipped the grenade into his hand. His one remaining hand. The grenade was
small but lethd. It would do the job.

Duke didn't move. The grenade sat in his hand like arock. Had | made amistake? Had | reminded him
again of hisown fear?

Perhaps | should just go. Duke turned his head.

The hand with the grenade lifted up asif it had alife of its own. It carried the grenade painfully upward to
where Duke's eyes could focus on it. They blinked and cleared and looked at the grenade
dispassonately. The hand turned the grenade over and over. The thumb found the safety catch.

Duke's mouth opened. The hand brought the grenade forward so he could grab the ring with histeeth.
Was he going to detonate it now?!

No. Hewasn't. Helet go of thering. He wasjust testing the fedl of it. He looked at the grenade again,
and there was just the dightest hint of asmile on hisface.

And then the hand holding the grenade disappeared benegth the covers.

Duke till hadn't looked at me. Still hadn't met my eyes.

| waited, but he turned his head away again, toward the wall. Not even athank you.

It was dl right. He knew. There was no better way. After awhile, | got up and | eft.

That wasthelast timethat | saw Duke,



ABOUT THE AUTHOR

DAVID GERROLD began his sciencefiction career in 1967, asawriter for Star Trek. Hisfirst sdewas
the episode entitled " The Trouble with Tribbles" one of the most popular episodes in the show's history.
Gerrold later wrote two nonfiction books about Star Trek: The World of Star Trek, the first in-depth
andysisof the show, and The Trouble with Tribbles, in which he shared his persona experienceswith the
series. Gerrold has since written many other TV scripts, including episodes of Logan's Run, Land of the
Logt, and the Star Trek animated TV series. He has served as story editor for Land of the Lost and
Buck Rogers.

Gerrold isaso awell-established science fiction noveist. His bestknown works are When Harlie Was
One and The Man Who Folded Himsdlf, both of which were nominated for the Hugo and Nebula
awards. He's published eight other novels, five anthologies, and a short story collection. In 1979, hewon
the Skylark Award for imaginativefiction.

David Gerrold isforty years old and livesin Los Angeles with three peculiar dogs, two and ahdf cats, a
computer with delusions of sentience, and a butterscotch convertible. Gerrold is askilled programmer
and contributes occasondly to Creative Computing, Infoworld, and other home-computing periodicals.
He a so writesamonthly column on sciencefiction for Starlog magazine.

Gerrold is currently at work on Book Three of The War Againgt the Chtorr: A Ragefor Revenge.



