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Chtorr (ktor) n. 1. The planet Chtorr, presumed to exist within 30 light-years of Earth. 2. The star system
inwhich the planet occurs, ared giant star, presently unidentified. 3. The ruling species of the planet
Chtorr; generic. 4. Informa usage, either one or many members of same; a Chtorr, the Chtorr. (See
Chtor-ran) 5. The glotta chirruping cry of aChtorr.

2

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-rans)

-The Random House Dictionary of the English Language, Century 21 Edition, unabridged



? ONE

"MCCARTHY, keep down!"

"Yes gr."

"-and shut up.”

| shut. There werefive of us climbing up the dope of a sparsely wooded ridge. We angled diagonally
through high yellow grass so dry it crunched. July had not been kind to Colorado. A spark would turn
these mountainsinto an inferno.

Just before each man reached the top he sprawled flat against the dope, then inched dowly forward.
Duke wasin the lead, wriggling through the tall weeds like a snake. We'd topped five hills thisway today
and the heat was getting to me. | thought about ice water and the jeep we'd left back on the road.

Duke edged up to the crest and peered down into the valley beyond. One a atime, Larry, Louisand
Shorty moved up beside him. | wasthe last-as usud. The others had thoroughly read the land by the time
| crawled into place. Their faceswere grim.

Duke grunted. "Larry, pass methe binoculars.

Larry rolled onto hisleft sde to unstrap the case from hisright hip. Wordlesdy, he passed them over.
Duke ingpected the land below as carefully as awolf sniffing atrap. He grunted again, softly, then passed
the binoculars back.

Now Larry surveyed the scene. He took one glance, then passed the binoculars on to Louis.

What were they looking at? This valey looked the same to me as dl the others. Trees and rocks and
grass. | didn't see anything more. What had they spotted?

"You agree?"' asked Duke.

"Itsworms," said Larry.

"No question,” Louis added.

Worms! At last! | took the glasses from Shorty and scanned the opposite dope.

A stream curled through ragged woods that looked asif they had been forested recently. And badly.
Stumps and broken branches, ragged sections of trunk, huge woody dabs of bark, and the inevitable
carpet of dead |eaves and twigs were scattered unevenly acrossthe hill. The forest looked asif it had
been chewed up and spit out again by some rampaging, but finicky, prehistoric herbivore of gargantuan
proportions and appetite.

"No, down there," rumbled Shorty. He pointed.

| put my eyesto the glassesagain. | fill didn't see; the bottom of the valley was unusudly barren and
empty, but-no, wait aminute, there it was-| had dmost missed it-directly below us, near alarge stand of
trees; apasty-looking igloo and alarger circular enclosure. Thewals of it doped inward. It looked like
an unfinished dome. Wasthat al?

Shorty tapped me on the shoulder then and took the binoculars away. He passed them back to Duke,
who had switched on the recorder. Duke cleared his throat as he put the glassesto his eyes, and then
began a detailed description of the scene. He spoke in soft, machine-gun bursts-a rapid monotone
report. He read off landmarks asif he were knocking items off a checklist. "Only one shelter-and it looks
fairly recent. No sign of any other starts-I'd guess only one family, so far-but they must expect to expand.
They've cleared a pretty wide area. Standard construction on the dome and corra. Corra wallsare
about ... two and ahaf-no, make that three-meters high. | don't think theré'sanything init yet. I-" He
stopped, then breathed softly. "Damn.”

"What isit?' asked Larry. Duke passed him the binoculars.

Larry looked. It took amoment for him to find the point of Duke's concern, then he stiffened. "Aw,
Chrigt, no-"

He passed the binocularsto Louis. | sweated impatiently. What had he seen? L ouis studied the view
without comment, but his expression tightened.

Shorty handed the glasses directly to me. "Don't you want to look-" | started, but he had closed hiseyes
asif to shut out me and the rest of theworld aswell.



Curious, | siwept the landscape again. What had | missed thefirst time?

| focused first on the shelter-nothing there. It was abadly crafted dome of wood chips and wood-paste
cement. 1'd seen pictures of them. Close up, its surface would be rough, looking asif it had been sculpted
with ashovel. This one was bordered by some kind of dark vegetation, patches of black stuff that
clumped againg the dome. | shifted my attention to the enclosure "Huh?"

-she couldn't have been more than five or six years old. She was wearing atorn, faded brown dress and
had a dirt smudge across her |eft cheek and scabs on both knees, and she was hopskipping dong the
wall, trailing one hand along its uneven surface. Her mouth was moving-she was singing as she skipped.
Asif she had nothing to fear at dl. She circled with the wall, disappeared from view for amoment, then
regppeared a ong the opposite curve. | sucked in my breath. | had aniece that age.

"Jm-theglasses.” That was Larry; | passed them back. Duke was undinging his pack, divesting himself of
all but agrapple and arope.

"Ishe going after her?' | whispered to Shorty. Shorty didn't answer. He till had his eyes closed.

Larry was sweeping thevalley again. "It looks clear,” he said, but histoneindicated his doubt.

Duke wastying the grapple to hisbelt. Helooked up. "If you see anything, usetherifle."

Larry lowered the binoculars and looked at him-then nodded. "Okay," said Duke. "Here goes nothing.”
He dtarted to scramble over the top

"Hold it-" That was Louis, Duke paused. "I thought | saw something move-that stand of trees.”

Larry focused the binoculars. Y eah," he said, and handed them up to Duke, who scrambled around to
get a better view. He studied the blurring shadows for along moment; so did I, but | couldn't tell what
they werelooking at. Duke did back down the dopeto rest again next to Larry.

"Draw straws?' Larry asked.

Dukeignored him; he was somewhere e se. Someplace unpleasant.

"Boss?"

Duke came back. He had a strange expression-hard-and his mouth was tight. " Pass me the piece" was all
he said.

Shortly unshouldered the 7mm Westherby he had been carrying al morning and afternoon, but instead of
passing it over, helaid it down carefully in the grass, then backed off down the dope. Louisfollowed him.
| stared after them. "Wher€'re they going?'

"Shorty had to take aleak," snapped Larry; he was pushing the rifle over to Duke.

"But Louiswent too-"

"Louiswent to hold hishand." Larry picked up the binoculars again, ignoring me. He said, "Two of ‘em,
boss, maybethree.”

Duke grunted. "Can you see what they're doing?'

"Uh uh-but they look awfully active." Duke didn't answer.

Larry laid down the binoculars. " Gotta take alesk too." And moved off in the direction of Shorty and
Louis, dragging Duke's pack with him.

| stared, first at Larry, then at Duke. "Hey, what's-"

"Dont tak," said Duke. His attention was focused through the long black barrel of the Sony
Magna-Sight. He was dialing windage and range corrections; there was a ballistics processor in the
stock, linked to the Magna-Sight, and the rifle was anchored on a precision uni-pod.

| stretched over and grabbed the binoculars. Below, thelittle girl had stopped skipping; she was squatting
now and making linesin thedirt. | shifted my attention to the distant trees. Something purple and red was
moving through them. The binoculars were dectronic, with automatic zoom, synchronized focusing, depth
correction, and anti-vibration; but | wished we had a pair with al-wesather, low-light image-amplification
ingtead. They might have shown what was behind those trees.

Besde me, | could hear Duke fitting anew magazine into therifle.

"Jm," hesad.

| looked over a him.

He ill hadn't taken his attention from the sight. His fingers worked smoothly on the controls as he locked
in the numbers. The switches made satisfyingly solid clicks. "Doesn't your bladder need emptying too?"



"Huh? No, | went before we | eft-"

"Suit yoursdlf." He shut up and squinted into his eyepiece. | looked through the binoculars again at the
purple thingsin the shadows. Were those worms? | was disappointed that they were hidden by the
woods. I'd never seen any Chtorransin the flesh.

| covered the area, hoping to find one out in the open-no such luck. But | did see where they had started
to dam the stream. Could they be amphibioustoo? | sucked in my breath and tried to focus on the forest
again. Just one clear glimpse, that'sdl | wanted

The CRA-A-ACK! of therifle startled me. | fumbled to refocus the binoculars-the creatures till moved
undisturbed. Then what had Duke been firing at-? | did my gaze acrossto the enclosure-where asmall
form lay bleeding in the dirt. Her armstwitched.

A second CRA-A-ACK! and her head blossomed in aflower of sudden red-

| jerked my eyesaway, horrified. | stared at Duke. "What the hell are you doing?"

Duke was staring intently through the telescopic sght, waiting to seeif she would move again. When she
didn't, he raised his head from the sight and stared acrossthe valley. At the hidden Chtorrans. A long
time. Hisexpresson was. . . distant. For amoment | thought he wasin atrance. Then he seemed to
comedive again and did off down the hill, down to where Shorty and Louisand Larry waited. Their
expressions were strange too, and they wouldn't ook at each other's eyes.

"Comeon," said Duke, shoving therifle at Shorty. "Let's get out of here”

| followed after them. | must have been mumbling. "He shot her-" | kept saying. "He shot her-"

Findly, Larry dropped back and took the binoculars out of my trembling hands. "Be glad you're not the
man," hesaid. "Or you'd havehad to doit."



? TWO

| ENDED up in Dr. Obamas office. "Sit down, McCarthy."
"Yes maam."

Her eyeswere gentle, and | couldn't escape them. She reminded me of my grandmother; she had had
that sametrick of looking a you so sadly that you felt sorrier for her than for yoursaf. When she spoke,
her voice was detached, dmost deliberately flat. My grandmother had spoken like that too, when there
was something on her mind and she had to work her way around to it.

"I hear you had alittle trouble yesterday afternoon.”

"Uh-yes, madam." | swallowed hard. "We-that is, Duke shot alittle girl."

Dr. Obama said softly, "Yes, | read the report.” She paused. "Y ou didn't Sign it with the others. Isthere
something you want to add?'

"Maam-" | sad. "Didn't you hear me? We shot alittle girl.”

Her eyes narrowed thoughtfully. "I see. Y ou're troubled by that.”

"Troubled-? Y es, maam, | am."

Dr. Obamalooked at her hands. They were folded politely on the desk in front of her, carefully
manicured, and dark and wrinkled with age. "Nobody ever said it would be easy."

"Y ou didn't say anything about shooting children either.”

"I'd hoped we wouldn't haveto.”

"Dr. Obama, | don't know what the explanation is, but | can't condone-"

"It'snot for you to condone!” Her face was suddenly hard. " Duke passed you the binoculars, didn't he?"
"Yes, maam. Severd times.”

"And what did you see?'

"Thefirst time, | saw only the shelter and the enclosure. The second time | saw thelittle girl.”

"And what did Duke do then?"

"WEell, it looked like he was going to rescue her, but then he changed his mind and asked for therifle
instead.”

"Do you know why he asked for therifle?’

"Louissad he saw something.”

"Mmm. Did you look through the binoculars again to check him?"

"Y es, malam-but | looked because | was curious. 1'd never seen worms-"

She cut me off. "But when you looked, you saw them, didn't you?"

"I saw something .. ." | hedtated. "I couldn't be surewhat it was."

"What did it look like?"

"It wasbig, and it was purple or red, it was hard to tell.”

"The Chtorr have purple skin and varicolored fur. Depending on the light, it can look red, pink, magenta
or orange. Was that what you saw?"

"l saw something purple. It wasin the shadows, and it kept moving back and forth.”

"Wasit moving fas?"

| tried to remember. What was fast for aworm?"Kind of," | hedged.

"Then what you saw was afully grown Chtorr in the active - and most dangerous-phase. Duke
recognized it, so did Larry, Louis and Shorty. They signed the report.”

"I wouldn't know-1've never seen a Chtorr before. That'swhy I'm here.”

"If they said it was a Chtorr, you can be sure it was-but that's why they passed the binoculars, just to be
sure; if Duke had been wrong, one of the others would have been sure to spot it.”

"I'm not arguing about the identification-"

"Well, you should be," Dr. Obamasaid. "That's the only reason you could possibly have for not signing
thisreport.” She tapped the paper on her desk.

| eyed it warily. Dad had warned me about Sgning things | wasn't sure of-that's how he had married
Mother. Or so held always clamed. | said, "It'sthat little girl we shot-1 keep seeing her skipping around



that pen. She wasn't in danger; there was no reason to shoot her-"

"Wrong," said Dr. Obama. "Wrong, twice over. Y ou should know that."

"I shouldn't know anything!" | said, suddenly angry. "I've never been told anything. | wastransferred up
here from areclamation unit because somebody found out | had two years of college-level biology.
Somebody e se gave me auniform and arule book-and that's the extent of my training.”

Dr. Obamalooked startled, resigned and frustrated, al at once. Almost to hersalf-but loud enough so |
could hear it too-she said, "What the hell are they doing anyway? Sending mekids. . . ."

| was till burning. "Duke should have shot at the Chtorr!” | inssted.

"Withwhat?' Dr. Obama snapped back. "Were you packing artillery?"

"We had ahigh-powered rifle-"

"And the range to the Chtorr was more than seven hundred meters on awindy day!"

| mumbled something about hydrostatic shock. "What was that?"

"Hydrogtatic shock. It'swhat happens when abullet hitsflesh. It makes a shock wave. The cdlsarelike
little water balloons. They rupture. That'swhat kills you, not the hole.”

Dr. Obama stopped, took a breath. | could see she was forcing herself to be patient. "I know about
hydrogtatic shock. It doesn't gpply here. Y ou're making the assumption that Chtorran flesh islike human
flesh. Itisn't. Evenif Duke had been firing point blank, it wouldn't have done any good unless he was
lucky enough to hit one of their eyes-or unless he had an exploding cartiidge, which he didn't. So he had
no choice; he had to shoot what he could.” Dr. Obama stopped. She lowered her voice. "Look, son, I'm
sorry that you had to come up againgt the harsh redlities of thiswar so quickly, but-" Sheraised her
hands in an gpologetic haf-shrug, half-sgh, then dropped them again. "-Wdll, I'm sorry, that's al.”

She continued softly, "We don't know what the Chtorr are like insde-that's why we want you here.

Y ou're supposed to be a scientist. We're hoping you'll tell us. The Chtorr seem to be pretty well armored
or ssgmented or something. Bullets don't have much effect on them-and allot of good men died finding
that out. Either they don't penetrate the same way, or the Chtorrans don't have vital organsthat abullet
can disrupt-and don't ask me to explain how that one's possible, because | don't know either. I'm just
quoting from the reports.

"We do know, though-from unfortunate experience-that to shoot at a Chtorran isto commit suicide.
Whether they're intelligent or not-as some peopl e think-makes no difference. They're very deadly. Even
without wegpons. They move fast and they kill furioudly. The smartest thing to do is not to shoot at them
adl.

"Duke wanted to rescue that child-probably more than you realize-because he knew what the aternative
to rescue was. But when Louis saw Chtorr in the woods, Duke had no choice-he didn't dare go after her
then. They'd have read him hdfway down the hill. Hed have been dead before he moved ten meters.
Probably therest of you too. | don't likeit either, but what he did was amercy.

"That'swhy he passed the binoculars; he wanted to be sure he wasn't making a mistake-he wanted you
and Shorty and Larry to double-check him. If there was the dightest bit of doubt in any of your minds, he
wouldn't have done what he did; he wouldn't have had to-and if | thought Duke had killed that child
unnecessarily, I'd have himin front of afiring squad so fast he wouldn't have timeto change his
underwear."

| thought about that. For along moment.

Dr. Obama waited expectantly. Her eyes were patient. | said, suddenly, "But Shorty never looked at
al"

She was surprised. "He didn't?"

"Only thefirst time," | replied. "He didn't look when we saw the child and he didn't look to confirm it was
Chtorr."

Dr. Obama grunted. She was writing something on anote pad. | wasrelieved to have her eyes off me
even for amoment. "Well, that's Shorty's prerogative. He's seen too many of these-" She finished the
note and looked at me again. "It was enough that he saw the enclosure. But it's you were concerned with
a the moment. Y ou have no doubt, do you, that what you saw was Chtorr?"

"I've never seen a Chtorran, malam. But | don't think this could have been anything else.”



"Good. Then let's have no more of thisnonsense.” She pushed the report across the desk. "'I'll take your
sgnature on the bottom line."

"Dr. Obama, if you please-I'd like to know why it was necessary to kill that little girl.”

Dr. Obamalooked startled again, the second time since the interview began. "I thought you knew."

| shook my head. "That's what thiswhole thing isabout. | don'. "

She stopped. "I'm sorry ... | redly am sorry. | didn't realize - No wonder | couldn't sandbag you. . . ."
She got up from her desk and crossed to afiling cabinet. She unlocked it and pulled out athin folder-it
was lettered SECRET in bright red-then returned to her seat. She held the folder thoughtfully in her
hands. "Sometimes | forget that most of what we know about the Chtorr is restricted information.” She
eyed me carefully. "But you're ascientist-"

She was flattering me, and we both knew it. Nobody was anything anymore. To be accurate, | wasa
student on leave, temporarily contracted to the United States Armed Services, Specia Forces
Operdtion, asafull-time exobiologi<.

"-50 you should be entitled to see these things." But she till didn't passthem over. "Where are you
from?" she asked abruptly.

"SantaCruz, Cdifornia"

Dr. Obama nodded. "Nice town. | used to have some friends just north of there-but that was along time
ago. Any of your family gill dive?’

"Mom s. Dad wasin San Francisco when it-when it-"

"I'm sorry. A lot of good people were lost when San Francisco went under. Y our mother gtill in Santa
Cruz?'

"I think so. Last | heard, she was helping with the refugees.”

"Any other relatives?'

"| haveagser near L.A."

"Married?'

"Yes. She'sgot adaughter, five" | grinned at the thought of my niece. Thelast time | had seen her, she
had been barely beyond the lap-wetting stage. | went sad then, remembering. " She used to have three.
The other two were boys. They would have been six and seven.”

Dr. Obama nodded. "Even so, she's very lucky. So are you. Not many people had that many members
of their family survive the plagues.” | had to agree with her.

Her face went grim now. "Have you ever heard of atown cdled Show Low?"

"l don't think 0."

"It'sin Arizona-it wasin Arizona. There's not much left of it now. It was anice place; it was named after
apoker game-" Dr. Obama cut hersdlf short; shelaid the folder on the desk in front of her and openediit.
"These pictures-these arejust afew of the frames. Theré'salot more-haf adisk of high-grain video-but
these are the best. These pictures were taken in Show Low last year by aMr. Kato Nokuri. Mr. Nokuri
apparently was a video hobbyist. One afternoon he looked out his window-he probably heard the noise
from the street-and he saw this. " Dr. Obama passed the photographs across.

| took them gingerly. They were color eight-by-tens. They showed a small-town street-a shopping
center-as seen from athird-story window. | flipped through the pictures dowly; the first showed a
wormlike Chtorran reared up and peering into an automobile; it waslarge and red with orange markings
onitssdes. The next had the dark shape of another climbing through a drugstore window; the glasswas
just shattering around it. In the third, the largest Chtorran of al was doing something to it looked likea
body-

"It'sthelast picturein the bunch | want you to see," said Dr. Obama. | flipped to it. "The boy thereis
only thirteen."

| looked. | dmost dropped the picturein horror. | looked at Dr. Obama, aghast, then at the photograph
agan. | couldn't help mysdf; my stomach churned with sudden nausea.

"The quality of the photography is pretty good,” she remarked. "Especialy when you consider the subject
matter. How that man retained the presence of mind to take these picturesI'll never know, but that
telephoto shot is the best one we have of a Chtorran feeding.”



Feeding! It was rending the child limb from limb! Its gaping mouth was frozen in the act of dashing and
tearing at his struggling body. The Chtorran's arms were long and double-jointed. Bristly black and
insectlike, they held the boy in ametd grip and pushed him toward that hideous gnashing hole. The
camera caught the spurt of blood from his chest frozen in midair like a crimson splash.

| barely managed to gasp, "They eet their-their prey dive?'

Dr. Obama nodded. "Now, | want you to imagine that's your mother. Or your sister. Or your niece.”

Oh, you mongter- | tried not to, but the images flashed across my mind. Mom. Maggie. Annie-and Tim
and Mark too, even though they were seven months dead. | could still see the boy's paralyzed
expression, the mouth asilent shriek of why me? startlement. | could see that expression superimposed
on my sSgter'sface and | shuddered.

| looked up at Dr. Obama. It hurt my throat to swallow. "I-1 didn't know."

"Few people do,” she said.

| was shaking and upset-I must have been white as a scream. | pushed the pictures away. Dr. Obama
did them back into the folder without looking at them; her eyes were studying me. She leaned forward
across her desk and said, "Now, about that little girl--do you have to ask why Duke did what he did?"

| shook my head.

"Pray that you never find yoursdlf in the same Situation-but if you do, will you hesitate to do the same
thing? If you think you will, take another look at the pictures. Don't be afraid to ask; any time you need to
remember, come to my office and look."

"Yes, maam." | hoped | wouldn't need to. | rubbed my nose. "Uh, maam-what happened to Mr.
Nokuri, the photographer?’

"The same thing that happened to the boy in the picture-we think. All we found was the camera-"

"Y ou were there-?"

"-the rest of the place wasamess." Dr. Obama focused on something €l se for amoment, something very
faraway.". .. Therewasalot of blood. All over everything. A lot of blood. ... " She shook her head
sadly. "These pictures-" She straightened the folder on her desk meaningfully. "-anincredible legacy. This
was our first real proof. The man was ahero.” Dr. Obamalooked at me again and suddenly snapped
back to the present. "Now you'd better get out of here. | have work to do-oh, the report. Take it with
you and read it again. Bring it back when you've signed it."

| left. Gratefully.



? THREE

| WAS lying on my bunk when Ted, the other fellow up from the university, came ganglingin. Hewasa
lanky smart-aleck with aNew England twang. "Hey, Jm boy, chow'son."

"Uh, no thanks, Ted. I'm not hungry.”

"S0?'Y ou want meto call the doc?'

"I'm okay-I'm just not in the mood to eat."

Ted'seyes narrowed. "Y ou still brooding about what happened yesterday?"

| shrugged wherel lay. "I dunno.”

"Y ou talk to Obie about this yet?'

"y egh"

"Ah, that explainsit-she gave you the shock treatment.”

"Well, it worked." | turned on my side and faced the wall. Ted sat down on the bunk facing mine; | could
hear the prings creak.

" She showed you the Arizona pictures, didn't she?' | didn't answer.

"You'l get over it. Everybody does.”

| decided | didn't like Ted. He dways had dmost the right thing to say-asif hetook hislinesfrom a
movie. He was dways being just alittle too wonderful. Nobody could be that cheerful al thetime. |
pulled the blanket over my head.

He must have gotten tired of waiting for aresponse, because he stood up again. "Anyway, Duke wants
to seeyou." He added, "Now. "

| turned around, but Ted was dready out the door.

So | sat up and ran ahand through my hair. After amoment, | dipped on my shoes and went looking for
Duke.

| found him in the recreation room talking to Shorty; they were Sitting on one of the couches going over
some maps together. There was a pot of coffee on the table before them. They looked up as|
gpproached. "Bewith you inaminute,” said Duke.

| hung back politely, keeping my attention focused on the opposite wall. There was an old photograph on
it, afaded magazine shot of President Randolph Hudson McGee; | studied it with no interest at dl, the
sguare jaw, the shiny gray hair, and the campaign-convincing blue eyes. Findly, Duke mumbled
something to Shorty and dismissed him. Tome he said, "Sit down." | did so, nervoudly.

"Want some coffee?'

"No, thanks."

"Have some anyway-be polite." Duke poured out a cup and st it before me. "Y ou've been here aweek,
right?'

| nodded.

"Youvetaked to Obie?’

"y es"

"Seen the pictures?’

"Yes"

"Wdl, what do you think?'

| said, "I don't know. What am | supposed to think?'

"Never answer aquestion with aquestion, for onething.”

"My father used to tell methat's the only way to answer arhetorical question.”

Duke durped his coffee and grimaced. "Ugh. It getsworse every day. But don't tell Sergeant Kdlly | said
s0." He looked at me speculatively. "Can you operate aflamethrower?!

"Huh?'

"I'll assumethat'sa 'no." How fast can you learn? By the end of the week?"

"I don't know. | guess s0. Why?'

"I need abackup man. | thought you might want the job.” | started to protest-Dukeignored it. "Thistime



it'snot just ascouting foray; it's a search and destroy. We're going back to do what we should have done
yesterday. Burn someworms." He waited for my answer.

"l don't know," | said &t last.

His eyes were steady. "What's the problem?"

"I don't think I'm much of amilitary type; that'sal.”

"No, that isnt dl." He fixed mewith his stedy gray eyes and waited.

| felt transparent before him. | tried to glance away, but | felt drawn back to hisface. Duke was grim, but
not angry-just patient.

| said dowly, "I came out here to study theworms. This ... doesn't exactly fit my expectations. Nobody
told me I'd haveto beasoldier.”

Duke said, "Y ou're getting military credit for it, aren't you?"

"Service credit,” | corrected. 1'd been lucky. My biology background had quaified asa " needed
skill"-but just bardly.

Duke made aface. "So? Out here we don't draw linesthat thin. Therés no difference.”

"I beg your pardon, Duke, but theresalot of difference.”

"Eh?How s0?'

"It'sin my contract. I'm attached as a scientist. Nowhere doesit say | haveto be asoldier.”

Duke leaned back in his chair. "Better take another 1ook at that contract, boy-the “specia duties clause.”
| quoted from memory-we had studied it in school; Duke raised his eyebrows, but let me continue. " “In
addition, the employee may be required by the employer, as represented by hisgher immediate, or
otherwise, superiors, to perform any specia or unique duties for which heis properly and duly equipped,
whether by training, nature or other; and which relate or pertain to the basic obligation as herein detailed-'
" Duke smiled. | continued, " "-except where those duties are in direct conflict with the intent of this
contract."

Dukewas gill smiling. "That'sright, McCarthy-and the duties I'm asking of you are not in direct conflict.
Y ou're not under a peaceful intention' clause, are you?"

"Uh, | don't know."

"You'renoat. If you were, you'd have never been sent up. Every man here has two jobs-his own and
killing worms. Do | have to say which one takes priority?'

| said dowly, "What does that mean?”'

"That means" said Duke, "that if the misson ismilitary, everyoneisasoldier. We can't afford to watch
out for deadheads. | need abackup man. Y ou want to study worms, learn how to operate a
flamethrower.”

"That'swhat you mean by "specid duties,' huh?"

Hesaid camly, "That'sright. Y ou know | can't order you, McCarthy. Any operation requiring arisk to
life hasto be entirdly voluntary. And not the old-fashioned "I'll take you, you, and you' kind of
volunteering ether." Duke put down his coffee cup. "But I'll make it easy onyou. Y ou havetill tomorrow
to choose. When you do, go see Shorty. Otherwise, you're shipping out on Thursday's chopper. Got
thet?'

| didn't answer. "Did you get it?"

"l gotit!" | snapped.

"Good." Duke stood up. "Y ou dready know what you're going to choose, Jim-there's no question about
that. So quit obsessing over it and get on with the job. We don't have thetime.”

Hewasright, and | knew it, but it wasn't fair, his pressuring me.

He caught the meaning of my silence and shook hishead. "Get off it, m. Y ou're never going to be any
readier than you are now."

"But I'm not ready at al!"

"That'swhat | meant. If you were, we wouldn't need to have this conversation. So ... what isit?" | looked
upa him."Yes..?'

"Uh-I'm scared,” | admitted. "What if | screw up?”

Duke grinned. "Thereésavery smpletest to know if you've screwed up. If you have, you've been eaten.



Everything e seis success. Remember that.”
He picked up his coffee cup to carry it back to the kitchen. "I'll tell Shorty to expect you. Wear clean
underwear." Then heturned and left, leaving me Staring after him.



? FOUR

LEGALLY, | wasdready inthe army. Had been for three years. Sort of.

Y ou were automatically enlisted when you showed up for your first sesson of Globd Ethics, the only
mandatory coursein high schoal. Y ou couldn't graduate without completing the course. And-you found
this out only afterward-you hadn't completed the course until you'd earned your honorable discharge. It
wasdl part of the Universal Service Obligation. Rah.

The ingtructor was somebody named Whitlaw. Nobody knew much about him. It was hisfirst semester
here. We'd heard some rumors though-that he'd once punched akid for mouthing off and broken his
jaw. That he couldn't befired. That hed seen active duty in Pakistan-and still had the ears of the men and
women held killed. That he was till involved in some super-secret operation and this teaching job was
just acover. And so on.

Thefirg timel saw him, | blievedit dl.

He stumped into the room and dammed his clipboard down onto the desk and confronted us. "All right! |
don't want to be here any more than you do! But thisisarequired course-for al of us-so let's make the
best of abad stuation!”

Hewas asquat bear of aman, gruff-looking and impatient. He had sartling white hair and gun-metd
gray eyesthat could drill you like alaser. His nose wasthick; it looked like it had been broken afew
times. He looked like atank, and when he moved, he moved with apeculiar rolling gait. He rocked from
step to step, but he was surprisingly graceful.

He stood there at the front of the classroom like an undetonated bomb and looked us over with obvious
distaste. He glowered at us-an expression we were soon to recognize as an al-purpose glower of
intimidation, directed not at any of usindividudly, but at the classasaunit.

"My nameis Whitlaw!" he barked. "And | am not anice man!™

Huh-?

"-S0if you think you're going to passthis class by making friendswith me, forget it!" He glared & us, asif
daring usto glare back. "I don't want to be your friend. So don't waste your time. It'sthissmple: | havea
jobto do! It'sgoing to get done. Y ou have ajob to do too. Y ou can makeit easy on yourself and own
the respong bility-or you can fight it and, | promise you, this class will be worse than Hell! Understand?”
He strode to the back of the room then, plucked a comic book out of Joe Bangs's hands and ripped it
up. He tossed the piecesin the trash can. "Thaose of you who think I'm kidding-let me disabuse you of
that now. We can save oursalves two weeks of dancing around, testing each other, if you will just assume
theworst. | am adragon. | am ashark. | anamongter. | will chew you up and spit out your bones.™

He wasin motion congtantly, gliding from one side of the room to the other, pointing, gesturing, stabbing
the air with his hand as he talked. "For the next two semesters, you belong to me. Thisisnot a
pass-or-fail course. Everybody passes when | teach. Because | don't give you any choice an the matter.
Most of you, when you're given a choice, you don't choose to win. That guarantees your falure. Well,
guesswhat. In here, you don't have a choice. And the sooner you get that, the sooner you can get out.”
He stopped. He looked around the room at al of us. Hiseyeswere hard and small. Hesaid, "'l am avery
ugly man. | know it. | have no investment in proving otherwise. So don't expect meto be anything ese. If
there's any adapting to be donein this classroom, | expect you to do it! Any questions?’

"Uh, yeah-" One of the clownsin the back of the room. "How do | get out?"

"Y ou don't. Any other questions?'

There were none. Most of us were too stunned.

"Good." Whitlaw returned to the front of the room. "I expect a hundred percent attendance, one hundred
percent of thetime. There are no excuses. Thisclassis about results. Most of you use your
circumstances as reasons to not have results.” He looked into our eyes asif he werelooking into our
souls. "That's over, starting now! From now on, your circumstances are merely the things you have to
handle so you can have results.”

Oneof thegirlsraised her hand. "What if we get Sck?’



"Areyou planning to?'

"No."

"Then you don't have to worry abouit it."

Ancther girl. "What if we-"

"Stop!" Whitlaw held up ahand. "Do you see? Y ou're dready trying to negotiate aloophole for
yoursdlves. It'scaled, 'What if -? "What if | get Sck? The answer is, make sure you don't. "What if my
car breaks down? Make sure it doesn't-or make sure you have alternate transportation. Forget the
loopholes. There aren't any! The universe doesn't give second chances. Neither do |. Just be here. You
don't have achoice. That's how this classworks. Assumethat I'm holding agun to your head. Because |
am-you don't know what kind of agunitisyet, but thefact is, | am holding agun to your head. Either
you're hereand ontime, or | pull thetrigger and splatter your worthless brains on the back wall." He
pointed. Somebody shuddered. | actually turned to look. | could imagine ared and gray splash of gore
across the pandling.

"Do you get that?' He took our silence as assent. "Good. We might just get dong.”

Whitlaw leaned back casudly againgt the front edge of his desk. He folded his arms across his chest and
looked out over the room.

He smiled. The effect wasterrifying.

"So now," hesaid camly, "I'm going to tell you about the one choice you do have. The only choice. All
therest areillusons-or, at best, reflections of thisone. Y ou ready? All right-herés the options: you can
befree, or you can be cattle. That'sit."

Hewaited for our reactions. There were alot of puzzled expressonsin the room.

"Yourewaiting for therest of it, aren't you? Y ou think there hasto be more. Well, thereisn't any rest of
it. That'sall thereis. What you think of astherest isjust definitions-or gpplications. That's what we're
going to spend the rest of this course talking about. Sounds easy, right? But it won't be-because you'll
ingst on making it hard; because this courseis not just about the definitions of that choice-it's about the
experience of it. Most of you aren't going to like it. Too bad. But thisisn't about what you like. What you
likeor don't likeisnot avaid bassfor choicein theworld. You're going to learn that in here.”

That's how he started out.

It went downhill from there-or uphill, depending on your perspective.

Whitlaw never entered the room until everybody was seated and settled. He said it was our responsibility
to run the class-after dl, he dready knew the materia; this classwasfor us.

He dways began the same way. When he judged we were ready, he entered-and he always entered
speaking: "All right, who wantsto start? Who wants to define freedom?' And we were off

Oneof the girls offered, "It's the right to do what you want, isn't it?"

"Too smple" he countered. "'l want to rip off al your clothes and have mad passionate intercourse with
you, right here on thefloor.” He said it deadpan, staring her right in the face. The girl gasped; the class
laughed embarrassedly; she blushed. "What kegps me from doing it?" Whitlaw asked. "Anyone?”’
"Thelaw," someone cdled. "Y ou'd be arrested.” More laughter.

"Then I'm not completdly free, am 1?7

"Uh, well ... freedom istheright to do whatever you want aslong as you don't infringe on the rights of
others.”

"'Sounds good to me-but how do | determine what those rights are? | want to practice building atomic
bombsin my back yard. Why can't 7"

"Y ou'd be endangering others."

"Who says?'

"Well, if | were your neighbor, | wouldn't likeit."

"Why are you s0 touchy? | haven't had one go off yet."

"But there's way's the chance. We have to protect ourselves.”

"Ahal" said Whitlaw, pushing back hiswhite hair and advancing on the unfortunate student. ""But now
you'reinfringing on my rightswhen you say | can't build my own A-bombs."

"Sir, you're being ridiculous now. Everybody knows you can't build an A-bomb in your back yard.”



"Oh?1 don't know that. In fact, | could build oneif | had accessto the materials and enough time and
money. Theprinciplesarewdl known. Y ou're just betting that | don't have the determination to carry it
through."

"Uh-dl right. But eveniif you did, the rights of theindividud gtill have to be weighed againgt the safety of
the generd public.”

"How'sthat again? Are you telling me that one person's rights are more important than another's?"

"No, I-"

"Sure sounded like it to me. Y ou said my rights have to be weighed against everyone dse's. | want to
know how you're going to determine them. Remember, al of us are supposed to be equa before the law.
Andwhat areyou going to doif | don't think your method isfair? How are you going to enforce your
decison?' Whitlaw eyed the boy carefully. "Try thisone-it'smore likely: I'm aplague victim. | want to get
to ahospita for treatment, but if | even gpproach your city, you're going to start shooting at me. | claim
that my right to medical care guarantees me entrance to that hospital, but you claim that your right to be
free of contamination givesyou licenseto kill. Whose rights are being infringed upon the most?*
"That'snot afair example!™

"Huh?Why not? It's happening in South Africaright nowand | don't care what the South African
government says about it, were talking about rights. Why isn't thisafair example? It's your definition.
Soundsto me like there's something wrong with your definition of freedom." Whitlaw eyed the
uncomfortable boy. "HmM?"

The boy shook his head. He gave up.

"S0, let me giveyou ahint." Whitlaw turned to the rest of usagain. ""Freedom is not about what you want.
That doesn't mean you can't have what you want-you probably can. But | want you to recognize that
going for the goodiesisjust going for the goodies, nothing else. It has very little to do with freedom.” He
sat down on the edge of the desk again and looked around. "Anyone have another?'

Silence. Embarrassed slence. Then, avoice: "Responsihility.”

"Eh? Who said that?"

"l did." A Chinese boy in the back of the room.

"Who'sthat? Stand up there. Let the rest of the class see what a geniuslooks like. What's your name,
oNn?'

"Chen. Louis Chen."

"All right, Louis. Repeat your definition of freedom for the rest of these louts.”

"Freedom means being responsible for your own actions.”

"Right. Y ou have your A for the day. Y ou can rdlax-no, you cant; tell mewhat it means.”

"It means you can build your A-bombs, Sir, but if you aren't taking proper precautions, then the
government, acting on behdf of the people, has the right to take action to guarantee that you do, or shut
you down if you don't."

"Y es-and no. Now we have something else to define. Rights. Sit down, Louis. Give someone elseaturn.
Let's see some hands." Another boy in the back. " "Rights: that which is due aparty by just claim, legdl
guarantee, or mord principle.' "

"Hm," said Whitlaw. "Y ou surprise me-that's correct. Now close the book and tell mewhat it means. In
your own words.”

"Uh..." Thefdlow fdtered. "That whichisrightfully yours. Theright of ... theright to ... | mean, it'swhat
you're entitled to...... He became flustered and trailed off.

Whitlaw looked a him with ajaundiced expression. "Firgt of dl, you can't use a concept to define itsdlf.
And secondly, nothing isrightfully anyone's. We've dready covered that one, remember? Theré's no such
thing as ownership; theré's only control. Ownership isjust atemporary illusion, so how can there be any
such thing asrights? Y ou might aswell indg st that the universe owesyou aliving." Whitlaw grinned
abruptly. "Asametter of fact, it does-but it'salifetimejob to collect.”

He resumed his machine-gun attack. "L ook, I'm going to make this easy for you. All that stuff that we call
rights-that'sjust alot of stuff that politicians say because it sounds good, so people will vote for them.
They're actudly ripping you off because they're confusing theissue, putting alot of stuff intheway



between you and the source of it al. So | want you to forget for amoment al of that Stuff that you believe
about rights. Because thetruth is, it doesn't work. In fact, you can even forget about rightsin the plura
sense. Therés only oneright-and it isn't even aright in the traditional meaning of theword at al.”
Hewasin the center of the room. He turned dowly around, meeting the eyes of dl of us as he spoke.
"The defining condition of adulthood is respongbility. So what's the one thing you need to experience that
respong bility? It's so smple you won't get it -it's the opportunity. " He paused amoment to let it Snk in,
then repeated, " The opportunity to be responsible for yourself. That'sit. If you're denied that one, then
you're not free, and al of the other so-called rights are redundant. Rights are opportunitiesthat's the
definition. And opportunity demands respongbility.”

A hand went up. "What about people who can't take care of themselves?”

"Y ou're talking about the insane and the immature. That's why we have keepers and parents-to watch out
for them, to clean up their messes and paddle their behinds and teach them not to make any more
messes-and not turn them loose upon the world until they learn. Part of the responsibility of adulthood is
seeing that others a so have the opportunity to reach adulthood and be responsible for themselves too.
Mentaly aswell asphyscdly.”

"But that's the government's job-"

"What? Somebody cal the asylum-one of the lunaticsisloose. Surely you don't mean that, son."”

The boy looked stubborn. "Yes, | do."

"Mm; okay," said Whitlaw. "Judtify yoursdlf."

"It'sthe government's respongbility,” he said. "By your definition.”

"Eh?No, | sad it'sthe peopl€'srespongbility.”

"The government isthe people.”

"It is? Not the last time | looked-according to the book, the government isthe representative of the
people.”

"That's not fair, sir-you wrote the book."

"I did?" Whitlaw looked at thetext in hishand. "Hm, so | did. All right, point for your side. Y ou caught
me begging the question.”

The boy looked smug.

"-But you're ftill wrong. No, you're only half wrong. The purpose of agovernment-the only justifiable
reason for its existence-isto act on behalf of the member population in adelegated area of specific
respong bility. Now, what's a"del egated area of specific responsbility'?" Whitlaw didn't wait for
someone to guess & it-he bulldozed on. "1t works out to be anything that enough people are committed
to-whether it'sright or wrong. Get thisl A government, acting on behaf of the member population-andin
their name-will do whatever it is delegated to do, regardiess of any defined mordlity in the matter. If you
want proof, read agood history book." He plucked one off hisdesk. "A good history book is one that
tells you what happened. Period. Forget the onesthat explain history to you-they're ripping you off of the
opportunity to see thewhole picture.”

He sat down on the edge of his desk again. "Listen, the government does what you want it to. If you say
that you don't make a difference, you're guaranteeing that you won't. The fact of the matter isthat anyone
who is committed enough to enroll other people into the same commitment will make adifference. | want
you to know that it does not take amgjority. Some of the gamesthat specific segments of this nation's
population have enrolled the rest of usinto include an extensive military organization, a pace exploration
agency, an interdate highway system, apostal service, a pollution control agency, an economic
management bureau, a nationa education standard, amedica insurance service, anationd pension plan,
alabor management bureau and even avast and complicated system of taxation so that each of us can
pay for hisor her fair share of those services-whether we wanted them or not in thefirst place.”

Whitlaw stabbed at uswith one long bony finger, making hispointsinthe air like ashrikeimpaling its
prey on athornbush. " So the conclusion isinescapable. Y ou are respongble for the actions of your
government. It actsin your name. It isyour employee. If you don't properly supervise the actions of your
employee, you're not owning your responsbility. You'll deserve what you get. Do you know why the
government isin the shape it istoday? Because you aren't doing your job. After al, who elsg's



responsibility could it be? | mean, can you imagine anyonein hisright mind ddliberately designing such a
sysem?No-no onein hisright mind would! The system is continualy faling into the hands of thosewho
arewilling to manipulateit for short-term gain-because we let them.”

Someone raised his hand. Whitlaw waved it down. "No, not now.” He grinned. "I'm not through
“brainwashing' you. | know that's what some of you think thisis-I've seen the editoriasin the newspapers
too, the ones calling for the end of “political indoctrination classes.' Let mejust say this about that: you'll
notice I'm not telling you what you should be doing. Because | don't know what that is. It's your

respong bility to determineit for yoursalves-you get to creste your own form of participation. Because
that'sthe only real choiceyou ever get in your wholelife -whether or not you're going to participate. Y ou
might want to notice that not participating isaso adecison-it'sadecison to beavictim of the
consequences. Refuse to handle your own responsbilities and you will get the consegquences. Every time!
Y ou can count on it.

"So herésthe punch line-pay atention. "Let George doit' isnot just the dogan of alazy man-it'sthe
credo of the dave. If you want to be taken care of and not have to worry, that's fine; you can join the rest
of the cattle. Cattle are comfortable-that's how you recognize them. Just don't complain when they ship
you off to the packing plant. They've bought and paid for the privilege. Y ou sold it to them. Now if you
want to be free, then get this: freedom is not about being comfortable. It's about seizing and using
opportunities-and using them responsibly. Freedom is not comfort. It's commitment. Commitment isthe
willingness to be uncomfortable. The two aren't incompatible, but there are damn few free men on
wefare.

"The free man, class, doesn't just survive-he chalenges!” Whitlaw wasright, of course. He usudly was. If
he'd ever been wrong, none of us had ever caught him at it. And after awhile, we'd gotten pretty good.

| knew what he would say. The choice was mine. Even if | could have asked him for advice, hewould
have only said, "I can't answer that question for you, son. Y ou aready know the answer. Y ou're just
looking for agreement.”

Right.

| couldn't depend on the good will of the universe any more. Five big plagues and ascore of little ones
had seen to that. My coffee had gone cold.

So | went looking for Shorty.
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SHORTY TOWERED over melikeawall.

"Here," he said and thrust aflamethrower into my arms. "Don't flinch,” he grinned. "There's nothing to be
afraid of. I1t'snot charged.”

"Oh," | said, not at al reassured. | tried to figure out how to hold it.

"Watchit," hewarned. "That'd be agood way to burn off your-here, hold it like this. One hand on the
flame control there, the other on the stock-see that handle? That's right. Now, hold till whilel fix your
sraps. Well work without the tanks until you get the fed of it. Y ou know, you're lucky-"

"Oh?"

"That torch isaRemington. AlImost new. Designed for thewar in Pakistan, but never used. Didn't need
to-but it's perfect for us now becauseit'll take anything that burns and flows. See, thetrick isthis: you can
shoot a stream of pure fuel alone-jellied gasolineis best-or you can shoot abarrage of exploding pellets,
soaked in the fuel. Or you can shoot both a once. The pellets are pressure-loaded in this chamber here.
Because they're pellets, you have a greater range, and because they explode on impact, you get alarger
gplash. The effect isterrific-don't point thet at the ground, or you'll take off."

"Uh, Shorty .. ."

"Something wrong?"

"Napam was outlawed almost ten years before the Pakistan conflict. What was the government doing
with flamethrowers?' Helet go of the straps he was adjusting. ™Y ou're gonna need shoulder pads." He
turned away. | thought he wasn't going to answer the question, but as he came back from the jeep,
carrying the pads, he said, " Same thing they were doing with A-bombs, nerve bombs, bacteriologica
weapons, halucinogenic gases, nerve gases and poison vectors. Stockpiling them." He stopped my next
guestion before | could ask it. "1 know, they'reillega. That's why we had to have them-because the other
side had them too. L etting them know was the guarantee. That'swhy the treaty worked.”

"But-1 thought the purpose of the whole thing was to outlaw inhumane wespons.”

"Nope. Just to keep ‘em from bein' used. There's dways a difference between what you say and what
you redly want. If you're sharp enough to know what you redly want, then it's easy to figure out what to
say to get it. That's what that whole conference was about.” He paused sourly. "1 oughta know. | was
there”

"Huh?'

Shorty looked like he wanted to say something, but he stopped himself. "Never mind. Some other time.
Let meask you this: what isit that makes awegpon inhumane?’

"Uh..." | thought about it.

"Let memakeit easer for you. Tell me ahumane wegpon.”

"Um-l seeyour point.”

"Right. Therésno such thing. It'slike Chrigmas-it's not the gift, it's the thought that counts." He came
around behind me and started fitting the pads under the straps. A weapon, Jmnever forget this, lift your
ams-isatool for sopping the other fellow. That's the purpose-stopping him. The so-called humane
weapons merely sop aman without permanently injuring him. The best wegpons-you can put your arms
down now-are the ones that work by implication, by threat, and never have to be used at al. The enemy
sopshimsdf.

"It'swhen they don't op"-he turned me around to adjust the fittings in front-"that the weapons become
inhumane, because that's when you have to use them. And so far, the most effective ones are the ones
that kill-because they stop the guy permanently.” He had to drop to hiskneesto cinch thewaist strap.
"Although ... therésalot to be said for maiming-"

"Huh?' | couldn't see hiseyes, so | didn't know if he wasjoking or not.

"-but that's asking too much of both the wegpon and its user.” He straightened again and rapped the
buckle in the center of my chest. "Okay, that's the quick-release latch. Fip that up and the whole thing
falsapart. That'sin case you have a sudden need to run like hell. And if you do, you'd better. Five



seconds after you drop that, it blowsitself to bits. All right, I'm gonna hang the tanks on you now."

"Y ou were going to say something about the Moscow Tregties before, weren't you?' | prompted.
"Nope." He headed for the jeep.

| flexed my arms. The harness was iff, but it wasn't uncomfortable. | guess Shorty knew what he was
doing.

He came back with thetanks. They doshed lightly. "They're only haf full. I don't want you starting any
forest fires. Turn around.”

As he hung the tanks on my shoulders, he said, "'Y ou want to know about the treaties? They were
dishonorable. To make faserules about "1 won't use thisif you won't usethat’ may seem civilized
because it lessensthe brutaity-but it isn't. It just makes the brutality tolerable for alonger time. And that's
not civilized a dl. If werein asituation where we have to stop the other fellow, then let'sjust stop him.
It's more efficient. There, how doesthat fed 7'

| tested my baance. "Uh, fine-"

He scowled. "No, it isn't. You're off balance. They'retoo low. Hold still." He lifted the tanks off my back
and began readjugting the straps of the harness. "Thistorch-" he said, "-thistorch isatruly beautiful
weapon. It has amaximum range of Sixty meters. Eighty with asupercharger. It makesyou atotally
independent fighting unit. Y ou carry your own fuel, you choose your own targets, point and squeeze.
Vrr-o-oomm! Itl stop aman ingtantly-or aworm. It'll stop atank. It burn out a pillbox. Thereisn't
anything that can resist atorch-except very thick armor or alot of distance. It isnot"-he gave ahard
yank-"humane. Y ou pull that trigger and that's not aman in front of you anymore; it's a private piece of
hell. Y ou can watch him turn black and shrivel ashisblood boilsout of hisskin. Y ou canfed hisflesh
roasting. Sometimes you can even hear the scream of the air exploding out of hislungs.” He gave another
sharp pull at the straps. "And that's good, Jm, that's very good. Y ou should be right down there next to
what you're doing. If you're going to be akiller, you should do it personally, so you experience what
you're doing. That'sthe civilized way." He poked me. "That torch is not humane, but it iscivilized.”

My mouth was very dry. | managed to say, "Civilized-?"

"It stopsthem, doesn't it? Hold still, here come the tanks again. A weapon should let you deep well a
night. If it doesn't, theré's something wrong with the war.”

He caught me unprepared. | dmost staggered. | siffened againgt the weight. But he wasright. The

bal ance was better thisway.

He must have seen the look on my face. "Jim-war isn't polite. Especialy not this one. We don't have the
timeto befair. That torch will burn a Chtorran like fluff, and that's al that matters -you don't get asecond
chance with worms. They come a you at agood sixty-five kilometers an hour-two hundred and
twenty-five kilograms of angry worm. And they're dl teeth at the businessend. If it'spurple, burnit.
That's astanding order. Y ou don't have to wait for permission.”

"l won't."

He locked eyes with me and nodded sharply; his expresson was hard. "There's one more thing. Don't
ever balk because you might hit aman. Don't hesitate because you think you might be ableto save
him-you can't. Once a Chtorran starts eating, there's no way to stop it. It can't top. Not even if it wanted
to. Burn them both, Jm. And burn them fast. He'd thank you for it if he could.” He studied my face. "Can
you remember that?"

“I'll try."

"It'sliketht little girl. It's the kindest thing you can do.”

| nodded and shouldered the flamethrower. | didn't likeit; | probably never would. Too bad. "Okay," my
mouth was saying. " Show me how to work it."
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RECONNAISSANCE CONFIRMED that there were only three wormsin the valley, as Duke had
guessed, but also that they were very busy with something. When Larry reported that, Duke frowned. He
didn't like worms being so active-that made them hungry.

Dr. Obama ordered satellite pictures and the USAF ROCKY MOUNTAIN EYEBALL sentusa
full-spectrum series, atwevehour surveillance of the valey and surrounding regions. The frames sarted
arriving within an hour of Dr. Obamas request.

Weadl studied them, particularly theinfra-red ones, but they told uslittle we didn't ready know.

"Look here" said Larry, "theigloo." It was abright red blotch; the frame was pseudo-color enhanced to
show heat sources. "Something very hot in there. They must belarge.”

"And very active," grunted Duke. "That's dmost too much heet." He poked Shorty. "What do you think?
How much mass are we looking at?"

Shorty shrugged. "Hard to say. Threetons at least. Probably more. The resolution on theinfra-red is
lousy. The wavedength'stoo long.”

"Yeah," said Duke. "l guessthat settlesit. Well take three teams.”

Weleft just before dawn. Chtorrans don't like direct sunlight, so we figured to drive al morning and
catch them in the hottest part of the day, when they were most likely to be torpid. We hoped.

There weretwelve of us. Four men with torches, three with grenades and two with rocket launchers.
And the three jeep driverswould be carrying laser-sighted AM-280s. The 280 was recoilless and could
fire twenty-three hundred rounds per minute. A mere touch on the trigger would put fifty roundsinsde a
seven-centimeter circle-whatever the target beam touched. Y ou could shoot from the hipand amiit likea
flashlight. The 280 could chew holesin abrick wall-it was the high volume of firethat did it. If any gun
could stop a Chtorran, it would have to be the 280.

I'd heard only asingle complaint about the guns-from Shorty, of course. Denver had sent up some
specidly loaded magazines for them. Every hundredth round was aneedle dart packed with a variety of
particularly nasty germs. The reasoning wasthat if we failed to kill the Chtorransright away, the bugs
might get them later. Shorty had snorted contemptuoudy. "It'sin case we don't come back. That's how
much faith they havein us." Helooked at me. "Listen, boy-that's not the way we do it here. We plan on
coming back. Got that?'

"Uh...yes gr."

The Remington hadn't been that hard to master. 1'd spent the first couple of days starting forest
fires-clearing brush and widening the scorched areaaround the camp; then had switched to target
practice-trying to burn an asbestoid-and-wire framework dragged behind a jeep.

"Now, be careful," Shorty had warned. "'If you fire too soon, the Chtorran will veer off-but you won't be
ableto seethat until the smoke clears. By then it'stoo late. Wait aslong as you can beforefiring.”

"Until | seethewhites of hiseyes, huh?'

Shorty grinned as he got back into the jegp. " Sonny, if you get close enough to aworm to see the whites
of hiseyes-you're lunch." He drove off and began hisrun.

| missed, of course. | waited too long and nearly got knocked down by the cage.

Shorty braked to astop, stood up in the jeep and rang abig triangular dinner bell. "Come and get i,
Chtorrang! Dinner is served! Nice fresh human-not dangerousat al! Come and get it!"

| waited till he wasthrough. "l assume that means| wastoo Sow."

"Too dow-? Of course not. Y ou just movetoo long in the same place.”

Wetried again. Thistime he drove straight at me. The jegp bounced across the fidd, the asbestoid worm
in hot pursuit but never quite catching up. | planted my feet solidly and counted dowly. Not too soon,
NOW...

| missed again.

Thistime Shorty got out of the jeep and strode back to the target. He pulled afifty-casey note out of his



pocket and stapled it to the cage. "There," he said. "I'm betting fifty C'sthat you can't hitit." He Sarted
back to the jeep. "Y ou know, you redly ought to learn how to run faster. Make the worms earn their
lunch. We don't want any fat Chtorrans on this planet, do we?"

"Wedontwantany at dl," | said.

"That'stheidea," he grinned. "I thought you forgot. Want to try it again?"

"Yegh. Thistimel'll getit."

He hooked athumb at the target. "I've got fifty caseys says you won't-prove me wrong." He gunned the
engine and jolted off. While hecircled, | tried to figure out what | was doing wrong. Obvioudy | was
waiting too long to fire-but Shorty had said not to fire too soon or the Chtorran would have timeto veer
off.

Onthe other hand, if | held off too long | might not get the chanceto fireat dl.

Hmm. The best time to shoot had to be at just that moment when it wastoo late for the Chtorran to
change course. But when was that? How close did a Chtorran get before the bloodlust took over? Fifty
meters? Twenty-five? Hmm, think of a stampeding eephant. Cdl it fifteen meters...

Hey, wait aminute-! Thistorch had arange of amost seventy. What was Shorty trying to pull? 1 could
burn wormslong before they got close enough to chomp me!

| waved at him and tried to attract his attention, but he only grinned and waved back. He started heading
toward me. Fast. He was beginning another run.

Wéll, I'd show him. | reset the range of the flamer to maximum. Thistime I'd fire as soon asthe target got
close enough. | wouldn't wait one second longer than necessary.

| focused on the wire-mesh worm, estimated itsrange, waited till it bounced acrossan invisblelineand
squeezed the release. The flame whooshed out with aroar, startling me with itsintensity. The asbestoid
worm disgppeared in aball of orangefire. Oily black smoke rose fromit.

Shorty legpt from the jegp, howling. | cut off the torch hastily. But he wasn't mad &t al about hisfifty
caseys-not even angry about his singed eyebrows. He just ran over and pulled the plug on my battery
pack.

"Now you're thinking like aworm-burner,” he said. "Fire as soon asthey get within range.”

| glowered a him. "Why didn't you tell methat in the first place?"

"What-? And let you miss the excitement of learning how to outthink a Chtorran? That'swhat the lesson
wasal about."

"Oh," | said. Then, "Canwetry it again?'

"Uh, I think not." He was fedling the damage to his eyebrows. "At least not until | get alonger towline for
that target.”

We never did get the longer towline, what with preparations for the big burn and dl, but it worked out dll
right anyway. A couple more days of shooting at the target-Shorty wore his asbestoid pgjamas-and |
was ready for thereal thing. At least Shorty and Duke were willing to take the chance. | wasn't as sure.
I'd heard that worms could be aslong as four meters and weigh as much as nine hundred kilos. Or more.
Maybe those were exaggerations-1'd find out for mysalf soon enough-but 1'd been brought up to worry.
It'safamily tradition. Good worrying is never wasted.

Well, I'd certainly done enough thistime-and just in case | hadn't, | was doing alittle extrain the jeep.
Just to be on the safe side.

Duke noticed it, of course. We were both in the second car. "Relax, Jim. It's not white-knuckle time yet."
"Sorry," | said, trying to grin.

"Wewon't betherefor hours." He leaned back against the seat and stretched his arms. "Enjoy the
morning. Look at the scenery.”

"Uh, shouldn't we be on the lookout for worms?"

"Weare"

"Huh?'

"Shorty'sinthefirst jeep. Louisand Larry arein the last one. Y ou don't know what to look for-that's
why you'rein the second. And | have more important thingsto think about.” He folded hisarms behind
his head and appeared to go to deep.



"Oh" | sad.

| was beginning to get it. In thisman'sarmy, you don't worry unless you're ordered to-and if | want you
to have an opinion, I'll give you one.

In other words, thiswas not the army | had thought | was joining-the Teamwork Army. That was dead
and gone. | don't know why | hadn't redlized. Thiswas something else dtogether.



? SEVEN

WHITLAW TALKED about the army once.

One of the girls-one of the older ones; her name was Patricia-had been complaining about how her draft
board had rejected her choice of "needed skill." (Wéll, Creative Anarchist had been pretty far out. |
couldn't blamethem.) "I might aswell join the army and beawhore," she said.

"Mmm," said Whitlaw. "With an attitude like that, you probably wouldn't be avery good one."

The class laughed, but she looked miffed. Insulted, even. "What do you mean by that?"

"I mean, you might not be acceptable to them. Mordeisvery important in the army these days."
"Morale-?" The girl seemed astonished. "They're only abunch of sweat-pushers-! What about my
morae? I'm apoalitica scientigt!”

"Not in here, you're not." Whitlaw sat down on the edge of his desk, folded hisarms and grinned. "And,
obvioudly, not to your draft board either. Maybe alittle honest sweet is exactly what you need to
gopreciateitsvaue."

She sniffed proudly. "But my work with my brain ismuch more vauable than their work with their
bodies”

"Wrong," said Whitlaw. "Y our work is vauable only when it's needed. And you're only valuable when
your particular skill isscarce. It takestimeto train abiological engineer or aquantum mechanic or even a
competent Al hacker-but if we had a hundred thousand of them, how much do you think asingle one
would be worth?'

Shedidn't answer.

"The only reason we haven't trained that many isthat we don't need them. If we did, our society could
produce them in two to four years. We've proven that time and again. Y our grandfathers proved it when
they needed computer programmers and engineers and aerospace technicians and a thousand other
specidtiesto put the first man on the moon-and most of those specidties had to be invented as the needs
arose. By the end of the decade, it seemed asif they were as plentiful as swesat-pushers,; in fact, some of
them actudly had to start pushing swest to survive when the space program was cut back.”

"But that was. . . just economics,” sheingsted. "It's the education that makes a person vauable, isn't it?"
"Isit?" Whitlaw looked at her blandly. "How do you define value? Can you fdl atree? Or milk acow?
Do you know how to operate a bulldozer? Can you lay bricks?"

"Of course not-"

"Then by some standards, you're not vauable a al. Y ou're not a survivor type.”

"But-that's manua labor! Anybody can do that."

Whitlaw blinked. "But you cant?'

She looked surprised. "Why should | haveto?"

Whitlaw stopped. He eyed her curioudy. "Haven't you read any of the assgnments?’

"Of course | have, but I'm talking about the real world now." Whitlaw stopped in mid-turn toward his
podium. Helooked back at her, a startled expression on hisface. "I beg your pardon.” The class
groaned-uh oh-we knew what was coming.

Hewaited until her mouth ran out of momentum. "Let me explain something to you. In the whole history
of the human race, in al thetime since wefirst climbed down out of the trees and stopped being monkeys
and started learning how to be people, in adl those years, we have managed to maintain what passesfor
modern civilization for only avery short period. | mark the beginning of modern timeswith thefirst
industridization of eectricity. That makesthe-ah, you should pardon the expression-current eralessthan
two centurieslong. That's not along enough test. So it il isn't proven that civilization isn't afad. I'm
betting on history-it's got the track record. Do you understand what I'm trying to tell you? What you think
of asthered world isactudly avery unred world, an artificid environment that has come into existence
only by the determination of alot of sweat-pushers|ooking for away to maketheir lives easier, and by
the good will of the universe-and the latter condition is subject to change without notice. That done
guaranteesthat this"-he lifted his hands wide to take in the room, the building, the city, theworld -"isjust



atemporary condition. Certainly on acosmic scaeit is." He brushed hiswhite hair back with one hand.
Therewasfirein hisvoice as he added, "Listen, you're capable-that's not the question. Y ou just refuse to
acknowledge your own capabilityand that's your problem. Did you know that in the Soviet Union today
there are more women bricklayers than men? And it's been that way for at least fifty years. No, your only
excuseisthat you're not trained for it. And that's a so the reason why you wouldn't be agood whore-you
don't know how to be. But you could be, if you had thetraining. Thefact is, you can be anything you
chooseif you have the training-and you would if it meant the difference between eating or starving.”

"I'm sure| could," shesaid. "I could learn to milk acow, if | had to-"

"I'm sure you could too. It'd only take afew minutes.” He eyed her. "Or longer.”

"-but then what?"

"Then you'd milk cows, of course!”

"But | don't want to milk cows!"

"Neither do I-but if the cow hasto be milked, someone hasto do it! That's what makesit aneeded skill.
Listen-" Heturned to the rest of us now. "Too many of you sitting in this classroom have been separated
from those very necessary skillsfor too many generations. It's given you some very peculiar ideas of your
own importance. Let merelieve you of that foolishness right nowmost of you have to depend on too
many othersfor your survival, and that makes you vulnerable. It wouldn't be abad ideato learn afew of
those basic sKills, because asfar asthe society you liveinis concerned, it's the training that's valuable, not
theindividud.

"Right now, mogt of our laborersin the army take alot of pridein what they're doing-believeit or not. So
what does it matter that some of them were sixth-generation welfare recipients? They're not anymore!
Now they're taxpayers, just like the rest of us. And the skillsthey learn in the army may be enough so
that they'll never haveto go back on welfare again. And at least they can seethe physical fact of what
they're accomplishing-most of us never do. | don't. | doubt you'll remember atenth of what | tell you a
year from now-and you don't know how frustrating that isfor meto realize-but they can point to anew
park or areclaimed building and say, "I did that." And that's quite afeding. | know! This country benefits
from their labor, you and | benefit -and most of al they benefit, because their lives are enriched. They
gain ills, they gain pride and they regain their self-respect, because they're doing ajob that makesa
differencel”

Whitlaw stopped and took abreath. | found myself wondering again about hislimp, where he had gotten
it. He covered it well. | hadn't noticed it until someone ese pointed it out to me. He looked at the girl
whaose comment had sparked thisdiscussion asif to say, "Do you get it?"

She made amigtake. A little one, but it was enough. She sniffed.

Whitlaw's expression froze. I'd never seen him looking so angry. He said quietly, "Y ou know something?
If you were awhore, you'd probably starve to death.”

Nobody laughed. Nobody dared to.

Whitlaw leaned in closeto her, hisface only inches away from hers. In astage whisper, hesad, "You've
been ripped off. Y ou've been alowed to turn yourself into an egocentric, selfish, spoiled brat-a
sef-centered, empty-headed, painted little cock-tease. Y ou think the sanctity of your genitalsis
important? Y ou're aready awhore and you don't even know it!"

"You can't talk to methat way-" She started to rise-but Whitlaw didn't back away. He leaned in even
closer. There was no room for her to rise, and she fell back in her seat. "Listen, I've seen you. Y ou shake
your tits and Smper and expect the football team to fight for the privilege of Sitting next to you in the
cafeteria. Y ou pout at Daddy and he hands you his credit cards. Someday you'll make adeal to screw
twice aweek and some poor sucker will give you ahouse and acar and agold ring to wear. If that isn't
whoring, | don't know what is. The only difference between you and alicensed courtesan isthat he or
she gives honest service."

"Hold on there-!" One of the fellows in the back of the room stood up suddenly. He wasred in the face.
He looked ready to punch Whitlaw. | didn't know whether to be scared for him or Whitlaw.

"Sit down, son!”

"No! You can't badger her like that!"



"How would you like me to badger her? Sit down!™ Whitlaw turned to the rest of us, not bothering to
look and seeif the felow had followed ingtructions or not. "How many of you think I'm out of line here?"
Mogt of the classraised their hands. Some didn't. Not me. | didn't know what to think.

"So get thigl | don't care what you think! I've got ajob to do! And if that means hitting some of you
broadside with ashovd, I'll do it-becauseit seemsto be the only way to get your attention! Listen,
dammit! | am not ababysitter! Maybe in some of your other classesthey can pour the Stuff over you like
syrup and hope some of it will stick; but in this class, we do it my waybecause my way produces results!
This class comes under the authority of the Universal Service Act-and it's about growing up!” He poked
the girl harshly. "Y ou can go home and complain to your daddy if you want-1 know who you are-and he
can go and complain to the draft board. Mean old Mr. Whitlaw is picking on Daddy'slittle girl! They'll
just laugh in hisface. They hear three or four of those aweek. And they love them+it proves I'm doing my
job." Heleaned in close to her again. "When things get uncomfortable, do you adwaysrun to Daddy? Are
you going to spend the rest of your lifelooking for daddiesto defend you against the mean old Mr.
Whitlaws of the world? Listen, here's the bad news-you're going to be agrownup soon! Y ou don't get to
do that anymore!" He reached out and took her chin in his hand and pointed her face back toward him.
"Look a me, Patricia=don't hide from it! There aretigers outside-and you are fat and plump and tender.
My job isto toughen you up, so you have a chance againgt them. If | Iet you get away with this bullshit
that you run on everybody else, I'd be ripping you off of the opportunity to learn that you don't need it.
That you're bigger than al of that “sweet little Daddy's girl' garbage. So leaveit at the door from now on.
Y ou got that?'

She started to cry. Whitlaw pulled atissue from his pocket and dropped it on the desk in front of her.
"That racket won't work in here either.” She glared a him, then took it and wiped at her eyes quickly.
For the rest of the session she was very quiet and very thoughtful.

Whitlaw straightened and said to the rest of us, "That appliesto the rest of you too. Listen, thisis about
service. Most of you are operating in the context that the obligation is some kind of chore, something to
be avoided. Do you know you're cheating yourself? The opportunity hereisfor you to use the resources
of the United States government to make a profound difference for yourselves and the people you share
this planet with. And well be talking about specificslater in the course. Y ou just need to get one
thing-thisisn't about you serving others as much asit's about you serving yoursalves." He sumped to the
back of the room and faced the entire class. We had to turn in our seatsto see him. Hisface was flushed,
his eyeswere piercing.

"Ligten," hesaid. "Y ou know about the Millennium Tregties -thefind act of the Apocalypse. | know what
you've been taught so far. In order to guarantee world peace, the United States gave up itsright to have
an internationa military force. We lost awar -and thistime, we had to take the responsibility for it, Never
again would an American president have the tools of reckless adventurism at such casual disposal-it'stoo
dangerous arisk. The Apocalypse proved that.

"So what we have instead is the Teamwork Army-and what that meansto you isthat your service
obligation is no longer acommitment to war, but acommitment to peace. It's an opportunity to work not
just here, but anywherein the world, if you so choose, attacking the causes of war, not the symptoms.”
Abruptly, Whitlaw stopped there. He shoved both his handsinto his jacket pockets and returned to the
front of the room. He stood there with his back to us, peering at his notes on the podium. He stood like
that long enough for the classroom to become uncomfortable. Some of us traded nervous glances.
Without looking up from his clipboard, Whitlaw said quietly, "Paul, you have aquestion?’

It was Paul Jastrow, in the back of the room. How had Whitlaw known that?"Y eah," said Paul, standing
up. "I've been reading here'-he held up one of the texts-"our Stuation islike that of Germany at theend
of World War One, right?'

Whitlaw turned around. "'In what way?"

"Well, we're being punished for starting awar. So we're not alowed to have the kind of military that
could be used for garting another war, right?"

Whitlaw nodded. "Onething-in our casg, it isn't a punishment. It'sacommitment.”

"Yeah," said Paul. "I hear you-but the terms of it are the same, no matiter what you call it. We don't have



ared armynot onethat carries guns.” He looked angry.

"Only the domestic service, of course,” Whitlaw noted. "But essentidly, you'reright. So what'sthe
question?'

"I'm getting to it. It'sthis Teamwork Army-" He said it with disdain. "1t sounds an awful lot like what the
Germans had after World War One. They had all these work camps and youth groups and they drilled
with shovelsinstead of rifles and they did public worksand dl that kind of thing. And al that wasredly
just afake, because when the time came, these guys put down their shovels and picked up riflesand
turned into ared army again. And we know how that turned out.”

"Yeeh," sad Whitlaw. "So?"

"So-what about our so-caled Teamwork Army? | mean, couldn't they be turned back into amilitary
force?'

Whitlaw smiled. For some reason, it made him look dangerous. "Y ep," he said, looking straight at Paul.
"Well-?" asked Paul. "Wl what?"

"Wasthat intentiond ?*

"I don't know." Whitlaw's tone was casud . Perhaps he redlly didn't know.

"Well, doesn't that mean the Teamwork Army's afake?'

"Isit?" Whitlaw asked. "You tel me."

Paul looked uncertain. "l don't know," he said.

Whitlaw stood there for amoment, waiting. He looked at Paul, he glanced around the room at the rest of
us, then looked back to Paul. "Isthat an observation, Paul, or isthere a question in there somewhere?!
"Uh, yeah. Theré'saquestion in there, but | don't know what it is. It'sjust-1 don't get it."

"| seethat. And thanks for being honest about it-that's good. So et me work with that for asecond. Let's
gart with the facts about the Teamwork Army. These are men who are building things. People who build
things tend to be very defensive about the thingsthey build. It's called territoridity. It turns out they make
very good soldiers. Y es, the possibility isthere. The Teamwork Army could be converted to aregular
military forcein ... oh, let me see, now-what did that report say?' He made ashow of returning to his
clipboard and calling up a specific page of notes. "Ah-twelve to sSixteen weeks."

He paused. Helet it sink in. Helooked around the classroom, meeting the gaze of everyone who dared
to look at him. | think we were horror-struck; | know | was. It wasn't the answer | wanted to hear. After
along, uncomfortable silence, Whitlaw said quietly, "So what?' He stepped out into the middie of the
room again. "The question is not why isthat possibility there-because there isaways that possibility of
military adventurism-the question iswhat, if anything, do we do about it?

Nobody answered.

Whitlaw grinned at us. "That'swhat this courseis about. That respongbility. Eventudly it'sgoing to be
yours. So your assignment isto look at how you'd like to handle it. What would you do with the army?
It'syour tool. How do you want to use it? Well talk about that tomorrow. Thank you, that'll beit for
today." He returned to the podium, picked up his clipboard and left the room.

Huh-? We sat and looked at each other. Was that it? Patricialooked unhappy. "I don't likeit,” she said.
"And | gill don't know what to do about my draft board.”

Somebody poked her. "Don't worry about it," he said. "Y ou'll think of something. Y ou've got time.”

But he waswrong.

She didn't have time-and neither did any of the rest of us. She was dead within Sx months. And so were
most of the rest of my classmates.



? EIGHT

WHEN THE plaguesfirst gppeared, the medical community assumed they were of naturd origin, smple
mutations of aready familiar diseases. Hence the names. Black Peritonitis, African Meades, Botuloid
Virus, Comatosis and Enzyme Reaction 42-that last one was particularly vicious. They were so virulent
and they spread so fast that it wasn't until afterward that al of them were identified.

| remember Dad frowning as he read the newspaper each night. "ldiots," he muttered. "I'm only surprised
it didn't happen sooner. Of course you're going to get plagueif you put that many peopleinto aplacelike
Cdcutta”

Within a couple of weeks, the frown gave way to puzzlement. "Rome?" he said. "'l thought the Italians
were more careful than that.”

Wheniit hit New York, Dad said, " "Nita, | think we should move up to the cabin for afew weeks. Jm,
you'll comewith us, of course.”

"But, I've got school-"

"Y ou can afford to missit. | think I'll call your Sister too." At firgt, the doctors thought they were dedling
with only one disease-but one with adozen contradictory symptoms. They thought that it took different
forms, like bubonic and pneumonic plague. Then they thought thet it was so unstable it kept mutating.
Everyone had atheory: the super-jumbos were the vectors; we should ground al air travel at once and
isolate the disease. Or the bacterio-ecology had finaly developed awidespread tolerance for our
antibiotics, we shouldn't have used them so fredly in the past. Or it was dl those experiments with
fourth-dimensiona physics; they were changing the atmaosphere and causing weird new mutations. Things
like giant centipedes and purple caterpillars.

The first wave swept across the country in aweek. A lot of it was carried by the refugees themselves as
they fled the East Coadt, but just as much was spread by seemingly impossible legpfrog jumps.
Airplanes? Or something else? Therewasno direct air service a dl to Klamath, Cdifornia, yet that city
died before Sacramento.

| remember one broadcagt; this scientist-1 don't remember his name-was claiming thet it was biological
warfare. He said there were two kinds of agents: the Y -agents for which there were vaccines and
antitoxins, and the X-agents for which there were no defenses at al. Apparently, he said, some of these
X-agents must have been rel eased, either accidentdly or perhaps by terrorists. There was no other way
to explain this sudden outbresk of worldwide uncontrollable desth.

That idea caught on red fast. It made sense. Within days the country wasin an uproar. Screaming for
revenge. If you couldn't kill the germ, at least you could strike back at the enemy responsible for releasing
it.

Except-who was that? There was no way of knowing. Besides -and this was the horrible thought-what if
the bugs were ours? There were just as many people willing to believe that too.

After that, thingsfell apart red fast. We heard some of it on the short wave radio. It wasn't pretty.
Wewere fairly well isolated where we were, even more so after somebody went down to the junction
one night and set the bridge on fire. It was an old wooden one and it burned for hours, until it finally
collgpsed into the stream below. Most of uswho lived on the hill knew about the shalow place two miles
upstream. If necessary you could drive avehicle across there, but Dad had figured that the burned-out
bridge would stop most refugees from trying to come up the mountain. He was amost right. One of our
neighbors down the hill radioed us once to warn of a caravan of three land-rovers heading our way, but
not to worry. A while later we heard some shooting, then nothing. We never heard anything more about
it.

After that, however, Dad kept aloaded rifle near the door, and he taught all of us how to useit-even the
kids. He was very specific in hisingtructions. If we did shoot someone, we were to burn the bodies, dl
their belongings, their cars, their animals and everything they had touched. No exceptions.

We stayed on the mountain al summer. Dad phoned in his programs until the phones stopped working;
then he just kept working without sending them in. | started to ask him once why he kept on, but Mother



stopped me. Later, she said to me, "Jim, it doesn't matter if there's ever going to be anyone again who'll
want to play one of his games-he's doing them for himself. He hasto bdieve-we dl do-that there will be
afuture”

That stopped me. | hadn't thought about the future-because | hadn't comprehended the avesome scale
of the pestilence. | had stopped listening to theradio early on. | didn't want to know how bad it was. |
didn't want to hear about the dead dying faster than the living could bury them-whole households going to
bed healthy and dl of them dying before they awoke. | didn't want to hear about the bodies in the streets,
the panic, the looting, the burnings-there had been afirestorm in Los Angeles. Was anybody |eft dive?
We stayed on the mountain al winter too. It was rough, but we managed. We had awindmill, so we had
electricity-not alot, but enough. We had a solar roof and a Trombe wall, we wore sweaters and we
stayed warm. We'd used the summer to build agreenhouse, so we had vegetables, and when Dad
brought down the deer, | understood why he had spent so much time practicing with the crossbow. We
survived.

| asked him, "'Did you know that something like thiswould happen?'

Helooked up a me across the body of the deer. " Something like what?"

"The plagues. The breakdown."

"Nope," he said, wiping hisforehead. The insides of that animal were hot. He bent back to histask.
"Why do you ask?'

"Um, the crossbow, the cabin-and everything. Why this particular mountain?| aways thought you werea
little bit ... well, wobbly for making such athing about being sdf-sufficient. Now it seemslike awfully
good planning.”

He stopped and laid down hisknife. He wiped the blood off hisgloves. "It isimpossibleto work in
weather like this." His breath wasfrosty intheair. "And | can't get agrip through these gloves. No, |
didn't know-and yes, it was good planning. But it wasn't my idea. It was your grandfather's. | wish you
could have known him better. He used to tell me that aman should be prepared to move suddenly at
least threetimesin hislife. That is, if you're planning to live along life. Y ou know why, of course. Pick
any period of history, any place. It's hard to find seventy years of unbroken peace and quiet.
Somebody'stree is awaystoo crowded.” He sighed. "When the screeching tarts, it'stimeto go
someplace quieter.” He picked up the knife and went back to his evisceration of the buck. "Our family
has a history of narrow escapes-wait aminute. Hold that-ah, there! One of your great-grandfathers | eft
Nazi Germany in 1935. He kept heading west until he got to Dublin-that's why your nameis McCarthy
today. He forgot to marry your great-grandmother in achurch.”

"Oh" | sad.

"Y our grandfather bought thisland in 1986. When land was till chegp. He put aprefab on it. Came up
here every summer after that and built alittle more. Never saw the sense of it mysdlf until-lef's see, it was
before you were born-it would have had to have been the summer of '97. Right, we thought that was
going to bethe year of the Apocaypse.”

"l know," | said. "Wegtudied it in school."

He shook hishead. "It's not the same, Jm. It was aterrifying time. The world was parayzed, waiting to
seeif they would drop any more bombs. We were al sure that thiswasit-the big one. The panics were
pretty bad, but we came through it al right, up here. We spent the whole year on this mountain-didn’t
come down till Christmas. The world waslucky that time. Anyway, that's what convinced me."

We began pulling the buck around and onto the ded. | said, "How long do you think well haveto stay up
here thistime?' "Dunno. Could be awhile-maybe even a couple years. In the fourteenth century, the
Black Desth took itstime about dying out. | don't expect these plaguesto be any different.”

| thought about that. "What do you think well find when we do go back?’

"Depends.”

"Oon?'

"On how many people have... survived. And who." He looked a me speculatively. "1 think you'd better
dart lisening to the radio with me again.”

"Yes gr."



About amonth after that, we caught a broadcast out of Denver, the provisiona capital of the United
States. Martid law was till in effect. The thirty-six surviving members of Congress had reconvened and
postponed the presidentia eection for at least six months. And the second-generation vaccines were
proving nearly sixty percent effective. Supplieswere till limited though.

Dad and | looked at each other and we were both thinking the same thing. The worst isover.

Within amonth, Denver was on the air twenty-four hours aday. Gradualy, the government was putting
its pieces back together. And alot of information was finaly coming to light.

Thefirg of the plagues-they knew now there had been severa -had appeared asisolated disturbancesin
the heart of Africa. Within afew weeks, it had spread to Asiaand Indiaand was beginning its westward
sweep across the world. The second plague came so hard on its hedlsthat it seemed like part of the
same wave, but it had started somewherein Brazil, | think, and swept north through Central Americaso
fast, in fact, that many cities succumbed before they even had achanceto identify it. By thetime of the
third plague, governments were toppling and almost every mgor city wasin astate of martid law. Almost
al travel worldwidewas at astandstill. Y ou could be shot for trying to get to a hospital. The fourth and
fifth plagues hit usliketidal waves, decimating the survivors of thefirgt three. There was asixth plague
too-but by then the population dengity was so low, it couldn't spread.

Some areas had been lucky and had remained completely unaffected, mostly isolated out-of-the-way
places. A lot of shipsjust stayed at sea, particularly Navy vessels, once the admirdty recognized the
need to preserve at least one military arm relatively intact. Then there were remote idands and
mountaintop settlements, religious retreats, survival communities, our entire Nuclear Deterrent Brigade
(wherever they were), the two lunar colonies, the L5 construction project (but they lost the ground base),
the submarine communities of Atlantisand Nemo and quite afew places where someone had the
foresight to go down and blow up the bridge.

But even after the vaccines were in mass production and the plagues had abated (somewhat), there were
il problems. In fact, that was when the real problems began. In many parts of the world, there was no
food, the distribution systems having broken down completely. And typhus and cholera attacked the
weakened survivors. There was little hospita care available anywhere in the world; the hospitals had
been thefirg ingtitutions to go under. (Any doctor who had survived was automatically suspect of
derdiction of duty.) Many large cities had become uninhabitable because of fires and mass breakdown of
services. Moscow, for instance, was lost to a nuclear meltdown.

It was the end of the world-and it just kept on happening. So many people were dying of exposure,
darvation, anomie, suicide, shock and athousand other things that people didn't usualy die of but which
had suddenly become fatd, that it seemed we were caught up in alarger plague with no name at
all-except its name was despair. The waves of it rolled around the world and kept on rolling and rolling
andralling....

Before the plagues had broken out, there had been dmost six billion human beings on the Earth. By the
end of it, nobody knew how many were left. The United States government didn't even try to take the
next national census. If anybody in authority had any idea how many people had survived, they weren't
saying. It wasdmogt asif they were afraid to make it red. But we heard on the short wave one night that
there had to be at least a hundred million dead in this country alone. Whole cities had Smply ceased to
exis.

We couldn't comprehend that, but there were all those reports on the radio and picturesonthe TV.
Large areas of the countryside were returning to wilderness. There were ruins everywhere. Burned-out
houses were commonpl ace-frightened neighbors had tried to halt the spread of the disease by burning the
homes of the dying, sometimes not even waiting until the dying were dead. Everywhere there were
abandoned cars, broken windows, faded billboards, uncut lawns and more than afew mummified
corpses. "If you come upon one," said the voice from Denver, "exhale quickly, don't inhae, hold your
breath, don't touch anything and back away-practiceit till it becomes areflex. Then place yoursdlf in
quarantine-there may be a chance for you, maybe-and call adecontamination squad. If you'rein aplace
where there are no decontamination units, set afire. And pray you've been fast enough.”

We stayed up in the mountains through spring. And listened to the radio.



Denver reported that it looked like the plagues were beginning to die out. There were lessthan a
thousand outbreaks a week worldwide, but people were till dying. There were famines now -there were
cropsthat hadn't been planted-and mass suicides too. If the plague without a name had been despair
before, then now it was madness. People dipped into and out of it so easily it was recognized as afact of
life-a.complaint so common that no one was untouched, so universa it became transparent. Like air, we
couldn't seeit anymore, but nonetheless we were enveloped in it every moment of existence.

The news reported only the most shocking or disturbing cases, the onestoo big to ignore. We listened,
wondered and sometimes cried. But there was just too much hurt to handle. Most of it we buried. And
some of it we didn't-we just avoided it the best we could. Somehow we managed not to care too much.
Somehow we managed to survive.

| was afraid that we would never be able to come down from the mountain-but we did, eventudly. In
April, Dad and | took the station wagon and ventured dowly down the hill and across the stream. If
anyone was watching us, we didn't see them. We paused once to wave awhite flag, but there was no
answvering "Haloooh."

It was asif we'd been traveling to another star for a hundred years and had only just returned. Wefelt
like dien explorerswefelt asif we didn't belong here anymore. Everything was both familiar and different.
The world looked deserted and empty. And it was uncannily quiet. But there were burned-out buildings
everywhere-scorched monuments to the dead. Each one was testimony-a body had been found here.
We had to wend our way carefully around abandoned vehicles and fallen trees. | began to get unessy.
We saw nothing for miles until we cameto apack of dogstrotting down the highway. They started
barking when they saw us. They chased the car for dmost akilometer. My unease gave way to fear.
Later we saw cattle wandering free; they looked thin and sickly. We saw a dazed young woman walking
up the road. We tried to stop her, warn her about the dogs, but she just kept on walking past usasif we
weren't there. After that we saw anaked boy hiding in the trees, but he turned and ran when we called to
him. "Too soon?' | asked.

Dad shook his head. "Not soon enough. Theré's work to be done, Jm." And hisfacetightened in pain.
We stopped to fill our gas tank-there was an official-looking sign on the station, proclaiming thet it had
been nationalized for the duration of the emergency and whatever fud and supplies still remained were
freely availableto dl registered survivors.

"But aren't they afraid someone will sed it?!

"Why bother?' Dad said. "There's more than enough for everyone now."

| thought about that. The plagues had been fast. A thousand frightened people had scrambled aboard a
super-jumbo in New Y ork, and by the time the plane was over St. Louis, haf of them were dead and the
other half were dying. Only theflight crew, in their locked cabin, survived-but they were dead too,
because there was no airport in the country that would let them land. And even if they could have landed,
there was no way to get that flight crew out of the plane except through the passenger cabin. That
happened three times. The one plane that did land was burned immediately asit rolled to astop. The
other two flight crewstook the faster way out. After that al the airports were shut down.

Dad was saying, "It'sal ill here, Jm-amost everything. There wasn't time for apanic. That'show fast it
happened." He shook hishead sadly. "It's asif the human race has gone away and isn't coming back.
There isn't any reason to steal anymore, no need to hoard-only to preserve. " He smiled sourly. "For the
first timein the history of the human race, theré's more than enough of everything for everybody. Weve
al been made suddenly wedthy." He sounded very sad.

Eventualy, we came to atown. Two men with rifles met us at aroadblock. They were very polite about
it, but we would not be alowed to pass until we had been cleared through decontamination. Their guns
were very convincing.

It was an uncomfortable fifteen minutes. We stood by the car, our hands held away from our sides, until
the decontamination team arrived. They pulled up in awhite van with alarge red cross on each sde. We
stripped naked and two helmeted figures in white safety-suits sprayed us with foam-our station wagon
too, ingde and out. | was glad it was awarm day. They took blood samples from each of usand
disappeared back into their truck; they were gonefor along time. | began to shiver, even in the afternoon



un.

Finaly the door opened and they came out again, still masked. Dad and | looked at each other
worriedly. They came up to us, each one carrying a pressure injector. The shorter one grabbed my arm
and held the nozzle againgt the skin. Something went sssst and my arm felt suddenly cold and wet. |
flexed my fingers experimentaly.

"Relax, you'l bedl right," shesaid, pulling off her hood-they were women! And they were grinning.
"They're clean!" shouted the gray-haired one; she turned to Dad. "Congratulations.” Dad handled it with
remarkable aplomb. He bowed.

| was dready reaching for my jeans. The guardslaid their guns aside and ran up to shake our hands.
"Wecometo Redfield. Is elither one of you ateacher? Or a sewage engineer? Do you know anything
about fusion systems? We're trying to get the northwest power-net up again. Can you handle astereo
cam?'

| rubbed my arm; it was starting to sting. "Hey-what's this mark?"

"Coded tattoo,” said the one who had vaccinated me. She was very pretty. "Proves you're clean-and
immune. Stay away from anyone who doesn't have one. Y ou might pick up spores and not know it."
"But welvegot family!"

"How many?I'll give you extra vac-pacs to take with you-and coverdls. And foam! Oh, damn! | don't
have enough! Y ou'll have to stop at the med-gation. Listen to me-you can't comein direct contact with
your own people again until they've been vaccinated too. Even though you're immune, you can till carry
spores-you could be very dangerous to anyone who isn't inoculated. Do you understand?”

| nodded. Dad |ooked worried, but he nodded too. "Good."

We went firg to the med-gtation, formerly a drugstore across the street from the two-story city hdl. The
teenager in charge gave us compl ete decontamination and vaccination kits, and very thorough ingtructions
on how to use them. She gave us extra vac-pacs for our neighbors on the mountain too.

Then she sent usto the Reclamation Officeto register. "First floor, city hal,” she pointed. "It's not exactly
mandatory,” shesad, "but it'll be better for you if you do."

| asked Dad about that as we crossed the street. He shook his head. "L ater, im-right now, we play by
therules"

The"office" was adesk with atermind onit. It asked you questions, you answered. When you were
through, it spat out aregidtration card at you. Dad thought for a moment, then registered only himsdlf and
me. No mention of Mom or Maggie or the boys. "Ther€lll betime enough later, if it's necessary,”" he said.
"Let'sseeif we can pick up some supplies. | redly miscalculated on the toilet paper.”

That was the strangest shopping trip I'd ever been on. Money wasn't any good anymore. Neither was
barter. There was awizened little old man at the checkout counter of the mall, afew other people moving
in and out of the shops. He was shaking his head in dow rhythmic bests, and he couldn't focus his eyes
on anything for long. Hetold usthat the mal was under the authority of theloca Reclamation Office-Dad
and | exchanged alook -and we were free to claim what we needed. "When you |leave, stop by here and
show meyour card. | punchitin. That'sal."

"But how do we pay for it?"

"If you're lucky, you won't haveto." He giggled.

Dad pulled me away. "Comeon, Jm. Get acart. | think | understand.”

"Wdl, | don't! It soundslikelegdized looting!"

" Shh, keep your voice down. Now, think about it. What good is money if you can walk into any empty
house or store and walk out with handfuls of it--Or whatever else you find? A year ago, there were
enough goodsin this country for three hundred and fifty million Americans-not to mention goods
produced for export. Look around, Jm-how many people are left? Do you want to take aguess at the
percentage that survived? | don't-1 don't want to scare myself. But it'sfairly obvious, isn'tit, that in
circumstances like this even barter is unnecessary. These people here have worked out an answer to the
immediate problem of surviva. The goods are here. The people need them. We can worry about the
bookkeeping later. If thereisalater. For many of them there may not be-at least not without this kind of
help. It al makes sense-sort of "



"But if they're giving things away, then why the regidtration cards?"

"To give asemblance of control, maybe. To give usthe feding thereés till some authority in the world.

Y ou notice how industrious some of these people seem? Maybe it's to keep themsel ves going-because if
they stop for even amoment and redize-" He caught himsdlf. "Come on, get that cart."

We picked up toilet paper, acouple of radiophones, some cartons of canned goods and freeze-dried
foods, anew first-aid kit, some vitamins, some candy for the kids, a newspaper, rifle shellsand so on.
The only things we couldn't afford were the fresh meats and vegetables. Those had to be paid for-in
United Nations Federa Kilo-Calorie notes, caseysfor short.

"Ahayes. The nickd drops.”

What?"

"What's the only thing in short supply today, Jm?'

"People.”

"Trained skills. That'swhat they're trading here. Ability. Labor. That's the new money-standard. Or it will
be." He looked dmost happy. "Jim"-he grabbed my shoulders abruptly-"it's over. These people are
organizing for survivd, for afuture. Theréswork to do and they're doing it. They have hope." Hisgrip
wastight. "We can come down from the mountain now. We're needed. All of us. Y our mom'sanurse.
Maggie can teach. ... " His eyeswere suddenly wet. "We made it, Jmmy. We madeit through to the
other Sde!™

But he was wrong. We hadn't even seen theworst of it yet.



? NINE

THE PLAGUES weren't over.

But thistime we were better prepared. We had vaccines, and the lower population density and dl the
precautions still in effect from the first calamitous waves dowed the spread of the new plaguesto a
containable crawl.

The onethat hit us was supposed to be one that you could recover from, athough it might leave you blind
or sterile-or permanently deranged. It had been around since the beginning -it just hadn't been noticed
until the others were contained. Not controlled, just contained.

Welost the boysto it-Tim and Mark-and we amost lost Dad too. Afterward, he was a different man.
He never fully recovered. Haggard and gray, he was amost azombie. He didn't smile anymore. HEd lost
alot of weight and most of hishair, and suddenly helooked old. It was asif the mere act of surviving had
taken al of hisstrength; he didn't have any |eft for living. A lot of people were like that.

And | don't think Maggie ever forgave him for the death of her sons. It had been his decision to bring us
down from the mountain by July, but he couldn't have known. No one did. We dl thought it was over.
Thelast time | saw him was when he left for San Francisco.

They'd "drafted” him-well, not quite drafted, but the effect was the same. Someone was needed to
manage the reorganization of the Western Region Data Banks, and Dad was one of the few free
programmersleft. Most of those who'd survived had dready nested themselvesinto security positions;
programmers were va uable-without them, the machineswould stop. But Dad was still afree agent, and
therefore subject to the control of the Labor Requisition Board. Hed been right to be cautious about
registering. When we came down from the mountain, his orders were waiting for him. He appealed,but it
was rgjected. The nationa welfare camefirgt.

| drove Dad down to the train station that last day. Mom couldn't get away from the clinic-sheld made
her goodbyes the night before. Maggie wouldn't come. Dad looked very thin. He carried only asingle
gmall suitcase. He didn't say much while we waited for the train to arrive. We were the only ones on the
platform.

"Dad?Areyou dl right?Y ou know, if you'reill-"

Hedidn't ook a me. "I'm al right,” he sngpped. And then he said it again in aquieter tone. "I'm dl right.”
He still wasn't looking at me, he was il staring down the track, but he reached over and put his hand on
my shoulder.

"Do you need to St down?"

He shook hishead. "I'm afraid | might not be able to get back up." He said, "I'm tired of this, Jm. I'm so
tired...."

"Dad, you don't have to go. Y ou haverights. Y ou can claim the shock of-"

"Yes, | do," hesaid. And theway he said it left no room for argument. He dropped his hand from my
shoulder. "Y ou know about the guilt, Im-survivor's guilt? | can't help it. There were people who
deserved to live. Why didn't | dieinstead?"

"Y ou did what you had to!"

"Just the same," he spoke haltingly, "1 fed ... arespongbility now ... to do something, to make amends. If
not to the rest of theworld, thento ... the babies. Tim and Mark."

"Dad"-thistime| put my hand on his shoulder-"listen to me."

Heturned to me. "And | can't stand thelook in her eyes anymore!”

"Maggie?'

"Y our mother."

"She doesn't blame you!"

"No, | don't think she does. And she has every good reason to. But it's not the blame, Jm-it'sthe pity. |
can't sand that." Hefatered, then said, "Maybe itll be better thisway." He stooped to lower his suitcase
to the ground. Very dowly, he put his hands on my shoulders and pulled me closefor alast hug. Hefelt
even thinner in my arms than he looked.



"Take care of them," hesad. "And yoursef."

He pulled back and looked at me, searching my face for one last Sign of hope-and that was when | saw
how old he had become. Thin and gray and old. | couldn't helpit. | felt sorry for him too. He saw it. He
had been looking for my love, and instead he saw my pity. | knew he could tell, because he smiled with a
fase heartinessthat felt like awall damming into place. He clapped me on the shoulder and then turned
quickly away.

Thetrain took him south to San Francisco and we never saw him again.

It took the Bureau of Labor Management alot longer to catch up to me, dmost ayear.

| had gone back to school. They had reorgani zed the State University system and you could get study
credits for working on a campus reclamation team, saving and preserving the state of human knowledge
asit existed before the plagues. It seemed in those first hectic months that everyone was an officia of
somekind or other. | even held atitle or two. For awhile, | was Western Regiond Director of the
Fantasy Programmers Association-1 only did it because the president of the organization inssted. She
said | owed it to my father's memory as an author. | said, "That's hitting below the belt, Mom," but | took
the job. My sole responsibility wasto sit down with alawyer and withess a stack of documents. We
were claiming the copyrights of those authors who had not survived and for whom no surviving kin could
be located. The organization was becoming the collective executor of alost art form, because no one had
thetimefor large-scd e fantasy games anymore.

Halfway through the spring semester, | was drafted-redly drafted, not |abor-requisitioned.

The army was one of the few ingtitutions that was structured to cope with massive losses of manpower
without loss of structure; its skills were basic, widespread and nonspeciaized. Therefore, it wasthe army
that managed the process of survivad. The army reestablished communications and maintained them. The
army took charge of resources and utilities, protecting and dlocating them until local governments were
again able to assume the responsbilities of control. The army distributed food and clothing and medica
ad. Thearmy contained the plague digtricts until decontamination teams could be sent in-and as ugly as
that latter task was, they handled it with as much compassion as was possible under the circumstances. It
was the army that carried the country through the worst of it.

But that wasn't the army that | was drafted into.

Let me say this: | hadn't believed in Chtorrans any more than anybody el se.

Nobody | knew had ever seen a Chtorran. No reputable authority had ever come forward with any
proof more solid than a blurred photo, and the whole thing sounded like another Loch Ness monster or
Bigfoot or Yeti. If anyone in the government knew anything, they weren't saying-only that the reports
were"under investigation.”

"Actudly, the truth should be obvious" one of the coordinators-they didn't cal them ingtructorsif they
didn't have a degree -at the university had said. "It's the technique of the “big li€ dl over again. By
creating the threat of an enemy from outer space, we get to be territorial. Well be so busy defending our
turf, we won't have timeto fed degpair. That kind of thing isthe perfect distraction with which to rebuild
the morale of the country.

That was histheory. Everybody had an opinion-everybody aways does.

And then my draft notice arrived. Almost two years|late, but still just as binding. Congress had amended
the draft act just for us survivors.

| appealed, of course. So they gave me aspecid classfication. "Civilian Personnd, Attached." They were
doing that alot.

| wasdtill inthearmy

-and then Duke shot alittle girl. And | knew the Chtorrans were redl.

The human race, what there was | eft of us, was at war with invaders from space. And | was one of the
few people who knew it. Therest of them didn't believeit-and they wouldn't believe it until the day the
Chtorrans moved into their towns and started egting.

Like Show Low, Arizona



? TEN

WE LEFT thejegps at an abandoned Texaco station and hiked across the hills-and that flamethrower
was heavy. According to the specificationsin the manud, fully loaded and charged, tanksand dll, it
should have weighed no more than 19.64 kilosbut somewhere along the way we lost the decima point,
and Duke wouldn't let me go back and look for it.

So | shut up and climbed.

Eventualy-even with Tillie the Ten-Ton Torch on my back -we reached the valey where we had spotted
the worms less than aweek before. Duke'stiming wasjust right; we arrived at the hottest part of the day,
about two in the afternoon. The swest had turned the insde of my clothing clammy, and the harnessfor
the torch was dready chafing.

Thesunwasaydlow glarein aglassy sky, but the valley seemed dark and still. The grasswas brown
and dessicated and there was alight piney haze hanging over the woods; it looked like smog, but there
hadn't been any smog since the plagues. This grayishblue haze was only natural hydrocarbons, a
byproduct of the trees own breathing. Just looking at it | could fedl the pressurein my lungs.

The plan was smple: Shorty and histeam would go down on the right flank, Larry and hiswould teke the
left, Duke would take the center. | was with Duke's squad.

We waited on the crest of the ridge while Shorty and Larry moved to their positionswith their men.
Meanwhile, Duke studied the Chtorran igloo. Therewas no sign of life; but then we hadn't expected any,
didn't want any. If we had guessed correctly, al three of the wormswould be lying torpid within.

When the binoculars were passed to me, | studied the corra in particular. There weren't any humansiniit,
but there was something-no, there were alot of somethings. They were black and shiny, and covered the
ground like alumpy carpet. They were heaving and shifting restlesdy, but what they were | couldn't make
out at thisdistance.

Shorty sgnded then that hewasdid Larry.

"Okay," said Duke. "Let'sgo."

My stomach lurched in response. Thiswasit. | switched on my helmet camera, hefted the torch and
moved. From this moment on, everything | saw and everything | heard would be recorded for the log.
"Remember,” Duke had said, "don't look down if you have to take aleak-or you'll never hear the end of
it

We topped the ridge without any attempt to concedl ourselves and started moving down the dope. |
suddenly felt very naked and aone. My heart was thudding in my chest. "Oh boy .. ." | said. It came out
acroak.

And then remembered the recorder! | caught myself, took three deep breaths and followed Duke. Was
anybody el sethis scared? They didn't show it. They looked grim.

Thissde of the valley was rocky and tredless; it was the other side that was dangerous. Duke signaled
and | stopped. We waited for the others to take the lead. Count to ten. Another signal and we advanced.
We were going legpfrog fashion; two men would move while the other two kept lookout, then the first
two would watch while the second two advanced. All three groups moved forward thisway. | kept my
torch charged and ready; so did Duke, but the climb down the hill was dow and uneventful. And painful.
Nothing moved in the woods opposite. Nothing moved in the valey. And certainly nothing moved near
the igloo-we watched, ready, and amoment later so that the hardest. Everything was till. We
approached cautioudy, three groups of four men each, spaced about a hundred meters apart.

Where the ground leveled off, we paused. Duke sniffed the air and studied the forest beyond the chunky
dome. Nothing. Still, helooked worried.

He motioned Larry'steam forward. They had the Mobe IV with them-they called it "Shlep." Thedry
grass crunched under itstreads. We waited till they were about a hundred meters forward, then followed.
After abit, Shorty and his men took up their position to the rear.

It seemed to me that the three groups were spread too far apart. Maybe Duke thought he was being
careful by having us stretched across more territory; it'd be harder for the worms to overpower or



surprise us. On the other hand, though, maybe he was being alittle reckless too. Our combined torch
ranges overlapped, but not by very much; we couldn't come to each other'said asfast.

| was about to point this out to him when Larry's team stopped ahead of us. We approached to about
thirty meters and then waited till Shorty's group was an equd distance behind. Then we all started moving
again. Duke looked alittlelessgrim and | started to breathe easier mysdlf-but not much; thiswas il
worm country.

We were close enough now to see the construction of theigloo in detall. | etimated it was four meters at
its highest point and fifteen in diameter. It was made of layered rows of light-colored wood paste and
chips; it looked fairly strong. All around the base was ajumble of dark vegetation so purple it was amost
black. The scent wasfaint, but cloying nonethel ess-like honeysuckle, but tasting of something fruitier.

| would have expected the dome to be more cone-shaped, like a beehive because of the way it must
have been built, one layer at atime; but no, it was more of amound-a spherical section with aflattened
top. The door was alarge arched opening, wider than it was high, and shielded by an interior baffle-like
the"spirit wall" the Chinese used to put behind their front gates to keep ghosts out. We couldn't seeinto
the but. Therewas no telling if there were wormsinside or not.

Larry paused at a safe distance and unlocked the Mobe. The rest of us stopped too, al keeping our
same relaive positions. Larry stood up again and sent two of hismen to circletheigloo; he and the
remaining man, Hank, moved around the opposite way. Shlep waited adone, itsradar turning back and
forth in patient unquestioning rhythm. The rest of us watched the front door.

In front of the dome was something | hadn't noticed beforehad it been there last time? It wasakind of ...
totem pole. Only it looked like-I don't know, apiece of blast art perhaps. Like something half-melted, a
liquid shape frozen in the act of puddling. What the hell wasit? A sgnpost? A mailbox? It was made out
of the same stuff as the dome and the corral. There was one large hole in the base of it, then three more
of decreasing sizes placed dmost casudly above, oddly off center, and ascore of ragged tiny holesdl
around. The thing ssood more than two meters high, haf the height of the dome, and directly in front of it.
After abit, Larry and his men regppeared, each having circled the dome completely. Larry sgnaled that it
was all clear. There was no back door; we couldn't be taken by surprise that way. "All right," Duke
sgnaled back. "Send in the Mobe."

Larry waved and turned to Hank. He unfolded the remote pand on the man's back and armed Shlep.
The Mobe's bright red warning lights began to blink; it was now unsafe to gpproach. If its sensory
apparatus detected alarge heat-radiating body close by, the EMP-charge on its back would flash,
ingtantly roasting everything in the dome and probably a good way beyond-like amicrowave oven, but
fadter.

EMP standsfor Electro-Magnetic Pulse; it'saburst of widespectrum high-energy radionoise.? 1 Vey
wide spectrum. From radio to gamma. Very high energy. Linearly amplified.

It probably would have been smpler to just toss agrenade into the but and duck, but Duke wanted to
capture this shelter intact. We needed to learn everything we could about the Chtorrans. The EMP-flash
would kill them without destroying them or the dome.

Larry waved again and Duke snapped, "All right, everybody down." Thiswas probably the most
dangerous part of the mission -we had to lie down in the grass to minimize the effects of Stray radiation
from the flash, but the position left us vulnerable because we couldn't use the flamethrowers if we were
surprised.

Hank lay down with the remote panel and sent the Mobe rolling forward. He had his eyes pressed into
the stereo sight and was looking soldly through the eyes of the Mobe now. Beside him, Larry kept
uneasy watch. The other two men had stretched a protective flash-foil in front of al four of them-the
remote antenna stuck up beyond it-but the Mylar struts were refusing to stay anchored and the men were
having to hold them up by hand. Therest of uswere far enough back not to need fail, but we stayed
down anyway.

The Mobe wasin the dome now. Again we waited. The minutesticked off with deliberate hesitation. The
only motion was Hank's hands on the Mobe controls. He was murmuring as he worked and Duke was
listening to his comments on a disposable (it would have to be) earphone. | couldn't hear what he was



sying.

Hank stopped disgustedly and said something to Larry. Larry stood up, swearing softly. Hank turned
back to his pand and did something, then sat up. The otherslet the flash-foil collapse. The Mobe was
coming out of the but now, operating on its own guidance. Had it flashed? No, the red warning blinker
was gtill going. Hank hit the remote and disarmed it; the light went out. The rest of us stood then, brushing
ourselves off and checking our wespons.

The Mobe said there were no wormsin the hut-but Duke never took a machinesword for anything.
Maobes had been fooled before. Maybe the worms were cold-blooded, or perhaps they didn't give off
much heat while they were torpid. Larry was going in to see.

The supposition wasthat at thistime of day the worms should be dow and Larry should be able to burn
them before they came fully awake and active. We wanted that shelter, and any piece of worm we could
get. So he was going to try to scorch them lightly-enough to kill, not enough to destroy. It wastricky and
dangerous and not recommended for those who wanted to diein bed. But if they werein there, Larry
would get them. If not ...

Well, that was why the rest of us were waiting outside with torches.

Larry put on his 0-mask then, stooped and entered, the man with the grenades right behind him.
Insurance. The grenades had suicide fuses. | didn't envy either of them. They bent low inside the "foyer”
and disappeared to theright of the spirit wall.

Silence. And again we waited. A bee-or something-buzzed around my right ear and | brushed at it in
annoyance. A drop of sweat trickled from my armpit down my side. The insect buzzed again.

| studied the plants around the base of the dome through the binoculars. They were scraggly clumps of
something that looked like midnight ivy, mixed with something el se that looked like sweet basil-or black
marijuana. Both were a deep, intense shade of purple, amost black and amost impossible to see clearly.
The coloring of theivy must have shaded off into the ultraviolet because it ssemed oddly out of focusin
the bright sunlight-asif each curling leaf were outlined with hazy red neon. Theivy was streaked with fine
veins of white, the basil stuff was spattered with red. We were close enough for the cloying scent to be
annoyingly pungent. | assumed it was a product of the basil stuff. At closer rangeit would be
overpowering.

At last Larry and the other man regppeared, angrily pulling off their masks. Larry'sface waswhite. "It's
empty!" he shouted. "There's nothing herel”

Duke said, "Damn,” and kicked at arock. " Shorty, keep an eye out. McCarthy, come with me." Then,
abandoning his carefully staked-out position, he stalked toward the dome. | followed, struggling to keep
up.

"How long hasit been empty?' Duke asked.

Larry shrugged. "Bests the hell out of me. Y ou know as much about their nesting habitsas| do. But it
smdlswarm...... Duke shoved past him and ducked into the doorway. | started to follow, despite mysdlf,
then stopped-my mouth was dry. | Stared at that dark hole of an entrance asif it were death. | couldn't
take another step. And yet-1 wanted to, more than anything. | peered cautioudy, but couldn't see beyond
thefoyer. Theinterior wasunlit. | took a step forward, tried to convince mysdf to make it two

Abruptly, Duke exited, straightening and almost bumping into me. He shot me an absentminded look of
annoyance, then turned to Larry. " Check the enclosure. See what'sin it. Post lookouts on the other
side-but keep in sight of each other." He turned back to me. "Y ou. Y ou're supposed to be a scienti<t. I'll
give you ten minutes to ingpect theinside of that nest. Then I'm going to burniit.”

"Huh? But we're supposed to-"

"Never mind what we're supposed to. That thing isfull of eggs! Y ou think I'm going to leave them hereto
hetch?'

| didn't bother to answer. The question was rhetorical. | bent and entered the worm hut.

The spirit wall was more than just a baffle behind the door. It joined the roof low enough to force meinto
acrouch, forming acircular cross section and becoming two inward-curving passageways, oneto ether
sde, that followed the wall of the dome-how far around, | couldn't see; the ends were lost beyond the
curve. The passages were ramped upward; the floors were made of the same materid asthe walls and



the roof, only the floors seemed spongier.

| crouch-crawled into the branch on the right; that was the way Duke had gone. The passage led up and
around through ninety degrees of arc and opened onto acircular room eight or nine metersin diameter
and just tall enough to stand in. The leftward passage opened up in the wall opposite.

| had aflashbeam, but it wasn't necessary here. There was an opening two meters acrossin the center of
theroof. Light streamed in through this, aswell asfresh air, but the temperature wasn't as cool as| had
thought it would beingde. In fact, it was dmost stuffy. There was astrong, stifling smell about the nest,
somehow familiar; asickly sweetish odor, but | couldn't placeit easlly. . . .

The room seemed smaller than I'd expected and the ceiling was lower than it had appeared from
outside-of course, those upward-doping ramps-this was the top part of the dome.

Was there a bottom section? There had to be. Or wasit al foundation? There were severa openingsin
thefloor, al of them ominoudy dark. | stood there, hesitating. | was a scientistsupposed to be ascientist;
at least that'swhat it said on my pay vouchers-but that didn't keep me from being afraid. | stood there
indecisvely and sniffed-that odd-flavored smell....

Asmy eyes adjusted to the dim light, | noticed something about the walls, they had a peculiar way of
reflecting the light. | forgot the holesin the floor for the moment and turned off my flashbeam; thewals
seemed amost-no, they were-trand ucent. The glare from outside was forcing its way through the materia
of the dome.

| ingpected closer-and found that it wasn't a hardened wood paste at al, but some kind of dried
wood-foam-amuch lighter substance, but no less sturdy. Wood chipswere suspended init likeraisins. |
poked it with my knife and it waslike carving hard paperboard. The wals of this dome were actudly tiny
bubbles of cellulose-based glue. That explained their peculiar light-transmitting properties, and they were
probably excellent insulators aswell. | diced off aslarge a chunk of thewall as| could and dropped it
into my sample pouch.

Therest of the room was featureless, except for those holes. There was an absolute lack of artifacts,
excepting some chunks of chewed-up something, globs of grayish materid like masticated asbestos.
Some of the globs were amost ameter in diameter. They were stuck casualy to the walls like pieces of
chewing gum. | shrugged and cut off asample and bagged it. If these Chtorransweretruly intelligent
cregtures, you couldn't proveit by this dwelling.

| wondered-where were the eggs that Duke had seen? Probably down one of the openings. There were
three of them spaced equidistantly around the sides of the dome. The largest was against the inner side of
the spirit wall. The other two holes were against the outer walls of the dome.

| ingpected the largest holefirgt. | shone the flashbeam down it, but it was only another room like this
one, and agpparently just as empty. The overripe stench was particularly strong here; | decided not to
climb down. Besides, there didn't ook to be an easy way to climb back up.

The next hole was some kind of awell. It just went straight down and disappeared in blackness. A toilet,
perhaps? Could have been; it smelled likeit. | didn't know-what kind of droppings did Chtorrans leave?
| was beginning to redlize dll thethings| should have known, but didn't.

The last hole was the one with the eggs.

The hole was againgt the back wall and it wasfull of them. They were shiny things, each about the Size of
atennisball, deep red but bathed in amilky white ooze that made them look pearlescent. There must
have been hundreds of them-how deep was the hole? It was dmost perfectly circular and about two
meters wide; it seemed to be as deep as the others, but the level of eggs was dmost close enough to
touch.

So | did something stupid.

| laid down the torch. | unbuckled the tanks and took them off. Then | sat down on the floor and lowered
my feet into the hole and started to climb down.

| miscal culated though, and dlipped. | dropped-squish!-into the eggs; it waslike tumbling into
oyster-flavored JdI-O. For an ingtant, | thought | was going to lose my footing and topple facefirst into
them, but | caught myself against onewall. Then | thought | was going to be sick. My throat went tight,
and | had to swallow quickly-and painfully-to keep from retching.



| was standing in ared and dimy-white mess up to my knees. Thankfully, these eggs werefairly recent. |
don't think | could have stood it if | had found mysdlf in embryonic Chtorrans. Carefully-1 couldn't move
too fast because of my unsurefooting-1 gathered up as many of the till intact eggsas| could reach,
bagged them and stuffed them into my pouch. | tried to lean against the wall as much as possible. Thefed
of those eggswas ... uneasy.

| was shuddering when | findly braced my hands againgt each side and levered myself out of that hole.
Those eggs were sticky, and they smelled like raw fish left out in the suntoo long. If | never saw another
one, it would still be too soon.

| wastrembling violently as | shrugged back into the tank harness and picked up my torch again. Evenif
it had been only for aminute, that was still sixty seconds too long to be unarmed in aworm nest.

| looked around then for something el se to take samples of. There was nothing. Just thewalls and the
globs of Chtorran chewing gum, and | dready had samples of those. | inspected the other two holes
again. The pungent smell from the center one seemed stronger, which surprised me-1 should have been
used to it by now-but otherwise there was nothing | hadn't seen.

| went out through the left-side passage. It wasidentical to theright.

Duke was standing there, waiting for me. He glanced at the mess on my legs, but didn't say anything.
Instead, he gestured over his shoulder. "Go take alook in the corrd. Larry's found something interesting.”
| wasn't sure | wanted to. | remembered what had been in that enclosure aweek ago. | nodded and kept
moving.

The enclosure resembled alarge frontier-type stockade about ten meters across, only circular. Itswalls
were nearly three meters high and danted inward asif the whole were an incomplete dome. The materia
was the same asthe nest, but thicker and darker. There were the same dark plants around the base-the
ivy and the basil stuff. | bagged a couple of smaller ones as specimens, the basil was the one with the
cloyingly sweet smell. The leaves of the ivy were waxy and had asticky feding to them.

There was no opening in the corra wall. Instead, a steep ramp leaned against the side and up beyond by
an equd length; it was rough-hinged to seesaw down into the center. Larry was perched at the top. He
waved when he saw me. "Come on up.”

The ramp was steep, but ribbed horizontdly. It was not quite aladder and not quite stairs, but something
of both. Even though | had to use my hands, the climb was easier than | expected.

"What do you make of that?' said Larry, pointing down insde.

| straightened carefully, making sure | had my balance before | looked. Even so, | was startled, and
Larry had to grab my arm to steady me.

Theinterior of that stockade was a swarming mass of-insects. Or, if not insects, then something very
much like them. They were large, most of them amost a haf-meter long-although some were longer-and
black and shiny. Their bodieswere dender and jointed like meta-covered wire. Each was fringed with
hundreds of flashing legs. They moved across the shadowed floor, twisting and whirling like an exploson
of meta pieces.

"Centipedes,” said Larry. "Giant centipedes.”

"Millipedes" | corrected. "Thousand- leggers.”

He shrugged; it was al the sameto him. ™Y ou ever seen anything like that before?’

| shook my head. Thefloor of the corral was seething. The creatures were obliviousto each other. They
raced back and forth acrossthe dirt or curled into balls. They climbed over each other's bodies or just
stood and twitched nervoudy. Or they explored the periphery-severa of them were chewing
methodicaly at thewalls.

"Look, they're escaping,” | said. Larry shook his head. "Watch."

| did so. One of the largest of the millipedes, nearly ameter long, seemed just on the verge of breaking
through. He was dmost directly under me and chewing with a vengeance; the sound was a sticky, vicious
kind of crunching, like szzling fat or grinding light bulbs. Abruptly he stopped and backed away. He
waved hisfeders about in confusion, then began to wander aimlesdy-until he came to another section of
wall. Hetested it cautioudy. After amoment, he began chewing again, though not asindustrioudy as
before.



"What happened?’ | asked.

Larry pointed. "He broke through."”

| looked closer. Where the millipede had been chewing was atiny black hole. A dark, pitchy substance
was oozing out of it. "Thisisadoublewadl,” said Larry. "Theingdeisfilled with something they don't
like"

| nodded silently. Elsewhere around the edges, other millipedes were repesating the performance of the
first one, and there were numerous other holes with hardened plugs of the same dried, pitchy substance
to testify to the millipedes persstence.

"I didn't know centipedesgrew so big,” said Larry.

"They dont," | answered, suddenly remembering something from my plague-aborted coursein
entomology. "And they don't have four antennae either. Their mouths aren't shaped like miniature garbage
disposdls, their eyes aren't so large and they aren't herbivorous-they shouldn't be eating those wals at al.
Thesearen't millipedes.”

Larry shrugged. "Well, if they're nat, they'll do until thereal thing comesaong.”

"I don't know what these are,” | said. "I've never seen anything that even resembles them before. Real
millipedes don't have as many legs or body sections. Look how they're segmented-and what are those
humps behind the eyes? And what are they doing here?" | indicated the enclosure.

"lsnt it obvious? Thisisthe Chtorran larder. They likethelr food fresh. They keep it in thiscorrd until
they're hungry. Look." He pointed again. " See that? Somebody was having a snack earlier.

| saw apile of discarded shells and digointed body sections. | repressed a shudder-these millipedes
were nothing more than food for Chtorrans. They were live lunch from the planet Chtorr!

"Hey! Thesethings are extraterrestrid too! The Chtorrans brought them! I've got to catch onel™

He stared a me. "Are you crazy-? Those things might be man-eaters.”

"l doubt it," | said. "If they were, they wouldn't be chewing on wood." 1t sounded good to me.

"They might be poisonous-"

| shook my head again. "Herbivorous creatures never are; they don't need it."

"How do you know they're only herbivorous? They might have ataste for meat aswell.”

That made me pause-but not for long. "There's only oneway to find out. Help me down."

He st hisjaw stubbornly. "No."

"Larry," | sad, "thisisevery bit asimportant as burning worms. Anything we can find out about them will
help us destroy them.”

"I'm not going to help you get killed."

"Then I'll do it myself-" | took a step upward on the ramp; another one and | was beyond thewall; athird
and it began to teeter precarioudy. Larry took a step back down to stop it.

"Look," | said to him, "somebody'sgot to do it.”

Hedidn't answer, just took another step downward to counterbalance my weight. | stared at him until he
looked away. | took another step up. One more and the ramp began to lower dowly on my side. | took
another step and the rate of swing increased.

Larry started to move-too dowly. He said aword and gave up. He adjusted his position to keep the
ramp from moving too fast. "Okay," he growled, "but if you get your legs chewed off, don't come running
tome"

| grinned. "Thanks,"-then had to grab suddenly to keep from toppling off. The ramp kept swinging-Larry
rose above me unhappily-till my end touched ground near the center of the corral with athump. | found
myself balanced in an awkward position and had to scramble around in order to climb down more
eadly-or up, if I had to. | looked down warily. A couple of the millipedes had already begun inspecting
thefoot of the ladder, and one of them had even begun to chew on it. But so far, none of them had made
any attempt to climb out. If anything, most were moving away from it. Had they learned dready to
associate the lowering of the ramp with predatory Chtorrans? It seemed likely.

| swallowed and began climbing down. About afoot above the ground, | paused. | held my leg out
carefully to seeif they would jump or snap at it. One of them rose hdfway up asif to sniff, but amost
immediately lost interest. | waved my foot above another. He rose up too, and even grabbed hold; |



flinched, but held till and waited as he flicked his antennae back and forth across the toe of my boot.
After asecond, helost interest too and dropped away. | managed aweak grin and lowered my foot to
the ground. "Well, that's one more giant step for mankind.” | was breathing alittle easier.

The millipedes showed no alarm at my presence. If one did comein contact with my shoes, he either
turned away or climbed over them asif | were just one more bump in the landscape. Mostly, they
ignored me.

| wondered if it would be safe to pick one of them up with my bare hands, or even with my gloveson. |
poked one of the creatures with thetip of the torch and immediately it curled into abal, showing only its
shiny black shell. Okay, so maybe that established they were cowards, but they <till had mouthslike
miniature scrap-meta processors-you know, the kind that can reduce anew Cadillac cruiser into
assorted pellets of steel and plastic, none larger than an inch across. | decided to play it safe.

That was when | found out how ill-equipped my sample pouch redly was. | didn't have anything to carry
themin. A plastic bag? Uh uh, they could go through that in seconds; a creature that can chew itsway
through wood foam and wood chipsisn't going to be stopped by anything less. | wished I'd had the
foresight to bring some wire-based netting. Should | risk my canvas pouch? It didn't seem agood idea. |
had no guarantee that a captured millipede would stay politely curled up al the way back to base or until
| could find a proper cagefor it.

| wondered-| was wearing a polymer-asbestoid liner between mysalf and the torch harness, aso a shock
vest. The vest alone should be enough-at least | hoped it would-so | began shrugging out of the tanks
agan.

"Hey!" cdled Larry. "What the hell are you doing?"' "Taking ashower," | called back. Then, "Rdax. |
know what I'm doing.”

He scowled doubtfully, but shut up and looked unhappy. | took off the liner and dropped it to the
ground, then | pulled the tanks back on. Two of the millipedes explored the plastic-looking shirt without
much curiosity, then wandered away. Good. | hoped that meant they'd found it inedible.

Quickly, I poked the three nearest specimens with the nozzle of the torch. They curled up obediently. |
rolled them onto the asbestoid cloth, made a sack out of it and tied it at the top by looping the deeves
around and tying them in a hasty knot. My pouch was beginning to bulge like the belly of a pregnant
hippo -and | must have looked every bit as proud. As asample-collecting trip, thiswas turning into quite
abonanza. Fird the eggs, now the millipedes. For good measure, | added a piece of the enclosure wall
and some of the pitchy substance that filled it, dso afew of the discarded shells and body sections from
the recent Chtorran snack.

Larry wasvisibly relieved when | began climbing out. | think theideaof aman going willingly into a
Chtorran larder-even if only to look around-was too much for him. He waited until | was dmost to the
top and then shifted his weight to seesaw the ramp up from the center and down on the outside.

We climbed down together; it was wide enough for that. At the bottom, Larry looked at me with
grudging respect. "I gottaadmit," he said, "that took guts. | wouldn'tadoneit. | don't like bugs of any
kind."

| shrugged. "1 was only doing my job."

"Well, | wouldn't trade with you," he said. Thisfrom the man who had gone into the domefirst to seeiif
there werewormsinside. "Come on, let's go seeif Duke hasfigured out where the worms are hiding-"
Andthendl hell brokeloose.

Therewas a purple chirruping sound and a sudden cry. Larry went white and grabbed for his grenade
belt. We heard the roar of atorch and from the other side of the nest puffed a gout of black smoke. |
dropped my sample pouch and went charging after Larry.

| saw Shorty first. He had hislegs braced firmly apart and was stabbing afinger of flame a something
large and black and writhing. It wastotally enveloped by the fire and smoke-the burning carcass of a
worm!

| kept running-now | could see beyond the curve of the nest. There was another Chtorran there. |
skidded and stopped in sheer horror-1 had seen the pictures, yes, but they hadn't prepared me for the
incredible size of the creature! It was huge! Nearly twice the length of aman, bright red and morethan a



meter thick at the head! Its eyeswere black and lidless. It reared up into the air and waved itsarms and
made that chirruping sound again; its mouth was aflashing maw. "Chtorr!" it cried. "Chtorrrr! Chtorrrrrr!™
| was fumbling with the safety on my torch; the damn thing seemed frozen. | jerked & it unmercifully.

| glanced up, haf expecting to seethat crimson fright charging down on me-but no, it was still reared up
intheair, haf itslength. Its fur was standing giffly out from its body, reveaing its skin of deep purple.
Abruptly, it came back to ground and lowered its heed; its eyes were like black searchlights fixed directly
onme. | braced my legs as Shorty had shown me and steadied my flamer-damn! Larry was blocking my
shot! Hewasjust pulling the pin on agrenade.

The worm moved then. So did |, diding Sidewaysto catch it beforeit could bear down on Larry; hewas
closest. It turned toward him and streaked across the ground like hot lava, aflowing red silkiness.
Stiff-armed he flung the grenade. It arced high-smultaneoudy, Shorty's flame flicked acrossthat purple
and red horror. It exploded in atongue of orange-and then exploded again as the grenade shattered its
writhing form.

There was another explosion in the distance, and then it was dll over. Shorty cut off hisflamer and itsroar
became a sigh, then faded out dtogether, leaving only the Sizzle of burning worm, the insistent crackle of
its blackening flesh, and asmdl like burning rubber.

Duke came stumbling through the smoke. "Anybody hurt over here?' He gave awide berth to the il
burning carcasses.

Shorty called back. "We're okay. | got 'em both easy.” He grinned. "And Larry wasted a grenade.”
Larry mock-scowled. "Wdll, | couldn't wait al day for you." To Duke: "Everybody al right on the other
Sde?’

Duke nodded. "No problem. That worm never had a chance, but | was worried when | saw the other
two headed thisway."

"Hell, boss, you oughta know better than that,” Shorty boomed jovidly. "Fact is, Jm here saw how well
me and Larry were doing; he decided to take anap.”

Duke's eyesflickered over me. "He better not have," he muttered.

Shorty ignored it. "How big was the one you got?'

Duke shrugged. "About the same asthese. Maybe alittle bigger.”

"How about that,” Shorty said, directing it toward me. "We just burned two and a hdf tons of worm."
Duke said sourly, "We were aimost caught by surprise.” Heturned to Larry. "I thought you said that
domewas empty."

"Huh? It was-!" Hisface looked confused. "Y ou saw that yoursef!”

"I didn't inspect it dl, Larry-I took your word for it. | only checked for eggs. It was your responsibility to
check the other holes."

"l did!" Larry repegated. "They were empty! The Mobe tapeswill confirm it!”

Duke narrowed hiseyes. "Larry, those worms came charging out of that dome. | saw it mysdif.”

"And | tell you that dome was empty-if it wasn't, you think I'd be standing here now?"

"l can confirmthat,” | said. They both looked at me. "Remember? | went into the dometoo, and | poked
my noseinto everything. | didn't see any worms.”

Duke closed his mouth. He studied his boots for amoment. "All right,” he said. "Let'sdrop it for now."
He turned and walked off.

Larry looked a me. "Thanks, kid."

"For what?' | said. "That dome was empty. Duke's gotta be wrong. The worms must have come from
the woods."

"Uhuh," said Larry. "If Duke says he saw them come from the dome, then that's where they came from.
There was something we missed, Jm-both of us. We haven't heard the end of this."

| shrugged and followed him. We passed between the two crackling worm carcasses toward where
Duke and the others were gathering. Larry looked unhappy, so much so that | wanted to say something
moreto him, but Shorty caught my arm. "Leave him be, IJm. Let himwork it out for himsdlf. Larry'sthat
way."

"But it'snot hisfault-and nobody got hurt.”



"But somebody could have been,” said Shorty. "It was hisresponsibility to check out that nest and he
thinks hefailed. In Larry's eyes, areprimand from Duke is pretty serious.” He added, "If it were me, I'd
befeding that way t00."

"Oh," | said. | thought about it. "Okay." Then | remembered. "Oh, | forgot my sample pouch. | dropped
it when the excitement started. Wait aminute-" | broke away and started back toward the enclosure.
Shorty nodded. "I'll wait here."

It took only amoment. | dashed around the smoking worms and up to the foot of the ramp. The pack
waswhere | had left it. | scooped it up and hung it on one shoulder, checking the contents as | walked
back.

| came around the nest in time to see the biggest worm of all attacking Shorty.

Shorty was just turning toward me, grinning-then there was that chirruping sound, "Chtorrrr! Chtorr!™ and
asection of the nest wal next to him fell away. A thick, purple-red body streamed out, al mouth and
grabbing arms. | couldn't reach my torch! The goddamn pack wasin the way! "SHORTY!" Shorty was
aready turning toward the worm, sudden redlization gppearing on hisface-and then it was on him. He
didn't even havetimeto yell.

| found my hands and | burned them both. | held the torch on them and burned. Bright gouts of flame.
Searing tongues of flame. Red and black and orange! Roaring, cleansing fire! | held that trigger firm and
sueezed, squeezed and screamed. The flamethrower screamed too. | played it back and forth across
the worm long after the thing had ceased to writhe. Then | turned it on the nest and burned that too. |
didn't stop until it was completely aflame and the roof had collgpsed.

But by then the torch was out of fuel anyway and they had to pry it out of my hands.



? ELEVEN

WE RODE back in silence. | sat and stared at the sample pouch in my lap and tried not to think of the
price Shorty had paid for my stupidity. It was my stupidity, wasn't it? 1 mean, to carry the pouch like that.
Duke wasin the front sest, conferring softly with Hank. | tried not to listen, but the wind kept whipping
their words back to me. They were battering at the facts, replaying them over and over again. "That
fourth Chtorran-" Duke insisted, "-it shouldn't have been there.”

Hank was making noisesin response, quacking duck-billed platitudes. "Aww, Duke-we don't know
enough about them yet-"

Dukeignored him. "I thought that shelter looked alittle too big-damn Reconnaisance! They're going to
hear about this. | should have flashed that damned Mobe, and to hell with the cost.”

"Hey, how about the kid-?"

"Huh?'

"He'staking it pretty hard."

"Wedl ae"

"But he'sthe one who pulled the trigger.”

"Itsarisk wedl haveto take," Duke said. "Y ou know that."

Hank glanced back at me. "Still . . ." he said quietly, "it wouldn't hurt to have aword with him.. . . or
something.”

Duke didn't answer for amoment. When he did, his voice was strained. "Damn you, Hank. Just oncel
want to lick my own wounds first-Shorty was my friend too." He fell silent, then turned away in his seet
and stared at the passing hills; they were shadowed in dusk. The clouds were shiny pink against apae
gray horizon.

| pulled my jacket tighter around me. Thewind kept dapping at my hair and eyes; it was cold and dusty,
and | was miserable, both insde and out. Occasiondly, the millipedes would start to move; the bag
would squirm unessily, but agentle rap with my hand was enough to make them curl up again; three hard
little knots the size of cantal oupes.

It was past nine when we got back to base. It had been aboys camp once, but now it was a makeshift
Specid Forces base. Asthe jegps pulled up in front of the mess hall, men began pouring from its doors.
"How wasit? How many worms did you get?' Their voices were loud and excited.

Almost immediately, though, they caught our mood, and when Duke said, " Shorty's dead,” an
uncomfortable slence fell over the group. They followed usinto the mess hall where Sergeant Kelly was
pouring out coffeein her usua don't-bother-me manner and distributing platters of hot biscuitswith
businesdike dispatch. | snagged a couple of the biscuits-1 could live without Sergeant Kelly's coffee-and
faded into acorner. Nobody paid me any attention, for which | was more than grateful.

Duke dso stood aone. Holding his mug by the bowl, not the handle, he sipped his coffee steedily,
grimacing a itstaste and ignoring the occasiona question. The other men from the mission were tumbling
out their stories asfast asthey could talk. When they came to the part about Shorty some of the men
glanced toward me and lowered their voices, but an excited murmur rose from the rest of the group. "A
fourth worm-? Impaossiblel™ But incredulity was met with insistence and the discussions splintered into
Speculations.

Dr. Obama came in then and took Duke off to one side where they conferred for afew moments; once
they looked over in my direction, but when they saw me looking back at them they turned away; then
Duke put down his coffee cup and the two of them eft.

Abruptly, Ted was standing in front of me. He was hunched over, with his hands thrust deep into the
pockets of hisjeans. He had a peculiar expression on hisface, like someonelooking a an auto accident.
"Areyoudl right?'

"I'mfine”

He sat down opposite me, folded hisarms and leaned across the table on his ebows. "Quit trying to be
brave. Youlook like hell."



"Y ou don't look s0 hot yoursdlf,” | muttered. His sandy hair was rumpled, hisface was puffy. He looked
like he'd just gotten out of bed. Wasit that |ate?

Heignored it. "l hear you had a pretty rough time." | didn't answer.

He eyed my sample pouch. "Did you find anything interesting? -Hey, it'smoving!"

| rapped the bag quickly and it stopped. Ted gaped. "What've you got in there?'

"Some of the bugs from the corral. That'swhat you can do. Go find acage.”

"A cage-? How big? Would a chicken coop do?"

"Aslong asthereisnt any wood in it."

"Uh uh. Aluminum and wire." He scooted out the door. Some of the men were trickling out now, headed
for the rec room, probably. Othersrefilled their mugs, durped noisly, and followed them-that was
probably the loudest sound in theroom. | thought Sergeant Kelly wasin the kitchen flashing more
biscuits, but she wasnt.

"Here," she sad, putting a chicken sandwich and aglass of milk in front of me. "Eat." Her expression was
difficult to read, asif her face had been detached from her emotions.

| looked back down into my lap. "I'm not hungry.”

"S0?" she snapped. "When did that ever stop you from esting?"

"Sergeant,” | said, lowering my voice, "I had to kill Shor-"

"I know," she said, cutting me off. "1 heard." She placed her hand gently on my shoulder. When | didn't
look up, shereached over and cradled my head into her hands-they were hugo- and pulled meto her. |
couldn't help mysdlf. | started crying, bawling like ababy into her lap. Sergeant Kdly isthe only personin
the world who has alap standing up. | buried my facein it and sobbed. It wasthefirst time | had cried all
day. "That'smy boy," shesaid. "That'smy good boy. Let it out. Let it al out. Mamma's here now.
Mammas here."

After awnhile, | sopped. "Sergeant,” | said, wiping my nose on her apron, "thank you." | looked blearily
up at her; her eyeswere bright. "I love you!"

"Uh. . ." For amoment, her composure seemed uncertain. She looked startled. She said, "I left something
inthe kitchen," and bustled quickly off. | thought | saw her wiping her eyes as she ducked through the
door.

When | turned back to the table, Ted was standing there with the chicken coop. How long he had been
there, | didn't know, and didn't want to ask. He didn't say anything about my red eyes; he just set the
coop down on the table and waited.

| covered my embarrassment by fumbling with the pouch. Ted opened the top of the coop and | put the
ashestoid shirt with the millipedesinto it. | loosened the knot and tumbled them out, three hard, black
nuggets. Then | latched the cage securdly.

"That'sit?" asked Ted. He sounded disappointed. "Those are actual Chtorran animals?'

| nodded. The millipedeswere dtill rolled up in bals; their shells seemed dmost metdlic. If they were il
dive, they hadn't shown it yet.

"They're not much to look at, are they?"

"Wait'll they open up,” | said. "They're cute as baby spiders.” Ted made aface.

Meanwhile, Sam, the camp mascot-alarge gray and white tabby cat who had adopted us-hopped up
onto the table to ingpect. "Mrowrrt?" he asked.

"No, Sam, that's not to eat." That was Ted.

Sam sniffed in annoyance. He turned his attention instead to my chicken sandwich and milk, an
unexpected bonanza. Neither Ted nor | pushed him away. He ate noisily. Dainty bites, but noisy ones.
Hewas purring appreciatively while he ate.

Louis sauntered over next. He'd stripped down to his T-shirt. He was beginning to show alayer of fat on
his middle-age spread. | guessthe army couldn't afford to be too choosy any more. "Isthat the bugs from
the worm camp?' He peered close. "How comethey're dl rolled up?’

| shrugged.

"Have you tried feeding them yet? Maybe that's the trouble. Maybe they're hungry.”

"Or scared,” | suggested.



Heignored it. "What do they eat?' | shrugged again.

"Don't you know?'

"How could I”? Could be anything. When | caught them, they were chewing on the walls of their
enclosure”

"Well, you gottafeed them something,” heinssted. Two or three other men had wandered over. A small
crowd was forming. One or two of them muttered agreement.

"I'll have to make sometests” | mumbled. "To seewhat they like."

"Aah, you don't know anything about animals. | grew up on afarm-" He put hisfinger up to the mesh and
clucked. "I'll bet they're just like chickens. Chtorran chickens. Come on, little bugs, come on-see what
Daddy's got for you-" He shoved alittle piece of biscuit through the wire. "Come on-"

| was hoping the millipedes would ignore him, but one of them chose that moment to uncurl. No longer
restrained, and finding no reason to keep hiding, it began exploring its surroundings, its antennae waved
tentatively, first forward, then back, then randomly in dl directions. After amoment, it dithered acrossthe
floor and even part way up the walls of the cage, giving me agood look at its soft underside. Soft? It was
adeep disturbing purple with dark bands separating the-what?-they looked like segments. | could see
how al the shells were jointed; the creature's body was atrain of tiny armored carson legs.

The millipede tested the duminum frame with its fed ers and tried to poke its head through the wire mesh.
For amoment, it seemed to be staring right at me; its eyes were black discsthe sze of quarters. They
made me think of Chtorran eyes. They weren't faceted like normal insect eyes.

It pulled back then and continued exploring, coming at last to the diver of biscuit. The millipede touched it
lightly with its probing antennae, then aeit. It Smply moved forward, chewing asit went, until there was
no moreleft. "Hey," said Louis, grinning. "Helikesit. Here, have somemore.” He shoved the rest of the
biscuit into the cage.

The millipede made short work of this piece too. One of the others uncurled then and also began
exploring the coop. "Hey, Louis," said one of the men. "Now you gottafeed the other one."
Louis glanced around. His eye fdl on the chicken sandwich that Sam was till working on. ™
kitty, but | need this."

"Maoww-" Sam protested loudly, but to no avail. Louis tore the bread into pieces and pushed it through
the mesh. Sam licked his chops ddliberately, hoping the chicken wouldn't follow.

Hewaswrong. "Let's seewhat elsethey like," said Louis, and the chicken was pushed through the wire
aswell. Also the lettuce and tomato.

"Lookslike we have to gpologize for hurt felines," remarked Ted. "Here, Sam, drown your sorrowsin
somemilk."

"Mrowwt, " said Sam. But he drank the milk.

Meanwhile, the third millipede had uncurled and joined itsfellows in consuming the feast before them.

"L ook, they like chicken too.”

"And lettuce. And tomato.” Ted looked a me. "1 wonder if theré's anything they don't like."

"The uff inddethe enclosurewall,” | said. "They don't like that. | brought back a sample for you to
andyze." | pulled the plagtic bag from my pouch.

Ted opened it and sniffed. "'l hateto tell you what it smellslike." Hewrinkled his nose and closed it up

Scuseme,

agan.
Louiswas gtill at the cage. He poked hisfinger through the mesh and clucked. "Pretty baby, cometo
Poppa. . . ." | could understand his fascination with them. They seemed somehow more intelligent than

mere insects. It wastheir eyes; they were large and round and dark, they were almost soft-like puppy
eyes, they weredl pupil. And it was the way they looked at you through those eyes-peering and turning
toward every sound, studying each object with dispassonate curiosity. They seemed knowing. These
creatures were to ordinary bugs as an owl isto other birds -clearly the same type of creature, but
definitely something more. One of the millipedesrose up into the air to sniff Louissfinger

-and suddenly bit it.

"Aai-Hey!!" Hejerked hisfinger back, but the millipede had afirm grip. For amoment, Louiswas
caught there while the cresture thrashed about within the cage-then he broke free, blood streaming from



themissing joint. "Aaah! Son of abitch!" he gasped.

Someone wrapped a paper napkin around his hand; it quickly stained red. " Get him to the doctor!" said
someone else. Two men hustled Louis out the door. He was making little gasping sounds.

In the cage, the millipedes were unperturbed. Their black eyes were suddenly baleful.

"l should havewarned him," | said.

Ted looked a me. "Did you know they would do that?' | shook my head.

"Then shut up. It was his own fault for putting hisfinger in the cage. Sometimes Louis can be ared fool.
Tonight he outdid himself. The bugs must have- thought it was till feeding time." He put on athoughtful
expression. "These things do have an appetite, don't they?"

"So do Chtorrans," | said, remembering. "Here. These were in the enclosure too.” | passed him the
empty shellsand body sections.

Ted raised an eyebrow.

"Lunch," | explained. | pointed at the cage. "The Chtorrans eat them."

"Sounds risky," he quipped. "But it makes sense. And better them than us.” Then he thought of
something. " Say, how did you catch them without getting attacked yoursd f?

"l don't know-they just didn't seem interested in me. | thought | was safeand | was."

"Hm." Ted frowned. "There must have been areason.”

"Maybe|I'mjus inedible.”

"So? Stick your finger in the cage and proveit.”

"Onthe other hand," | said quickly, "maybe there's some other reason.”

Ted looked disappointed. " Spoilsport-it would have been avaid test.”

"If you're so eager, you stick your finger in.”

"Ah, but it's not my inedibility weretesting. No, you're right; there must be some other reason. Y ou're
probably edible, just not very tasty. How did you go into the enclosure? Just hold your nose and jump?”
"No, | tested with my foot first. | waved it above their headsto seeif they'd attack.”

"Wadl, so you're smarter than | thought. | would have guessed you crossed your fingers and hollered
'King's X" Maybe they just don't like shoe leather-let'sfind out.” He pulled off aboot and pressed one
sde of it againgt the mesh. All three of the millipedes attacked it. "Well, that settlesthat.”

Then hetried to pull his boot away. But their combined grip was too strong. "Aww, come on, now-" Not
wanting to hurt them by pulling harder, helet go of the boot. It hung there while the insectoids chewed a
it and the men around us snickered. The millipedes ate until they could chew no further and the boot
clunked to the floor.

Ted picked it up sadly and fingered the holesin it. "My best pair of boots," he mourned. He sighed and
pulled it back on, al the while shaking his head. He looked a me. "Okay, |et's have one of yours-"
"Huh? Areyou crazy? Y ou just got through proving that they like shoe leather-why do you want to ruin
my boots too?"

"Dummy," he said patiently, "thisis a scientific experiment to determine why you're till walking around.
Now, let me have one of your boots before | break off your leg and beat you to death with it.”
Hewasright. 1'd seen the way the millipedes had attacked his footgear. It wasidentica to mine and the
millipedes had ignored me. | pulled off my boot and handed it across.

He held it up to the mesh. The millipedestested it with their antennag, then lost interest in it and wandered
away. Tedtried it again on the other sde. The millipedes did the same thing.

Ted frowned and held the boot close to hisface. He sniffed. Once, twice, athird time, curioudy. "Smells
fishy. What'd you step in?'

"Nothing," | said. Then remembered. "Uh-eggs.”

"Eggs-?'Y ou mean likein chicken, cluck-cluck-cluck?’

"No. | mean likein Chtorran.”

His expression was incredulous. "Y ou stepped on Chtorran eggs-?"

"It wasingde the nest-"

"Insgdethe next-? Yipe! | takeit al back, immy boy. You're not smart a all. There's a safer way to kill
Chtorrans than by walking into their nests and ssomping on their eggs. What do you think flamethrowers



aefor?’

"I didn't mean to step on the eggs. It was an accident.”

"l hope you told that to Mamma Chtorran.”

"Besides, Duke was going to burn them anyway, so | climbed down and saved afew.”

For amoment there was silence.

Then Ted said, "Do you have them with you?!

| upended the pouch and tumbled them out onto the table. There must have been adozen, at least.

Ted stared; so did the two other men who still remained. | didn't know their names. The eggs were
blood-red and smooth, still moist-looking and dightly trand ucent. There was something dark inside.
Gingerly, Ted picked one up and sniffed it. "Raw fish, dl right." He held it againgt the Sde of the millipede
cage. They tested it incurioudly, then lost interest. "Waell, that's what saved your life, Jmbo-the fact that
you're such aclumsy retard. Y ou must have had egg dl over you."

| thought back. "You'reright. | know | had it up to my kneesand al over my arms.”" | shuddered at the
thought of what might have happened if | hadn't. And that was probably why my three specimens hadn't
tried to chew their way out of the sample pouch -the smell of the eggs around them.

"Uh huh-" Ted was holding the egg up to the light.

"See anything?' | asked.

"It says, "Disregard previousegg.' " He replaced it on thetable. "I can't tell.”

"Y ou know what these remind me of 7' | said. "Ant eggs.”

"Ant eggs?”

"Uh huh. They have that samekind of a most-tranducency. And their shells are soft too. L ook, see how
they bounce? What doesthat suggest?

"Handbd|?"

| ignored it. "1t means we can begin to learn something about how they evolved. Birds and reptiles have
hard-shelled eggs-it'sfor extra strength and water retention. This might indicate alower level of
development. Insects or amphibians.™

"Wormsarealittle bit of each?"

"Maybe." | picked up the egg again. "On the other hand, maybe the Chtorran atmosphereis humid
enough so that moisture retention is not a very important surviva factor. And this shell ssemsto be
awfully thick, dmost cartilaginous. That might provide the protection the embryo needs, particularly if
Chtorr does have a higher gravity than Earth. That'swhat some of the fellows around here think. 1t would
explain the Chtorrans extreme strength and mobility.” | frowned and held the egg up to thelight. "1 don't
know. The shape of an egg and the texture of its shell should tell you things about the conditionsit's
meant to hatch under-and that should give you clues about the nature of the parent and the offspring. But
| don't know how to begin to figure this one out. My brain hurts-there are too many questions. Like, for
ingtance, how comeif these millipede things are so incredibly voraciousthey aren't interested in the
egos?’ | pressed the egg to the mesh again. "It doesn't make sense.”

"Maybethey cantdl it'saChtorran, and they're afraid of it even beforeit hatches.

"Sorry, | can't imagine these creatures passing up afree med. There must be something about these eggs
thet's distasteful "

Ted blinked. "Wow! An egg with its own defense mechanism.” He looked up. "Wheat are you planning to
do with them?'

"l wasthinking of rigging up an incubator.”

Ted whistled softly. "Jimmy, I've got to admireyour . . . bravado. Or something. Y ou're either the
smartest damn fool around here-or the dumbest. It's not enough you have to rescue Chtorran eggs from
the incinerator; now you want to hatch them. When Duke hears about this, he's going to have afit.”

| hadn't thought about Duke. "Why? What's wrong with the idea?’

"Oh, nothing; it's just that the purpose of this Special Forces operation isto kill worms, not breed them.”
"Not entirdly,” | insgsted. "Y ou and | were sent up here to study the Chtorrans.”

"That doesn't mean we have to make pets of them.”

"And how else are we going to get close enough to study them? Do you know a better way to observe



onelong enough to learn anything? On a hunt, as soon as you see aworm, you burn it. No, the only way
we're going to be the scientists we were sent up here to be isto put some wormsin acage and watch to
see what makes them tick-and if we can't capture alive one, then well have to grow our own.”

"Simmer down, I'm on your sde. | think. It'sjust that | don't think the idealis going to be very popular
around here; thisisn't aP.O.W. camp-and that's another thing; even if you do hatch afew worms, where
are you going to keep them?"

"WEell think of something,” | mumbled. | wastrying to think of something.

"We?' Heraised an eyebrow.

"Y es. We. Remember, you're an exobiologist too.”

"Oh, yeah-I forgot." Ted looked unhappy. "But | think thisis one of those timeswhen I'd rather bea
botulinustester.” He said, "I mean, raising the wormsis going to be the easy part-"

"Huh?'

He clapped me on the shoulder. "'Jimbo, put the bugs to bed. I'm going to talk to Duke."

"Want meto comeaong?’

"Uh, better not. Duke'shad a... rough day. | think | can be more tactful. Y ou just tuck ‘emin for the
night and leave therest to me."

"Wl ... okay."

| left the millipedesin the mess hall for the night, with a canvas draped over the coop and asign that said
DANGER! Onit. The eggs were dightly more difficult, but | borrowed Ted's dectric blanket and put
them in a cardboard box with it draped across the top as a makeshift incubator. To keep the eggs from
drying out, | lined the box with alayer of plagtic, then alayer of towels, and then sprayed it dl with warm
water-enough to keep the towels damp, but not soggy. It wasjust aguess. I'd have to work out
something more permanent in the morning.

| had trouble falling adeep. | couldn't help it. Someone was screaming in my head, Shorty's dead!

| kept telling mysdlf that | had barely known him; | shouldn't befeding it thishard. But | hurt al over,
and-oh, hdll, | couldn't help it; | started crying again.

| was gill awake, just lying there, aching, when Ted camein. Hedidn't turn on thelight, just undressed in
the dark and dipped into his bed as quietly as he could.

"What did Duke say?" | asked.

"Huh? Oh, | didn't know you were awake."

"I'm not. Not redlly. What did Duke say?"

"Nothing. | didn't talk to him."

"Y ou were gone an awfully long time."

"Yeah," hesad. "I'll tdll you inthe morning. Maybe." Herolled over and faced thewall.

"Ted," | said, "Shorty died because | wasn't fast enough, didn't he?!

"l don't know," he mumbled. "l wasn't there."

"It'smy fault, isn't it?"

"Shut up, will you?!

"BUt"

"Itl al be settled tomorrow. Thereés going to be ahearing.”

"Awha?'

"Aninquest, supid! Aninguest. Now, go to deep, damn you!"



? TWELVE

THE INQUEST was held in the mess hal. Duke, Hank, Larry, two of the other men from the mission
(whose names| ill didn't know) and myself. Dr. Obama, doubling as medical officer, sat a the head of
the table. She had ayellow, legal-szed pad of paper in front of her, covered with precise little notes. Ted
sat just to her left with atranscriber termind; hisjob was to answer the machine's questions about
sound-aike or mumbled words. | was at the opposite end-with swesty palms. Dr. Obama was |ooking
very quiet and when shefindly did spesk, | had to strain to hear her. "All right, Duke," she said. "What
happened?’

Duketold her, quickly and efficiently. He left out nothing, but neither did he waste time on elaborate
descriptions. Dr. Obama showed no reaction throughout, other than an occasiond nod, asif she were
ticking off each of Duke's facts on amenta checklist.

"Wefollowed procedure dl theway," concluded Duke. "That's the annoying thing. If there were only
something | could identify as amistake-some error in judgment, even my own, that | could find-at least
we might learn something; but I've been over thisthing ahundred times, and | just don't know. We did
everything by the book. . . ." He hesitated. "Maybe the book iswrong.” He fell sllent, spreading his
battered hands out on the table before him; they had been scrubbed unnaturaly clean for thishearing. "l
have no explanation how we missed those worms.”

Dr. Obamawas thoughtful. She didn't look at Duke at al. At last, she cleared her throat dightly and
murmured, "It seemswe have severd areas of investigation here." She shifted the pad of paper in front of
her and read from it: "First, where were the Chtorrans hiding that they were undetectable to the Mobe
sensors, aswell asto Duke, Larry-"

Ted murmured something, hisfingers suddenly moving on the termina keyboard.

"Eh? What'sthat?' Dr. Obamalooked annoyed.

"Last names," whispered Ted. "The record requiresit.” "Oh." Dr. Obamawent blank for a moment,
trying to backtrack her train of thought. "Uh-" Shelooked & her yellow pad again. "Where were the
Chtorrans hiding that they were undetectable to Captain Archibald "Duke Anderson, Lieutenant
Lawrence Milburn, Corporal Carlos Ruez and Observer James McCarthy-who else wasinsde the hut?'
"No one," said Duke. "Just the four you listed.”

Dr. Obama seemed not to hear him; she continued on to her second point, "Next. Why-and thisisavery
important point to consider-why did al of them miss detecting the Chtorrans? That the Mobe aso missed
the Chtorransisvery important. ... " She glanced at Ted. "This part is off the record, Jackson.” Ted
stopped, hit a button and rested his hands by the sides of thetermina. To therest of us, Dr. Obama
continued, "While | may know each of you persondly and am willing to vouch for your integrity, there are
those who prefer to ook for scapegoats when something like this happens. In most cases, they would
sooner take the word of a machine and suspect the human beings of carelessness. Machinesrarely have
ulterior motives. Count it as ablessing that the machine agreeswith you here." She nodded a Ted, then
continued with atouch more formality. "That the Mobe was unable to detect the Chtorrans confirms your
story that the dome was to al appearances empty. The Mobeis supposed to be able to detect things
beyond the range of norma human senses-and, vice versa, a human observer aso has capabilities that
the machine lacks, not the least of which isa sense of judgment. Wherever the Chtorrans were, both
kinds of observation failed to detect them, indicating-as do certain other facts which we will consider-that
the standard procedures do not alow for every contingency.”

Shereferred again to her notes. "Third, the assumption was made that the Chtorrans would be torpid
within their shelter. This has been the pattern in the past, but now we must ask, werethey in fact within
the shelter the whole time? And were they in fact in their most inactive state? It has been agenerd
experience, not just in thisarea, but in other locations aswell, that when worms-excuse me,
Chtorrans-go inactive they do so as agroup, and generaly they go to the coolest part of their shelter; that
is, the second leve, the underground half. If they were there, the Mobe should have detected them, as
should have any of the aforementioned individuas. Which brings up two more questions. What range



were the Mobe's sensors set for? How were these parameters determined? On what basis? Perhaps we
will have to reexamine that particular agpect of our procedure. Y es, Hank?' To Ted, "Henry Lannikin.”
Hank cleared histhroat uncomfortably. "Well, Dr. Obama, thereisawindow in the sensing matrices-but
it shouldn't have been big enough to let a Chtorran dip through, |et aone three -1 mean, four-of them. A
hot Chtorran within ten meterswill trigger the flash, but with a cold one-that is, one that'sinactive-the
Mobe hasto be within four meters. Sorry, but they work so far in the infrared, they can't help but be
nearsghted. The point is, if those wormswerein the but, whether hot or cold, the Mobe should have
flashed. The only way it could have missed cold ones, they'd have had to have been too far away-like out
of the hut. And we know that wasn't the case, becauise we didn't see them.”

"Maybe those domes are getting bigger ontheinside," Larry offered.

Dr. Obamalooked at him coldly. "Do you think that's possble?"

"Hell, | don't know," said Larry. "Every other one I've been into has only had two levels, top and bottom.
If the worms started digging deeper than that, | didn't see'em.”

Dr. Obama considered the thought. "It isn't impossible that the wor-Chtorrans have changed their life
style, but we have several other discrepanciesto consider aswell." Shelooked annoyed. "This has been
avery atypical affair al around.” She resumed her professional manner. " Sixth question, why wastherea
fourth Chtorran in the nest? Where did it come from? And why did it delay its attack? What wasthere
different about this one that caused it to hang back for several moments? Also notice that it wasthe
largest of the four Chtorrans encountered; sgnificantly larger. What isthe importance of that? Findly, is
such an event likely to be encountered again in the future? Obvioudy we will have to modify our existing
proceduresto alow for that possibility.

"Seventh and eighth questions. What, if any, isthe significance of the plant life surrounding the Chtorran
shelter? We have not found such plants around the sheltersin the past. Why here? Why now? Arethese,
in fact, specimens of native Chtorran vegetation?'

I'd trangplanted al of my samples, each into its own pot. | had no idea how to handle them. Were they
dangerous-or what? | wasn't even sure how to test them. Dr. Obama's questions barely scratched the
surface.

She continued, "And what about the creatures observed in the Chtorran corra-those were burned as
wdl? Ah, good. What istheir place in the Chtorran ecology?' She stopped, looked around the table.
"Arethere any other questions that we want to consider? Y es, Duke?'

"What about Shorty?" Abruptly, my stomach dropped.

"Yes." Dr. Obamalooked to her notes, but she'd aready turned to ablank page. There was no answer
there. "Wedl fed bad about that."

"That's not what | meant,” said Duke, very quietly. | wondered if | was going to be sick.

"I know what you meant, Duke." Dr. Obamawas every bit asquiet. "All right,” shesaid. "Let'sget it over
with. Could you have saved him?"

"No," said Duke.

"|sthere anyone here who could have saved Sergeant Harris?' asked Dr. Obama She looked around
the room. Larry was studying hisfists; they were buried in hislap. He amost looked like he was praying.
Carlos and Hank didn't say anything either; even Ted's hands were motionless on his keyboard.

"| should have been fagter,” | said. The words seemed unnaturdly loud in the mess hal. Everyone but Dr.
Obamalooked a me, but having said it, | felt relieved. There, it wasout. "l should have been fagter, but
the specimen pack wasin theway. | couldn't get at my torch quick enough. If I'd been faster, maybe |
could have saved him; maybe | could have gotten the worm before it-"

Dr. Obamasaid, "l doubt it. Sergeant Harris himsalf checked you out on that torch.” She was il looking
at her notepad. "And | approved his certification of you. Under the circumstances, that makes me equally
responsible. Aswedl as Duke."

"Thank you, maam. | recognize what you're trying to do-but | know that | was carrying the pack wrong."
Dr. Obama shook her head. "There's no one €lse who saw that. Despite your good intentions,
McCarthy, | can't accept your statement as evidence.”

"Excuseme” | sad.



"Something els=?"

"Yes" | inggted. "Thereis." | was suddenly aware that everyone in the room waslooking at me. "l was
wearing the helmet. | made a sound and video record. I-I think that there's some question here about
what | did, and whether or not I-uh, acted properly. And | think that the video could clear that up. I'd
liketo haveit shown. Please.”

"I'm sorry. That'snot possible.”

"Huh-?'

"Dukeand | tried tolook at it last night. Unfortunately ... um ... the memory clip was defective.”

"What?"

"The write-protect tab was out-"

"That was abrand new clip! | loaded it mysdlf.”

"-0 the camera and microphone signals were not recorded. The clip wasblank.” She said it firmly and
looked at me, asif daring meto argue with her.

"But-" I'd tested that clip mysdlf! | saw thelook on Ted'sface and stopped. "Y es, maiam.”

She gestured to Ted and Ted switched off the transcriber again. She said, "L ook, it'sirrdlevant. No
matter what we decide here, it won't bring back Shorty. | promise you, he's going to stay dead. So if
you're trying to justify your guilt fedings, please stop wasting our time. It doesn't produce much result.”
"I'm sorry, maam," | protested. "I understand what you're saying-but | should have done better-I mean,
if only-"

"Stop!" She glared down the table at me. " Jackson, isthat thing off?* He checked and nodded. " Thank
you," shesaid. "You're not getting it. So let me give it to you another way. Listen, McCarthy, the
responsibility for putting that wegpon in your hands was mine-do you get that?'

| nodded.

"So if therewas an error there, it'smy error too. Do you get that?'

| nodded again.

"And | don't make errors. Not of thiskind. Y ou were handed that weapon because you were judged to
be capable of handling the responsibility. Shorty thought so. Duke thought so. | thought so. Areyou
telling us now thet al three of uswere wrong?'

"Uh-no, but-"

"No buts about it. Either we were wrong or we were right. Thisthought you have that you screwed up is
nothing more than an attempt to avoid the responsbility, and passthe error back up the line to the people
who authorized the weapon for you. I'm sorry, but we're not accepting delivery. Y ou took thejob. You
knew what was involved. Y ou accepted the responsibility. So | don't care how you think you handled it.
Y ou handled it gppropriatdy.” She glared at me with eyeslikefire. "Can you get that?'

"Y-yes, maam." | shoved my fistsinto my lap and stared a them. She didn't want to hear me,

Dr. Obama stopped and cleared her throat, coughing into her clenched fist. Shetook adrink of water,
then looked up again without focusing on anyone in particular. She nodded to Ted. He switched the
transcriber back on. "Does anyone e se have anything to add?' She waited without expression. "Then |
takeit that al of you here are convinced that Shorty Harriss death was unavoidable. Is there anyone who
disagrees? s there anyone who disputes the vaidity of McCarthy's response? No one?' Shelooked at
Duke. Duke did not meet her gaze. He seemed troubled and for amoment | thought he was going to
speak; then, instead, he just shook his head.

Dr. Obamawaited amoment longer, then exhaled softly. She seemed relieved. "All right, let the record
show that this hearing has determined that James M cCarthy acted with dispatch and fortitude. Those
present at the scene confirm that McCarthy's actions were appropriate and above reproach.
Furthermore, it is the opinion of thisbody that McCarthy's professed clumsinessis an expression only of
hisfeding of inexperiencein combat, not negligence.”

She looked around the table. Duke nodded his reluctant approval. Everyone else seemed ... ddliberately
nonchaant. "All right, before we adjourn is there anyone who has any information which would cast any
light on any of these questions we've brought up?' She waited only asecond. "I thought not. It is hereby
determined that this board of inquiry is unable to reach a conclusion about the circumstances of



yesterday's operation, and for al the usua reasons. we smply do not have the knowledge of the
Chtorran speciesthat we need. It isthe sense of this session and the conclusion of this panel that we have
only the questions and none of the answers. We therefore make no recommendations of any kind. This
meeting is adjourned. File that, Jackson, and put a copy on the wire-no, let me see it before you send it
out." She stood up, gathered her notepad, and nodded. "Good day, gentlemen.”



? THIRTEEN

DUKE AND | wereleft donein the room.

Helooked haggard and very old. He was leaning on his elbows and staring into yesterday. His bony
hands were clenched, two knotted fists pressed hard together, pressed againgt hisjaw. "Uh, Duke. . ."
Helooked up, sartled. When he saw it was me, hisface tightened. "What isit?

"Um-l have some specimens.”

Duke blinked. For amoment, he wasn't there; then he remembered. "Right. Y ou'll find aset of handling
casesin the storeroom. Do you know whereit is? It's bungalow six. Well send them out on Thursday.
Try and keep those eggs and millipedes dive.”

"| think the bigger problem would bekilling them-" | saw that he had disappeared insde himself again. He
hed dismissed me. "Uh-Duke?'

He came back impatiently. Hiseyeswerered. "Y eah?’

"Uh, did Ted talk to you yet?'

"No, he hasn't. About what?'

"He said he was going to. We thought that maybe-1 mean, | am supposed to be an exobiologist-"

Duke held up one hand. " Spare me the story. What do you want?"

"Alab," | said quickly. "So | can do some of my own observations on the millipedes and eggs and that
purple stuff from around the dome."

Helooked annoyed. "I don't want you damaging those specimens before they get to Denver! I've got
enough problems-"

"I'm not gonna "dameage anything!"

Duke snorted.

| said, "Duke, if you're pissed at me, then say s0."

"l am not pissed at you-"

"l don't believeyou." | walked around and sat down in Dr. Obamals chair and faced him. "What's going
on here, Duke? This was the stupidest inquest I've ever been to-" He looked up at that, aquestion in his
eyes. "Three" | answered before he could ask, "'-not counting this one. Nothing was established here.
Nothing at al. | grant that there aren't alot of answers yet to most of our questions-but the questions that
could have been answered weren't. They were whitewashed. So excuse me for being suspicious, but
what wasdl this about?'

Duke shook his head. He stared at his hands. ™Y ou don't want to know."

"Yes, | do!"

Duke let that Snk in. Then he said quietly, "Y ou were only doing what Shorty told you to do. Y ou were
following orders.”

| sniffed. | quoted from somewhere, " ™ "1 was only following orders' isnot an excuse-it's an indictment.' "
"Who said that?"

"l just did."

Duke's expression was scornful. "Don't give me dogans, son. I've got alow threshold of bullshit.
Especidly today."

"I heard it in Globa Ethics. And it's no dogan. It'strue for me. Look-there's something | want you to
know."

"l don't really want to hear it," he said. "Infact, | don't want to talk at al right now."

"Neither do1," | said. | could fed my voice starting to quaver. "But | haveto! Until someonejust listens
to mel" My throat was tightening and | wasterrified | was going to start crying. It was dl bubbling up. |
didn't even know what it was. | said, "'I'm the guy who pulled the trigger, Duke. I'm the guy responsible.
Y ou and Dr. Obama can say whatever you want in an inquest, but I'm still the guy who did thejob."
Helooked like he was going to say something else, but he sopped himsdlf. "All right, say what you have
to then, and get it over with." Hisvoice was very quiet.

"l didn't deep last night. | couldn't. | needed someoneto talk to. | wanted to talk to you. | even got up



once and went looking for you. | got asfar asyour door. | amost knocked. And | didn't-I don't know
why. Yes, | do-l was scared. See, | didn't know if | did wrong yesterday or not. | wanted some.... help.
But al | could hear was Shorty's voice saying, "Figureit out yoursdlf.' Like he did with the manuas. So |
didn't knock. And besides, | saw the light was on under your door. And | thought | heard voices. And |
didn't want to interrupt anything-"

Duke gtarted to say something, but I cut him off. "No, | want to finish this. Then you can talk. | didn't go
right back to my room. Y ou know the hill behind the camp? | went up there and sat by mysdf for a
while. And-1 let mysdlf cry. At first | thought | was crying for Shorty, only after awhile, | found out |
wasn't. | was crying for mysdlf, because of what | wasredizing. And it has nothing at al to do with
Shorty being dead.”

| redized | was trembling. My hands were trembling on the table. | thrust them between my legsand held
them there with my knees pressed together. | felt very small and very cold. | looked at Duke and said,
"What | redlized was that-even if Shorty hadn't told meto do what | did-I sill would have doneit, done
the samething."

Duke was genuindy surprised. ™Y ou would?!

| swallowed hard. It wasn't easy to spesk. "Duke, it was the only thing to do. That'swhy I've been so ...
crazy. I'd been trying real hard to convince mysdlf that | did it because Shorty told meto-only | knew |
hadn't. There wasn't time to think about it-it just happened. | didn't remember what to do or what 1'd
beentold. | just did it-without thinking." | was looking down into my Iap now. "Duke, I've never killed
anyone before. | never thought I'd ever haveto. All | knew was that it was something | never wanted to
do-and then, yesterday afternoon, | found out that | could do it-and do it easily. And I've been going
crazy ever ancetrying to explainit to mysdf. | keep looking for away to makeit dl right. | keep saying
that it was the circumstances, except that | know it wasn't the circumstances at dl. It wasme! And
now-after thisinquest-1 can't even haveit beamistake! It wasme. | did it. Nobody else. And | haveto
livewith that now-that | can kill people.” | added, "It's not realy something that | want to know."

Duke was dlent amoment, just studying me. | studied back. His face was craggy and wesathered, his skin
was sun-darkened and crinkled with use. His eyes were sharp and dive again and boring straight into
mine. | stared right back.

Abruptly, he said, "All right, you've got your lab."

"Uh-thank you!"

"Yeah, I'll see how you fed in aweek. Where did you want to set up this zoo?"

"The new bath house."

Duke looked a me sharply. "Why?'

"It'sobvious. It'sthe only building in camp that's suitable. It's got concrete wals and very high small
windows. Nothing could escape. At least, not easily. Nobody's using it because the plumbing was never
completed; we could bring in portable heaters and fix up the interior any way we need.”

Duke nodded. "That's exactly where | would have chosen. But | would have chosen it for you because
it'sagood safe distance from the rest of the camp. Y ou'll haveto clear out the stuff that's dready in there.
Tdl Larry what you'll need in theway of specia equipment, or if you need anything built. Hell find some
men to help you."

"Y es, dr-and thank you."

Helifted his hand the barest distance from the table, await-aminute gesture. "Jim?"

"G

"Thisisno party. Make your results count. Those specimens were awfully expensive." When helooked
a me, hiseyeswere shinier than I'd ever seen. He looked haunted.

"I know," | said. It was suddenly very hard to speak. "I-I'll try."

| left quickly.



? FOURTEEN

AN HOUR éfter | started cleaning out the bathhouse, Ted showed up with a sour look on hisface. | told
him what | wanted to do and he pitched in, but without his usua repartee of puns, wisecracks and
pontifical observations. Usudly, Ted radiated a sense of sdf-importance, asif he were coming straight
from some very important meeting. He dways seemed to know what everyone e sewasinvolved in. But
this morning he seemed chastened, asif held been caught with his ear to the keyhole.

After awhile, Larry and Carl and Hank joined us and the work moved alot faster. They didn't speak
much ether. There was a Shorty-shaped holein dl our lives now and it hurt too much to talk about it.
There was alot of work to be done. It took us haf the afternoon just to clear out the lumber and other
suppliesthat had been stored in the concrete-brick bunker, and the rest of the day to make the place
millipede-proof. There were vents to be covered with mesh and windows to be sedled, and we had to
ingtall doorstoo; the latter had to be wrapped with wire mesh, and we had to mount metal plates on the
bottomstoo, just in case.

Thefina touch was provided by Ted, abrightly painted sign which stated in no uncertain terms.

?

THE BENEDICT ARNOLD HOME FOR WAYWARD WORMS

2

TRESPASSERSWILL

BE EATEN!!

2

No bugs, lice, snakes, snails, toads, spiders, rats, roaches, lizards, trolls, orcs, ghouls, paliticians, lifers,
lawyers, New Chrigtians, Revdationigts,

or other unsavory forms

of lifedlowed.

Y es, thismeansyou!

Vigtorsalowed only at feeding time.

Please count your fingers when leaving.

-Ted Jackson,

Jm McCarthy,

Proprietors.

?

Theinterior of the bath house was divided into two rooms. One had been intended as a shower room;
the other would have been for changing clothes and drying off, alocker room without lockers. We
decided to use the locker room for the millipedes and the shower room for the eggs-if we had to choose
one or the other to put in atile-lined room behind two solid doors, it had to be the eggs because of the
potential danger they represented. An escaped millipede would be far less serious than an escaped
Chtorran.

Weingtalled two large work tablesin each room, connected the electric lighting and heaters, built a
specia incubator for the eggs and alarge metal and glass cage for the millipedes. Sergeant Kelly was
happy-she had her mess hall back-and so were we; we had alab.

By suppertime, we were seeing our first results. We determined that the millipedes were omnivorousto a
degree that made al other omnivoreslook like fussy eaters. Primarily, they preferred roots, tubers,
shoots, stems, flowers, grasses, leaves, bark, branches, blossoms, fruit, grain, nuts, berries, lichens,
moss, ferns, fungi and assorted agae; they aso liked insects, frogs, mice, bugs, lice, snakes, snails, toads,
spiders, rats, roaches, lizards, squirrels, birds, rabbits, chickens and any other form of meat we put
before them. If none of the above were available, they'd eat whatever was handy. That included raw
sugar, peanut butter, old newsprint, leather shoes, rubber soles, wooden pencils, canned sardines,
cardboard cartons, old socks, cdllulose-based film and anything €l se even remotely organicin origin.
They even ate the waste products of other organisms. They did not eat their own droppings, aviscous,



oily-looking goo; that was one of the few exceptions.

After three days of this, Ted was beginning to look alittle dazed. "I'm beginning to wonder if there's
anything they won't eat." He was holding one end of atypewriter ribbon and watching the other end
disappear down amillipede maw.

| said, "Ther somachs must be the chemica equivaent of ablast furnace; there doesn't ssemto be
anything they can't break down."

"All thoseteeth in the front end must have something to do withit," Ted pointed out.

"Sure," | agreed. "They cut thefood into usable pieces, particles smal enough to be dissolved-but in
order to make use of that food, the stomach has to produce enzymesto break the complex molecules
down into smdler, digestible ones. I'd like to know what kind of enzymes can handle such things as
fingernail clippings, toothbrush bristles, canvas knapsacks and old videodisks. And I'd like to know what
kind of stomach can produce such acids regularly without destroying itsdlf in the process.”

Ted looked at me, one eyebrow raised. "Are you going to dissect one and find out?"

| shook my head. "I tried it. They're dmost impossibleto kill. Chloroform hardly dowsthem down. All |
wanted to do was put one to deep for awhile so | could examine it more closdly and take some skin
samples and scrapings-no such luck. He ate the cotton pad with the chloroform oniit.”

Ted leaned forward; he put his elbows on the table and hisface into his hands. He peered into the
millipede cage with a bored, dmost weary expression. He was even too tired to joke. The best he could
manage was sarcasm. He said, "'l dunno. Maybethey'redl hypoglycemic......"

| turned to look a him. "That's not bad. . . ."

"What is?'

"What you just said.”

"Huh?'

"About the blood sugar. Maybe something keeps their blood sugar permanently low, so they're
consgtantly hungry. We may make ascientist out of you yet."

Hedidn't look up; hejust grunted, "Don't be insulting.”

| didn't bother to respond. | was still considering his offhand suggestion. " Two questions. How? And
why?What's the purpose? What's the survival advantage?'

"Um," hesaid, guessing. "It'sfud. For growth?'

"Yeah ... and then that raises another question. How old are these things? And how big are they going to
get? And does their appetite keep pace? And what istheir full Size? Or isthisit?' | sat down on the edge
of one of the tables, facing the glasswall of the millipede cage. | began chewing on the end of my pencil.
"Too many questions" Hanging around the millipedes was affecting my eeting habits. | folded my arms
across my chest. "And what if were not asking theright questionsin thefirst place? | mean, what if it's
something so smple and obvious that were overlooking it?"

"Hm," said Ted; then, "Maybe they're not getting the right kind of food-and that's why they stay so

"Hey"
Ted looked up. "What?'

| pounced on the thought. "Try this: maybe they're dextro- and we're levo--they're made out of
right-handed DNA! And they need right-handed proteinsto survive! And thisis aleft-handed world!"
"Um," said Ted. He scratched his nose and thought about it. Y es and no. Maybe. | have trouble with the
right- and left-handed idea. | don't think it's possible. It's certainly improbable.”

"The worms themsalves areimprobable,” | pointed out.

He scratched hisnose again. "1 think the fact that they can safely eat any Earth-based organic matter
without immediatdy faling down, frothing at the mouth in deadly convulsons, isapretty good sign that
our respective biologies are uncomfortably close. If | didn't know better, I'd say dmost related.”

Another idea bobbed to the surface. "Well, then-try it thisway. Earth isn't their native planet, so maybe
they haveto eat alot of different thingsto get al of their daily requirements. | mean, their metabolisms
must be different because they've evolved for adifferent set of conditions, so they have to be unable to
make the best use of Earth-type foods-it follows, doesn't it? -so they'd have to increase their intake just



to survive™”

"Um, but look, if that were true of the millipedes, then it would have to be true for the worms. They'd
have to be even more ravenous than they aready are. They'd be egting everything in sght.”

"Well, they do, don't they?"

He shrugged. "Who knowswhat's norma for aworm?’

"Another worm?' | suggested.

"Mm," he said. And then added, "-Except, there are no norma worms on this planet.”

"Huh?" | looked at him suddenly.

"It wasajokel" he said.

"No-say it agan!™

"There are no norma worms on this planet.”

"Wheat did you mean by that?"

He shrugged. "I don't know; it just seemed ... obvious. Y ou know? | mean, we don't know what the
worms are likein their own ecology; we only know them in ours-and we don't even know how they got
here. So if there's something-anything-that's making them or their behavior atypical, we wouldn't know,
would we? And neither would any other worm on this planet, because they'd al be experiencing the
same effects”

"That'sgreat!" | sad, "It redly is| wonder if anyone else hasredlized thet yet."

"Oh, I'm sure they have-"

"But I'll bet that's part of the answer. We're dedling with crazy Chtorrans! And | like your other idea
too-about something keeping their blood sugar permanently low. | just wish | had agood biologica
judtification for it." | scribbled it into my notebook. "Buit it fitsin with something ese. Here, look at these-"
| went rummaging through the mess on the desk behind me and came up with afolder marked UGH. |
pulled out a sheaf of color eight-by-tens and passed them across. He stood up to take them. He leaned
againg the table and began to leaf through them. "When did you take these?”

"Thismorning, while you were on thetermind. | finaly found my close-up lenses. Therés somered
high-power stuff there. Look at the structure of their mouths.”

He grimaced. "They look like worm mouths.”

| shrugged. "Similar evolutionary lines, | guess. What €lse do you see?'

"Theteeth arelikelittle knives.

"Y ou notice anything else? The teeth are danted inward. Here, look--compare these two pictures where
he's egting the cigar. When the mouth is at its widest, the teeth are pointing straight up and down and just
alittle bit outward; but as the mouth closes, they curve inward. Here, see how they mesh? Oncea
millipede bites something, the teeth not only cut it, they push it down the throat. A millipede can't stop
egting-not until the object isfinished-because he can't et go. Every time he opens his mouth, he
automatically takes another bite; every time he closes, he pushesit down histhroat. That'swhy histeeth
have to grind and cut and dash--otherwise, he'd choke to death."”

"Um, | doubt that last,” he said. "'l don't think they're cgpable of choking. With amouth arrangement like
that, they wouldn't have a swallowing mechanism that could so easily kill them. It would be saif-defeating.
I'd guess that the arrangement of the teeth is so they can get agood hold on their prey and, if nothing
else, get one good bite out of it-like Louis."

"Haveit your own way, Perfessor-but | watched him eat the cigar, and that's the way he used those
tegth.”

"But, Jmbo-that doesn't make sense. What happens to the little bastard who gets stuck to atree?!
"Heeatsor dies" | offered. "Remember what you learned in school: "Mother Nature doesn't give ashit.'
"Um," Ted said, shaking his head. He continued paging through the photographs. *How did you shoot
thisone?' He was staring down the wide-open mouth of one of the millipedes.

"Which one? Oh, that. | shot that through a pane of glass. There's aspot of grease smeared on it; he's
trying to biteit off. The focusisn't so good because of the grease, but it wasthe only way | could look
down hismouth. They learned red quick that they couldn't get through the glass, so they stopped lunging



at it when | held up afinger. That'swhy the grease. Here, this one's sharper-this was before he scratched
theglass"

Ted peered close. "Hand me that magnifying glass, will you? Here, |ook-what do you make of this?*
"Hey! | didn't notice that before-a second row of teeth!”

"Mm," said Ted. "I wonder if he ever bites histongue.”

"Thosearemolard™ | said. "See? They're not as sharp. Thefirst row isfor cutting; these are for grinding.
And look-do you see anything farther back?"

"Uh, I'm not sure. It'sawfully dark down there."

"We can digitize this and bring up the resolution, but doesn't that look like athird row?"

"l can't tell. It could be."

| looked at him. "Ted, maybe these things have teeth dl the way down their throats. That'swhy they can
eat so much, and so many different things. By the time the food reaches the somach, it's been ground to
pulp. They'll still need strong stomach acids, but now the food has alot more surface area exposed to the
action of the enzymes.”

"Well, thismakesthem alittlemore. . . believable." Ted grinned. "l find it very hard to trust any kind of
cregture that eats tennis shoes, wallpaper and baseballs, not to mention bicycle seats, clothedinesand
Sergeant Kdly's coffee.”

"Ted, give me abresk. Please"

"All right-they wouldn't drink the coffee. That's probably what the Chtorrans usein that corra fenceto
keep them from getting out-Sergeant Kelly's coffee grounds.”

"Oh, no," | said. "Didn't | tell you?' Helooked up. "What?"

"Y ou should have guessed. What's the one thing the millipedes won't eat-the one organic thing?'

He opened his mouth. He closed it.

"That'sright,” | said. "Used food. No cresture can livein its own excrement-those are the thingsiits
metabolism can't use. And that's what the worms put between the double walls of their corra. Assoon
asthe millipedes senseit, they back away."

"Wait aminute, boy-are you telling me the worms are going around gathering up millipede droppingsfor
fenceinsulaion?’

"Not at al. | didn't say anything about millipede waste. | just said it was waste'-he opened his mouth to
interrupt; | didn't let him-"and it's not terrestria waste either. Remember we were wondering why we
never found any worm droppings? Thisiswhy. Evidently, the worms have been using it to keep their
“chickens from escaping. The wormsand the millipedes must be smilar enough so that it doesn't make
any difference. What aworm can't use, neither can amillipede. The tests on the droppings from the
enclosure and the specimens we've got here show alot of smilarities. Mostly the differences are dietary,
athough alot of the specid enzymes don't match up. If | had more sophisticated equipment, 1'd be able
to spot the subtler differences.”

Abruptly, Ted's expression was thoughtful . "Have you written any of thisdown?"

"I've made some notes. Why?"

"Because | heard Duke talking to Dr. Obama about you-about us. He wants Obie to send usto Denver."
"Huh?'

Ted repeated it. "Duke wants Obie to send usto Denver. With the specimens. On Thursday.”

| shook my head. "That doesn't make sense. Why should Duke do any favorsfor us?'

Ted perched himsalf on the edge of the table. The three millipedes|ooked at him with patient black eyes.
| wondered if the mesh of their cage was strong enough. Ted said, "Duke's not doing us any favors. He's
doing it for himsalf. We don't belong up here and he doesn't want to be a babysitter. And after what
happened with Shorty-well, you know."

| sat down again. | felt betrayed. "I thought ... | mean..." | shut up and tried to remember.

"What?' asked Ted.

| held up ahand. "Wait aminute. I'm trying to remember what Duke said.” | shook my head. "Uh uh-he
didn't say anything. Not about this. | guess| just thought | heard-" | stopped.

"Heard what?'



"I don't know." | felt frustrated. "'l just thought that we were going to be part of the Specia Forces
Team."

Ted dropped off the table, pulled the other chair around and sat down opposite me. "Jim boy, sometimes
you can be awfully dumb. Listen to your Uncle Ted now. Do you know where these Specia Forces
Teams came from? | thought not. These are-or were-top-secret crack-trained units. So secret even our
own intelligence agencies didn't know they existed. They were created after the Moscow Tresties. Yes,
illegaly-l know-and you used aflamethrower last week, remember? It saved your life. Guesswhat the
Special Forces werefor-and alot of other innocuous looking ingtitutions. Too bad you dept through
history, Jm, or you'd understand. Anyway, the point is, these men have lived together and trained
together for years. And they're al weapons experts. Have you ever seen Sergeant Kelly on the practice
range?'

"Huh?No-"

"W, you should-or maybe you shouldn't. Y ou'd be too terrified to complain about her coffee. These
people think and act asafamily. Do you know what that makes us? Just acouple of local yokels. We're
outs ders-and there's nothing we can do that will change that. Why do you think Duke gave usthis
labpractically shoved it on us? Because he wants an excuse to send us packing. And thisisit. HEll be
able to say weretoo valuable as scientists to be risked out herein the field.”

"Oh," I sad."And | wasjust beginning to likeit here"

"Better than Denver?' Ted asked.

"I've never been to Denver."

"Trust me. Youll loveit. Itll bejust like civilization. Jm, do you redly want to stay here, where the odds
are seven to one that you'll end up in a Chtorran stewpot? Or didn't you know that?"

| didn't answer right away. At least now | knew why Ted had been so cooperative these past few days.
But | still felt asif arug had been yanked out from under me. | looked across at Ted. He was peering
into my face, dtill waiting for my reaction.

"Damn,” | said. "'l wish you weren't dways 0 ... ubiquitous." He shrugged. "So what? Y ou'll thank me
foritin Denver."

"I know. That'sthe annoying part!"



? FIFTEEN

THE THURSDAY chopper was pushed back till Saturday, so we had four days left-if we were going.
They 4ill hadn't told us. Ted said that was the army way. If they told us, we'd only worry about it. This
way, we didn't have anything to worry aboui.

| worried anyway-and made the best use | could of thetime. | borrowed the helmet cameraand set it up
in front of the millipede cage. | digitized theimage, fed it into one of the computers-and | had an activity
monitor. The program counted the number of pixel changes per second, noted the scale of change, the
time and the temperature. Asit built up information, it correlated trends, fit them into curves and made
them available for display on continualy updating graphs.

The bugs did not like heat. Temperatures above twenty-five degrees Centigrade made them lethargic,
and higher than thirtyfive degreesthey refused to move at al. Generally they seemed to prefer a
ten-degree environment, although they remained active at temperatures as low asfreezing. Lower than
that, they would curl up.

| repested the tests under different lighting conditions. The bath house had been rigged with two bare
twelve-hundred-lumen plates, when | replaced them with outdoor lamps, some of the vari-temp,
night-into-day lightsfor hydro- and aeroponics, the millipedes curled up asif to shidd themsalves,
regardless of the temperature. Clearly, they did not like bright light.

But | wanted to measure their activity levelsthrough afull range of lighting conditions, charting the curve
al theway from pitch dark to bright sunlight-and through a complete range of temperatures too.

We borrowed the air conditioner from Dr. Obamas office-we didn't dare try to take the one from the
mess hdl-and Larry found a spare heater for us somewhere. Between the two | was able to achieve most
of the test temperatures | wanted. | rewrote the program, put the lights on arheostat with a photodiode
to measure the lumens and connected everything to the computer.

The result was atwo-dimensional data-base demongtrating the millipedes reactionsto avariety of
environments,

But it wasinconclusive. The bugsliked low temperatures and dim lights. They tolerated high
temperatures. They didn't like bright lights at any temperature. That didn't make sense. It wastoo smple.
Did they come from adark planet? There wasn't enough data.

So | repeated the whole series of tests another dozen times, but now with the lights tweaked to a
different color each time. Thisleft me with athree-dimensional graph-now | was ninetimes as certain that
| didn't trust the results. There was afunny anomaly at the low end of the spectrum. | knew it meant
something, but | was more confused than ever.

| was dtill ditting in front of the termindl, leaning back in my chair, asamsfolded across my chest, staring at
the screen and waiting for ingpiration to strike me, when Ted bounced in. " Okay, Jmmy boy! Pack your
comic bookd! It'stimeto go."

| didn't even look up. "Later. Not now-"

He grabbed my chair from behind and pulled me back away from the termind. " Come on-Obie wantsto
seeus”

"About what?'

"Huh? Have you forgotten? Denver, remember? It'salarge city in Colorado ... next to amountain?”
"Oh, yesh." | said, "'l can't go."

"Huh?'

"I'm not done." | leaned over to the terminal and touched a button. The screen started cycling through the
pages of my report and over ahundred different three-dimensiona graphs. There were cross sections
too. | pointed. "Look at that activity curve, Ted! It doesn't make sense. These things look like they
should be nocturna-but their behavior pattern with light and temperature variations saysthey're not. And
look at theway it spikes on the spectrum tests-what does that mean?”

Ted pulled meto my feet. "What it meansis congratulations!” He pumped my hand heartily. "Y ou've just
won afreetrip to Denver!"



"-But thejob isincomplete!”

"It'sgood enough! Y ou don't haveto interpret it! They havered brainsin Denver. They'll take onelook
at what you've done and have the answer for you in no time. Y ou'll probably get anice footnotein
somebody's report.” He placed one hand in the middle of my back and shoved. "Now, move! The
chopper's dready on itsway-yes, it'saday early; Larry'sbringing packing crates-is your data disked?
Here, takeit. Let'sgo!" We were out the door and on our way before | even had a chance to punch him.
Wetumbled into Dr. Obamas office like a small stampede. We were both out of bresth and flushed. Dr.
Obamabarely glanced up as Ted snapped a precision saute. | realized what he had done and hastily
followed suit, only not as precise.

Dr. Obamaamost smiled. Shesaid, "l seeyou've heard." She handed across two envelopes. "Wdll, we
might aswell makeit officia-here are your orders”

We read them together. | finished first and looked up. "Thank you, maam." And then | added, "I think-?"
She nodded. "Y ou'reright. I'm not doing you afavor. Denver isn't going to be any more pleasant, but
you'l find that out for yourselves. Y ou'll both want to bered careful.”

"Maam?' | asked.

"I mean, don't screw it up-you're going to be playing in amuch bigger game. There are worse things than
being eaten.” She looked unhappy. She said, "1 suppose | should wish you luck and tell you I'm proud of
you. But | won't. I'm not proud of you, and you're going to need alot more than luck. Let's have no
illusons. | didn't want you up here, either of you, and I'm going to be glad to have you out. Thisisno
place for untrained replacements. But I'll give you thismuch. Y ou did your jobs-and you were
appreciated. Y ou're both intelligent. Wherever you end up, you should do fine'-shelooked at Ted, she
looked at me-"each in your own inimitable style." She glanced at her watch. "The chopper's aready onits
way. You have lessthan an hour. Pack your specimens and bein front of the mess hal at twelve-thirty.
Dukeisdriving you to the hdipad. There are metal cagesfor the bugs and an insulated box for the eggs
right outside. Try not to get sent back.”

"Yes, maam. Thank you." | started to rise.

"Don't be so quick-there's one more thing. Jackson, would you excuse us amoment? Wait outside. And,
ah-thistime, would you please not eavesdrop?'

"Huh?Who, me?' Ted looked puzzled as he stood. "I don't know what you're talking about, maam."”
"Yes, I'm sureyou don't,” Dr. Obama said quietly asthe door closed after him. She opened her desk
drawer and pulled out asmall flat lockbox the size of a paperback book. "I havea... persond favor."
Shelowered her voice, "Theres a Lieutenant Colond IraWallachstein attached to Project Jefferson.
Would you please ddiver thisto him?"

"Certanly, maam-"

"l want you to personally placeit in hishands.”

"Yes, maam.”

"If for any reason that's not possible, take this out to an open field and punch the date into the lock. Then
walk away quickly. Thirty secondslater, itll self-destruct. Any questions?”

"No, maam."

"Repest it back to me."

| did s0 and she nodded in satisfaction. "Good," she said. "Thank you. That'll bedl."

The hdipad was akilometer down the mountain. It took five minutesto drive there. Duke was
tight-lipped al the way. What wasit about the Specia Forces anyway that they didn't-let you in unless
you were termindly nasty?

Ted was stretched across the back. | was sitting in the front, half-turned toward Duke. "Uh-Duke?”
"Donttak." Hesad it very flatly.

| shut up. And wondered what was eating him now. Abruptly, Duke said, "Listen, both of you-you've
both taken the oath and you're both entitled to wear the Speciad Forcesinsignia. | would prefer that you
didnt.”
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Did Duke look annoyed? The expression flashed so quickly, | wasn't sure. He said, "What you need to



know isthis: if you wear your insignia, you will attract the attention of people who will ask you questions
that you are not prepared to answer. That could be very embarrassing for you. Or worse. Got that?"

| started to say, "'l don't understand-" but Ted poked meintheribs. Hard. "Wegot it," he said.

| looked a him. He looked back at me. | remembered what we had talked about the day before. "Oh," |
sad.

We pulled up at the helipad then-actualy just alarge clear space next to the road, bulldozed flat and
surrounded by automatic lights and plastic markers. The chopper was nowherein sight yet. Duke glanced
a hiswatch. "Lookslikewerealittleearly.”

"Or they'realittle late.” That was Ted. He hopped out of the jeep and walked off away to admirethe
view.

"Duke," | said. "l want to thank you."

Helooked at me skepticaly. "For what?"

"For lyingto me."

"I went and reread my contract. I'm “scientific personnel atached to the military, specificaly exempt from
military dutiesand functions” I'mnot inthearmy at dl.”

"I never said you were. | didn't lieto you, McCarthy. Y ou told me your contract requires you to obey
your immediate superiorsand | agreed with you." He grinned. "'l just didn't tell you that neither Dr.
Obamanor mysdf arein that chain of command. Except by courtesy. Legdly, you're an independent
"Um," | sad. "Wdll, thank you for fooling me"

"l didn't fool you. Y ou fooled yoursdf. What | said wasthis: “If the misson ismilitary, every manisa
soldier.’ That has nothing at al to do with your contract. Y ou could have stood your ground asa
“scientist,’ and there wouldn't have been athing | could have done about it-except, you would have never
seen aworm. That'sdl. Either way, you still get sent to Denver-but thisway, I'll shake your hand and
mean it." He held out his hand.

Hisgrip wasfirm. | looked a him and his eyeswere bright. Almost smiling? No, it must have been atrick
of the sun. | looked away, embarrassed.

The chopper gppeared in the distance then and Duke sat up in his seat to see it better. "By theway," |
asked, "if neither you nor Dr. Obama has the authority to give me orders, who does?'

Still peering into the distance, he said, "That'sin your contract too.

"No, itisn't," | said. "There's not aword about where | fit into the chain of command.”

Helooked a me then and grinned. "That'swhat | meant. Y ou're your own man-al civilian attached
personnel are. But wetry to keep you from finding out, € se you're hard to put up with. | can't giveyou
orders, only recommendations. Same for Dr. Obamaand every other officer. Take alook at your papers
on theway up. Y ou're carrying pinks, not yellows; you're afree agent, responsible only to the team or
task you're assigned. But, ah, don't get cocky. Y ou sill have to earn theright to talk to a Special Forces
We could hear the chopper now, adistant blurring in the air.

Duke was dready getting out of the jeep. "Come on, I'll help you with your gear.”

By the time we had unloaded the last of it, the chopper was dready overhead, engines screaming and
dtirring up clouds of choking dust with their downdraft. It was one of the new Huey Vakyrie 111's; with
jet-assisted flight, its range was more than two thousand miles-at least, that's al the army would admit.
Privately, it was said to be alot more. The landing gear flexed and gave asthe copter settled itsweight to
the ground, but its rotors continued to strop the air. The thundrous roar of the jets muted temporarily to
an impatient whine. We picked up our bags and ran for it.

Ted was up the ladder first. | bumped into him as he did a sudden stop in the door. The pilot was an
impeccable-looking redhead in jumpsuit and maor'singgnia, Army Air Corps. | wondered if shewas
friendly. Shelooked through us as we climbed aboard with the specimen cases. " Secure those boxesin
the back, then get out. I'min ahurry.” No, she wasn't.

"Uh-" | said, "-were coming with."



"Forget it-1 don't carry passengers.” She booted my duffel casually out the door.

"Hey!" | yelped, but shewas dready turning to Ted.

He was unbuttoning his pocket. He handed her our orders. She didn't even bother to ook, just snapped,
"| said, "Forgetit.'" Ted and | exchanged aglance

Duke called up, "What's the matter? What's going on?' and | shouted back, "No problem. Werejust
going to have to find some other trangportation, that's all. Come on, Ted-I'll get the eggs, you unstrap the
cages.”

"Hold it, Charlie!" she barked.

"Just hold it yourself!" | barked right back. "We have ajob to do too!" It worked. She stopped-but only
for amoment. "Y ou'd better read our orders," | said, very calmly.

She took them from Ted and scanned them quickly. "Pinks!" she snorted, handing them to me. "Doesn't
mean athing. Those arejust advisories.”

"Right," | said. | kept my voiceinnocent as | carefully refolded and pocketed our papers. "We're advised
to deliver these specimens. And you're advised to take us."

"Uh uh." She shook her head. "Nobody told me about it. I'm only taking those." She pointed at the
cages.

"Noway." | cleared my throat and prayed that my voice wouldn't crack. "'If we don't go, they don't go.
Duke, hand methat duffel?'

Shelooked at me, then really looked. | glared right back. She had very bright blue eyes-and a very dark
expression. Sheflicked her glance briefly over Ted, then back to me again. | was aready sowing my
bag. She said aword, anot-very-ladylike word, then, "The hell with it-1 don't care! Fight it out with
Denver. How much do you turkeysweigh?"

"Seventy-threekilos," grunted Ted. He didn't look happy. "Sixty-four,” | said.

"Right." Shejerked her thumb at me. "Y ou sit on theleft.” To Ted: "Secure that box on the other Sde.
Both of them. Then belt up.” She didn't even wait to see; she pulled the door shut behind uswith adam,
secured it and climbed forward again. She checked to see that Duke was clear-I just had time to wave;
he nodded back-and punched usup into the air.

The mountain dropped quickly, then angled off and did sideways as we described a sharp sweeping turn.
The acceleration pressed me against the wall of the cabin. We had hardly leveled off-1 had to trust my
eyesfor that; my ssomach was no longer speaking to me-when thejets cut in and a second press of
acceleration forced me deep into my seat. The cabin tilted steeply and my ears popped as we climbed
for height.

There was nothing to see out the window except clouds; the stubby wing of the copter blocked my view
of the ground and the bulge of the jet engine was not enough to hold my interest. The scenery inthe
distance, what little of it | could see, wastoo far away to beimpressve.

| realized the pilot was speaking to us. "-bein the air acouple hours. If you're hungry, theré's aration box
plugged into thewall. Don't et dl the chocolate ice cream.”

Ted was dready rooting around in it. He came up with a couple of sandwiches and a container of milk.
Grinning hungrily, he went forward and plopped into the copilot's seet.

Theredhead eyed him. "Y ou got a certificate?'

"W, no-but | am licensed." He gave her what he probably hoped was afriendly smile; it came out asa
leer.

"Jeezus What isit with you guys? Go st in the back with the rest of the passengers.”

"Hey, I'monly trying to befriendly."

"That'swhat stewardesses are for. Next time, take acommercid flight.”

"And, uh-I1 wanted to see how thisthing flew," he added lamely.

She did something to the control panel, set aswitch and locked it in place. "Okay," she shrugged. "L ook
al you want. Just don't touch." Then she unstrapped herself and came aft. The tag on her jumpsuit said L.
TIRELLI.

"What'sin the boxes?' she asked. She nudged the insulated one with her foot.

"Eggs” | grunted. "And in here?’



"Bugs" | sad. "Big ones”

Shelooked disgusted. "Right. Bugs and eggs. For that they cancel my leave. Oh, yeah. | dways get the
good ones." Still muttering, she turned her attention to the ration box. "Damn! Clot-head took dl the
chicken." She pawed through the remaining sandwiches sourly.

"Uh-I'm sorry," | offered.

"Forget it. Everybody's an asshole. Here, have asandwich." She picked one at random and tossed it at
me before | could say no. Shetook another one for herself and dropped into the seat opposite. "What's
S0 specid about your bugs and eggs?’

"Uh-I don't know if I'm dlowed to-" | looked to Ted. "Are we top secret?’

"What've you got-more Chtorrans?' To my startled look she said, "Don't worry about it. It's no secret. |
carried alive oneinto Denver amonth ago.”

"A live Chtorran?"

"Uh huh. Just asmdll one. They found it in Nevada, dehydrated and weak. | don't know how they caught
it. | guessit wastoo sick to fight back. Poor little thing, | felt sorry for it. They didn't expect it to live, but
| haven't heard if it died.”

Ted and | looked at each other. "Some scientistsswe are,” | said. "They don't tdll us anything.”

"Well, there goes our big claim to fame," he added. "We thought we had the only live specimens around.”
"That'sapity," she sad, around amouthful of sandwich. "But don't worry about it. They wouldn't have let
you take the credit anyway."

"Thanksfor the encouragement.”

Shewiped at her mouth with angpkin. "Don't thank me. It was free. Worth exactly what you paid for it.
I'd have done the same for anyone."

She started to go forward again, but | stopped her. "What'sthe L for?"

"Huh?'

| pointed a her nametag. "Oh-it'sLiz. Short for Lizard."

"Lizard?" | raised an eyebrow.

"l come by it honesily. Y oull find out.”

"| think | dready have.

"Just et your sandwich,” shesaid. "Y ou're getting skinny." And then she climbed forward and back into
her pilot's seat. Ted smiled hopefully, but she just jerked her thumb rearward and paid him no further
atention.

He sighed and came back, and strapped himsdlf into the chair where she had been gitting. "Whew!" he
whispered. "I remember her. She bumped into the Titanic once and sank it."

"Oh, | don't know. | think she'sterrific!” | didn't think she had heard me, but the tips of her earsturned
pink. At least, | think they did.

Ted merely grunted, curled up Sidewaysin his seat and went to deep.

| finished my sandwich and spent the rest of the trip thinking about atal spiky anomaly at fifty-nine
hundred angstroms. | wished | had aterminal so | could study the data first hand instead of in my
memory. Something about the millipedes behaviorsomething so obvious | couldn't seeit-was staring me
right in the face. It was frustrating as hell-because | couldn't not think about it! It was abright red vision,
ablood-colored room with atable in the middle, and sitting on the table, a cage full of skittering active
millipedes. Why? | leaned my head againgt the window and studied the clouds and thought about
rose-colored glasses.

The chopper banked then and the sun flashed in my eyes, leaving a brilliant afterimage. | put my hand
over my eyes, closed them and watched the pulsating blob of chemica activity on my retinas. It was
white and yellow for awhile, then it was crimson and it looked like astar-1 decided it was Chtorr, and
wanted to blow it up. After awhile, it started turning blue and faded away, leaving me with only its
memory and another dozen questions about the possible origin of the Chtorran invasion. | dso had a
niggling suspicion about something. More than ever, | wanted to get back to atermind.

The chopper banked again and | redlized we were coming in toward Denver. And Mgor Tirdli was
about to demonstrate a"stop and drop."



Sheld brought us straight over the Rockies without bothering with a descending glide path-and now that
we were over the city there wasn't room for one, at least not without along swing over eastern Colorado
to shake off ten kilometers of dtitude. So instead, she cut in the rotors, baffled the jets down and let us
fal. The technique had been developed eight years earlier, but never used; the army had wanted away to
boost men and supplies quickly over enemy territory, never coming low enough to bein range of their
portable ground-to-air missiles. It was one more thing to be grateful to the Pakistan war for. Even if your
nerves forgave you for such alanding, your somach never would.

"Wow," gasped Ted when he redlized what she was doing; we'd been dropping for severa decades,
even though my watch inssted it was only two and ahaf minutes. "Either she'sarea hot shot, or
somebody wantsto see usin an awful hurry.”

"Both," she caled from up front. She was downchecking the auto-monitor.

Ted looked embarrassed; he hadn't realized she could hear us. She got on the radio then to warn them
we were dropping in. " Stapleton, thisis Tirelli. Clear the dime-I've got that high-pri cargo and I'm putting
itright wherel said | would.”

A mde voice answered immediately. "Negetive, Tireli. Y our priority's been double-upped. They need
the chopper for some brass. Veer off and drop it next door on Lowry. There'satruck waiting for you on
north zero-six."

"Oh, hdl," she said. But she began cutting in the jets, firing short bursts to bring us around and dow our
descent. The decd eration was sideways. And bumpy.

"By theway," added the radio. "Tag your auto-monitor for ingpection. We lost some of our remote
metering just beforeyou voiced in."

"Naw, that was me. | was downchecking."

"Damnit, Liz! You're not supposed to dothat inthe air.”

"Relax, Jackie. Y ou had me on your scopes. | saw the beeper. Y ou didn't need the telemetry or the
inertid probe anymore. And I'minahurry.”

"Liz, those sysems are for your safety-"

"Right. And worth every penny of it." Shegrinned. "I can't talk anymore, Jackie. I'm gonnadrop this
thing." She switched off the voice circuit. The auto-monitor continued to flash.

"Uh," | said, "maybe | don't understand-"

"You'reright,” she cut me off. ™Y ou don't." Without taking her eyes off her controls, she explained, "The
excuse | gave himwasablind. What I'm redlly doing is cutting the control monitors. | don't want him
knowing I'm not using noise abatement-it takes too much power from the engines.”

"Oh," | said. "But what about the people below?"

"I try not to think about them," she said. And then added, "Would you rather be a considerate spot of red
jely on the runway-or rude and in one piece?'

"l seeyour point.” | shut up.

"Begdes," she continued, "anyone who livesthat closeto an airport deservesit-especialy now, when haf
the city isempty.” The copter was caught by a crossdraft then and we did sideways. For amoment |
thought she'd miscal culated and we were going to miss the runway, but she did nothing to correct our
descent. Then | caught sight of the truck and redlized that she'd even outthought the wind. We were being
blown toward our landing spot.

A moment |ater we touched ground easily. It was the last easy thing in Denver. Even before the jets
whined down to astop, aramp was dammed into place and the door was being pulled open.

It popped outward with awhoosh of pressurized air and did Sdeways. Almost immediately, a
hawk-nosed mgjor with red face and beady eyeswas barking into the cabin, "All right, Liz, where are
the-"

And then he caught sight of me and Ted. "Whao'reyou?' he demanded. He didn't wait for an answer, but
snapped a Maor Tirdli, "Dammit, Liz, there wasn't supposed to be any deadheading on thisflight!" He
was wearing a Sony Hear-Muff with wire mike attached. "Hold aminute,” he said into it.

"We're not deadheading,” Ted said. He blinked at us, annoyed.

Ted poked me. "Show him the orders.”



"Orders? What orders?' To the mike: "Stand by. | think we got afoul-up.”

| pulled the papers out of my jacket pocket and passed them over. He took them impatiently and
scanned them with agrowing frown. Behind him, two middle-aged privates, obvioudy tapped for the job
of carrying the specimen cases, peered a us with the usual mixture of curiosity and boredom.

"What the hdll," he muttered. "Thisis abloody nuisance. Which one are you?'

"I'm McCarthy, that's Jackson."

"Right. McCarthy. I'll remember you." He handed our orders back. "Okay, grab your cases and lug them
down to that cruiser.” He turned and ducked out. "Y ou two are dismissed. They sent their own flunkies."
He had dl the charm of adrill press.

Ted and | exchanged aglance, shrugged and reached for the boxes. Mgor Tirdli finished her
power-down, locked the console, and squeezed past us toward the door.

Aswe stumbled down the ramp after her, | noticed that the two privates had parked themsalvesin the
V.|.P. seats of the wagon, leaving the service seatsfor us. The mgor-aready | didiked him-was standing
by the hood, talking to an unseen someone. "Y eah, that must beit.... Wéll, find someplace to bed them
down until we can figure out what to do with them-I don't care where.... What? ... | don't know. They
look likeit. Wait, I'll find out for sure." He glowered over at us. "Areyou boysfairies?

"Oh, honey!" Ted gushed a him. "When are you going to learn? The word isfaggot! Don't they teach
you anything at those fancy eastern schools?' Before | could react or step away, Ted had hooked his
arm through mine. "Jmmy, we've got alot of consciousness-raising to do here.”

"Ted!" | jerked away and stared at him angily.

"Yeah, they are," the mgor was saying. " Put them somewhere out of the way. Let's not give our Fourth
World friends any more ammunition. . . . Right. Out." He looked at the two privates. "Moveit! Make
room there for Mgor Tireli!" To us, hejust growled, " Stash those in the back! Y ou'll haveto crawl in
with them; there's not enough room up front." He planted himsdlf beside aweary-looking driver.

| scrambled in behind Ted and tried to make myself comfortable-Hah! That bus hadn't been designed for
comfort. There must have been an army regulation against it. We bounced acrossthe field toward a
distant building.

"What wasthat all about?’ | hissed at Ted.

Ted hdf-shrugged, haf-grinned. "I don't know. Seemed like agood idea at thetime."

"Not to me!"

Ted reached over and patted my arm affectionately. | glared at him. He said, "Jimbo, take alook around
you. It'sabeautiful day. And we are back in civilization! Not even the army can spoil that!”

"I'mnot afairy!"

"I know, dear-but the mg or was|ooking for areason to didike you and | didn't want to disappoint him.
Wow! Look at that sky! Welcometo Denver!”



? SIXTEEN

OUR FIRST stop was Specimen Section, ET-3. Ted and | pushed the cart down the long
disnfectant-smelling hal of the section, while Mgor Bright-Eyes and his honor guard followed us
-glowering.

At one point we passed a heavy sted door with avery tantaizing sgn:

LIVE CHTORRAN OBSERVATION

AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY

| craned my neck as we passed, hoping to peer in through the windowsin the doors, but there was
nothing to see. And Mgor Shithead gave me adirty look for my trouble.

Wewent all the way to the end of the hall through a pair of double doors marked SUPERVISION. The
person in charge of the section was a surprisingly unmilitary little old lady, who peered at us over the tops
of her half-frame spectacles. "Well, hdlo!" She gave usatwinkly-sweet smile. "What did you bring me
today?' Shetook the clipboard from the mgjor and peered &t it, smiling and blinking as she did so0. "Uh
huh, yes ... yes, very good. . . ." She had rosy pink cheeks and shiny white hair piled and curled on top of
her head. She was wearing awhite lab coat, but where it was open at the neck | could seethe collar of a
green and blue flowered dress. Her nametag said M. PARTRIDGE, Ph.D.

"Millipedes, yes ... uh huh, eggs ... uh huh, wall scrapings. . ." She thumbed through the rest of the
specimen ligt, squinting carefully as each page flashed up on the clipboard. "What's this? Purple Coleus?
Whose classfication isthat?'

"Mine" | raised my hand.

"Oh, yes" Sheblinked at me. "And you are-?"

"McCarthy, James. Specia Forces."

"Ah, yes" shesaid. "Wdll, James, please don't classify specimens anymore. Leave that to those who are
better qudified for the task. | know you were only trying to be hepful-"

"Excuseme” | interrupted. "But | am qudified.”

"Eh?' Shelooked up a me. And blinked.

"I'm Specia Forces, maam. Extraterrestrial Section. | gathered those specimens mysdlf. At somerisk.
And I've had severd daysin which to observe them. I've aso had access to the entire Scientific Catalog
of the Library of Congress. "Purple Coleus is an accurate description of that plant, regardless of the
qualifications of the person pointing to it and saying, ‘That'sapurple coleus.' " | looked at Ted, but he
was busy admiring the ceiling. It was very well plastered.

The mgor was glaring a me. Dr. Partridge shushed him and turned to me. "' James, we receive many,
many specimens every week. | have no way of knowing whether thisisthefirst time weve seen samples
of this particular species or not. This may not even be a Chtorran species at al-"

"It was growing in acarefully cultivated ring al around the Chtorran igloo-" | started to explain.

"Yes, yes, | know." She held up ahand. "But please let us make that confirmation. If we accepted the
classfications of every person who brought in specimens, wed have fifty different descriptions of every
gngle plant and animal." She patted my hand like aforgiving grandmother. "I know you'll remember that
with the next batch of specimensyou bring us.”

"Uh, maam-" | fumbled my orders out of my pocket. "We've been reassigned here. We're detached
from the Rocky Mountain Control District to function asindependent observersin the Nationa Science
Center, Extraterredtria Divison.”

She blinked. And blinked again. "Goodness," she said. "Well, it wasn't cleared with me. How do they
expect meto run asection if they don't keep meinformed?' Shetook the pink copy of my orders,
adjusted her glasses on her nose and looked down &t it. She held it dmogt at arm's length. When she
finished scanning, she said, "Hm," very quietly. She passed the paper back dmost absentmindedly. "Yes.
Wi, I'm sure we can find something for you boysto do. Come and seemeon, ah.. . . Tuesday. No,
wait aminute-where did | leave my cdendar?-oh, hereit is. Let's see, now. No, Thursday will be
better-"



"Uh, maam?"' She stopped and blinked and gave me that wide-eyed ook again. "Wed liketo get to
work immediatdly. If you could assgnusatermind ... 7'

"My goodness, are you Special Forces boys dwaysin such ahurry?’

"Yes, maam, we are. Theré'sawar on.” | remembered something Shorty had said and added, "It'sthe
first invason ever fought on American territory.” | held up my disk meaningfully. "A termina? And canwe
get our live specimens settled in?”

Major Bombast interrupted then. "Dr. Partridge-it's adready Friday afternoon, and you have areception
and aplenary sesson-"

"Yes, | know." Therewas animpatient edge to her voice. She caught herself and smiled sweetly at him.
"I'll finish up here, and you can pick me up for the briefing in-ah, forty-five minutes." The mgor hrumphed
and disappeared. Dr. Partridge stepped to adesk and hit abuzzer. "Jerry!" she called.

Jerry was a dumpy-looking potato of a human being hiding a rubbery face behind thick glassesand a
frazzle of dirty blond hair. He appeared in a smudged lab coat and was carrying a disembowel ed
modulator. He didn't seem to be aware that he till had it in his hands. His nametag said J. LARSON,
and hewore adightly confused frown, asif he were perpetudly preoccupied in some minor
befuddiement.

Dr. Partridge gave him acloying smile. "Oh, there you are. Will you handle James and-what is your
name? Ted? Will you help them out? They're here as observers.”

"Oh," said Jarry. He stared at us asif we were intruders. He looked to be somewhere in his mid-thirties,
but he could have been any age from twenty-five to fifty. "Do you have orders?' he asked.

| passed them over. As he glanced through them, Dr. Partridge chirped, "1 know that Jerry will take good
care of you. If thereés anything you need, just see him. He represents me. Now, if you'll excuse me-" And
she disappeared into an office.

Jerry finished reading our orders and passed them back. " Specia Forces, | see.” He coughed. "My
unclesin the Specia Forces. My Unclelra”

| nodded palitely. "Sorry. | don't know him. Look, can we get on with this?| need aterminal. And |
want these millipedesingtaled under specia conditions.”

Jerry rubbed his nose, then looked at me with aflat expression. "I'll have to have you cleared before |
can assign you aterminal and work space. It'll take two weeks."

"Oh, terrific,” | said. "Look-I'm in the middle of aprocess here. | can't wait two weeks." | pointed to the
cases on the cart. "Those eggs and millipedes have to be ingtaled under specia conditions-"

"What kind of conditions?" Jerry had stepped over to the cart and was opening the metal handling cases
and peering in.

"A codl, dry place for the eggs. The millipedes too-a cool room with dim light. | can give you specific
recommendations.”

"That won't be necessary."

"Ahh-I strongly suggest it."

Jerry opened another case. "Why?"'

"Because that'swhat they like." | stepped over to the cart next to him. "Use alittle common sense. Look
at thesize of their eyes. They'redl pupil. Of course they're not going to like bright light.”

Jerry hmphed.

| sad, "Hazy sunshine blinds them. Indoor light blinds them. Even dim light blindsthem. They can
maneuver in twilight or dusk, but they can only seewdl in the dark.”

Jerry looked skeptical. "Even absolute dark?"

| nodded. "I think their eyes are heat senditive. | wasn't ableto testit, but it looks asif they can see pretty
far into theinfra-red.”

Ted spoke up then, for thefirst time. "Tell him what that means, Jm."

"Uh..." | wished he hadn't donethat. | said, "They're not nocturna-"

Jerry looked up from the case, frowning. He shoved his handsinto the pockets of hislab coat. "I don't
get that."

"-on their home planet. On Earth, they haveto be."



"Huh?'

"Wdl," | sad, "it'sthe size of their eyes. That redly suggests that they've evolved under much poorer
lighting conditions than we have here. It's compensation. Either their home planet isfarther fromits
primary, or the primary doesn't put out as much light in the visible spectrum as Sol. Or both. That makes
the planet noticeably cooler than Earth; probably its temperatures range between five and twenty degrees
Centigrade. Maybe it'sin along glaciation. The millipedes seem most comfortable between ten and
thirteen degrees, but that depends on the amount of light hitting them."

Jerry began to look interested.

"Earth daylight istoo bright,” | continued. "It dows them down, even makesthem curl up. At alight level
approximating dusk, they're at their most active across the widest possible temperature range-that's when
they redlly move. When we found them, they were torpid-but only by comparison. | take it to be a pretty
good indication of the generd leve of brightnessto be found on Chtorr. Hence, the big eyes.”

Jarry said, "Hm," and looked back into the millipede case with studied thoughtfulness.

"If | had accessto atermind,” | hinted, "1 could tell alot more. It'svery interesting how sengtiveto light
and temperature differences these creatures are. That suggeststo me that the climate on Chtorr is
incredibly stable. The nights must be fairly warm in relation to the days. I'd guessthat the planet hasa
farly hazy aamosphere with alot of carbon dioxideinit; that would create a greenhouse effect and keep
the nights from cooling too much. | aso think the planet may not have any moons-or maybe only very
small ones. Nothing that can exert strong tidal effects. That would make the planet stormy, not hazy."
"Hazy, huh?" Jerry pursed his lips as he thought. His whole rubbery face deformed. "I do know alittle bit
of theoretical ecology,” he said. ™Y ou might beright-" Then he added, "but I doubt it."

"Oh, thanks." | folded my arms across my chest. "Listen, if you know alittle bit, then you know alittle bit
isn't enough.”

He nodded his agreement. "I know. | took my degreein T.E."

"B.S?

"PnD."

"Oh." Suddenly, | felt supid.

"Lisgten, | applaud your industriousness-aswell as your imagination-but your theory has holesiniit big
enough to drive aworm through.”

"Namesx."

"Just onewill do." He closed the lid on the case again. "If Chtorr has ahazy atmosphere, then that means
they can't seethe stars. If the atmosphere is hazy enough, they won't see any moons either, especialy not
if they're small. That meansno celestid objectsin the sky to attract their interest-and that means no
incentive for an intelligent race to discover spacetravd. If your theory is correct, these bugs shouldn't be
here, and neither should the worms who brought them.”

"Their eyes are much more senditive than ours,” | replied. "They should be able to see celegtid objects
under far worse viewing conditions. Look-" | took a deep bregth. "To an exobiologi<t, the speciesfilling
the bottom rungs of the ladder are very efficient little monitors of the physica conditions of the planet-its
rotation, its temperature cycles, itslight levels, its weather patterns and athousand and six other
variables. Y ou can extrapol ate the context of the ecology out of the content, if you know what to look
for. Based on thisevidence, Chtorr is a perpetudly smoke-filled room. Or haze, or smog, or something.
The point is, the atmosphere is thick and the primary is dim, but how much of each, | don't know-oh, but
| cantell youwheat color itis."

"Huh?' Jerry's jaw dropped. "How?"

"That'swhat |'ve been working on." | tapped my disk. "It'sdl on here.”

Heblinked. "What isit?"

"It'sathree-dimensiona graph-the variables are temperature, light intensity and light frequency,
demonstrated by millipede reectivity."

"Oh," said Jerry. Helooked impressed.

"Wdl, hey-!" putin Ted, "What color isit?!

"It'sred,” | grinned. "The star isdark red. What else?' Jerry considered that. His face was thoughtful.



"That'sfairly well advanced along the sequence. | can see why the Chtorrans might be looking for anew
home; the old one'swearing out." He looked a me. "How do you know?"

"Serendipity,” | admitted. "I thought | could gpproximate darkness with a two-hundred-lumen output in
the red bandwell, it worksin adark room; why not here? | got tired of ssumbling into things. But then the
new measurements didn't fit the curve I'd dready established. The bugs were way too active. So | started
thinking about the wavel engths of their visua spectrum. All last night | had the computer varying the color
temperature of the plates at regular intervas. | gave the bugs eighteen different colors. Most of them
provoked no response at al. The yellow gave some, the orange a bit more, but it was the red that made
them St up twice. A little more testing this morning showed they like it best no brighter than aterrestrid
twilight-and then it correlates dmogst perfectly with the other set of tests.”

"It sounds like agood piece of work," said Jerry. Suddenly, he grinned. On hisface, the effect was
grotesgque. "It reminds me of aproject | did once. We were given three disparate life forms and we had
to extrapolate the native ecology. It was atwo-year project. | used over twenty thousand hours of
paralel processing.” He grew more serious. " So please don't be upset when | tell you that your
conclusions might be premature. I've been through this exercise once. | know some of the pitfalls. Y ou
can't judge aplanet by asinglelifeform. Thereésalot of difference between rattlesnakes and penguins.

Y ou don't know if these millipedes are representative or just a pecia case. We don't know what part of
the planet they're from, or what kind of region-are they from the poles or the equator? Are they
representative of mountainous fauna on Chtorr, or swampland creatures? Or desert, or grassands, or
what? And what would that identification imply about conditions on the rest of the planet? What kind of
seasons are these bugs geared to-how long are they? What kind of biologica cycles? How long arethe
days, months, years? If they have no moons, or more than one, do they even have cyclica equivalents of
months? The real question about these specimensiis, where do these millipedes fit in the Chtorran
ecology? All you have here are indicators: the worms like to eat bugs, and the bugs like to eat anything-is
that agenerd or arbitrary condition? What can we imply about the shape of their food chain? And what
about their breeding-what is their reproductive cycle like? What are their growth patterns? Their
psychology-if they even have one? Diseases? And | haven't even begun to ask questions.”

"That'swhat we're herefor,” | said. "To help ask questions-and to help find answers."

Jerry accepted that. "Good." He said, "I'll seethat your information gets passed along to those who can
make the best use of it. Y ou've probably opened up avaluable area of inquiry.” He held his hand out for
the disk.

"Sorry." | shook my head. "No termind, no disk."

"Uh-" Jerry looked annoyed. "'If you have information about any extraterrestrial or suspected
extraterrestrid life forms, you know you're required by law to report it to the federa authorities. Thisis
the agency.” He held out hishand again.

"Noway," | said. "A man died for thisinformation. | oweit to him to seeit delivered. | don't want it
disappearing down some rabbit hole.”

"It'sagaing regulaionsto let you on aterminal before you're cleared.” Helooked unhappy. “"What
branch of Special Forces did you say you were with?"

"AlphaBravo."

"And what do you do?"

"We burn worms."

"l wouldn't phraseit likethat, if | wereyou. At least, not around here.” He thought for a moment, then
made aface. "Phooey on regulations. Y ou've got agreen card, haven't you? All right, I know how to do
it. Comeon." Heled usto anexus of four terminds, powered up two of them, logged himsdlf in on one
and daved the second oneto his control. "Go ahead,” he said. "Creste a password for yoursdlf. You
too-Jackson, isit? Y ou'll be operating on a specia department account for V.I.P.s--0Oh, and don't tell
anyone| did this. Now, first thing-1 want you to dupe that disk-"



? SEVENTEEN

THE BUS dtation was next to the PX. There were fifteen or twenty people standing around and waiting,
most of them dressed in evening clothes or uniforms.

Hardly anybody looked up aswe approached. "What's up?' | whispered.

Ted said, "I'll find out,” and disappeared into the crowd. He left me standing there looking after him.

Our intention had been to ride into town and take in ashow or atribe-dance. Now | just stood in front of
the bustermind, staring at the big wall-screen. It wasflashing: NEXT BUS-22 MINUTES. Therewasa
blinking dot on the map, showing its present location.

| shoved my handsinto my pockets and turned around. Almost immediately, | found mysdlf staring into
the face of athin, paelittle girl who couldn't have been more than sixteen at most, probably younger; she
was hanging on the arm of alarge, bombastic-looking man. He was puffy and florid-faced, and obvioudy
drunk. He was old enough to be her father. He wore aplaid kilt and arumpled military jacket. | didn't
recogni ze the nationdity; he could have been anything from Austraian to Scot. | pegged him asacolond.
Or abuffoon. | wasjust about to give the girl asmile when he noticed me studying them. He glared and |
turned away embarrassed.

| looked at the two WA Csinstead-at least, | assumed they were WACs. They could just aseasily have
been whores. Dad aways said the way to tell the difference wasthat "whores dress like ladies, and ladies
dresslikewhores." But | never understood what he meant by that. | aways thought awhore was alady.
By definition. These two were murmuring quietly to each other, obvioudy about something neither of
them cared about. They were swathed in e egance and indifference. They should have been waiting for a
limousine, not abus, but-well, the whole crowd was an odd conglomeration. Maybe they were with the
three Japanese businessmen in Sony-suits who were arguing so hegtedly over something, whilea
fourth-obvioudy a secretarykept referring to the readouts on a pocket terminal.

There were four black delegates speaking some unidentifiable African language; | would have guessed
Swahili, but I had no way of being sure. Three men and atall, striking woman with her hair in
painful-looking corn rows. All werein bright red and gold costumes. The woman caught me looking at
her, smiled and turned away. She whispered something to one of the men and he turned and glanced at
me; then he turned back to his companion and the two of them laughed softly together. | felt mysdlf
getting hot.

| was embarrassed. | turned and stared into the PX window. | stayed that way, staring at faded
packages of men's makeup kits until Ted came up grinning and punched my arm. "Y ou're gonnalove
thid" hesad.

| turned away from the dusty window. "What did you find?'

"Oh... something." He said it smugly.

"For ingance?"

"An orientation reception. Y ou know what's going on here?

"Chtorran studies, | hope."

"Better than that. The First Worldwide Conference on Extraterrestrid Life, with specid emphasison the
Chtorran species, and particular objectives of contact, negotiation and coexistence.”

"Wheat about control ?'

"| guessthat'simplied. Thereisasubsection on defensive procedures and policies, but it seemsto be
downplayed. In any case, thisisamgjor effort. There are five hundred of the best scientists”

"Best remaining,” | corrected.

Ted ignored me. "-in theworld. Not just biologists, Jm boy, but psychologigts, ecologists,
anthropologists, space scientists-they've even got the head of the Asenion Foundation comingin.”
"Who'she?'

"It'sagroup of speculative thinkers. Writers, artists, filmists, programmers-like your dad-and so on.
Peoplewith ahigh levd of idegtiona fluency. People who can extragpolate-like futurists and sciencefiction
writers.”



"Oh," | said. "Crackpots. I'm whelmed."

"Y ou gonna.come?'

"Huh? We're not officidly invited, arewe?"

"S0? It's about Chtorrans, isn't it? And we're Chtorran experts, aren't we? We have as much right as
anybody to be there. Come on, the busishere." It was abig Chryder hydro-turbine, one of the regular
shuittles between the base and downtown. The driver had dl her lights on and the big beast gleamed like
adragon.

| didn't get achanceto object. Ted just grabbed my arm and pulled me aboard after him. The bus was
moving even before we found seats; | wanted to head for the back, but Ted pulled me down next to him
near acluster of severa young and elegantly dressed couples; we rumbled out the front gate and onto the
main highway and | thought of abrilliantly lit cruise ship full of revelersin the middle of adark and londly
ocean.

Someone up front started passing aflask around and the party unofficialy began. Most of the people on
the bus seemed to know each other aready and were joking back and forth. Somehow, Ted fit himself
into the group and within minutes was laughing and joking aong with them. When they moved to the
lounge at the front of the bus, he waved for me to come up and join them, but | shook my head.

Instead | retreated to the back of the bus-dmost bumping into thethin, paelittle girl as she came out of
thelavatory. "Oops, sorry!™

Sheflashed aquick angry look at me, then started to step past. "1 said I'm sorry.”

"Yeahthey dl are”

"Hey!" | caught her arm.,

"Wha?"

| looked into her face. "Who hurt you?"

She had the darkest eyes. "Nobody!" she said. She pulled her arm free and went forward to rejoin her
friend, thefat florid colondl.

The Marriott-Regency was aglimmering fairy castle, floating like acloud above apoal of slvery light. It
was ahuge white pyramid of abuilding, al dressed up in terraces and minarets, and poised in the center
of avast sparkling lake. It towered above Denver like abright complacent giant-a glowing giant.
Starbursts and reflections twinkled and blazed across the waterthere were lights below aswell as
above-and al around, shimmering laser beams played back and forth across the sky like swords of
dancing color; the tower was enveloped in adazzling hao.

High aboveit dl, flashing bursts of fireworks threw themselves againgt the night, sparkling in the sky,
popping and exploding in a never-ending shower of light. The stars were dimmed behind the glare.

By comparison, the rest of the city seemed dark and deserted. It was asif there were nothing elsein
Denver but this colossal spire, blazing with defiant life-a celebration for the sheer joy of celebration.

A gasp of awe went up from some of therevelers. | heard onelady exclaim, "It's beautiful! But what are
they celebreting?'

"Nothing," laughed her companion. "Everything. Just being divel”

"They do it every night?'

"Yep."

The busrolled down aramp, through atunnel and up into the building itsdlf, finaly stopping on an interior
terrace overlooking afrosty garden.

It was like stepping into afairy tale. Theingde of this gaudy diamond was a courtyard thirty storiestall,
bathed in light, divided by improbable fountains and exuberant forests, spotted with unexpected plateaus
and overhung with wide terraces and bal conies. There were banners hanging everywhere. | got off the
bus and just stared-until Ted grabbed my arm and pulled,me aong.

To one side was alobby containing the hotdl's registration desk and e evators, on the other was aramp
leading down into the heart of the courtyard. A Marine Corps band in shining silver uniforms occupied
one of the nearby balconies and strains of Tchaikovsky's Seeeping Beauty March filled theair. (It used to
be awaltz, until the Marines got ahold of it.) Everywhere| looked, | saw uniforms-from every branch of
the service, and quite afew foreign onesaswell. Had the military taken over the hotel ?



There was ayoung lieutenant-good grief! When had they started commissioning them that young?-at the
head of the ramp. He was seated behind a porta-console, checking off each person againg thelist in the
computer. Although we didn't see him prevent anyone from going down the ramp, his authority to do so
was obvious. | wondered how Ted was going to get us past.

It turned out to be no problem at al. Ted had attached himsdlf to the buffoon with the sixteen-year-old
girl, showing interest only in the buffoon and none at dl inthe girl. Helooked like ahustler in his gaudy
flash-pants; now he was acting like one. We approached the console in agroup; Ted hooked onearm
through the buffoon's, the other through mine. *Now, come on, Immy-boy," he said. "Don't bea
party-poop.” Thelooey looked up at dl four of us, tried unsuccessfully to conceal his reaction and
nodded us past without comment.

Turned out the buffoon was one of the better known buffoonsin Denver. Aswell as his predilections
for-well, never mind. The girl was not his daughter. But she was hungry.

| shook off Ted'sarm and pulled angrily away. | stopped on the ramp and | et them keep going without
me. Ted just nattered aong, barely noticing my departure.

| stood there watching them, Ted gushing on one arm of the buffoon, the girl on the other, and hated all
three of them. Thiswasn't what |'d come to Denver for. | felt hot and embarrassed, adamn fool.

Screw them. | went looking for aphone. Found one, inserted my card and dialed home.

Got arecorded message. "Not here now, back tomorrow." Beep.

Sgh. "Mom, thisisJm-"

Click. "Jm, I'm sorry | missed you. I'm not in Santa Cruz anymore. I've moved down the coast to a
place caled Family. 1t's on the New Peninsula. We take care of orphans. I've met awonderful man
here-l want you to meet him. We're thinking of getting married. Hisnameis Alan Plaskow; | know you'll
like him. Maggie does. Maggie and Annie send their love-and we dl want to know when well be seeing
you again. Y our Uncle Erniewill bein town next month, something to do with the Reclamation Hearings.
Please let me know where| can get in touch with you, okay?' Beep.

"Hi, Mom. | got your message okay. | don't know when I'll be able to get away, but assoon as| can I'll
come home for afew days. | hope you'rewdll. | hope everyone seis okay too. I'm in Denver right now
at the National Science Center and-"

A metdlic voiceinterrupted: "It isrequired by law to inform you that this conversation is being monitored
for possible censorship under the National Security Act.”

"Terrific. Anyway, Mom, I'll bein touch with you as soon as| can. Dont try to call me here; | don't think
you'll have much luck. Give my loveto everyone." | hung up. | tried caling Maggie, but thelinesto
Sesttle were out, or busy, or something. | left adelayed message, pocketed my card and walked away.

| found mysdf infront of anews stand, studying headlines. It wasthe same old stuff. The President was
cdling for unity and cooperation. Again. Congresswasin awrangle over the economy. Again. Thevaue
of the casey had jumped another klick. Bad news for the working man. Again.

Onanimpulse, | picked up apack of Highmasters, opening them as | headed back.

| stopped to light up at the top of aramp. "Who'sthat?' said someone behind me. "Who'swho?”'
someone answered.

"The preacher."

"Oh, that's Fromkin. Ego-tripping again. Helovesto play teacher. Whenever he comesto these things,
he holds court.”

"Lookslikeafull house"

"Oh, he'sagood speaker, never dull-but I've heard him before, and it's always the same sermon: "Let's
be unreasonable.’ Let's go somewhereese.”

"Okay."

They wandered off. | studied the man they were talking about for amoment, then headed down the ramp
for acloser listen. He did ook like a preacher. The effect was accomplished by aruffled silk shirt and a
black frock coat-he looked like he'd just stepped out of the nineteenth century. He was lean and spare
and had ahdo of frosty-white hair that floated around his pink skull like acloud.

His eyes sparkled as he spoke; he was very much enjoying himsdlf. | edged into the crowd and found a



place to stand. One of the women at hisfeet was saying, "But | don't see how it's possibleto inflate a
labor economy, Professor. . . . | mean, | thought that everything was fixed. "

"It'sredly quite smple" Fromkin said. " Just devalue your counters.”

"But that'swhat | mean. | thought the point of the whole thing wasto create an economy that couldn't be
devaued."

"Sure. But-oh, hell, it requires too much explanation. Wait aminute, let me seeif | can bail it down.

L ook, the theory of money isthat it'satool to alow asocia organism to manipulate its energy-that is,
money units are the corpuscles of the cultural bloodstream,; it hasto flow for the system to be able to feed
itself. You like that, huh? What we think of as money isreally only counters, away of keeping score
which organ in the socid body-that means you-is presently using or controlling this piece of energy. It's
when we start thinking that the counter is valuable that we confuse oursaves. It's not-it'sonly the
symbal.”

"I could use afew of those symbols," one wag remarked.

Fromkin looked at him with withering gentleness. " So create some," he said. Suddenly, | knew who he
reminded me of-Whitlaw!

"I'd loveto. How?' said thewag.

"Easy. Create value-for others. The truth isthat you can only measure your wedlth by the amount of
difference you make in the world. That is, how much do you contribute to the people around you? And
to how many people do you contribute?"

"Huh?' Thewag had stopped being funny. Now he was honestly curious.

"All right, stick with me. The physica universe uses hegt to keep score. Actudly, it'smotion, but on the
molecular level we experienceit as heat. Just know that it's the only way one object ever affects another,
s0it'sthe only way to measure how big adifference an object realy makes. We measure heat in BTUs.
British Therma Units. Caories. We want our money to be an accurate measure, so we use the same
system asthe physica universe: ergo, we have the KC standard, the kilocalorie.™

A chubby woman in abright-flowered dress giggled nervoudly. "I used to think we were spending pieces
of fat. | thought I'd berich." Fromkin acknowledged her attempt at humor with anoncommittal smile, and
she gushed happily.

The man next to her asked, "How much isapound of flesh these days?'

"Um, let's see-a pound is two-point-two kilograms. . . ."

"It'd bethree caseys," | said. "A pound of fleshisthree thousand calories." | looked back to Fromkin.
He was ignoring theinterruption. He took afina sip from hisdrink and put it down. Someone
immediately moved to refill it, athin, bony-looking woman with basset-hound eyes.

Fromkin returned his attention to the brunette who had asked the origina question. " Still with me? Good.
Okay, thisiswhat the casey teaches us about the law of supply and demand. The purchase price of an
object is determined by how much of your labor you're willing to trade for it. The difference between the
purchase price and its actual valueis caled profit. Stop wrinkling your nose, my dear; profit isnot adirty
word. Profit isaresource. It isanecessary part of the economic process; it'swhat we cdl the energy that
the organism usesfor reinvestment if it isto continue to thrive and produce. This apple, for instance, isthe
appletreg's profit-the meat of it is used to feed the seedsinside, and that's how an apple tree
manufactures another apple tree. So you cannot charge less than an item cogtsin energy, but you can
chargemore; in fact, you mugt. ™

"So why does akilo of Beluga cost more than akilo of soya?' someone asked. "The soya has more
protein.”

Fromkin smiled. "lsan't it obvious? As soon as you have one unit less than the number of willing buyers,
you have an auction going. The price will rise until enough people drop out and you have only as many
buyers as unitsto sdll; it's called “whatever the market will bear." "

He stood up then and stepped to anearby buffet table and started |oading a plate. But he kept talking.
The man wasincredible. "Under the labor standard, a nation's wedlth is determined by its ability to
produce-its gross national product. Cut the population and you cut the wealth of a country.
Automaticdly. But the amount of counters il in circulation remains high. And there's no easy way to cut



back the coinage; it can't help but inflate-and even if you could cut back al the excess cashin circulation,
it wouldn't be enough. The system is till pegged to its history. Bonds, for instance-a government sells
bonds on the promise of paying interest on them. Interest can only be paid when the sysem isin agrowth
gtuaion. If therés no growth, then interest is only a promise by the government to continue inflating the
economy and further reduce the value of the counters-the money. That'swhy | oppose letting the
government borrow money-under any circumstances. Because it sets abad precedent. If it can't pay it
back, then it has to borrow more, and the inflationary spira isendless. Let the government go into debt
and we're mortgaging our own future incomes. This country-the whole world, in fact-isin an extreme
no-growth situation, yet the interest will ill be paid on al outstanding bonds. It hasto be; it'sthelaw. So
... themore cash in circulation, the less each hill isworth. Thank God we still have the dollar-that's at
least backed by paper, and it can't inflate asfast as the casey can under these circumstances-and it'll
continue that way for along time. It was acommodity; someday soon it'll be money again. Were at the
beginning of along recede-"

"Beginning-?' said the brunette. "I thought-"

"Nope." Fromkin was sitting again, eating. He paused to chew and swallow. ™Y ou're wrong. That wasa
population crash. When four and ahdf billion people diein two years, that'sa crash. The U.N. definition
of arecede specifies seven percent or more over an eight-month period-but when it's seventy percent,
that'sa crash. We're just coming out of the crash now; the curveisfinadly starting to leve off. Now we're
going into the recede. Thereal recede. It's the aftershock of the crash. But it'salot more than that too.
Bdieveit or not, the human race may have been knocked below the threshold of viability. There may not
be enough of usleft to survive™

"Huh?' That was a newcomer to the group. His posture was military even though he was wearing adress
jacket. He was standing with a plate in one hand and a drink in the other. " Are you serious? Fromkin, |
think you're ignoring the fact that the human race has survived along time-and we've only been above
onebillionindividuasfor alittle more than acentury.”

Fromkin looked up. He recognized the man and grinned. "Y ou'd better stick to your spaceships, Colond
Ferris. Someone make room for the colonel here, thank you. Y ou're right about your figures, of course-|
saw the same report-but the figures done don't tell the whole story. Y ou need to know the demographic
cross section. Right now, we are not functioning from a stable population of family or triba groups. The
human network ismostly digointed-weredl individua atoms, swirling in chaos.

"We haven't reformed into molecules-athough that process has begun-let alone crystals and lattices.
We're still avery long way from the cregtion and operation of the necessary socia organismsthat a
sdf-generating society needsto survive-and I'm il only talking about surviva; | haven't even touched
upon anything beyond thet-like celebration.”

Ferrislooked unhappy. Some of Fromkin's other listeners|ooked puzzled.

"Okay, let me put that in English for you. We are not a population yet. We are just a mish-mash of
people who've been lucky enough-or perhaps | should say unlucky enough-to survive." Helooked at
Ferrisashe said it. "Each of ushas hisown horror sory."

Now | knew him. Jarles"Free Fall" Ferris. The Lunar Colony. One of the seventeen who made it back.
We never heard how they chose who stayed and who returned. | wondered if we'd ever find out.
Fromkin was saying, "Thefact is, we're il getting aftereffects of the plagues. Well be getting them for
another year or three-but we're nowhere better equipped to handle them for asmall, spread-out,
disorganized population than we were able to handle them for alarge, dense, organized one. If anything,
anindividua's chances are worse now for survivad. There are dtill ripples of those plagues circulating.
Sowly, but surely, we're going to lose another haf-billion people-that's the guess of the RandTanks.
Then, of the survivors, we're going to lose ten percent who will have lost thewill to live. Anomie. Shock.
The waking wounded-and just because you don't see them wandering around in herds anymore doesn't
mean they're not there. Then well lose the very old and the very young who won't be able to take care of
themsdves. And the very ill too. Anyone on any kind of maintenanceisin danger, even if it's something as
easly controllable as diabetes. There smply won't be either the medical care or the supplies. Welost
nearly eighty percent of the world's supply of doctors, nurses and support technicians. Well losealot of



children because there won't be anyone around to parent them.

"Somewill die, some will go ferd. The birth rate will be down for along time. Were going tolose dl the
babies who won't be born because those who could have been parents are no longer capable or willing.
Well lose even more babies who are born to parents who can't or won't maintain them. Should | go on?
No? Okay-but werereal closeto the edge. It'll 1ook like positive feedback on the cultural level:
psychaoses creating more psychoses, distrust and suspicion leading to more distrust and suspicion. And if
enough people art to perceive that there isn't enough of anything to go around-food, fud,
whatever-they'll start fighting over what's left. And by then well be into serious problems with population
density; the survivors-arag-taggle conglomeration of misfits by any definition-may be too spread out to
meet and mate. Those few |eft who are capable and willing to be responsible parents may not be ableto
find each other. | expect the recede to take us right down to the level where it will be questionable if we
can come back. Which means, by the way, that the casey was a noble experiment, but I'm afraid it's
going to be overinflated and worthlessfor along time to come. | wish | werewrong, but I've already
converted most of my holdingsto property or dollars. I'd advise the rest of you to do the same. With a
shrinking tax base, the government is going to have to take drastic steps soon, and you're going to have
to protect your wedth, or you might find yoursdlf turned into a pauper overnight by a paper revauation.
That's happened a couple times in the past two decades, but this next one ought to be awowzer."

He paused to take another bite of food and wash it down with adrink.

Maybe it was my high-school reflexes-| had to say something. He was talking about the fact that the
dying hadn't ended yet, that we were going to lose one-third, maybe even one-half, of the remaining
human beings | eft on the planet. He wasn't talking about how to save them; he was talking dispassonately
about how to avoid economic discomfort. No-he was talking about how to profit from it. | couldn't help
mysdf. "Sr-"

Helooked up. His eyeswere shaded. "Y es?’

"What about the people?’

"Say agan”’

"The people. Aren't we going to try to save them?”

" Save whom? From what?*

"You said at least another haf-billion people are going to die. Can't we do something about that?*
"What would you have us do?'

"Wédl-save them!”

"How?'

"Um, wdl-"

"Excuse me-| should have asked, "With what? Most of us are spending most of our energiesjust staying
dive. Most governments are having too much trouble just maintaining interna order to mount arescue
effort even for their own populations, let aone others. And how do you rescue people from the
criscrossing wave fronts of five different plagues, each wave front more than athousand kilometers
wide? We may have identified the plagues, but we haven't finished identifying the mutations. By the way,
are you vaccinated?'

"Sure, isn't everybody?'

He snorted. "Y ou're vaccinated because you're in the army, or the Civil Service, or something like
that-someone considers you va uable enough to justify keeping you dive; but that vaccine coststime,
money-and, most vauable of al, human effort. And there isn't enough of the latter to go around. Not
everybody is vaccinated-only the onesthat the government needsto survive. We don't have the
technicians to program even the automated |aboratories. We don't even have the personnel to teach new
technicians. We don't have the people to maintain the equipment. We don't have-"

"| get the point-but till, isn't there something-?"

"Y oung man, if there were something, we would be doing it. We are doing it. Whatever we can. The
point is, that even with our best efforts we are still going to lose that half-billion people. It'sas
unavoidable as sunrise. We might aswell acknowledgeit because, likeit or not, that's what's s0."

" don't likeit," | said.



"You don't haveto." Fromkin shrugged. "The universe doesn't care. God doesn't take public opinion
polls. Thefact is, what you like, what | like, what anyonelikes-it'sdl irrdevant." His expresson was
deceptively cordia. He seemed dmost ddliberately hostile. "If you redlly want to make adifference, then
you need to ask yoursdlf this question about everything you do: will this contribute to the surviva of the
species?' He looked around the gathering. "Most of us here are breeders. Would you have us
compromise that breeding potentia in favor of some dtruistic gesture of ultimately questionable value? Or
let me put that another way: you can spend the rest of your life raising and teaching the next generation of
human beings, or you can spend it nursing afew dozen of the walking wounded, catatonics, autistics and
retards who will never be able to contribute, who will only continue to use up resources-not the least of
whichisyour vauabletime."

"I hear you, 9. But to Sit calmly and eat caviar and strawberries and bagels and lox while talking about
global death and benevolent genocide-"

He put down hisplate. "Would it be more mordl if | sarved while | talked about globa death and
benevolent genocide? Would starving make me care more? Would it increase my ability to do
something-other than hurt?*

"Y ou shouldn't be talking about it so dispassionately at al,” | said. "It'sunthinkable.

A flicker of annoyance crossed hisface, but hisvoice remained steady. "It isnot unthinkable." He said it
very ddiberatdy-was he angry?"In fact, if we do not think about it, wewill be risking the consequences
of being caught by surprise. One of the basic falacies of sophomoric intelligence-don't take it personal,
son; | insult everybody equally-is mora sdlf-righteousness. Merdly being able to perceive the difference
between right and wrong does not make you amora person; it only gives you some guidelinesin which
to operate.” Heleaned forward in his chair. "Now, here's the bad news. Most of the time those guidelines
areirrdlevant-because the pictures we hold in our heads about the way things should be usudly have very
little relation to the way things actually are. And holding the position that things should be some way other
than what they are will only keep you stuck. Y ou'll spend so much time arguing with the physical universe
that you won't produce any result a dl. Y ou'll have some great excuses, but you won't have aresult. The
fact that we can do nothing about the circumstances that are sending usinto along recede is unpleasant,
yes-now let's stop arguing about the Situation and start handling it. Thereis till much we candoto
minimize the unpleasantness-"

"One hdf billion human desthsis more than just an unpleasantness-"

"Four and a haf billion human deathsis more than just an unpleasantnesstoo.” He looked a me camly.
"And please, lower your voice-I'm gtting right here."

"Sorry. My point is, thiswhole discusson seemsinhumane.”

Henodded. "Yes, | haveto grant that. It does seem inhumane." He changed his tone suddenly. "You
know any crazy people?’

"Damaged,” | corrected. " Crazy isanegative connotation.”

"Sorry," heamended. "I grew up in adifferent time. Old habits are hard to break. | till hadn't gotten used
to women having the vote when the next thing even lawyers wanted to ride in the front of the Streetcars.
Do you know any mentaly dysfunctional human beings? Any damaged people?"

"A few."

"Did you ever stop to consider why they were that way?"

"They wereirrationd, | suppose.”

"Werethey? Sometimesirrationdity isthe only rational responseto anirrationd Stuation. It'savery
human thing-and it's not limited to humans aone." He said softly, " That's what were doing here-the only
rationa responseto anirrationa and very frightening Situation. Quite possbly-no, quite probably-of the
peoplein thisroom"-and he gestured to include the whole reception, spread out across severa acres of
hotdl-"less than half of usmay be dive next year at thistime. Or even next week." He shrugged. "Who
knows?'

The sweet young thing, whose knee he was resting his hand on, went pale a that. He patted her gently,
but otherwise ignored her. He continued looking a me. "All of asudden, there are alot of things out
there that can kill human beings. And thereisn't alot left to stop them. Y ou know, we've had our way on



this planet far too long. Nature is always willing to take advantage of our weaknesses. Remember,
Mom's abitch. We've spent centuries building atechnology to isolate us from the real world. That
isolation hasleft most of us survival-illiterate and vulnerable. But the machine has siopped-is siopping
now-and most people are going to be at the mercy of the contents of their somachs. Nature doesn't
care; shéelll finish the job the plagues started and never miss us. Humans weren't dways the hunter & the
top of the food chain-we were just a passing fad. Now we're going to be prey again, likein the old days.
Ever seen awolf pack?'

"No...."

"Weve got them running loose in the streets of Denver. They're called poodies, terriers, retrievers,
Dobermans, shepherds, callies, St. Bernards and mutts-but they're till wolf packs. They're hungry and
they can kill. We could lose another thirty million people to animals, formerly domestic and otherwise,
right there. Probably more. I'm talking about worldwide, of course. And I'm including people packsin
that estimate toothose are animals of another sort. Well probably lose ahundred million people who
would not have died otherwise, but there's no longer the medical care to take care of the injuriesand
illnesses that they'll incur in the next twelve months. Did you know that appendicitis can befatad? And so
on-" He stopped, looked at me and smiled. | was beginning to understand his charm. He never intended
anything persondly. " So, my young friend-much as | respect your indignation and the emations on which
it is based-what we are doing here tonight is quite probably the mogt rationa thing we can be doing. |
notice you haven' tried to excuse your presence here; perhaps you're quite rationa too. In fact, thereis
only onething more rationd for apersonto do that | can think of."

"What'sthat?'

He went soft for amoment, gentle. "Make love to someone you care about. Y ou're not immortal, you
know. If you don't take the opportunity to tell someone you love them tonight, you may never get another
chance."

Hewasright. | thought about awhole bunch of someones. Fromkin stood up and offered hisarm to the
girl. She and another woman both tried to take it. Fromkin smiled and offered his other arm. He smiled at
me again, knowingly, and then the three of them moved off and away.

Yes, just like Whitlaw. He got the last word too.



? EIGHTEEN

| TURNED to go and dmost bumped into adream. "Oops, excuse me-" | caught her to keep from
stumbling, then forgot to let go.

"Hdlo!" shesad, laughing.

"Uh-" | flustered, unable to speak. | was mesmerized-her eyes were soft and shiny gray, and | waslost in
them. Her skin wasfair, with just the faintest hint of freckling. Her face was framed by auburn curlsthat
fell in sk cascades down to her shoulders. Her mouth was moist and red.

| wanted to kiss her. Who wouldn't?

Shelaughed again. "Before you ask,” she said, "the answer isyes."

"Huh?'

"Y ou are going to proposition me, aren't you?' Her voice was dusky velvet, with just the dightest hint of
Aldbamainit.

"Uhh..." | took astep back. My feet stayed where they were, but | took a step back.

"Areyou shy?" Yes, Alabama. Definitely. She spoke each word so dowly | could tasteit. And she
amelled of honeysuckle and lilac -and musk.

"I'm glad to see you got over it," she said, laughing. She put her arm through mine and started walking me
toward the elevatorsto the garage levels. "What's your name?"

"Jm. Uh, what'syours?'

"Jllanna. Everyone cdlsme Jlly."

| felt suddenly embarrassed. | started to speak-"Um . . " and then shut up.

Shelooked a me, her head dightly tilted. Y es?'

"Nothing."

"No, tell me."

"Well, I ... uh, | guessI'mjust alittle sartled.”
IIWI.WI

"I've never been picked up like this before."

"Oh. How do you usudly get picked up?'

"Um. | don't," | admitted.

"Goodness. You are shy!"

"Um. Only around women.”

"Oh, | see" shesad. "Areyou gay?"'

"I don't think so. | mean, | never tried.”

She patted my arm. Did she mean that as reassurance? | didn't ask.

"Uh, I'm hereon research,” | offered. "1 mean, I'm with thearmy. That is, I'm doing research for them.”
"Everyoneis,” she said. "Everyonein Denver isworking on Chtorrans.”

"Yeah," | thought about it. "l guess s0."

"Have you ever seen one?’ Shesad it casudly.

"I ... burned one ... once."

"Burned?’

"With aflamethrower."

She looked at me with new respect. "Were you scared?"

"No, not at thetime. It just happened so fast.... | don't know-it was kind of sad, in away. | mean, if the
Chtorrans weren't o hostile, they could be beautiful. . . "

"Y ou're sorry you burned it?"

"It was awfully big. And dangerous.

"Go on," she said. Her hand tightened around mine.

| shrugged. "Thereisnt much to tell. It came out of the but and | burned it.” | didn't want to tell her about
Shorty, | don't know why. | said, "It al happened so fast. | wish I'd seenit better. It wasjust abig pink



blur.”

"They have one here, you know." Her grip was very intense.

"I know. | heard from the Lizard."

"You. Know. Her?!

"No, not redly. Shewasjust the pilot who flew usin. Meand Ted."

"Oh." Her grip relaxed.

"Shetold us about the Chtorran they have. Sheflew it intoo." Wetook the elevator down to the third
level of the garage where she had a custom floater waiting in one of the private pads. | wasimpressed,
but | didn't say anything. | climbed in sllently beside her.

The drive whined to life, cycled up into the inaudible range, and we eased out onto the road. The light bar
on the front spread ayellow-pink swath ahead. The bars of theincoming traffic were dim behind the
polarized windshield.

"I didn't know any of these had actually hit the market,” | said.

"Oh, none of them did. Not really. But severa hundred of them did come off the assembly line before
Detroit folded up.”

"How did you get this one?’

"l pulled strings. Well, Daddy did."

"Daddy?

"Wl ... he'slike adaddy."

"Oh"

Abruptly she said, "Do you want to see the Chtorran?"

| sputtered. "Huh? Yes!" Then, "-But it'slocked up. Isn't it?!

"I have akey." Shesaid it without taking her eyes off theroad. Asif she wereteling mewhat timeit was.
"It'sin aspecia lab. Onethat used to be a sterile room. If we hurry, we can watch them feeding it.”
"Feeding?It?"

Shedidn't noticethe way 1'd said it. "Oh, yes. Sometimesit's pigs or lambs. Mostly it's heifers. Oncethey
fed it apony, but | didn't seethat.”

"Oh"

She went on babbling. "They'retrying to duplicate what it eatsin the wild. They're hunters, you know."
"I'd ... heard something like that.”

"They don't kill their prey-that'swhat | find interesting. They just bring it down and art egting. Dr.
Mm'beethinksthere's akill reflex involved. This one won't est dead megt unlessit's very, very hungry,
and even then only when it's being moved around so he can attack it.”

"Thet'sinteregting.”

"They say that sometimesthey eat human beings. Do you think that's true? | mean, doesn't that seem
atypicd toyou?'

"Wdl-"

Shewasn't waiting to hear. "Dr. Mm'bele doesn't believe it. There aren't any reported cases. At less,
none that have been verified. That'swhat the U.N. Bureau says. Did you know that?'

"No, | didn't." Show Low, Arizona. "Um-"

"There was supposed to be one once," she said, "but-well, it turned out to be just another hoax. They
even had pictures, | heard.”

"A hoax, huh?'

"Yep. You didn't know that, did you?'

"Uh, how did you hear about it?" | don't think she noticed, but | wasriding at least three lanes away from
her.

"I work here. I'm permanently stationed. Didn't you know?"

"Oh. What do you do, exactly?'

"Executive Vice-Chairperson, Extraterrestrial Genetic Research Coordination Center.”

"Oh," | said. Then, "Oh!" Then | shut up.

Weturned off the main highway onto the gpproach road. There had been very little traffic going either



way.
"Isthere anything interesting about the Chtorrans? | mean, geneticaly?'

"Oh, lots. Mogt of it isbeyond the lay person, but thereisalot to know. They have fifty-six
chromosomes. Ian't that odd? Why so many? | mean, what isall that genetic information for? Most of the
genesweve andyzed seem to be inactive anyway. So far, we've been unable to synthesize acomputer
model of the way the whole system works, but we'reworking on it. It's just amatter of time, but it would
help if we had some of their eggs.”

"I-uh, never mind. I'm just amazed that they, have chromosomes and genes.”

"Oh, wdll, that's universdl. Dr. Hackley proved it dmost twenty years ago-carbon-based life will dways
be built on DNA. Something about the basic molecular structure. DNA isthe most likely form of organic
chain-almost to the point of inevitability. Becauseit's so efficient. DNA isadmost dwaystherefirg-and if
other types of organic chains are possible, DNA will not only outgrow them, it'll use them asfood. It's
redly quite voracious."

"Um," | said. "How appropriate.”

She burbled on. "It'sredly amazing, isn't it? How much we have in common with the Chtorrans?'

"Um, yesh. Amazing."

"I mean sociobiologicaly. We both represent different answers to the same question-how can life know
itsdf? What forms giverise to intdligence? And what ... structures do these forms have in common? That
would tel uswhat intelligence isaresponse to, or aproduct of. That'swhat Dr. Mm'bele says."

"I've, uh, heard good things about him."

"Anyway, weretrying to put together a program to extrapolate the physiology of the Chtorran animal
from its genes, but we don't have anyone who can write aprogram for it yet. Y ou're not a programme,
areyou? Thelack of agood hacker will probably add anywhere from two to three yearsto our research
schedule. And it'savery important problem-and a double-edged one. We don't know what the genes
are supposed to do because we don't know the creature, at least not very well. And we can't figure out
the creature because we don't understand the genes. Some redlly peculiar things." She took a breath.
"Like, for instance, haf the chromosomes seem to be duplicates of each other. Like apremitoss
condition. Why isthat? We have more questions than answers.”

"I'msure” | said, trying to assmilate what she wastdling me. "What about the millipedes? Didn't they
giveyou any dues?'

"Y ou mean the insectoids? They're another whole puzzle. For one thing, they al seem to be the same
sex-did you know that? No sex at all.”

"Huh?'

"We haven't found any evidence-nobody has-that there's any sexudlity inthem at dl. Not physicaly, not
geneticdly; no sex organs, no sexud differentiation, no secondary sex characteristics, no markingsand
not even any way to reproduce.”

"Well, they mugt-"

"Of course they mugt, but the best we've found are some immature structures that might-just might, mind
you-be undevel oped ovaries or testes-we're not sure which-and avestigia reproductive tract, but they've
been inoperative in every specimen we've dissected. Maybe they're just growth glands. But even if they
were sexua structures, why are they buried so high up in the abdomen with no apparent connection to
any outlet?'

She stopped at the main gate just long enough to flash her clearance at the scanner, then zoomed
forward, turning sharply right and cutting across alot toward a distant L-shaped building. "The Chtorrans
have some sexudlity, don't they?"

"Oh, yes. Quite abit. We're just not sure how it works. The one we have-we thought it was afemale.
Now we're not sure. Now we're guessing it'samale. At leadt, | think it is, but ... we don't have anything
to compare it with. We've been able to dissect some dead onesin the past couple months-two we think
were females, one pretty definite male and two we're il not sure of. The big one was definitely mae,”
sherepeated. Her voice went funny then. "'l wish | could have seen that one dive. He must have been
magnificent. Two and ahaf metersthick, maybe five meterslong. We only got the front half. The back



half was ... lost. But he must have been magnificent. What awarrior he must have been. I'll bet he ate
full-9zed cattle”

"Um," | said. | didn't know what else to say. | was beginning to wonder-wasthis part of getting laid? Or
what? | wasn't sure | wanted to any more.

Thefloater did to a stop before the building. It wasn't Lshaped, but X-shaped. We had parked in one of
the corners. Bright lightsilluminated the whole area. As| got out, | paused to look up at the poles. Just as
| thought, there were snoops on every tower; that's what the lights were for. Security. Nothing was going
to get in-or out-without being recorded.

| wondered if anyone was looking at the recordings. And then | wondered if it mattered.
There were eleven other people already in the room. It was long and narrow and dimly lit. Two rows of
charsran thelength of theroom, facing awall of glass. | could make out five women, Sx men. Themen
al seemed to be civilian types, but | couldn't be sure. | didn't know if the women were their colleagues or
their companionsfor the evening. If thelatter, | couldn't help but wonder at their choice of entertainment.
The men waved to Jllannaand looked curioudy at me. | waved back, halfheartedly.

Jllanna's eyes were wide with excitement. "Hi, guys. Have we started yet?"

"Smitty'sjust getting ready.”

"What'son for tonight?"

"Coupladogsthey picked up from the shelter."

One of the women, the redheaded one, said, "Oh, that's awful.”

"It'sintheinterest of science," someone answered. | wasn't convinced.

Jillanna shouldered her way up to the glass. "Okay, make room, make room." She squeezed a place for
me

The glass danted diagonally out over adegp room below us; we overlooked it asif on abacony. The
light was dim below, hardly much brighter than the viewing room. Therewas adistinct orange cast to the
illumination. | felt pleased at that-so someone el se had discovered the same thing!

Deep, dow-paced sounds were coming from two wall speakers. Something breathing.

| stepped forward to look. There was an inclined notebook rack at the bottom of the glass; | had to lean
out over it to see.

A layer of straw-it looked orange in thislight-was spread across the floor. The room was high and
square, acube, but the bottom half was circular. The corners had been filled in to make around
enclosure four meters high; the top of it came right up to the window. There were cameras and other
monitoring devices on the resulting shelves formed in the corners.

The Chtorran was directly below me. It took a second for my eyesto adjust.

It was ameter thick, maybe a bit more; two and a half, maybe three meters, long. Itsfur waslong and
slky and looked to be deep red, the color of blood-engorged skin. As| watched, it humped forward
once, twice, athird time, then stopped. It was circling againgt thewall, asif exploring. It was cooing
softly to itsdf. Why did that unnerve me? As| watched, ripples-like waves moving through duggish
oil-swept back acrossits body.

"That means he'sexcited," breathed Jllanna. "He knowsit'sdinner time."

It did forward into the middle of the room then, began scratching at the straw on the floor. From this
angle, | could seeits cranid hump quite clearly-undernegth that fur, it was helmeted across the shoulders.
A bony carapace to protect the brain? Probably. Itslong black arms were folded now and held against
itssdeslikewings, but | could see where they were anchored to the forward sides of the hdimet. The
brain bulge was directly behind the creature's two thick eyestalks. From this angle, the Chtorran looked
more likeadug or asnail than aworm.

"Does he have aname?' one of the women asked. Shewastall and blond.

Her date shook hishead. "It'sjust it. " Sput-phwut went the speaker. Sput-phwuit.

"What was that?"

Jllannawhispered, "L ook a hiseyes."

"It'sfacing the wrong way."

"Wdl, wait. Hell turn."



"Beagood show tonight,” the guy at the end said as helit acigarette. " Saint Bernard and a Great Dane.
I'm betting the Bernard puts up a better fight."

"Aah, you'd bet on your grandmother.”

"If she dill had her own teeth, | would.”

Jllannaleaned over to me. "He needsfifty kilos of fresh meeat aday. They have ared problem getting a
steady supply. Also, they're not sure that terrestrial animals provide dl the nutritional eements he needs,
s0 they keep varying the diet. Sometimes they pump the animals up with vitamins and stuff. Sometimes he
rgectsthefood; | guessit smellsbadto him.”

Sput-phwuit.

The Chtorran humped around and looked at us with eyeslike black disks. Like dead searchlights. It
humped up, lifting the front third of its body into the air, trembling dightly, but focusing itsface-likethe
front end of asubway, flat and emotionless-toward us. | stepped back involuntarily, but Jillanna pulled
meforward again. "lsn't he beautiful 7' Her hand wastight on my deeve.

Sput-phwuit.

It had blinked. The sound was made by its sphincter-like eydids, irisng closed and open again.
Sput-phwut. It was looking right at me. Studying dispassionately.

| didn't answer her. | couldn't speak. It was like looking into the eyes of death.

"Don't worry. He can't seeyou. | think. | mean, were pretty sure he can't.”

"It ssems awfully interested.” The Chtorran was till reared up and peering. Itstiny antennae were waving
back and forth curioudly. They were set just behind the eyes. Its body rocked dightly too. | wished | had
acloser view-something about the eyes; they weren't mounted in ahead, but seemed instead to be on
swiveled gaksingdethe skin. They were held high above the body and gimbaled independently of each
other. Occasiondly one eye would angle backward for amoment, then click forward again. The creature
was congtantly dert.

The Chtorran lowered suddenly and did across the floor, right up to thewall below us and hafway upit,
bringing itsface within ameter of the glass. | got my wish-acloser look. It angled its eyes upward,
bringing them even closer. Its mandibles --sinuous like an underwater plant-waved and clicked around its
mouith. Its eyes opened as wide as they could. Sput-phwut. "Too interested. Y ou sure it can't see us?'
"Oh, hetriesthat amost every night," called the guy on the end with the funny-smelling cigarette. Laced
with dream dust? Probably. "It's our voices he hears. Through the glass. He'strying to find out where the
sound is coming from. Don't worry, he can't reach up here. He hasto keep at least hdf hislength on the
ground to support himself when he rears up. Of coursg, if he kegps growing-as we think he will-well
have to move him to abigger lab. There might come aday when hewon't wait for Smitty. Hell just come
right up here and help himslf."

The women shuddered. Not Jllanna, just the women. They moved ingtinctively closer to their dates.
"You'rekidding," the redheaded one said plaintively. "Aren't you?

"Nope. It could happen. Not tonight, though-but eventually, if we don't get him into abigger tank."

The Chtorran unfolded its armsthen, like a bird flapping its wings once to settle them, but instead of
refolding, the arms began to open dowly. They came away from the hump on the back and now | could
see exactly how the shoulders were anchored, and the curve of that bony structure benegath the fur, how
the skin did over it as the muscles stretched, how the arms were mounted in their socketslike two
incredible gimbaled cranes. The arms were covered with leathery black skin and bristly black fur. They
were long and insect-like. How long and thin they were, and so peculiarly double-jointed. There were
two elbows at thejoint! And now the arms came reaching upward dowly toward us. The hands-they
were claws, three-pronged and a most ebony-came tapping on the glass, diding and skittering up and
down it, seeking purchase, leaving faint smudges where they touched. There were soft fingerswithin
those claws. | could see them pressing gently againgt the glass.

The eyes stared emotionlesdy, swiveling thisway and thatand then both of them locked on me.
Sput-phwuit. It blinked. And kept on staring.

| wasterrified beforeit. | couldn't move! It'sface-it didn't have aface!-was searching mine! If | had
stretched, | could have touched it. | could see how narrow its neck was-a shaft of corded muscle



terminating in those two huge, frightening eyes. | couldn't look away! | was caught like abird before a
snake-its eyes were dark and dispassionate and deadly. What kind of god could make athing like this?
And then the moment broke. | redlized that Jillannawas beside me, bresthing heavily.

One more sput-phwut and the Chtorran began sinking back down to the floor. It did away from the wall
and began roving around the room again, sometimes humping like aworm, other times seeming to flow. It
left aswept trail through the scattered straw and sawdust. There were severa baes of it against onewall.
It stopped to pull a one of them, did something with its mandibles and mouth, then left behind asmall
mound of week-looking foam.

"Buildinginginct,” Jllannasad.

"It doesn't ssem very intdligent," the redhead whispered to her date.

"Itisn't. None of them are," the man whispered back. "Whatever kind of invadersthese Chtorrans are,
they don't seem to be very smart. They don't respond to any kind of language-or any attempts at
communication. Then again, maybe these arejust theinfantry. Infantry doesn't have to be very smart, just
srong."

| redized then that we were dl whispering. Asif it could hear us.

Wall, it could, couldn't it?

"Look a theway hisarmsfold up when he's not using them,” Jillannapointed. "It's like they're
retractable. They're not bones you know, just muscle and some kind of cartilage. Very flexible -and
amost impossibleto bresk. Y ou'll see them in action when he's fed--Oh, here we go now."

A dit of light appeared at the base of the left wall; it did upward to become adoor, revealing a
closet-shaped cubicle. The Chtorran arced around quickly-amazing, how fast the thing could move. Its
eyesrotated forward, up and down, in an eerie digointed way. The diding door was completely open
now. A Great Dane stood uneasily in the it cubicle before the Chtorran. | thought of horses-Great
Danes, with their lumbering huge paws, long legs and heavy bodies, dways made methink of horses. |
could just bardly hear alow rumbling growl coming from the dog.

For amoment, everything was till: the Chtorran, the dog, the watchers at the glass. Below, in the glow of
light reflected from the cubicle, | could see adark window just acrossfrom us. It looked asif there were
someone behind the glass, watching.

The moment stretched-and broke. The Chtorran's arms came dightly out from its body. | thought of a
bird getting ready to fly. It was a gesture of readiness, the way they were poisedthe claws open, ready to
grab.

The Chtorran did forward. The dog jumped Sdeways

-and was caught. One of the arms reached out at an impossible angle and snatched the dog in mid-leap,
knocked it to the ground on its back. The Chtorran bent sdewaysin mid-flowasif thedog initsclaw
was apivot and it was pulling itself around. The other arm came around. The Chtorran flowed. Its greet
black jaw was avertica open hole that split the front of its crimson body. The dog was pinned by both
arms now-1 could see how the claws dug into itsflesh like pincers. It thrashed and kicked and snapped
and bit. The red beast raised and stretched and arcedand came down upon the hapless Dane amost too
fast to follow. There was athrash and dash and flurry-and then gtillness. The back hdf of the Dane
protruded from the Chtorran maw.

Wasthat it? The Chtorran was holding the dog like a snake with amouse, frozen in lidless contemplation
before commencing the long process of swalowing. Its mandibles were barely moving, just adight ready
trembling barely visible againg the Dane's sde. The Chtorran held the dog between its claws; its mouth
was dretched impossibly around it. Its eyes stared impassively off, asif thinking-or savoring.

Then something awful happened. One of the dog's hind legs kicked.

It must have been areflex reaction-the poor anima couldn't have been il alive

It kicked again.

Asif it had been waiting for just that thing, the Chtorran cameto life and began to chew itsway forward.
Its mandibles flashed shiny and red, dashing and cutting and grinding. The kicking leg and tail werethe

last parts of the dog to disappear.
Blood poured onto the floor from the Chtorran mouth. The mandibles continued to work with a dreadful



wet crunching. Something that looked like long sausages drooled out, dripped on the floor. The Chtorran
sucked it back in. Casudly. A child with astrand of spaghetti.

"Wow!" said someone. It was one of the women, an unafraid one. The blonde. The redhead had hidden
her eyes the moment the door did open to revea the dog.

"Hell take amoment to digest,” said the guy at the end, the one who would bet his grandmother. His
name, | found out later, was Vinnie. "He could eat another one without waiting, but it's better to give him
amoment or two. Once he ate too fast and threw up everything. Jee-zus, what amessthat was. It would
have been hell to clean up, but he ate it again dmost immediately.”

The cubicle door dropped closed and the dim figure in the window across from us disappeared into the
deepness behind it. Two more people camein sllently behind us, both men, both smelling of acohal.
They nodded at Jllanna; they obvioudy knew her. "Hi, Vinnie. Did we Sart yet?'

"Only aGreat Dane, but it wasn't much. The Saint Bernard will be better.”

"You hope," said hisfriend, the man held made the bet with. Vinnie won the bet. The St. Bernard did put
up abetter fight than the Dane. At leadt, that's what the sounds coming from the speaker suggested. |
was looking a my shoes.

"Wall, thet'sit," said Vinnie. "Let's go pay the man and finish getting drunk.”

"Hold it," said the speaker. Smitty? Probably. "1've got one more. Dessert.”

"| thought you only got two from the pound.”

"| did-but we caught this one digging in the garbage, been turning over cansfor weeks. Findly trapped
him this evening. We were gonna send him down to the shelter. But why bother? L et them save the gas.™
When the door did open thistime, there was a hound-sized mutt standing there, his nose working
unhappily. He was shaggy with matted pinkish-looking fur, stringy and dirty-asif held been hand-knit by
abeginner. Hewas dl the beat-up old muttsin the world rolled into one. | didn't want to look, but |
couldn't stop-he was too much the kind of dog | would have cared about, if ... the kind of dog that goes
with summer and skinny-dipping.

The Chtorran waslying flat in the center of the room. Engorged and uninterested. His eyes opened and
closed lazily. Sput ... phwut.

The dog edged out of the cubicle-he hadn't seen the Chtorran yet. Sniffing intensely, he took a step
forward

-and then every hair on his back stood up. With ayow¢ of surprise, the dog leaped backward into the
nearest wall. Something about the Chtorran lying therein apool of dark red blood smelled very bad to
this poor creature. He cowered aong the wall, dunk toward the space behind abale of hay-but it
amelled even worse there; he froze indecisively, then began backing avay uncertainly.

The Chtorran haf-turned to watch him move. Twitched. One arm scratched lazily.

The dog nearly left his skin behind. He scrambled toward the only escape he knew, thetiny lit cubicle.
But Smitty had closed it. The dog sniffed at it and scratched. And scratched. Frantically, with both front
legsworking like pedds, he clawed at the unyielding door. He whined, he whimpered, he pleaded with
terrible urgency for impossible escape.

"Get him out of there!" It wasn't mewho said it-1 wish it had been-it was the redhead.

"How?' said Vinnie.

"I don't know-but do something. Please!” No one answered her.

The dog waswild. He turned and bared histeeth at the Chtorran, growling, warning it to keep back; then
amost immediately he was working at the door again, trying to get one foot under it, trying to lift it up
agan

The Chtorran moved. Almost casudly. The front half of it curled up into the air, then came down again,
making an arch; the back half barely moved forward. It looked like atoppled red question mark, the
mouth flush againg the floor where the dog had been.

The Chtorran stayed in that position, its face directly against the straw-matted concrete. Blood seeped
outward across the dirty stained surface.

There hadn't even been timefor aydp. "That'sit?" asked Vinnie.

"Yep. That'sit till tomorrow," replied the loudspesker. "Don't forget to tell your friends about us. A new



show every night." Smitty's voice had astrange quality to it. But then, so did Vinnie's. And Jllannas.

The Chtorran stretched out again. It looked like it was adeep. No, not yet. It rolled dightly to one side
and directed a stream of dark viscousfluid againgt astained wall, whereit flowed into atrough of running
water.

"That'sal that'sleft of last night's helfer,” snickered Vinnie. | didn't likehim.

Jllannaled me downstairs and introduced me to Smitty. He looked like an ice-cream man.
Clean-scrubbed. The kind who was a compulsive masturbator in private. Very fair skin. Wisps of sandy
hair. Thick glasses. An eager expression, but haunted. | did not shake handswith him.

"Jllanng, did youtdl him?*

"Oh, I'm sorry. Im?" She turned to me and went al coquettish, twisting two fingersinto the materia of
my shirt. She twinkled up a me-agrotesque imitation of awoman, this creature who was sexudly
aroused by the death of three dogsto a giant day-glow caterpillar. Shelowered her voice. "Uh, Jim. . .
will you give Smitty fifty caseys?'

"Huh?'

"It'sfor ... you know." She cocked her head toward the other side of the wall where something pink was
trilling softly to itself. | was so Sartled that | was dready reaching for my wallet. "Fifty caseys?'

Smitty seemed apologetic. "It'sfor ... well, protection. | mean, you know, we're not supposed to let
unauthorized personnel in here-and especidly not when we're feeding it. I'm doing you afavor letting you
be here”

Jllannasolved it by plucking my wallet out of my hand and peeling acrisp blue note fromiit. "Here,
Smitty-buy yoursdf anew rubber doll."

"You should talk," he said, but not very strongly. He pocketed the bill.

| took my wallet back from Jillanna and we | eft. There was adark pressure at the back of my skull.
Jllanna squeezed my hand and the pressure grew darker and heavier. | felt like aman waking toward the
gdlows

| stopped her before we reached the floater. | didn't want to say it, but | didn't want to continue with this
horror one moment more.

| tried to be palite. "Uh, wdl-thanksfor showing me" | said. "I uh, think I'll call it anight.”

It didn't work.

"What about us?' she asked. She demanded. She started to reach for me.

| held her back. | said, "'l guessI'm ... too tired."

She toyed with the hairson my arm. "I have some dream dust. . . ." she said. Her fingers tiptoed toward
my elbow.

"Uh-1 don't think so. That just makes me deepy. Listen, | can wak back to my barracks from here-"
"Jmmy? Please stay with me-?" For just amoment, she looked like alost puppy, and | hesitated. "Please
...?1 need someone.”

It was theword need that got me. It fdlt like aknifein my gut. "I-1 can't, Jllanna. Redly. | can't. It's not
you. It'sme. I'm sorry."

She looked a me curioudy, one beautiful eyebrow curling upward like a question mark.

"It's, uh-that Chtorran,” | said. "'l wouldn't be able to concentrate.”

"Y ou mean you didn' find him sexy?"

"Sexy-? My God, it was horrible! That poor dog wasfrantic!™

"It was just an old mutt, Jm-the Chtorrans are something magnificent. They redlly are. Y ou have to look
at them with new eyes. | used to think it was awful too, but then | stopped anthropomorphizing-stopped
identifying with the dogs and started looking at the Chtorrans objectively. The strength, the independence
-I wish humans had that kind of power. | want to do it like that. Please, Jm, stay with metonight. Do it
to me!" Shewas plucking at my jacket, at my shirt, at my neck.

"Thanks" | said, remembering something my father used to say. Something about knowing what you're
getting into. | disengaged mysdlf from her hands. "-But, no thanks." | wanted to say something else, but a
vedtigid sense of tact prevented me from telling Jllannawhat | redlly thought of her. Perhaps the Chtorran
had no choice in being what it was. She did. | began to pull away



"Y ou are some kind of queer, aren't you?"

To hdl with tact. "Areyou the dternative?' And then | turned and walked away from her.

Shedidn't say athing until | was hafway acrossthelot. Then she hollered, "Faggot!” | turned around to
look, but shewas dready roaring off in the floater.

Shit.

By thetime | found my way back to my barracks, | was chilled. But | wasn't trembling anymore, and |
wasn't angry anymore. | wasonly ... sick. And tired. | wanted to be young again, so | could cry into my
father'slap. | wasfeding very, very much done.

My bed was like an empty graveand | lay in it shivering, trying to fed compassionate, trying to
understand-trying to be mature. But | couldn’t be mature-not when | was surrounded by idiots and
assholes, blind and sdlfish and wallowing in their own sick games and fetishes and power ploys. Whét |
really wanted to do was hit and kick and burn and smash and destroy. | wanted to pound and pound and
pound. | wanted to grab these people and shake them up and down so hard their eyeswould rattlein
their heads.

| wanted to fed safe. | wanted to fed that someone, somewhere-anywhere-knew what he was doing.
But right now, | didn't think that anyonein the world knew what he was doing, not even me.

Werethey dl that blind or sick-or stupid?

Why couldn't they seethe truth in front of them? S¢ut-Phwuit.

Why couldn't they seeit?

Show Low, Arizona, was no hoax!



? NINETEEN

TED STAGGERED in at six in the morning, damming into the room, switching on the lights and banging
and dlattering hisway fromwall to wal to bathroom.

"Hooboy!" he shouted. "I am going to be limp for aweek-and walk funny for two." Therest of it waslost
under the sound of running water.

An axe would be too messy, | decided. It would have to be agun.

"Hey, Jm! Y ou awake?'

"I am now," | grunted. No, the gun would be too quick. | wanted it to be painful. I'd use my bare hands.
He lurched into the room, grinning. "Hey-you getting up?' What was | eft of his makeup was smeared.

"Y eah. I've got something | want to do.”

"Well, let it wait. Thisismore important. Y ou're lucky | had to come back for clean clothes. Y ou can
ride back with me-but hurry up!”

| sat up on the edge of the bed, "Ride back where?"

"Back to the hotdl. Thefirst sesson isn't until ten, but I've got abreskfast meeting-"

"Breskfast meeting?'

"Y eah-you got any sober-ups?"

"I dunno. I'll haveto look-"

"Never mind, | can get some at the hotel. Come on, get dressed-"

"Just aminute-" | sat there, rubbing my eyes. My head hurt. | granted him atemporary stay of execution
while| reviewed the evidence. "What's this dl about? Where were you dl night?

"Painting the town black and blue. Come on-" He pulled meto my feet. "-Into the shower with you. | did
apaty-wak-"

"Party-wak?'

"Isthere an echo in here? Y eah, aparty-wak." He was punching up acycle on the shower panel. "Come
on, get out of those-unless you're going to shower in your underwear.”

"Wait aminute-!" | started to sit down on the commode.

"We haven't got aminute.” And suddenly, he waslifting me up bodily, stepping into the shower and
holding me under the running water. "Goddammit!" Not even a phone call from the governor would save
him now. All | needed was ajar of honey, an anthill and four stakes.

My paper underwear was aready shedding off. He handed me the soap, then shredded off hisown
sopping shirt. He peded off hiskilt-it was real-and tossed it out of the shower onto the bathroom floor.

| had to ask. "Did you leave them somewhere?”

"Leavewha?'

"Y our underwear?'

"Never wear any. It'straditiona. Nothing'sworn under akilt." He grinned foolishly. "Wdll, it'salittle
worn thismorning, but give me acouple days-1'll bedl right."

| turned away from him, stuck my head under one of the shower heads and just stood there. Aahhh.
"Anyway-" he continued, -1 went for aparty-wak." Maybeif | let thewater run into my ears, | wouldn't
be able to hear him. "Only thistime, | did it with apurpose. | started out on the main floor of the
reception with Colonel Bustworthremember him? The one with the girl? He's a very important man to
know-he'sin charge of requisitions, supplies and transportation for the whole Denver area. He'sthe
perfect bureaucrat-he makes the paper run on time. Anyway-Jim, stand alittle closer to the soap! We're
inahurry! Anyway, | stuck with him long enough to get into a private party in the penthouse. The
Conference Committee. Sat in the corner near three of the armpieces and listened to them gossip. In
fifteen minutes| knew who was important in that room and who wasn't. Another fifteen minutes and they
knew who | was-Senator Jackson's nephew from Mormon University!”

"Huh-?'

"Shut up and scrub-I haven't finished my story.”

"Ted, you can't tell lieslike that-"



"How should | tell them?!

"Y ou know what | mean. Not to congressmen and generas and God knowswho el se!™

"Jm, it didn't matter. No two of them were paying any attention to anything except what was coming out
of their own mouths-or going in. And when they were ready to drift on to the next party, | drifted with
them. And met another roomful of people and did it again. | listened to the gossip and picked out the
most important-it's easy to tell, the gossip gets particularly nastyand got as closeto them as| could. |
went through seven partiesthat way, each one better than the last. There was a United Nations
reception, just for the diplomatic corps-did you know haf theworld is here?Y our Uncle Sam rented a
ballroom-1 met a senator over the guacamole dip-but it was the Communists who had the most lavish
spread. They werein the Imperid Suite. And | even got into the Society for Wholesde Aggression; now,
theré'saweird bunch. But useful. Do you know how important mercenaries are to the balance of world
power?'

"No, and | don't care." On second thought: "Do they do assassnations? And how much do they charge?!
"Only character-and if you haveto ask, you can't afford it." | started getting out of the shower, but Ted
grabbed me. "Wait a minute-you haven't heard the best part.”

"Yes | havel”

He pulled me back into an affectionate hug. "Y ou're beautiful when you're angry-"

"Knock it off, Ted!"

"-and | loveit when you play hard to get.” But he let me go. | stepped away hotly. The only thing keeping
Theodore Andrew Nathaniel Jackson dive now was my inability to think of a convenient way to dispose
of the body.

| stood under the shower again-he'd gotten soap al over my back. The spray was dternating between
warm rain and hot needle-jets. "I want you to cut that out, Ted."

"Y ou don't have to worry-everybody knowsit'sall over between us now, anyway. | met thisgirl last
night, and let her “cure’ me. Oh, | didn't want to, Jim. | tried to be faithful-I told her | had made a solemn
commitment-but she convinced meto try it once the other way-and she wasright. That wasal | needed.”
"Terrific. I'm very happy for you. Y ou've not only convinced everybody I'm afag-now I'm ajilted fag.
And | don't even know how the whole thing started.” | turned around under the shower, lifting my arms
to rinse undernegth them. At the exact same moment, the water spray went icy-a sudden pummeling
jackhammer of very cold water, the run-off from theloca glacier. "Aahhh!" said Ted. "Doesnt that fed
great? Doesn't that just wake you up?’

| couldn't answer. | wastoo busy swearing-1 was out of the shower and shivering into atowel before the
walls stopped echoing. | was now completely awvake, and it didn't matter anymore whether | had away
to dispose of the body or not.

"Answer the door, Jm!"

"Huh?'

"The door-can't you hear the knocking?'

| grouched out of the bathroom and puddied over to the door. "Y eah-?" | snarled.

It was a bony-looking woman with bassett-hound eyes. Why did she look familiar? Oh, yeah-the one
who'd refilled Fromkin's drink. Sheld been waiting on him al evening, now that | thought about it. "Hi,
Jm," shesad. "We haven't been formaly introduced-" She grabbed my hand and pumped it. "-I'm
Dinnie. Areyou guys ready yet?' She had bad teeth.

"Uh-no."

"Okay, I'll wait." She swept past me and parked hersdlf in the room's one chair.

"Uh-right. You do that." | grabbed some clothes and retreated to the bathroom.

"God," said Ted, stepping out of the shower bay. "lsn't morning wonderful 7' He poked mein theribsas
he passed. "Y eah." | wasthinking that no jury in the country would convict me. | pulled my clotheson
quickly.

When | came out of the bathroom, Dinnie was just handing Ted alight brown T-shirt that said: NOT
JUST ANOTHER LOVE STORY ... "Here," shewas saying, "Thiswill drive the women crazy. "It
shows off your muscles”



"Especidly the one between hisears,” | muttered. They ignored me.

Ted grinned and pulled on the shirt and a maroon windbreaker. He picked up his carryall and started for
the door. "Come on, everybody ready? Let'sgo.”

| grabbed my jacket and followed them. | squinted back sudden tears as we came out into the morning
sun. | hadn't redlized how bright Colorado could bein the daytime. Ted was aready fdling into the
driver's seet of along slver--

"Ted! Where did you get this?'

"| told you. Colonel Bustworth isan important man to know. You likeit?'

"lantit alittle... ah ... extravagant?'

"Thereisno such thing asalittle extravagance,” Ted replied. "Areyou getting in?' He turned the key and
the engine roared to life with a guttural rumble that rattled windows for a kilometer around.

| climbed into the back. Ted didn't even wait for me to close the door, just hit the acceleration and
climbed into the ar a an angle steep enough to scare the nickels out of my jeans.

"Wheee-oww!" hollered Dinnie, with el aborate enthusiasm. She gpplauded the takeoff, and bowed in her
seqt to the pilot. Maybe it should be a double murder.

Ted leveled off into an easier climb. Dinnie turned around to look a me. " So wasn't Uncle Danid terrific,
Jm?'

"Who?'

"Dr. Fromkin."

"He'syour uncle?!

"Widl, not legdly." She pointed her nose upward. "He'smy spiritua uncle. Idegtionigtsare dl onebig
family, you know."

"Oh" | sad.

"Y ou met Fromkin?' That was Ted. "You didn't tel me."

"You didn't ask. HEsum-interesting.” | said to Dinnie, "Do you work for him?”

"Oh, no-but we're very good friends. | probably know him better than anybody. The man'sagenius.”

"If you say 0." | didn't know. He had seemed like just another pompous assto me.

She said, "Plowboys should never pull on number-one guns. Y ou're lucky he wasin agood mood.” She
explanedto Ted. "Jm chdlenged him."

"Jm?" Ted wasquietly incredulous. " Our Jmmy?"

"| just asked him about-oh, never mind." My face was burning.

Dinnieturned to me. "So how was Jllanna?'

"Huh?' said Ted. "Who's Jllanna?’

"Jm went off with her last night. Everybody noticed.”

"l hadn't realized | was s0... popular,” | mumbled.

"Oh, it wasn't you. It's Jllanna. She's got quite areputation. There wasthis Air Force colonel who died in
the saddle-a"massive coronary event-but Jillanna didn't stop; not until she finished her own ride. Y ou've
got to respect awoman with that kind of control. And let's face it-how many can fuck you till your ears
bleed?' Dinnie looked a me with wide-eyed frankness. "' So, punkin? Was she good enough to stop your
heart?"

"Mmfle" I mmfled. "I didn't do anything with her.” Maybe | should just throw mysdlf from the car.
"That's our Immy," said Ted. | could see the grin even on the back of his head.

"What awaste," said Dinnie, turning forward again. "Jillannais so beautiful. She even put the make on me
once, but | had to turn her down. Now | wish | hadn't, but | had taken avow of celibacy for ayear. Just
to prove | could. There were just too many peopletrying to climb into my panties. Mother! | was
wearing mysdf out.”

Something in the back of my head went twang. Ted had gone socid climbing last night-deliberately-and
come up with this? She continued on, candidly. "It was agood thing | did, though. It made me appreciate
thingsdl themore. | mean, | must have come at least deven timeslast night. | know you did,” shesaid to
Ted. "Then | logt count.”

Good lord! | folded my arms across my chest and turned to the window. Did | really need to hear all



this? Below, | could see huge burned-out areas-swaths of blackened rubble that marred the even march
of avenuesto the horizon.

Hardly anything moved. No cars, no buses, no pedestrians, no bicyclists-there was nothing. | saw three
dogstrotting down the middle of astreet and that was dl. The gtillness of that silent landscape was
unnerving.

Someone had inscribed agiant graffito aong a block-long wall. The letters must have been three meters
high; it was readable even from the air. It said: WHERE HAVE ALL THE PEOPLE GONE?"

There was dust, sweeping down in yellow gusts, piling up againgt awal or curb or house. Would there
be desert here-or what? Or would the prairie just reclaim the land, preserving dmost perfectly arecord
of thelast days of our civilization for some distant unseen archaeol ogists?

What would they make of us, those prying future eyes?| found mysdf resenting them. How dare they dig
into our tragedy! Dinnie broke the mood.

She was patting her hair into place with one hand; it was a peculiar orange color. " So many people just
don't understand how sengitive heis; | do. The man istoo talented. If he ever learnsto control histools,
hell be dangerous.”

| looked at Ted, wondering-what had he been thinking of ? -but he was express onless now. Occasiondly
he would nod or grunt, but his reactions were only noncommittal acknowledgments. Dinnie didn't seem to
notice, or if shedid, she didn't seem to mind. Good lord! Didn't her tongue ever get sunburned?

"What's your meeting about?" | asked Ted.

He opened his mouth to answer-and Dinnie said, "It'sthe Spirdist Free World Association.”
"Spirdism?You'regoing in for Spiraism now?1-" Stopped mysdf. "Never mind-" | held up both my
hands. "-1t's not my business. Everybody getsto go to hell in their own handbasket.”

"It'sonly abreakfast, Im-" he started to say.

Dinnie plowed right over him. "They'reredly charming people. And it's at Ragamuffin's, which is one of
the few places that knows how to serve a decent continental breskfast-although | haveto say, | don't
think their winelist isvery good, so | wouldn't recommend them for anything past brunch. Did | tell you
how | once sent back the sommelier?”

Suddenly, | was no longer angry at Ted. Hed found afar more appropriate fate than anything | could
plan for him. "Well, it certainly sounds ... uh, interesting. Um-will they be drinking the blood of any gentile
babiesthismorning?'

| saw Ted'squick glanceto the rearview mirror-he caught the expression on my face, how far my tongue
wasin my cheek. At least it wasin my own cheek.

"Ligten, Jm," he said, serioudy. "I'm going to leave you off outside the hotel. But it's not redly ahotel
anymore. Uncle Sam'staken it over, usng it asatemporary conference center. For the duration. So that
makes it permanent. Anyway, |'ve gotten us both C-clearances-don't ask-so you'll have accessto just
about every forma sesson and most of theinformal ones. | don't know if that includes the red-lined ones.
Y oull have to scout that out yoursdlf-but carefully. Listen, you don't want your credentias examined too
closdy; you'revalid, but just barely, so try to be inconspicuous, okay?'

"Sure-sounds good to me. But how did you do it?"

"l comefrom along line of dog-robbers. Now, listen-you'll have to check in, first thing. Did
CORDCOM-REG; any of the terminas can rewrite your card. Oh, and by the way, your clearance aso
entitles you to use the vehicle pool. Unlimited access. It's very convenient. Y ou don't have to bother with
Rec-Rec's paperwork. Y ou can have amost anything except the President’s limousine or a Patton
charger.”

"Now, why would | want alaser-equipped tank?"

Ted shrugged. "For the fun of it?' The car bumped asit hit the road, bounced once and settled heavily.
Ted touched the brakeslightly to bring the cruising speed down.

"Y ou could get it, you know, if you realy wanted it. Because you're-um, military. Specid, you know?
That's where the clearances came from too. All you haveto do istake a couple hourstraining. And
prove you have ared need for it."

"I'll pass, thanks."



"Well, keep it in mind. Could you imagine the look on Duke's face-or Obi€s-if you drove up in one of
those?"

| thought about it. No, | couldn't imagineit.

Ted turned onto aramp and pulled up a a convenient side entrance. "I'll see you later, okay?'

"Sure. Uh, nice meeting you, Dinnie." | stepped back asthey rolled away. Spirdism?

| shoved my handsinto my jacket pockets and headed into the hotel-huh? What was this? Oh, Dr.
Obamaslockbox. I'd dmost forgotten | was carrying it.

| found arow of terminals and did into abooth. It took only amoment to register with CORDCOM. My
card disgppeared into the dot, then rolled out again, overprinted with ayellow stripe. A largeCinared
box had also been printed in the upper right corner. Wasthat it?

| cleared and punched for Directory, Lieutenant Colonel IraWalachstein.

The screen flashed: SORRY, NOT FOUND. Huh?

Maybe | had miskeyed. | typed it again.

SORRY, NOT FOUND.

Wédll, that was ... weird. | called up PROJECT JEFFERSON next, tried to list its personndl.

SORRY, NOT AVAILABLE.

Tried the Denver AreaMilitary Directory. He wasn't listed there either.

| sat puzzled for amoment, wondering what to do next. | scratched my head. Why would Dr. Obama
give me apackage for somebody who wasn't here? Or maybe this Colonel Wallachstein had moved on
and hadn't let Obama know? Maybe | should call Dr. Obama and ask. No, something told me not to.

| took the box out of my pocket and looked at it. There was nothing extraordinary about it, just a
one-piece lightweight unit. Rounded corners. No markings, other than the printed keyboard and the lock.
Not much rattleto it either. | had to think about this. | didn't want to destroy it. Not yet. That would fed
likefalure

| did it back into my pocket. Maybe tonight, back at the barracks. Maybe I'd missed something obvious.
| cleared the board and called up the day's conference schedule. The genera session on Chtorran
biology and behavior began at ten o'clock. Apparently it was aweekly session. | scanned therest of the
caendar, hard-copied it, logged off and went in search of breakfast.

| had bagels and lox and strawberries and cream. | ate done, and | was till in better company than Ted.



? TWENTY

THE MAN at the podium looked unhappy.

There were too many empty seats. The auditorium was only athird full.

| hesitated at the back of the room. The audience had aready begun to segregate themselvesinto
sections.

The military attendees were seated up close, but on the sdes. | hadn't realized it was possibleto sit at
attention. The funnylooking typesweredl in thefirst five rows. Of course, I'd never been to a convention
where it hadn't been so. The serious types scattered themselves in the center of the room. The turbans
and the burnooses-and there were an awful lot of them-were milling in the aides, chattering away at each
other asfast asthey could, ignoring the frowning man on the dais.

The room roared with the noise of athousand separate conversations-a babbling torrent of words. Didn't
they realize how loud they &l were? Each one was shouting to be heard above dl therest, and as each
oneraised hisor her voice, al the rest became correspondingly louder too. It wasn't hard to see why the
man at the podium was so unhappy.

| found an empty row halfway to the front and took a seat near the center. | put afresh clip into my
recorder and dipped it back into my pocket.

The unhappy man stepped to the edge of the stage and whispered something to an aide, the aide
shrugged, the man looked unhappier. He checked hiswatch, | checked mine-the session was aready
fifteen minuteslate. He stepped back to the podium and tapped the microphone. " Gentlemen? Ladies?'
He cleared histhroat. "If you would please find seats, we can begin-?"

It didn't work. The noise of the conversations only increased as each speaker shouted to make himsdlf
heard over the public address system. | could see that thiswas going to take awhile.

"Delegates? If you please-?" Hetried again. "I'd like to cdl this session to order.”

No one paid attention. Each and every one of them had something so important to say that it superseded
every other event in the auditorium.

The unhappy man tried one more time, then picked up atiny mallet and Sarted striking an old-style ship's
bell that was perched on top of the podium. He hit it four quick times; then four times more, then again
and again. He kept on gtriking it, over and over, asteady rhythmic dinging that could not beignored. |
saw him looking at hiswatch while he did it. Apparently hed been through this before.

The groups began to bresk up. The various conversations splintered and broke off-they couldn't
compete any longer-and the participants began drifting into their separate seats. The only conversation
gtill going full bore was one between three deaf women--or maybe they wereinterpreters-in Amedan.
"Thank you!" the unhappy man said at last. He touched some buttons on the podium in front of him and
the screen behind him lit up with an officia-looking announcement. It repeated itsdlf every fifteen
seconds, each time shifting to adifferent language: French, Russan, Itdian, Chinese, Japanese, Swahili,
Arabic-1 couldnt identify therest. The English verson said: "English interpretations of foreign language
speakers may be heard on channd fifteen. Thank you."

He waited while the various delegates inserted earpieces or put on headphones. They rustled and
gobbled among themsdves, each one taking an impossibly long time.

Something on theright caught my eye-Lizard! Mgor Tireli! Shewas on thearm of atal black colone!;
they were laughing and chatting together as they found seats three rows forward. | wondered if | should
cal hello, then decided againgt it. It would probably only annoy her, and besides the auditorium wasfilling
up now and it would be conspicuous, and probably embarrassing. | wondered if | should save a couple
of seatsfor Ted and Dinnie-except | didn't want to-until finally the question was answered for mewhen a
dark, handsome woman sat down on my right, and a second later, apair of lieutenants took two of the
three seats on my left. The handsome woman wasin alab coat and was carrying a clipboard. She
switched it on while she waited and began reading through some notes.

| took my recorder out of my pocket to turn it on, and she touched my arm. "Not agood idea," she said.
"Some of thismay be classfied.”



"Oh," | said. "Thanks." And dropped it back into my pocket, thumbing it on anyway as| did so. | don't
think she saw.

The unhappy man began banging hisbell again. "I think we can begin now. For those of you who don't
know, I'm Dr. Olmstead, Dr. Edward K. Olmstead, and | am the acting director of the Extraterrestrial
Studies Group of the Nationa Science Center herein Denver. I'd like to take this opportunity to
welcomeal of you to this specia sesson of the Continuing International Conference on Extraterrestria
Affairs.

"l am required by the rules of this conference to remind you that much of the materia that we will be
presenting hereis generaly classified on a need-to-know basis. While that includes dl of our registered
attendees and their respective staffs, we still want to stress that the materid isfor your use only and
should be treated as confidential. We are not yet prepared to release some of thisinformation to the
genera public. Thereasonsfor thiswill be discussed in tomorrow's session on culture shock. Y our
cooperation is greatly appreciated. Thank you.

"This specid Saturday session isbeing held for the convenience of those delegates who will not be here
for the full conference schedule. Asaways, this session isgoing out live on channd two. If you need
more information on any specific subject, that accessis available through the project network, of course.
Pleasefed freetotapin. If you don't dready have a clearance number, check with the desk.

"Asyou can see by your schedules, we're going to try to present dl of the scientific materid in the first
two and ahdf hours, and follow up with the more important questions of contact and containment
procedures this afternoon-after a reasonable break for lunch, of course. AsI'm sure most of you have
aready discovered, the hotel here has an excellent buffet. Tomorrow we will spend the morning session
on the culturd and psychologica questions, and the afternoon meeting will dedl with the economic
sphere. We do gpologize for presuming on so much of your time, and we thank you in advance for your
cooperation. Thisis, of course, aworking weekend, so at thistime I'd like to turn the microphone over to
our conference chairperson, Dr. Moyra Zymph."

There was a spattering of polite gpplause as Dr. Zymph came up to the dais. She was a stout woman,
dightly disheveled, and she moved like atruck driver. When she spoke, it waswith agravely,
I-mean-business voice. "All right, let's get to it." She dapped her clipboard down onto the podium. *|
know that most of you are more interested in finding out the answers than in listening to the questions.
Unfortunately, al we have right now are questions. We havelots of questions. . ." She paused for effect .
.. "and afew educated guesses, which | will share with you.

"l want you to think of ajigsaw puzzle-with most of the pieces missing and no picture on the cover of the
box to guide you. Now think of awarehousefull of smilar incomplete jigsaw puzzles. Now mix them all
up. Now find someone who's never seen ajigsaw puzzle beforein hislife, and put him in the middle of
this pile of mixed-up pieces and ask him to figure out what's going on here. At the point he realizes what
ajigsaw puzzleis, heswon the game. He's solved the hardest part of the problem. "I want you to hold
that picture in mind, because that's what we're up to here. We've got awarehouse full of pieces. We
know what individua pieceslook like, but we don't know what the pictures look like-we do know for
surethat thisisawarehouse full of incomplete puzzles. Weve solved the hard part. And well tell you
about that.

"Now, some of you are not going to like what you hear. Y ou are especidly not going to like the
implications. Some of you may be so disturbed by the materia presented that you'll want to question its
vaidity. You'll want to dismiss our conclusions because you can't accept the facts. Please do not make
that mistake.

"l want you to know that it'sall right to be uncomfortable with the materid. We certainly are ... and weve
been living with it for awhile. Just don't use that discomfort as an excuse to hide from the urgency of the
Stuation." She paused long enough to let that sink in, looking around the auditorium asif daring anyoneto
object.

No onedid. Not yet. Dr. Zymph nodded and continued. "Good. So what were going to do heretoday is
show you some of the pieces that we are certain about and then go from there to the larger pattern. | will
not be showing you dl of our puzzle pieces-we don't have the time-but | will be showing you thoseitems



which you most need to know about.”

She switched her clipboard on and began referring to it. "First off, we can tell you this. The Earth, this
planet that we live on, is experiencing an ecological infestation. The source of theinfestation is presumed
to be extraterrestrial.” She touched a hidden control on the podium and the screen behind her came back
to life, showing two views of the Earth, front and back. There were red splotches blinking acrossthe
larger land areas. It looked like a case of meades. She continued:

"The infestation has appeared on dl five mgor continents: Asia, Africa, both of the Americasand to a
lesser extent-although we don't know why yetEurope. We have not yet confirmed any signs of infestation
in Audrdiaor Antarctica. So far, the evidence suggeststhat it is generdly limited to the temperate zones
of the planet, the same areasin which the bulk of our human population is established. That is, the
remaining human population.” She stopped and looked out at the room. " The-uh, population crisswill be
discussed at tomorrow's session. | urge al of you to be there. We do have some specific
recommendations, but they have to be implemented immediately. And | want to point out that our
primary concern is not just saving our human resources, but putting them to work in ways that contribute
to the larger effort.”" She looked uncomfortable. She bent back to the security of the notes on her
clipboard.

"Theinfestation has manifested itsalf in severd digtinct formsthat we are aware of-and probably quite a
few more that we have not yet discovered.”" She stopped, touched a control, looked behind her to see
that the screen was showing the appropriate dide-some kind of red dudge floating on alake-and
continued. "While mogt of the attention has been focused on the more, ah, dramatic aspects of this
infestation, | want to make you aware that that there is considerable ecologica impact in other areas as
well. We are experiencing eventsin the microbia and botanical spheres, for instance, that are every bit as
serious, though perhaps not as noticeable.

"I'm going to give you only afew examplesto demonstrate the scope of the problem. Please be assured
that it isfar worse than these examples suggest. Thisfirst oneisakind of dgee. It breedsfad, it floatson
the surface of the ocean and it's moderately toxic. It tendsto occur primarily in the offshore regions, but it
can aso befound on il lakes and backwaters. Onceit establishesitsdf, it tends to choke out most
other plant life. It does not use chlorophyll for photosynthesis, which explainsits red to red-purple color.”
Behind her, the screen showed muddy crimson breakers crashing on along stretch of shore. The pink
sand was stained with dirty streaks that |ooked like clotted blood.

"Asl said, it ismoderately toxic, and | want to take amoment to expand on this. The dudge exudes a
particularly nasty set of byproducts, including some interesting long-chain molecules that seem intended
for use by the next creaturein line in the ecology; but whatever that creatureis, it hasn't manifested itself
yet. And | don't know whether to be thankful or not.

"Sudge-infested water usudly fedsoily-and the ail is particularly difficult to clean off. But if you do get
theoil onyou, it'sessentid to get it off as quickly asyou can, becauseit very effectively clogs human
pores and reduces the skin's ability to breathe. For the record, it also smells bad-so at least you have that
much warning.

"If you are unlucky enough to swallow dudge-infested water, you will definitely regret it. Y oulll
experience nauses, diarrhea, vomiting and fever. If you're strong, you'll survive. If not, you wontt.

"Now, | want you to think about the fish and the plants in that same water-unlike you, they can't get out
to go liedown for awhile. Prolonged exposure to the dudge isawaysfatd to them. The smdler the
cregture, the quicker it dies.

"Wherever the red dudge appears, the plankton disappearsfollowed by the fish that feed on the plankton
and the predators that feed on them, al the way up the food chain. The red dudge turns ocean into
desert. Thisisgoing to have adisastrous effect on the globa food chainif it isnot controlled. If the seas
die, wedie. And already the red dudge has infected three-tenths of a percent of the world's farmable
waters, and that figureis climbing at an alarming rate. Now, | know that three-tenths of a percent doesn't
sound like alot, but when you consider that two-thirds of the Earth is covered by water, then you have to
redize that we are dready taking about several hundred thousand square miles-and it may beinthe
millions dready; we don't know for sure. But you can extrapolate from that." The screen showed the map



of the world again. There were red streaks off the coast of China, California, Brazil and parts of Africa.
"These arethe areas of primary infestation,” she said. "At the present rate of spread, within two to five
yearsmost of the world'srichest seafarmswill be lost.

"I do wish to darm you about this-because this may be the single most threatening aspect of the
infestation. So far, the dudge has resisted most of our attemptsto contral it. It does not seemto be
temperature sensitive, and it can survive awide range of water conditions. We've had some success at
inhibiting the growth of the dudge with tailored bacteria, but it isalimited success. To date, our best
results have been obtained by pouring crude oil on the water and setting it on fire. I'm sure | don't haveto
say much about the unacceptability of that solution.”

She stopped to take adrink of water, checked her notes, then brought up another series of pictureson
the screen-spme kind of insect-looking bug; but it stood on two legs. Itsfront four legs were very short,
they looked atrophied, except that each terminated in avery strong-looking claw. The grasshopper inits
mandibles established a sense of scale. The bug was the Size of agparrow. "Thisisnot aninsect,” Dr.
Zymph said. "Do not fall into the trgp of thinking that it isan insect, because to do that isto wear blinders
to the possibilities that the creature has some very un-insectlike capabilities.”

The next picture showed the creature standing-almost lurking-in adark corner. It stood erect, and its
long black shell-casing enveloped it like acape. The shape of its head aswdll asits posture made me
think of Jack the Ripper. "We cdl thisfdlow the nightwaker," Dr. Zymph sad. "He'sacomparatively
recent discovery, so we can't tell you too much about him. He eats most kinds of terrestrial insects, and is
not averse to the occasional mouse, bird or frog. Thisisasmdl one. Weve found them as big as twenty
centimeters. We hope that's as big asthey get. We're not sure. They are not poisonous, but the biteis
painful. Aninteresting thing about that bite-most predatory insectsliquify their food to et it; thisfellow is
large enough, he doesn't have to bother. He uses his mandibles like teeth. We believe that hisdigestion is
something likeabird'sin that he may haveto swalow smdl pebblesto help grind the food in his scomach.
Thisisagood placeto note that heis a serious competitor for the birds placein the ecology. He hasa
voracious gppetite and will undoubtedly provide some very powerful competition to al of our smaller
predators.”

Another set of picturesthistime, it wasapink puffbal thing. "Were dill not sureif thisoneis plant or
anima. We cdl it the cotton candy bug. It'saslight asadandelion, and it'saseasly spread. Itis
nontoxic, it isedible and, asfar as we have been able to determine, it does not appear to endanger its
surroundings. What that meansisthat we gtill haven't determined what kind of adanger it is-and I'll touch
on that point in aminute too.

"Firgt, | want to show you this cute little fellow-" There was polite laughter as the dide came up on the
screen. "We call him the pipe cleaner bug, because he looks like he's made out of pipe cleaners. Again,
do not be mided by the fact that he lookslike an insect. That's just the ecological niche helivesin. He
does not have a segmented body, and his exoskeleton is covered with athick skin and that soft white fur
that you see. That fur isactualy avery sengtive olfactory organ. The creature smellstheair with his
whole body. Now note the bunny feet: those pads are also sensory organs, even more senditive. HE's not
just standing on that leaf, he'stagting it aswell. The creature's eyes are on the tip of those two antennae,
and they areregenerative. Thisfelow eats the cotton candy bugs, heis eaten by the nightwalker. | can't
tell you much more than that. We know nothing about his breeding habits. We can tell you that he moves
very fast and can eat twice hisown weight in leaves every day. We expect to be seeing alot more of him
next summer. Or even sooner.”

The next picture was of ascarlet-leafed field of ivy. "We call this one red kudzu for obvious reasons. The
leaves are bright red and veined with white. It likes marshes and shallow water, and it breedslike
madness, advancing at the rate of two meters per week. So far, weve only found it in the Louisiana
bayous, but we expect to seeit spread throughout the entire Gulf Coast if it isn't controlled.”

The audience was beginning to get uneasy. There were too many of these crestures.

"Now this one-looks like an Earth millipede, except for the hump acrossits, ah, shoulders-we're not even
sureit beongs herein this catalog. There's some evidence to suggest that it may be aterrestria creature;
we know that there were savera of them under study at the African Ecology Center in Nairobi more than



twenty years ago, but they were lost in the firestorm that destroyed the city. These creatures are
omnivorous, and they're capable of short bursts of speed across open territory. Wethink they serve
primarily as scavengersin the Chtorran ecology. Weve not seen alot of them. Now, this next one-"
Huh?Wasthat it? She hadn't said anything about the millipedes! And why did the Chtorranshave a
corra full of them?"-looks like the anopheles mosquito, but again, please do not be fooled by the
resemblance. It'sonly superficid. There are significant internd differences. We cdl thisastingfly. It feeds
on blood-human blood isfine, but it's just as happy with cats, dogs, cattle, horses-anything eseit can
find. It's not choosy, and for that reason we suspect it to be aprimary vector for disease. . . ." She had to
pause here; there was an excited hubbub in the audience. After amoment, sheraised her voice and
continued over it. "We suspect it; we are not yet certain. There are too many questions till unanswered.
But"-and she leaned forward on the podium now, steepling her handsin front of her"we arelooking at it
asthe mogt likely mechanism for introducing the plagues into the human population.” She waswell aware
of theramifications of that statement. And so was her audience.

Shesad loudly, "I want you to get this-it's still only atheory! We do know that two of the plagues
gppeared in more than one form-like the bubonic and pneumonic forms of the Black Death. And most of
them can be spread by a sneeze, or by touching a contaminated cup or blanket. So what we're looking at
here-this stingfly-is not a primary vector, merely amethod of introduction. If that. But this doeslead right
into the next point ... the plagues themselves.

"We are now operating on the theory that the seven mgjor infections and nine minor onesthat have
decimated the human species must also be considered as part of the overal pattern of ecological
infestation. | want you to know that we cameto this redlization dowly. When you look at the overlapping
patterns of disease and infestation, the relationship is obvious; but even as recently as severa months ago,
when most of uswere till redling from theinitiad impact of the disaster, we smply did not have enough
reliable information to establish the correlation.

"Um, I'm not going to go into the political and psychologica arenas here, but | do want to point out the
reasons why conclusive identification of the diseases as extraterrestriad was delayed until the early part of
thisyear. Convincing our respective governments -and | do not mean this as criticism-that therewas a
very real presence on this planet was, under the circumstances, the hardest part of the job. We had very
little hard evidence, and it was difficult to have our voices heard during the, ah, worst of the hysteria. We
cannot afford to let confusion like that happen again!” She stopped herself. Apparently, she realized she
was getting angry. Shetook asip of water and looked at her notes. She seemed to do that alot when
she was dedling with an uncomfortable subject. Wasthat for hersaf or her audience? | wasn't sure.
When she was ready, she looked out over the room again.

"I want to say something here. | want to deal with certain avenues of speculation. During the early days of
the plagues, there were anumber of accusations-on all sides-that they were awespon of war. At that
time, it was assumed that there was a human agency responsible. We know that not to be the case now.
The devastation has touched dl of usequally, and no nation on this planet has profited by the plagues.
And, of course, now the biologica evidenceisaso faling into place-so we must put our distrust and our
sugpicion behind us. Now! The situation istoo urgent for usto have our energies divided.”

She placed her hands on both sides of the podium. She looked around the room, asif she were looking
into the eyes of each and every one of usin the auditorium. She said, "The accusation that the plagues are
aweapon of war isnot entirely accurate-because it'stoo shortsghted! They are actualy atool of
ecologica engineering. We as humans may be somewhat biased about the gpplication of such a
devagtating tool, but as scientists we cannot help but admire the skill with which this particular tool was
applied. Almost eighty percent of the members of the dominant species of this planet have been excised
as nestly as a surgeon cutting out acancer with alaser. If that is how they see us, then they should have
no problem with the subsequent applications of -continuing with the same metaphor---chemotherapy. We
shall see. But if that wastheir god, then they have accomplished most of their objectivein avery short
time. Less than two years." She stopped and wiped her forehead with her handkerchief. She took
another drink of water.

When she spoke again, her voice was lower, dower and steedier. The gravelly quaity was muted



somehow, and she seemed suddenly very serious. "We have been speaking of this as an ecological
infestation, because we can't prove that it's anything more. We have specificaly not called thisan
invasion, because we have not been able to find an invading force. We have no evidence of
extraterrestria landings, no sightings of ships, no evidence of advanced technology of any kind. If weare
being invaded, then where are the invaders?

"For awhile, we suspected that the large purple and red creatures that we have been calling Chtorrans
were our dien vistors, but thistheory israpidly faling into disrepute, because we have not been ableto
prove that these creatures even have the potentid for intelligence-let alone the capabilities necessary to
mount such an invasion across the vast distances of space. We are assuming, of course, that this
ecologicd infestation has asits source a planet in another star system-it could not possibly have
originated on any of the planetsin our own solar system. | refer you to Dr. Swalés analysisfor the
reasons why we have cometo that position. So the question remains. where are the invaders?

"I'm actudly going to answer that-in away. But it'sacircuitousroute. Y ou'll have to bear with me abit,
becausein order to find out who the culprit is, we have to take agood long look at the evidence.

"When we look at the overdl pattern-the stingflies, the nightwalkers, the red kudzu, the seadudge, the
bacteriathat caused the plagues, even the, ah, Chtorrans themsalves-we find that thereis a pronounced
tendency toward voraciousness, asif dl of theselife forms have evolved in amuch more competitive
ecology, not only surviving, but succeeding in that environment. Here on Earth, without their natura
predators-dl the checks and balances of a stable ecology-these life forms cannot help but run wild.
We're seeing it happen dl over the planet.

"We expect to find that none of these creatures are harmless to the Terran ecology-especialy not the
onesthat look harmless. They're the ones that represent the biggest danger, because they're the ones
we're most likely to underestimate. We have one hundred and fifty-four new speciesidentified, and there
are probably alot more that we haven't yet discovered. And that's because we don't have the people.
For dl practica purposes, most of the world's ecologica maintenance agencies have ceased to exist.
And that leaves us particularly vulnerable to thiskind of ecologica infestation-twice over. Once because
we don't know all of what's happening out there, and twice because even where we do have monitorsin
thefield, we do not have the resources to respond. We need to rebuild those agencies-without delay! If
we mobilize now, thereis ill the chance that we can cregte a strong response to the threet. If not, then
the pressure on our ecology of those hundred and fifty-four various and voracious new specieswill surely
shatter what remains of life aswe know it on this planet.

"Itisthissmple: our ecology isunder attack by afar more successful ecology. The home planet may be
haf abillion-1 said billion-years older than the Earth-with al the corresponding advantages of extended
evolution that implies for the member species of that planet's ecology. Theimplied age of the ecology and
itshost planet may aso be aclueto why thisinfestation isoccurring at al. The host planet may be
wearing out. Or its sun may be going cold. What we are seeing may very well be an attempt by an
intelligent speciesto-outlive the degth of its home system.

"And-if we are correct about the age of the Chtorran ecology, that is aso why we will not be ableto use
terrestria microorganisms againg the Chtorran life forms. If the Chtorran life formsthat we have seen are
the products of an extraumpteen million years of evolution, then that implies that they would dso have
the cumulative immunities againgt every mutation of every germ that has evolved on their home planet.
And that suggests that they would therefore have agreater spectrum of resistance to unknown
microorganisms. Our germs are going to be no threat to them, because to them, our ecology is
smpler-much smpler. We are the great reptiles|ooking at the appearance of grass and* blossoming
flowers and thergpsidsin our ecology and wondering what the hell is happening to our world. We have
no naturd defenses here”

She leaned out across the podium asif to look into the face of every one of usin that auditorium. "If we
accept this hypothesis-and | do not see how we can avoid it-then the motive of theinitiating agency isno
longer in question. Thereisonly one possibleinterpretation of the Stuation: we area war! A war unlike
anything ever experienced or even concelved in the history of this planet!” She stopped hersdlf, asif she
were embarrassed at her own intensity. She covered it with adrink of water, just asip, then continued.



"The problem isthat we have no evidence of the agency behind thisinvasion. It hasto be there, but
whereisit? Again we come back to the question: where are therea Chtorrans?' Dr. Zymph let the
guestion hang there in the air for amoment. She looked over her notes and rubbed the bridge of her thick
nose between thumb and forefinger.

She looked up again, and when she spoke, it waslike aburst of gunfire. "Actualy, we might be asking
the wrong question. We have to look at the Situation from an invader's point of view. | refer you now to
the Skotak-Alderson studies on how to colonize a planet. In those papers, of course, the authors were
talking about Venus and Mars, but the generd principlesthey laid down are extensible to any world.
"Briefly, Skotak and Alderson broke the colonization process down into sections. Part | is Terraforming
and Phase | involves producing an aimosphere that Terran organisms can survivein. Phase 1 beginswith
the introduction of selected life formsto create afavorable protoecology on theworld to be colonized.
"Now, gpplying that to our own situation, obvioudy someintelligence somewhere isworking itsown
Phase Il here on Earth. They are Chtorraforming the planet, if you will.

"Just as we would need to establish grasdands to feed our cattle, cornfields to feed our chickens, forests
to provide our paper and lumber and plastics, beesto pollinate the blossoms of our plants so we can
have fruits and vegetables, so must our unknown Chtorran planners need to establish the equivalent
support species necessary to the survival of their civilization. That is precisely what is happening now.
And will continue to happen.

"Basad on aweighted Skotak-Alderson smulation, the infestation of the Earth will occur in three,
perhaps four, distinct stages. Each stage will see a specific level of species support established before the
next level appears. In other words, they won't bring in the Chtorran equivaent of coyotes until the
Chtorran rabbits are fat, and they won't bring in the Chtorran rabbits until the Chtorran pastures are
green--0r in this case, purple-and they won't plant the pastures until the Chtorran earthworms have
softened the ground. That puts us at a disadvantage, because well be seeing each species out of context,
not knowing where each onefitsin the larger pattern. It'll be as difficult astrying to extrapolate the rest of
the symphony, when dl you have isthe sheet music for the tympanist and the third trombone.
"That'swhy we can't give you the hard answers yet. What facts we do have are still unconnected. We
can only give you the larger pattern that al the facts point to. Thisinfestation of the Earth istheir way of
clearing theland. It'sthe easiest way to dedl with theloca residents-clear them out before you movein.
We're supposed to be long gone before the new tenants arrive. If you'll pardon an unpleasant metaphor,
what we are experiencing is the Chtorran verson of asdum clearance. A neighborhood improvement
project-"

She pointed to the screen behind her. It lit up with dides of the nightwalker, the millipedes, the sea
dudge, the red kudzu, the stingfly, the puffbal creature, the pipe cleaner bug and awhole bunch of other
things| didn't recognize. Dr. Zymph said, "-and these are the shock troops- the advance men for ahighly
compstitive ecology; these are the bugs and beasties that are intended to soften up this planet for the rest
of the ecology to follow. Let me say it again: the present infestation is only the first wave of amuch larger
and meaner infestation gtill to come. What comes next are the creatures that eat these!”

She bent to her notes for amoment, frowning, then looked up at us again. Her expression was grim.
"Don't be mided by those who would minimize the Stuation. We are not going to find any easy controls
for thisor later infestations. We do not have the necessary competition on this planet. We human beings
may not even be competitive enough, ruthless and vicious enough, to muster the necessary effort. | hope
I'mwrong. But | don't think | am.” She paused amoment to let that sink in.

"We must recognize from the very beginning that our natura defenses are not going to work. Our only
possi ble countermeasures will be developed by finding the weaknesses within the Chtorran ecology. We
must discover the interrelationships of these crestures and sabotage them in any way we can. We must
usethisinvading ecology againg itsdf! We must start today! 1t will not be an easy task! It will requirea
massive mobilizationthe compl ete and total mobilization of every human being on this planet! And we
mudt beginit immediady!"

She stopped to wipe her forehead. She was beginning to show the strain of what must have been for her
avery difficult task. | was beginning to suspect something from the audience reactions around me. These



delegates hadn't come here to be frightened out of their wits, but that was exactly what she wastrying to
do. From their continual disturbed murmuring, | guessed that they had come with the ideathat they were
going to be reassured that everything was under control-we just need an increase in next year's
appropriations, no problem, and then we can dl go home, back to our newly claimed wedlth. Only it
wasn't working out that way.

Dr. Zymph was talking about the end of the world. And | could see the hogtility on some of the faces of
her ligeners.

Shewas saying, "-1 will not try to soften thisfor you, because | do not think the dangers can be
understated. We are facing extinction.

"We are not being invaded,” she said. "Not yet.

"But-we are going to be invaded.

"How soon it will happen, we don't know. How long this phase will last, we don't know. What kind of
creatures haveinitiated it, we don't know. What kind of creatureswill appear next, we don't know. But |
promiseyou-wewill find out. If welive.

"It isinevitable. We are going to be invaded. By something. By the next level of thisecology. By thelife
formsthat feed on these. And whatever comes, whatever form it takes, will be umpteen times more
competitive-meaner, nagtier and more vicious -than the things we're seeing now. What you see up
there"and she pointed toward the screen again, her arm stretched up and back, her finger stabbing likea
pistol at thelast of her dides, the gaping maw of afull-sized crimson Chtorran-"is just acandle before the
firegorm!™

And with that she was through. She did not say, "Thank you," but it was clear that she wasfinished. She
switched off her clipboard and strode from the stage.

There was no applause.



? TWENTY-ONE

DR. ZYMPH'S remarks had not gone over well. Y ou could fedl the resentment. The audience boiled out
of the auditorium like anest of hornets. Their voicesrising shrilly, they clustered into angry knots. Small
arguments were bregking out al over, some erupting into shouting matches.

"-outrageous!" fumed one little man, shoving rudely past me. He was dark-skinned, he wore an
expensive suit and he had athick Middle-East accent. "Lies and propagandal Next were going to be
told that the only answer isamilitary one! But my government isn't going to buy their horror stories!
They're using this as an excuse for their own reermament-" The rest was|ogt in the hubbub.

"I'm telling you shedid not!" A tall, bald man with glasses was surrounded by a score of other scientists.
"If anything, this was the toned-down verson! If there's been any misstatement in the facts, it's been on
the Sde of caution!”

Theroar and buzz of athousand separate voices swirled in the air above thelobby. A large crowd
surrounded a huge fat man and asmall loud one who were dternately booming and sniping at one
another-a due between afoghorn and amagpie. | couldn't get close enough to hear what they were
saying, and the spirited reactions of their listeners were drowning out the meaning, leaving only the
shredded sounds of their voices.

Behind me, someone el se was preaching; | turned to see a bull dozer-shaped woman backing a
nervous-looking man up against a corner. "-and we have the papersto proveit! Have you read them
yet? No?I'll send you copies. Marsha got aletter from the man himsealf, saying how impressed he was by
her volume-"

| faded sideways, dmogt into the center of another conversation, avery quiet one. The spesker wasa
well-mannered black man, very soft-spoken. His listeners were agroup of reporter types, each one
holding hisor her recorder out likeashield. ™. . . The people have had enough bad news. They want to
hear something good for a change. Of course, Dr. Zymph's remarks are not going to be popular-1 expect
to see alot of resstance. But now let me add this. If the threat isred, you can be sure that the American
people will shoulder their fair share of the responsbility. Well handleit.”

I'd heard enough. | headed out toward the lounge area. | was confused at the reaction of the
delegates-didn't they realize?-and angry at them aswadll. | stood in the middle of them and fumed. |
would haveliked to have stuffed afew of them into the nearest Chtorran in full view of their colleagues.
That would change some minds, al right!

| was il hesitating, standing in the middle of the crowd and wondering whét to do next, when | heard
my name caled. A hand waswaving a me from halfway acrossthe lobby. Ted's. | began working my
way over to him. He was standing with a short, barrel-shaped man who was wearing adark suit and a
frown; he looked constipated, perpetualy glaring out at the world through thick-lensed horn-rimmed
glasses "ThisisMartin Miller," Ted said, "managing director of the Erewhon Project.”

"Oh," | said. | looked around. "Um, what happened to Dinnie?'

Ted shrugged. "I dunno. We got separated. No problem.”

"| thought you two were, ah . . ."

"Huh?Y ou've gotta be kidding!"

"Then what was that business about eeven orgasms?”'

Ted put his hands on my shoulders and looked me straight in the eye. "Jim, trust me. Someday, you'll
know thisfor yoursdf-when you finally manage to lose that legendary virginity of yours-but until then,
take my word for it: it isimpossible even for anormal healthy maein the pesk of physica condition to
come deventimesin onenight.” And then he added, "I know-I've tried. But the most I've ever managed
was seven. And it wasn't with Dinnie”

" She seemed to think s0."

"Jm, | amtdling you thetruth. | only came once. And | had to think of raw liver to do even that. Let her
believe what shewants."

"Then why the hdll did you-"



"Shh! Keep your voice down! I'm gonna teach you one of the secrets of success. If you need to get to
know agreat number of peoplein ahurry-especidly important people-find yourself the most ambitious
socid climber you can, and flatter her. Or him. Y ou can get into alot of otherwise closed doorsthat way.
Look, you don't mind, do you?' He had dipped one arm around my shoulder and turned me sideways
away from Miller. "This could be very big. For both of us. He's not even twenty-five yet and he's making
multimillion-casey decisons. I'll talk to you later, dl right?"

"Huh-?But you called me!" But Ted had aready turned back to his conversation. Something about
flash-doming urban tracts for future redevel opment. Miller was explaining how preservation grantswould
alow them to claim large areas of aready developed but abandoned property, and Ted was babbling
about getting the Reclamation Office to foot most of the bill. | didn't think either one was hearing aword
the other was saying.

"Listen, you've got to stop seeing it asaset of palitica moves," the woman behind me was saying. She
was speaking to asmdl cluster of Fourth-World delegates. She looked deceptively friendly. Her face
was framed with dark curls and her mouth looked like akiss looking for a place to happen. Her nametag
said s. DORR. "I understand your concerns, | realy do. Y our governments are judtifiably afraid thet the
United Statesis using this ecologica infestation as an excuse for rebuilding its military strength. And
certainly, that would be alegitimate concern under any ordinary circumstances. But these are not
ordinary circumstances. Y ou heard Dr. Zymph's presentation.” Her badge identified her as a deputy
ambassador to the United Nations. She spoke camly and with authority. " Perhaps you've seen the
reports, perhaps not, but the United Statesisthe only nation left on this planet that can till muster the
human resources necessary to meet this challenge. If you don't alow the passage of the Allowance Act,
you're hurting yoursdlf as much as us. These are the hard, cold facts-Europeisin ruins, barely surviving;
Africaisat war with itself; most of South Americaisout of communication-all we know about are afew
major cities, Russasin turmoil; and we have no ideahow bad the stuationisin China. At least the
United States till has aworkable military organization. That's because this country did not mohilizeits
military for civilian population control during the plagues. We were forbidden to mobilize, so we kept our
unitsisolated and as aresult most of them survived. We now represent areservoir of ability that the
international community of nations desperately needs to draw upon-must draw upon-despite the fact that
it would require the one thing that amgjority of nationsin the U.N. are most opposed to: an extraordinary
American military recongtruction! But that'swhat's needed if we are to mount redlistic opposition to this
invason." She held up ahand to forestal an interruption. "Please-| need to make the point understood.
What we intend isnot amilitary campaign in the traditional sense of armament and mobilization-there
smply isn't the manpower for that-but rather aworldwide cal to purpose with the same sense of
discipline and urgency that are the hallmarks of asuccessful military operation. We would use the existing
structure of the United States Civilian Operations Corps as afoundation on which to build our proposed
worldwide ecologica defense-becauseit'sthere and it's ready to go to work, and we don't have thetime
to spare making everything politically satisfactory for al concerned parties.

"We know that several members of your delegation were upset by Dr. Zymph'sremarks, but my
government is prepared to stand behind them. We are also prepared to share our knowledge freely.

Y our scientists are welcome to verify our facts, we're sure that they'll come to the same conclusions.”
Her audience listened politely and patiently, but when she finished, the leader of the group spoke up. His
English wasthickly accented, but hiswordswere blunt. "And if we don't do as you wish-what then? Y ou
go ahead and do it anyway, right? Who isto stop you now? Who has the power to stop anybody
anymore? So what you're asking is not permission, not even cooperationbut approval. | cannot see my
government granting that, Ms. Ambassador. | cannot see any government going out on that limb."
Thewoman flushed. Wasit anger or embarrassment? Her tone of voice wastoo deliberately cam. "Dr.
T!Kai, you disappoint me. If the United States were able to do this done, we would aready bein the
process of doing it-that is how serious we consider this situation. But we are not able to do thisaone;
that isthe purpose of this specia conference, to demonstrate the scale of the problem and to call for
worldwide cooperation-"

He interrupted her. "1 find aflaw in that reasoning, Comrade Deputy Ambassador. First you tdll usthat



we are not capable, that only the United Statesis capable. Now you tell usthat you cannot do this
without us. Which isit, please? Y ou cannot have it both ways?'

Thistime, it was obvious. She was angry. "Dr. T!Kai, you are supposed to be aman of science, a
visonary among your own people. Y ou have even been caled the mastermind of the African socid
revolution. We have been putting facts before you for three days now. We have many more factsto put
before you. Please listen to them. Redlize what they mean. If you have any questions at dl, the entire Saff
of the National Science Center isat your digposa. Y ou've seen the live specimens-if you need to see
them again, it can be arranged. But please hear what we aretrying to tell you!”

Helooked at her calmly and said, "I am hearing. | am hearing al too well." He shook hishead. "What |
hear are excuses and judtifications. | do not want to hear any more. Excuse me, please." He gestured to
his retinue, and the group of them turned away and moved off down the hall.

Deputy Ambassador Dorr looked after them, tears welling up in her eyes. She mouthed a phrase that
looked like Damn fools! Then she caught me looking at her and she smiled with embarrassment. She
said, Y ou weren't supposed to hear that."

| said, "I've seen the Chtorrans. Y ou'reright.”

"Yes" shesad. Shedidn't look happy about it. "But thisisn't about being right.”



? TWENTY-TWO

WHEN THE conference resumed, there were some conspicuoudy empty placesin the auditorium. |
wasn't the only one who noticed; behind me, | heard someone say, "Good. Now maybe we can get
something accomplished.”

| found aseat closer to the front thistime. AImost immediately, two MP-types dropped into the empty
places on my left and anarrow-looking scientist type with curly black hair, glasses and abig nose
plopped himsdlf down on my right. He was carrying a clipboard. Funny-there were alot of people
carrying clipboards today; most of them looked like they were part of the cadre that was running this
operation. Professond, determined and grim. The foreign delegates had amore casud air, and they had
secretaries and aides with them instead of clipboards-an almost ostentatious display of wasted |abor.

Dr. Olmstead called the conference back to order then and introduced the next speaker, Dr. Indri
Kwong from the Asian Control Center. Dr. Kwong was very thin and very old. He wore one of those
quas-military suitsthat dl those Adan officidslike to wear. And he wastiny; they had to lower the
podium for him. There was something wrong with hisright arm-he kept his hand tucked into his pocket
and used only hisleft.

He fumbled around with his notes for amoment, then began.

"Isthat screen working? Ah, yes-good. Thank you." His English was amost too good-he spokein
precisely clipped phrases. "Thank you. Thank you for inviting meto address this conference. But if you
will forgive the presumption of an old man, it isentirely appropriate that this section be the responsbility
of the Asian Control Center. We were not only the first to isolate and identify specimens of the Chtorran
gastropedes, but we have aso compiled the greatest record of experience with these creatures. | wish to
point out, however, thet the term "gastropede' isamisnomer. The creatures are only superficidly duglike
under their fur. They actualy have many smal pairs of legs-so, if anything, they are giant, pink,
fur-covered caterpillars.”

He stopped then and paged dowly through his notes. | thought it was strange that he was using hard
copiesingtead of aclipboard or aterminal, particularly because of the extra burden of having only one
hand to manipulate the pages with.

"May | havethefirst dide, please? Ah, thank you. Thisisthefirst public presentation of these
photographs, and we believe them to be the best set of photos yet obtained. Perhaps | should take a
moment to present the background here. It has been only recently discovered that the mountainous
regions of Manchuriaare the site of arather heavy infestation of gastropedes and associated ecology. On
somewhat short notice we organized asmdl caravan of armored vehicles and airlifted them into the area.
They were able to send out the following pictures before contact was lost. | wish to point out that the loss
of the caravan does not necessarily imply that the gastropedes reacted with hodtility to the human
presence. The areais aso known to be a staging site for severa well-organized bandit gangs-"

"Hmp," muttered one of the MPson my left. "They won't et him admit they've got arebellion on their
hands. Those are probably guerrillas.”

"-and it'sequaly possible the caravan may have been attacked by one or more of these gangs.”

| looked at the MP, and whispered, "How come everybody is so reluctant to admit that the worms are
dangerous?'

"Eh?' Helooked annoyed at me, but before he could answer, the curly-haired fellow on my right shushed
us both.

Dr. Kwong was saying, "The evidence of these pictures should effectively dispel severd of the more
pernicious rumors that the creatures feed on human flesh. Asyou can see here-ah, yes, heresthe
shot-this particular individud is stripping the bark off atree. During this entire sequence of photos-until
the creature redized it was being observed-it felled severd small saplings and ate most of the smaller
branches and leaves. Later on, other individuals were seen to duplicate this behavior."

Huh? But what about-

| shut my mouth and listened.



Dr. Kwong adjusted his glasses on his nose and looked out over the audience. "We do not dispute that
there have been attacks on humans, but we do believe now that such incidents are atypical. Not dl tigers
are maneaters either. A tiger hasto learn that amaniseasy tokill. Um ... let me digress here. A tiger
perceives that ahuman being islarger than he actudly is because a man stands erect and seemsto tower
over thetiger. Thetiger's perception of the man's height overrules his perception of the size of the man's
body. So thereis probably the element of, say, surprisefor thetiger that a human being iseasier to kill
than he might have thought. But even that is not enough to turn atiger into aman-eater. Human flesh does
not taste good to the average predator-particularly the big cats. No, thetiger has to have a susceptibility,
aneed, beforeit can turn into aman-eater. Sat isone of its primary needs. A lack of it isusualy enough
to turn the tiger into an enemy. We suspect that the gastropedes that have attacked human beings may be
suffering from asimilar kind of dietary deficiency and human flesh may inadvertently be one of the
sources for whatever the el ement isthat they need.”

Another picture came up on the screen. Obvioudly atelephoto shot. A small Chtorran carrying asapling
across the ground. "We suspect that the natural behavior of the creaturesis closer to that of the North
American beaver. This colony was observed for quite sometime performing avery pastoral set of
behaviors. Asyou can see here, they arein the process of damming asmall stream.

"Thisisone of thelarger Chtorran settlements that the team discovered. Notice that there are three
domes here, and an equa number of domes till under construction-"

"Those are corrals,” | said. | folded my arms across my chest. Dr. Kwong didn't see that the Chtorrans
were predatory, so he obvioudy couldn't recognize their corrals for what they were.

The curly-haired man on my right gave me alook. "Y ou know something?'

"Damnright | do."

"Better keep it to yoursdlf. Thisisn't the place." He didn't intend it angrily, but | didn't want to hear it.

Dr. Kwong was saying, "-we do find it interesting that the Chtorran gastropedes come three to a nest.
Never more than that-"

"Excuse me, Sr," somebody said, standing up. It was me. Heads swiveled to look a me. Dr. Kwong
stopped in midphrase, unable to ignore me. He blinked twice and said, "I beg your pardon?’

"Have you ever found four Chtorransin anet?

"Dr. Kwong looked mildly annoyed. ™Y oung man, | just finished saying that there were never more than
three™”

"Areyou sure about that?'

"Y oung man, whét is the purpose?'

"I'm sorry, Sir. But they do comefour to anest. I've seenit.”" Beside me, the curly-haired man was
tugging a my deeve. "St down!" he hissed. | ignored him.

Dr. Kwong wasn't angry-just surprised that someone would display the incredibly bad mannersto
interrupt him. "Are you arguing with me, young man?"

"No, gr. I'm correcting you. I've seen it. Four worms-Chtorrans-in anest. | wasthere."

"l see. Young man, | am the Director of the Asan Control Center. We have anetwork of observersthat
gpansthe largest continent on this planet. Thisisthefirst time | have ever heard of afourth Chtorranina
nest. So perhaps you can understand my reluctance to accept thisinformation. Particularly in these
circumgtances. I'm sure your story merits investigation. Perhaps some anomaly has occurred, but thisis
neither thetime nor the place, 0 if you would resume your set, | might continue-"

Something brittle snapped. "If thisisn't the place, then wherethe hell is?| haveinformation! | saw this
myself.” | said it loudly, and there was anger in my voice. "There was abut and a corra and the corra
wasfull of millipedes and the hut wasfull of eggs. And when the Chtorrans came out of the but, there
werefour of them.”

By now, the people around me were caling for meto sit down, but | ignored them. Curly-hair was
dumped in his seat, one hand over hiseyes.

Dr. Kwong motioned away aconcerned aide. "No, no, let him be-l can handle him." Everything he said
was amplified by the PA system, whether he faced the microphone or not. He said to me, ™Y oung man,
may | ask, on what do you base your knowledge? What isyour credentia ?*



"United States Army. Sir. My name is James Edward McCarthy, and | hold the rank of corporal.”
Somebody behind me snorted. Somebody elsecdled, "That's aslow asthey haveleft. They can't find
anyonewilling to be aprivate anymore.”

My mouth opened again and said, "United States Army, Specid Forces Operation. | was assigned asan
exobiologist and an observer.”

"Specia Forces?' There was something odd about the way he repeated it.

"Yes gar.”

"And your dutiesinvolved...?'

"| was on areconnaissance misson and on a Chtorran-hunting mission.”

"A what-7"

"Uh-to say it in plain English-which is something nobody €l se around here has done yet-we went out to
burn some worms. And we killed three of them. And then the fourth one came out and killed my friend.
And | had to burn them both."

"I beg your pardon? Did you say burn?"

"Yes | did."

He was leaning forward intently. "What do you mean, burn'?"

"Burn! Flamethrowers, sir. Napalm. Jellied gasoline. It'sthe only thing that'll stcop aworm fast.” There
was a dtartled reaction from the audience, loud gasps and cries.

Dr. Kwong was holding up his hand. "Please, please-may we have some order? Napam? Areyou

ure?’

"Yes, gr. | had to kill one of the best men I've ever known. It wasthe only way. | wouldn't lie about a
thing likethat."

"Y ou used ngpdm? Ngpam isanillega wegpon!"

"Yes, gr. | know that. | raised the same objection mysdlf. But you missed the point, sir. There were four
wormsin that hut!"

"Y oung man, there are some very good reasons why napam was outlawed as aweapon of war. If you'll
wait amoment, I'll show you one of them-" He was fumbling with hisjacket. One of hisaides stepped up
to help him, but Dr. Kwong brushed him peevishly aside. He unzipped the tunic and dropped it to the
floor, then he opened his shirt to reveal awithered right arm and amass of white scar tissue that stretched
from his neck to hiswaist, and probably agood way down hisleg aswell. He walked with adight limp
as he stepped around the podium. " Take agood look-this is what napalm can do to ahuman being. |
was seven years old. United States soldiers came to my village, looking for the enemy. The enemy was
long gone, but they burned the village anyway. And most of the villagerstoo. | havelived dl of my life
carrying the scars of your country's crime against mine.

"Many other nations had to suffer the same ravagesto discover sanity in the ashes-and it took along time
for it to happenbut the peace-loving nations of thisworld finaly enforced alasting peace againgt the
imperidigtic savageries of the United States. Napam was the most pernicious of the American weapons
to be redtricted. There are too many thousands of crippled men and women who can tell you why. Look
and see what it does to the human body, young man. Thereis no easy hedling here-thereisno hedling at
all, only scars. And now-you stand there in your ignorance, your bare-faced naivete, and dareto tell me
that the United Statesis using such weaponry again? In disregard of al the treaties and United Nations
mandates?’

"That's not theissue!" | was screaming now. ™Y ou grandstanding son of abitch! Y ou think theworms are
so goddamned friendly, why don't you go in and seefor yoursalf? They have one here a the center! He's
in aglasswaled room-why don't you go in and try hand-feeding him! Then you'l find out if they're
man-eaters”

"Sit down!" That was Dr. Olmstead, pointing a me and shouting through a bullhorn-where the hell had he
gotten that? Dr. Kwong was shouting back at me, "I've seen the specimen-and that's aferal animd. It has
no inhibitionsand only animal intelligence. It may be that the other creatures we've observed do have
someintdligence. Had you let mefinish, | would have discussed that point. We have been making
attempts to establish contact with them, but since you and your cohorts have been burning every one of



them you come in contact with, you've made it impossible for us. Y ou're the ones who've made them into
an enemy-you and your execrable military mind-set!”

Off to my right, one of the African del egates was standing and shouting now. "Don't be Sdetracked! Let's
ded with thisngpam issue! The United Statesisin violation of-"

"What about the fourth Chtorran?'

"Y ou can't bomb your way to peace,” caled someone else, and still another voice responded, "It'sa
hdluvadart!"

"Comeon," the curly-haired man said, grabbing my arm. ™Y ou're getting out of herel” He gestured to the
MPs. "That way-"

"Huh? What isthis?'Y ou can't-"

"Shut up, stupid! Y ou want to get out of herein one piece?' He pushed me roughly forward.

"Wait aminute! What about the fourth Chtorran-? Wait aminute!”



? TWENTY-THREE

THE TWO MPs moved through the crowd like destroyers. One of them had my arm in asted grip and
was pulling me after him-I caught quick glimpses of roaring faces turning toward me, but | couldn't even
shout. Curly-hair, holding my other arm in an equaly painful vise, brought up the rear. We were out the
Sde door of the auditorium so fast we could have been onrrails.

"Thisway-" the MP said, jerking me sidewaysinto ahallway. Behind us, | could hear the angry outcry
risng. "Damn!" said curly-hair bitterly. "You just sarted ariot."

"Uh, sorry about that."

"Be smart for amoment. Shut up.” Tothe MPshe said, "Tailor shop.”

"Right." They grabbed me between them, one on each sideone hand under the armpit, the other under the
elbow-and we moved. They held melike | wasfurniture; it didn't matter if | moved my feet or not to
keep up-we moved. Curly took the lead, angling right into adark service corridor, then left into abroom
closet, opening up a door where no door should be.

We stepped through and there was silence. We werein darkness.

"Wait aminute.” Curly was punching something into awall termina. Dim red celling lightscame up and |
could see we were in another corridor, only this one was featureless. To the MPshe said, "Y ou can let
go of him now. Y ou, come with me."

| followed him into asmall room. There were adesk and two chairs. He dapped his clipboard down
onto the desk and sat down behind it. He pointed at the other chair and | sat down too. He opened a
drawer and pulled out apack of cigarettes, shook one out and lit it. He did not offer oneto me.
So-thiswas to be an interrogation.

| remembered something | had seenin amovie. | leaned forward and shook a cigarette out of the pack
for mysdf.

"| didn't say you could smoke."

"Youdidntsay | couldn't.” | glared back at him.

He grinned abruptly. "It won't work. | saw the same movie." | shrugged and stubbed the cigarette out. "
don't smoke anyway."

Hedidn't laugh. Helet the grin fade and studied me for amoment, thoughtfully. At last he said, ™Y ou have
something for me?"

"Huh?'

"Y ou were trying to find me this morning, weren't you?' He tapped his chest.

"Huh?' And then | saw it. Hisname badge. WALLACHSTEIN. "Oh!" | sad, redizing. "But the
directory said you don't exist."

"Y ou better believeit." His chair creaked alarmingly when he leaned back. "I'm not even here now. This
isdl ahalucination you're having. Now, | believe you have something for me?' He held out his hand.

| was dill smarting. | folded my arms. "'l want some answersfirg.”

His hand was il outstretched. "Listen, stupid, you'rein big trouble, so be agood boy for awhile and
maybe | can get you out of here quietly. Maybe." Theair had gotten noticeably chillier.

"| didn't ask to be rescued from anything. Y ou dragged mein here against my will-"

"Y ou want to go back? That can be arranged too. Just give me the package that Obie gave you, and
Sergeants Kong and Godzillawill put you right back in the center of what you started. Although | think
you'd bealot better off with us. We did you afavor and you might want to say thank you."

"Y egh-and | might want to say “fuck you' too! I'm getting redlly tired of al the “oughts and “shoulds and
‘musts that are being dropped on me. And al without explanations. Nobody ever explains anything. And
then you get pissed off because I'm not following the rules! So fuck you! | wastold that if | couldn't find
you | should destroy the package. Wdll, | couldn't find you. Y ou don't exist. Now, which way is out-?"
"Sit down, Jm," he said. "Y ou made your point. Besides, the door'slocked until I'm ready to unlock it."
It was his use of my name that stopped me.

He'd been expecting me. And something else-held purposely sat down next to mein the auditorium! And



the MPstoo! They'd had me bracketed since ...

"How long?" | asked.

"How long ill I unlock the door?"

"No. How long have you-whoever you are-been watching me?"

"Oh, that. Since about three minutes after you checked my name in the directory. Y ou've been under
surveillance ever snce.

"The woman on my right-the one during Dr. Zymph's presentation?"

"Uh huh, and the two lieutenants on your left aswell. | don't know what you're carrying, but Obie says
it'simportant.” He added, "1 don't mind telling you that I'm curious to see what Obie thinksistoo
dangerous to send over awire-even a secure and coded one." He leaned forward to drop his cigarette
into an ashtray. "May | haveit, please?'

| took abreath. | exhaled. "Yeah, | guess s0."

He raised an eyebrow at me. "No more argument?"

"You called her Obie"

Wallachgtein grinned. "Y ou know something? Y ou're not so stupid.”

| pulled out the lockbox and passed it over to him. He turned it over and laid it face down on the desk. |
didn't see exactly what he did with hisfingers, but the back of it did off, reveding athin fase bottom.
Therewas asingle memory clip insde. Wallachstein picked it out and dropped it into hisjacket pocket
ascasudly asif it were something he did every day; then helooked up and noticed my expression.

" Something the matter?*

"Uh, I've never seen onelikethat."

"And you'l probably never see another one either.”

"Can | ask why? The fase bottom, | mean.”

"Sure. Thesethings aren't too difficult to break into, not for askilled laboratory.” He turned it over and
didit across. "Here. What'syour birthday? Punchitin.”

"My birthday?"

He nodded. | tapped it out on the keyboard and the box popped open. Inside was a package of fifty
thousand-casey notes. "Happy birthday,” he said.

"Huh?'

"Courier fee. Y ou got your message through without being killed. The money's unimportant. It'sjust a
decoy, in case you lose the box. The wrong person opensit; he thinks that's what's being transported.
Burn the paper wrapper-just in case they're not fooled by the money, there's amicrodot on the wrapper.
It's nothing but a very long random-number sequence. Y ou could go crazy trying to decodeit, because it
wont. It'sjust hash. Another decoy. A practical joke, even-but the ideaisto distract the enemy, draw
him away from the redl trick. Were al so marveloudy subtle these days-on both sides-that no one stops
to think there might be an easier way."

"Uh...dgr...theenemy?'

"Y ou've dready met them. Out there." He pointed at the door. He dropped the money out of the box
onto the table before me and did the box into adesk drawer. "Go ahead, take it. Better spend it beforeit
goes completely worthless"

"Uh, shouldn't | be discreet? | mean, won't people wonder where it came from?”

"Don't bother. Nobody e se does. Were dl stedling from the dead one way or another anyway.
Nobody's going to question you." He picked up his clipboard and stood up, al in one motion. "I'm going
to ask you to wait herewhile | go and see what's on this." He tapped hisjacket pocket meaningfully.

"Y ou want coffee?'

"Y egh, thanks"

"Right." Hewas aready out the door.

He'd given mealot to think about. Just what was going on here? What had | sumbled into? And how
was | going to get out?

| tried the door. He'd locked it behind him. | sat down again. Then | got up and tried the drawers on the
desk. They were locked too. | shrugged and went back to my chair. Then | wondered if 1'd done



something stupid. Did the walls of thisroom have eyes aswell asears? | hoped | hadn't picked my nose
infront of one of their cameras.

The door to the room did open and one of the two MPs came in carrying atray. He closed the door
behind him, crossed to the desk and set the tray down. He pushed it toward me: a pot of coffee, one
cup, acream pitcher, asugar bowl and a spoon. He sat down in the chair behind the desk, folded his
arms casualy and leaned back in the chair. It complained loudly. He stared a me.

| poured mysdlf acup of coffee and tasted it carefully. Ugh! Had they sent dl the way back to Sergeant
Kély'skitchen for this?

"Wel. Herewe are," | said. "Uh, are you Sergeant Kong or Sergeant Godzilla?!

He opened hismouth and said, " Shut up.” | shut.

It was avery uncomfortable haf-hour. At least, it felt like ahalf-hour. We sat and glowered at each other
thewholetime. At last Colond Walachstein came back. He motioned Sergeant Kong-or maybe it was
Godzilla-out of the room with ajerk of hishead and sat down at the desk again. He pushed the coffee
tray to one side without even looking at it. He waited until the door was closed before he said, "'l believe
you. About the fourth Chtorran. Y ou've had arough time of it, haven't you?"

| shrugged. "Who hasn't?"

"Y ou'd be surprised. Theworld'sfull of opportunists. Never mind. Obie saysyou're okay. She aso
asked meto honor the obligation. If | thought it gppropriate.”

"Obligetion?"

"| think she may have mentioned it dready. Every member of the Specia Forces not only hastheright,
but the obligation, to understand the responsbilities of his orders-"

"You mean | havetheright to ask questions after al?"

He nodded. "And | have the responsbility to answer them.”

"Well, it'sabout time. Yeah, | have alot of questions. Firgt of dl, just what the hell isgoing on? Not just
here, but out there? Why won't any of those bozos take the Chtorrans seriously? And-"

He held up ahand to dow me down. He waited until my questions petered out on their own. He looked
unhappy. "l said, "if | thought it appropriate.’ I'm sorry, but | don't. Not yet. Maybenot a al. You'rea
rea painin theass, you know that? Unfortunately . . ."

"Unfortunately whet?"

He glanced at mewryly. "Unfortunately, you're asmart painin the ass." He looked unhappy. He looked
at hiswatch and looked even unhappier. "I don't know what to do with you. And | have to get back. |
have to monitor something this afternoon. | hate to leave you hanging, but | don't have any choice-and
I'm sorry, but it wouldn't be agood ideafor you to go back to the conference. Not today, at least.
Therére afew people looking for you, and not too many of them are friendly. We till have to figure out
how to handle thiswhat you started. Um, listen, I'll arrange for you to monitor the rest of the conference
by remote, and well cover your disappearance for acouple of daystoo. At least until Tuesday when
most of the foreign delegates are on their way out. | owe you that much at least. And maybe by then I'll
have figured out what to do with you."

"Uh, don't | get any say in the matter?”

"Haven't you said enough today?"

"All I did was stand up and ask aquestion. | ill haven't gotten any answers.”

"Did it ever occur to you that there may not be any to give?' He stood up. "Y ou wait here" And he
exited again.

Thistimel didn't haveto wait aslong. The door did open and Mgor Lizard Tirdli stuck her head in.
"McCarthy?'

"Huh?Y egh-hi!"

She looked annoyed. "Come on,” she said. | followed her out into the darkened hall and to theright.
Now where were we going? The door was back the other way.

We stopped in front of an elevator acove. The door did open at our gpproach. | followed her in. There
was only asingle button on the control pandl. She pressed it and the door closed. The devator did
upward.



"Where are we going?"

"Thirteenth floor," she said.

"Huh? Hotels don't have thirteenth floors.”

"Thisone does," she said. Her voice was brittle. Obvioudy, she didn't want to talk. At least, not to me.
| shut up and we rode the rest of theway in silence.



? TWENTY-FOUR

THE THIRTEENTH floor looked like any other floor of the hotel-except it only had one elevator door.
My dad had told me about controlled-access architecture along time ago. 1'd just never seen any
firsthand. Apparently, the builders of thishotel had intended the architectura camouflage for business
purposes, probably to provide afloor of private suites and offices for visiting dignitaries and other
celebrities who needed tight security.

If someone were to notice that there was aphysica gap between twelve and fourteen, and were to ask
about it-and he'd probably have to wak the fire stairsto figureit out-he'd probably betold it wasa
"sarvicearea" Which it was, sort of. He just wouldn't be told what service. The purloined | etter again.
Like alockbox with afase bottom.

| would bet, however, that the present occupants of the thirteenth floor were not the ones for which it had
been origindly intended. Or were they?

We stopped before afeatureless gray metal door. Room 1313. "Am | going to be locked in?" | asked.
Lizard ignored me as she did the room card into the dot. She punched a number and the door dlid open.
She handed me the card. ™Y ou can change the combination if you want. Y ou can leaveif you want."
"But | thought-"

"What?"

"-that Colonel Wallachstein wanted meto wait."

"Who?'

"Colond Wallachstein-the man who pulled me out of the auditorium and interrogated me and-"

She stepped closeto me. "Listen, stupid. The man you're talking about doesn't exist. Theresnobody in
Denver by that name. Do you understand?”’

No, | didn't. "Uh, | guess so. Can | ask something?*

Shelooked annoyed and impatient. "What isit?'

"What the hdll isgoing on?"

"l can't answer that.”

"Am | under arres?'

"Y ou'refreeto go any time you want. It just wouldn't be agood idea. There are people looking for
you-some of them you wouldn't like very much.”

"Oh. Then I'm being held in protective custody?"

"Yourenot being hdd at dl.”

"Thenwhy am | here?'

"I don't know. It's not my job to answer your questions.”

"|s anyone going to answer my questions? Or am | just going to be shoved from placeto place until I'm
out of everyone'sway?"'

"That sounds like agood idea. Oh, you can't phone out from here without clearance, but you can get
room service."

"Whichisthe way out?'

"For you? Take the fire stairs up to fourteen or down to twelve and catch an elevator from there. But you
won't be ableto get back. My adviceisfor you to do exactly what you're told and wait here." She turned
to go.

"Um-Mgor?'

She stopped and looked at me.

"Am | introuble? | mean, should | be worried?"

| guess| was scared. | guessit showed in my voice, because she caught hersdlf. A flicker of annoyance
had started to cross her face, areflex reaction to another stupid question, but then she redlized the
concern behind the question and softened. She said, ™Y ou didn't do anything that at least half adozen
other people didn't want to do. Y ou just didn't know why you shouldn't have." | felt the pain of
embarrassment flooding into my face-of being identified as the guy who'd screwed things up.



"Isanyone ever going to tell me?" | asked.

Shewanted to go, | could see that, but instead she took my arm and dragged meinto the room, closing
the door behind us. "Sit down." Shelooked at her watch. "All right, | havetime. Y ou want coffee? No?
Wéll, | do." She stepped over to the apartment's kitchenette and opened a cupboard. "Y ou'd better
enjoy your coffee today, Jm-there won't be much of it tomorrow."

"Huh?'

"Never mind. Listen-what did you mgor in?'

"Biology. Software. Humanity Skills. Problemantics. The usud.”

"Right. Did you take any history?'

"Only the basic requirements.

"Damn." Shewas silent amoment. | didn't know if her outburst was because | hadn't taken any history or
because she'd spilled some water. She turned back to me.

"Did you have a Globd Ethics course?"

"Y eah. Everybody did. It was required study."

"Uh huh. Do you know why?"

"To prevent another Apocaypse.”

"Right. What do you know about the Apocaypse?’

"Um, not alot, | guess. Just what we were taught in class.”

"Goon," she encouraged.

"Well-you sure you want to hear this?'

"l said, goon."

"Wdl-um, there was awar. In the Middle East. There are dwayswarsin the Middle East, but this one
got out of control. It was between Isragl and | forget who, but there were alot of other countrieslined up
againg Isradl. And there were African and Chinese mercenariesinvolved. And finaly it got so bad that
Israel had no choice but to threaten to use nuclear wegpons. And findly they did.”

"And then what happened?'

"The United States withdrew its support for Isradl and Isragl had to surrender.”

"And?

"Everybody was so scared at what had amost happened that they al went to Russaand signed the
Maoscow Tresties."

"Yeah." Shelooked skeptical and turned back to the coffee. "Y ou want milk or sugar?' she asked as she
poured. | shook my head. As she handed methe cup, she said, "That verson isthe onethey teach in the
schools-but it's so smplified, it'samogt afairy tale. Isragl didn't drop those bombs. Wedid.”

"Huh? But that's not-"

"Of coursethat's not. But the truth isalittle less palatable. That was our war and wetold Isradl to drop
those bombs, because we thought it would bring an end to the war. Well, it did-but not the way we
thought it would. What they didn't tell you isthat the President lost hisnerve.”

"Huh?'

"Whet did they teach you in class?'

| shrugged. "The way we heard it, there was amidnight Cabinet sesson and al of hisadvisorswere
arguing loudly back and forth about how many people would die in each exchange and whether or not
our third-strike capability would survive, and the Presdent wasjust Sitting quietly at the end through all of
this, puffing on his pipe like he dways did. And finaly, after saverd long hours, one of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff summed it up by saying, The mora arguments areirrelevant here. Thewar isinevitable. And that's
when the President said, ‘Like hdl itid""

"Y eah, that'sthe story. But it'snot true. That is, it'sonly haf true. The part you don't hear is about the
ultimatum that the Soviet ambassador had handed him just that afternoon. If Isragl launched any more
nuclear wegpons againgt Soviet alies, the Soviet Union would view those attacks as originating in the
United States, and would respond accordingly. It was the same ultimatum that john F. Kennedy handed
Nikita Khrushchev in October of 1962, when Russian missiles were discovered in Cuba-and the
Russianswere aware of theirony of the Stuation. They used the exact same phrasing in their note.”



"l never heard about this" | said.

"Y ou weren't meant to-but that's what was on his mind during that meeting. That the other sde had
decided that al-out nuclear war wasinevitable too.”

"But, | dwaysthought he was ahero.”

Magor Tirdli looked wistful. "So did I-I till do. And maybe he was-maybe it takes more gutsto stay out
of awar. But either way, we inherited the consequences of that decison.”

| Sipped at the coffee. It was hot. And bitter. | said, "What we were taught was that he made a speech,
an extraordinary speech, in which he said that the responsibility had been handed to him whether or not
the world should be plunged into Armageddon. And regardless of the mordity of any other issue, thisone
fact remained uppermost in hismind: if it could be stopped, it had to be stopped, and he would do
whatever was required of him to prevent the deaths of millions and millions of human beings. He said that
by the act of usng nuclear wegpons, anation disqudifiesitsaf from the community of rationd thought.”

"I heard the speech,” she said. "My parents made me stay up to hear it. But | didn't understand what it
meant until later. That man went to Moscow, hoping that it would be seen as a gesture of sanity. Instead,
they saw it as capitulation and forced him to accept a crippling peace, a debilitating compromise. The
tragedy is he knew exactly what they had done to him. Oh, helooked like ahero-he was being hailed as
acourageous man al over the world-but he knew what he had given away: Americasright to protect her
foreign interests. What do you think Peakistan was about? It was an attempt to reestablish the old
prerogative. And it failed. Thistime it was the Chinese who handed us the ultimatum. And thistime, the
treaties were even more crippling. Do you know what the alies did to Germany after the First World
War? They took away that nation'sright to an army. That was what was done to us. The United States
wastold that our existence as a nation would continue only so long as we maintained no direct threat to
any other nation on this planet. And the cooperation with that agreement would be monitored by an
international committee.”

"We never heard this," | said.

"| told you, you weren't meant to. It'sapart of our history that we aren't very proud of, so officidly, it
doesn't exigt-like al the other pieces of history we don't acknowledge.”

I hid my reaction behind the coffee cup again. When | lowered it, | said, "Isthat why theforeign
delegates are so paranoid about the way we want to fight the Chtorrans?'

"Right. Very few foreign governments see the Chtorrans as the threat we do. The reasons are varied.
Some of them don't see science as anything more than away to make the crops grow bigger. Others
don't think the Chtorranswill be athrest next year because they aren't athreat thisyear. Most of the
people were dealing with don't even comprehend the scale of death produced by the plagues-so how
can they comprehend that the plagues are only asmall part of amuch larger infestation?”

"Then Dr. Zymph wasright?'

"If anything, she was underdtating the case. Y ou've had enough direct experience with the Chtorr to
know what they'relike. But try to tell that to someone who's never seen onein action. They won't
comprehend it. They don't want to.”

"Doen't that get frudtrating?”

Lizard nodded wearily, and grinned. "Incredibly so!" She Sipped at her coffee, then said, "Dr. Zymph
knew that was how the delegates would react. She waswilling to have it. We have to keep putting the
factsout, but it happens every timethe subject israised in the internationa community. The delegates go
crazy. They seethe Chtorrans only as Americaslatest rationaization for reermament. Listen, we're
aready rearming oursalves. We don't need arationdization." She shook her head sadly. "But they're
frightened; that'swhat it really is. Just about every nation on this planet isin trouble of one sort or
another-thereisn't one of them that isn't vulnerable to the first serious military threat that occurs. They're
not concerned about the Chtorrans because they've never been bitten by one-but they're sure as hell
scared of American military power, because they're still carrying scars. At least were athrest they can
comprehend, so they're displacing their fear and their anger onto us." Lizard looked at me. "Now do you
see what kind of cow pasture you stepped into?"

"Ugh," | said.



She glanced a her watch. "I gotta go-but look, you can use the termina here to tap into the History
section of the Library of Congress. Y ou might find it interesting. Y ou probably don't know it, but asa
member of the Specia Forces, your security clearance is high enough to get you access to most of what
you need to know."

"l didn't know that."
"Then you've got an interesting afternoon ahead of you. It'll be awhile before anyone can get back to

you. Be patient, okay? There are some decisions that have to be made firgt-"



? TWENTY-HVE

| HADN'T thought about Whitlaw inawhile.

| wondered if hewas il dive. I'd never givenit any thought before; | couldn't imagine him deed. I'd
awaysjust assumed he would be one of the survivors.

But then again, | couldn't imagine Shorty being dead either. Or my dad. And they were-so what did it
matter whether | could imagineit or not? The universe was going to do what it damn well wanted
regardless how | or anyone elsefelt about it.

Whitlaw ran his class the same way. He didn't care how wefelt either. "Y ou don't get to vote," he used
to say. "You dready did when you put yoursdlf in this class. Y ou belong to me, body and mind, until I'm
ready to turn you loose upon the world."

The class was atwo-semester unit. Toward the end of the first semester, Whitlaw abruptly asked, "Does
anyone here know why thisisarequired course?"

"If we don't takeit, we don't graduate." That was one of the mindless lurcheswho usualy roosted in the
last row of sests. A couple of hisbuddieslaughed.

Whitlaw eagle-eyed the hulk over the heads of the rest of us. He gave him athorough half-second of
examination and then said, "That isn't the answer | was|ooking for, but considering the source, | guessit's
the best | could have expected. Anyone ese?"

No. Nooneelse.

"It'll bethefirst question on your find exam." he prompted. Someone groaned.

Whitlaw stumped back to his desk. | wondered if his limp were bothering him. He didn't look happy. He
opened the loose-leaf binder he used as his source book and paged through it silently, until he found the
page he was looking for. He studied it with athoughtful frown. After amoment, he looked up again. "No
takers?'

No. Wed gotten too smart for that.

"Too bad. All right-wéll try it thisway then. How many of you think it's appropriate for apopulation to
rebd againg tyranny?"

A few handswent up immediately. Then afew more, tentatively, asif terrified that they were volunteering
to be on the front lines. Then afew more. | raised my hand. Pretty soon amost everyone had. Whitlaw
didn't wait to seeif it would be unanimous. He pointed at one of the abstainers. "How about you? Don't
you think so?'

"I think you have to define your terms. Y ou're being too generd. What tyranny? Which one?!

Whitlaw straightened and eyed the fellow with narrowed eyes. " Are you on the debate team? No? Well,
you ought to consider it. Y ou're doing everything but confronting theissue. So dl right, I'll makeit easy
on you-" He closed his book.

"-Let'ssay thisroom isthe nation of Myopia I'm the government. Y ou're the citizens. Now, you know
governments are not free. So the first thing I'm going to do is collect taxes. | want one casey from each of
you." He started striding down the aides. "Give me acasey. No, I'm not joking. These are your taxes.
Give meacasey. You too. Sorry, | don't accept checks or paper money. What? That's your lunch
money? Gee, that's tough, but your government's needs come first.”

"But that'snot fair!"

Whitlaw stopped, hishand full of coins. "Who said that? Take him out and execute him for sedition!”
"Wait aminute! Don't | get afair trid?"

"You just had one. Now shut up. Y ou've been executed." Whitlaw kept collecting. " Sorry, | want exact
change. You don't haveit? Don't worry about it. In your case, I'll levy afour-casey surcharge. Consider
it apendty for paying your taxes with paper money. Thank you. Thank you-fifty, seventy-five, acasey,
thank you. All right, I've got forty-eight caseys here. Thisll buy meagood lunch. Everybody be sureto
bring another casey tomorrow. I'll be collecting taxes every day from now on.”

We looked at each other nervoudy. Who was going to be first to complain? Wasn't thisillegd-a teacher
taking money from hisclass?



A tentative hand. "Uh, sir ... your mgesty?"

v

"Uh, can | ask aquegtion?'

"Mm, depends on the question.”

"Can we ask what you're going to do with our money?"

"It'snot your money anymore. It'smine.”

"But it was oursto start with-"

"-and now it'smine. I'm the government.” He did open his desk drawer and dropped the coinsloudly
intoit. "Eh? Y our hand is<till up?”

"Wadl, it just ssemsto me-to dl of us"

"Toal of you?' Whitlaw looked at uswith raised eyebrows. "Isthisan insurrection that | see before me?
| guess|'d better hire an army." He stumped to the back of the room, pointing at the huskiest boysin the
class. "You, you and, ah, yes, you too. And you. Come up front. Y ou're now in the army." He opened
the drawer and scooped up coins. "Here are two caseys for each of you. Now, don't let any of this
rabble near the roya paace.”

Thefour boys|ooked uncertain. Whitlaw shoved them into position between himself and the class. "Now
then-you were saying?'

"Mr. Whitlaw!" Janice MacNel, atal black girl, stood up. "All right! Y ou've made your point. Now give
everybody back their money-" Janice wasin student government.

Whitlaw peered between the shoulders of two of histalest "soldiers.” He grinned. "Uh uh,” he said. "This
gameisbeing played for keegps. Now, what are you going to do about it?"

Janicedidn't fluster. Shesaid, "I'll go to ahigher authority.” Whitlaw was still grinning. "There aren't any.
This classis autonomous. See that plague on thewall? That's the charter of the Federal Education
System. Y ou've been in this classroom nearly every day for eighteen weeks, and I'll bet you still haven't
read it, have you? Too bad-because that's the contract you agreed to when you entered this classroom. |
have total authority over you."

"Well, of course, | understand that!" she snapped. "But I'm talking about the real world now. Y ou have
to give us back our money!"

"Y ou don't understand.” Whitlaw grinned at her. "Thisisthereal world. Right here. And | don't haveto. |
am empowered by the federal government to do whatever is necessary to fulfill the course requirements.
And that includes taxes-if | so deem it necessary.”

Shefolded her arms. "Well, we don't have to cooperate.”

Whitlaw shrugged. "Fine. I'll have you arrested.”

"What?'Y ou'll send meto the principd's office?"

"No, | mean arrested, asin read you your rights and throw you in the dammer, the lockup, the
hoosegow, durance vile, the Badtille, the Tombs, the Tower of London, Devil'sIdand and Alcatraz-do |
make mysdf dear?

"Yourekidding."

"No, I'm not. Look it up."

"But that'snot fair!"

"Sowhat? Y ou aready agreed to it, so what are you complaining about?' He tapped two of histroops.
"Throw her out of here-and that other fellow too, the one we executed earlier. They're automaticaly
flunked." Whitlaw's army didn't look happy about it, but they started down the aide.

Janice looked genuinely scared, but she scooped up her books and clipboard and went.

"You'll wait next door until the period isover,” Whitlaw said. "Anyone el se want to question the authority
of thisgovernment?'

No. Nobody elsedid.

"Good." Whitlaw sat down and put hisfeet up on hisdesk. "I'm flunking everyone who opens his mouth
out of turn." He picked up abook and an apple, opened the book and started reading. Periodicaly, he
would take aloud bite from his apple, audibly reminding us of his presence.

The army looked uncertain. " Should we St down, Sir?”!



"Of course not. Y ou're on duty.”

Therest of us exchanged glances. What was the point of this? The fellow to whom Whitlaw had
recommended joining the debate team leaned over and whispered to afriend, "He's daring usto try
something.”

"Well, you try. | don't want to get thrown out.”

"But don't you see, if wedl organize-"

Whitlaw stood up suddenly, glowering. "What's that? Sounds like subversion to mel" He stepped
forward and grabbed the debater by his shirt, pulling him out of his seat. "I won't have that!" He dragged
the boy out of the room.

In the brief moment that he was gone, there was bedlam. "The man'saloonie-"

"-Thisiscrazy-"

"-Can't we do something?'

| stood up. "Listen! We outnumber him! We don't haveto let him get away with this."

"Shut up, Jm! You'rejust gonnaget usdl inworsetrouble!™

"Let himtalk-"

"You got anideg, Jm?"'

"Wel,no...but..."

Whitlaw came back inthen, and | did back into my seet fast enough to fed the hest.

Whitlaw turned to histroops. "What kind of army are you? | leave the room for lessthan aminute, and |
come back to find rabble-rousers preaching sedition in the aides! | want you to arrest and expd every
onewho complained-or you'll get thrown out too!"

Therewerefive of us.

"Isthat al?' Whitlaw bellowed. "If you missed anyone, I'll have your headd!™

The army looked scared. After amoment's whispered conference, they picked three more people and dll
eight of ustrooped out.

"But | didn't even say anything!" Joey Hubre looked closeto tears. "Tdl him!™ he gppeded to histwin.
"You do," shouted Whitlaw, "and you go too. In fact, you'd better go anyway-you're probably both
trouble!”

There were twelve of usin the next-door classroom. We sat glumly looking at each other. Confused,
puzzled and very hurt. We could hear Whitlaw bellowing. And then, abruptly, therewas silence. A
moment after that, three more exiles joined us. "What'd he do? Execute the class?!

"Naw-he declared anationa silence," said Paul Jastrow. "That's why he threw us out. | passed anote.
Hesad | was publishing treason.”

"What's he trying to prove?' complained Janice.

"Tyranny, | guess. That's what started this, remember?”’

"Wdl, what are we supposed to do about it?"

"lsn't it obvious? We're supposed to rebel "

"Oh, sure! We can't even open our mouths to complain! How are we going to organize?”'

"Wecan organize" | said. "In here. Well form an army of liberation. The other class memberswill
support us."

"Y ou sure of that? He's got them so terrified they're pissing in their pants.”

"Wdl, weve got totry," said Hank Chelsea, standing up. "I'm for it."

"Count meout," said Jastrow.

| stood up. "I think it's the only way."

Janice stood up. "I-1 don't like this, but I'll go ong with it because we've got to show him he can't do
thistous”

Two of the other boys stood up, and one of the girls. "Come on, John. Joey?"

"Uh uh. | don't want to get yelled at anymore.”

"Aren't you angry?'

"I just want my money back."

"Paul?!



"Hell just throw usout again.”

"Wait aminute, Jm." That was Mariette. "Just what isit you want usto do anyway? What's your plan?”’
"We go in there and declare the dictatorship over.”

"Oh, sure, and then he yells at us some more and his army throws us out again. He's hired two more
thugs™

"They're not thugs, they just look likeit."

"All footbd| players are thugsto me. Anyway, there's six of ‘'em now. So what are you gonna do about
thet?"

Six people started to answer her at once, but Hank Chelsea held up hishand and said, "No, wait-she's
right! We need aplan! Look, try this. We open al three doors of the room at once-that Sartles
everybody. Then, before he can say anything, the girls have got to go for the army-no, listen to me. I'm
betting that they won' hit the girls. What you do is put one girl on each soldier. She gives him abig hug
and akissand tdlshimtojoin us-"

"Yegh, and then what?'

"-and that well pay them double what he's paying them!"

"He's paying them three caseys each now.”

"No, they'll join us. But only if each girl takes one boy. Grab hisarm and gtart talking to him. Say
whatever you haveto, and don't et go until he agreesto join us."

"Y eah, right, Mr. Big Shot. So you get the women to do the dirty work. What are the men going to do?’
"We're going after the honcho and reclaiming the nationd treasury.”

We debated the plan for afew more minutes, during which time two more exilesjoined us. They agreed
tojoin therevolution dmost immediately and suggested some refinements to the attack. We were amost
ready when Joey Hubre sniffled and said, "What if someone gets hurt? What about that?"

That stopped us for amoment, and we had to rethink our plan again. But Paul Jastrow said, "Well, what
of it? Thisiswar, isnt it?'

"No, he'sright,” said Hank. "Maybe Whitlaw wouldn't careif he hurt anyone, but we're supposed to be
an army of liberation. Were not going to hurt anyone.”

"Unlessthey ask for it," muttered Jastrow.

"No, not even then," snapped Hank.

"Who appointed you genera? | didn't!"

"All right-" Hank put up his hands. "WEell teke avote-"

"No!" | sad. "We have aplan. We're ready to go! Armiesdon't vote!™

"They do now!" said Jastrow.

"But not intimes of war! Isthere anyone who needsto vote?!

"Yeah, | want to go over thiswar plan again-"

"Oh, terrific! There goesthe revolution! Let's have a parliamentary battle instead. Wait aminute, I've got
acopy of Robert's Rules of Order here-"

"McCarthy, shut up! Y ou're an asshole!™

"Y eah? Then why are you the one who's giving us shit?"

"Hey, wait aminute-we're being distracted from our goa by this! We're forgetting who the real enemy
is" Hank Chel sea stepped between us. "Now, look, weve got aplan. Let'sdoit! All right?

Jastrow looked at Chelsedls proffered hand skepticaly. "I don't like this-"

"Aw, come on, Paul," said Mariette and Janice, and then everybody else said it too, and Paul |ooked
embarrassed and shrugged and said, "All right,” and we went and invaded Mr. Whitlaw's Globa Ethics
course.

Hewasready for us.

All the desks had been piled up to form a barricade across haf the room. The kingdom of Myopia had
built aMaginot Line. We stopped and looked at each other.

"I've heard of paranoia, but thisis crazy!" said Janice. "Y esh. Well, | told you it wouldn't work," growled
Paul. "Now what do we do?' said Mariette.

We stood there exchanging glances. "Can we pull it down?”



"Wecouldtry,” | said. "But | don't think that's the way we're supposed to solve this problem.”

"Okay, Mr. Megabyte," said Paul Jastrow. "What's your solution?”

"l don't have one. | just said, | didn't think the physical way isthe answer. | think we're supposed to use
our brainshere." | shut up then. | redlized | was looking straight through the barrier at Whitlaw. He was
making notes on a clipboard, but he had paused and was looking at mewith adight smile. "Um .. ." |
tried to continue, but my train of thought had disappeared. "L et's have a conference. In the hallway. |
think | have anidea.”

Wetrooped out to the hall. | said, "I think we should go in and try to negotiate a peace tregty."

"He's not going to negotiate with us.”

"Yes, heis" | said.

"What makes you so sure?’

"Because they can't get out of there unlessthey do. We have the side of the room with the doors. | don't
think they're going to want to climb out of athird-story window."

There was amoment of gppreciative silence. Y ou could almost hear the smiles spreading.

"Yeah, let'sgo. Who's got a handkerchief? We need awhite flag-"

We trooped back in and announced, "We come in peace. We want to negotiate a settlement.”

"Why should 1?7 Y ou're abunch of radicas and subversives who were thrown out of the system because
you wouldn't cooperate with it."

"The system doesn't work," said Janice. "We want a better one."

"Yeah," said Mariette. "One we can be apart of "

"You're dready part of the system. Y ou're the rebels. We have to have rebe s to punish as examples.
"Wdll, we don't want to be rebels anymore!”

"Too bad," said Whitlaw from behind hisbarrier. "'Y ou're troublemakers. The only rolefor you isrebels.
That'swhat you're good at." We could see him grinning.

"Y ou gottatake us back, Whitlaw-" That was Paul Jastrow.

"Eh?I don't gottaanything!"

"Yes, youdo," | said. "You can't get out of the room until welet you."

"Ahh," he sad. "Y ou found something to bargain with. All right, what isit you want?"

"We want our money back!" screamed Joey Hubre. Joey?

"We want to come back to class,” said Janice.

"-amnesty!" said Paull.

"-afair ded!" | sad.

"-respect!” said Mariette.

"-therights of Englishmen," said Hank quietly, and wedl turned to look at him.

"Huh?'

But Whitlaw was grinning. ™Y ou-your name? Chelsea? Right." He made anote on hisclipboard. "A for
the day. Now let's seeif you can keep it. What are those rights?”

Hank was standing before the barrier of desks, hisarmsfolded. "No more taxes, Mr. Whitlaw, unlesswe
get some say in how the money isto be spent. No more expulsions from the class unlesstheres afair
hearing. No more unfair use of force. We want the right to disagree with you, and the right to express our
disagreements fredy without you throwing us out.”

"It'smy classroom and thelaw says | canrun it any way | want."

"Well, then we want that law changed.”

"Sorry, that'sonelaw | didn't make. | can't change that."

"It doesn't matter. Y ou can change the way you run your class. Y ou said you have autonomy. Let's
negotiate some changes that'll make this class acceptableto all of us™

"Since when do students have theright to tell teachers how to teach?"

"Since we have dl the doors!" cried Paul.

"Shh!" said Hank.

"Who gppointed you president?’

"Will you shut up? One person is supposed to talk for al of us™



"l didn't agreeto that!"

"It doesn't matter what you agreed to-it's the way things are!™

"Yourejust asbad asheisl Well, the hell with you, then!" Paul marched to the end of the room and sat
down, glowering. Hank looked around at the rest of us, alittle panicky. "Listen, people-if we don't
cooperate with each other, thisisn't going to work. We can't show any weakness."

"Yeah," said Janice. "Hank's right. We can't bog down in arguments among ourselves."

"Y eah, but that's no license for you to take over,” said Mariette. "Paul'sright. We didn't have an
eection.”

"Wait aminute,” | said. "l don't want to argue-and | agree with you that we've al gotta pull together or
well certainly be pulled apart-but | think we have to recognize that each of usisin thisrebellion for a
different reason and each of uswantsto have asay in the negotiations. | want the same thing Paull
wants-to be heard.”

"May | say something?" John Hubre stepped forward, the silent twin. "Let'sdraft alist of our demands,
and vote on the ones that we want to make Whitlaw adhereto.”

Hank looked defeated. "All right. Whao's got some paper? I'll write 'em down."

"No," said John. "WEell put them on the screen, where everyone can seethem. And | think the entire
class should discuss them and vote on them. Isthat okay by you, Mr. Whitlaw?'

"Do | have any choice?'

John looked startled. "Uh ... no. Of course not.”

"May | offer asuggestion?"' asked Whitlaw.

"Uh...dl right."

"L et's dismantle this mountain of furniture so we can operate in amore civilized Stuation. Therest of this
war iscancelled until further notice.”

In short order, we looked like a classroom again, except that instead of tyrannizing us, Whitlaw was
standing quietly to one Side, observing-and only occasiondly offering suggestions. Thelist of demands
grew to thirty in lessthan five minutes. Whitlaw looked them over, snorted and said, "Don't be silly.” The
classreactions ranged from, "Huh? What's wrong with these demands?’ to "'Y ou don't have any choicel™
He held up ahand. "Please-l want you dl to take another ook at thislist. Most of your grievances
appear to belegitimate, but take another ook and see if you notice something about your demands.”
"Well, some of these are kind of petty,” said Paul Jastrow. "I mean, like number sx. No moreripping
shirts. Maybe that on€e'simportant to Doug-but how important isit to the rest of us?"

Janice said, "And some of them are redundant-like the right to express ourselves freely encompasses the
right to assemble and the right to speak and the right to publish-so we don't haveto list dl three, do we?"
And then other voices chimed in with their opinions. Whitlaw had to hold up ahand for silence.
Hesaid, "You'redl right, of course. It'simportant to have protection for every stuation, whether we
specify it or not. | suggest that what you're looking for is an umbrella under which you can operate-an
al-purposerule”

Helet usarguefor only afew moments, then brought us back to the issue again. ™Y our demands are
vaid. Look at your rules again, and seeif you can boil them down to one or two sentences.”

Wedid as he suggested. With alittle help, eventually we came up with "The government shdl be
accountable to the people for its actions. The people shall have the right to expresstheir differences
fredy.”

"Congratulations," smiled Whitlaw. "Now what happensif | refuseto accept it?"

"Y ou don't have any choice," said Mariette.

"Why not?'

"Becauseif you don't, well just rebd again.”

"Uh huh. What if | hire some more football players?'

"Y ou can't afford to hire as many asyou'l need.”

"I'll raisetaxes”

That prompted some groans and an immediate response from one of the boyswho had not been
expdled. "Wheredo | Sgn up tojoin therebelion?!



"That'swhy you don't have any choice," Hank said. "Y ou don't have the tax base."

"You'reright,” Whitlaw said. He went back to the front of the room. "All right, then-are we in agreement
on thispoint? That if agovernment isnot accountable to its citizenry, that citizenry isjustified in removing
that government from power-by whatever means necessary?'

Therewas generd assent.

"l see. Thekicker inthereisthelast line. "By whatever means necessary.' Obvioudly it includes open
rebellion. How about terrorism? How about nation? And a what point do you decide that those
actions are necessary?'

Paul Jastrow was till sullen. He said, "When theré's no other course of action |eft to us”

"All right, let's congder that. Was your rebellion justified?’ Generd assent.

"Because | didn't want to listen to what you wanted to say, right?”

Agan agreement.

Whitlaw said, "Suppose | had set up acomplaint box. Would the rebellion still have been justified?”
There was athoughtful pause while each of us consdered it. | raised my hand. "What would you do with
the complaints put into the box?"

Whitlaw grinned. "I'd throw them away at the end of each day without reading them."

"Then, yes," | sad. "The rebellion would have been judtified.”

"What if | read the complaints?'

"What would you do about them?"

"Nothing."

"Itsdill jutified.”

"What if | acted on those | agreed with? All the onesthat didn't inconvenience me persondly.”

| thought about it. "No, that's fill not good enough.”

Whitlaw looked exasperated. "What isit you people want?"

"A fair system of handling our grievances.”

"Ahh, now we're getting somewhere. Do you begin to understand now? Y our credo up thereisvery
pretty, but it'sworthless without the legal guarantees to back it up. What kind of system are you asking
for-uh, McCarthy, isit?'

"Yes, dr. How about an arbitration pand of three students? Y ou pick one, we pick one and they pick the
third. My father's union uses that system to handle disagreements.”

"All right, suppose | decreed that's the kind of system well have?!

"No, g, it hasto be voted on. We dl haveto agreeto it. Otherwise, it's still acase of you dictating to
Us”

Whitlaw nodded and looked at hiswatch. " Congratulations. In just alittle more than an hour, you've
recrested more than athousand years of human history. Y ou've overthrown a government, established a
charter for anew system and created a court system with which to enforceit. That'safair day'swork."
The bl rang then. We'd used an entire ninety-minute class period. Aswe started to gather our books,
Whitlaw held up ahand. "Hold it. Stay in your seats. Y ou're not going to your next classtoday. Don't
worry, your other ingtructors have been informed. They know not to expect you. Does anyone need to
pee? Okay, take ten minutes. Be back here and ready to go at eleven-forty."

When we resumed, Joey Hubre was thefirst to raise his hand. "When do we get our money back?"
Whitlaw looked at him severely. "Don't you understand? Y ou don't. The government always playsfor
keeps."

"But ... but ... but we thought thiswas-"

"What? A game?' Whitlaw looked alittle angry. "Weren't you paying attention? Thiswas atyranny!
Would you have overthrown the government if you thought | wasn't playing for keeps? Of course not!™
"All I want ismy money back-"

"It's part of the national treasury now. And even if | wanted to giveit back, | couldn't. I've been
overthrown. It's up to the new government to decide what to do with the money."

The classroom was getting tense again. Janice sood up and said, "Mr. Whitlaw! Y ou were wrong to
take our money!"



"No, | wasn't-as soon as| declared mysdlf agovernment, | was within my rights. Y ou were wrong for
letting me get away with it. Every sngle one of you. You!" He pointed at the first student who had
handed over acasey. "-you werewrong for handing methat first coin. Why did you do it?"

"Youtold meto."

"Did | tell you | was going to give you anything in return for it?'

"No."

"Did | tdl you | was going to give it back to you when we were through?'

"No."

"Thenwhy did you giveit to me?'

"UR"

"Right. You gaveit to me. | didn't takeit. So why are you telling me I'm the one who did wrong?'

"Y ou had an army!"

"Not until after you gave me the money to pay for it."" He said to the whole class, Y our only mistake was
your timing. Y ou should have rebelled when | declared myself your government. | had no right to do o,
but you let me get away withit. Y ou should have demanded accountability then-before | had enough
money to hirean army.”

Hewasright. He had us there. We dl looked alittle embarrassed.

"Well, what do we do now?' wailed Mariette.

"l don't know. I'm not the government anymore. Y ou overthrew me. Y ou took away my power. All I'm
doing now isfollowing orders. Y our orders. I'll do anything with this money that amgjority of you can
agreeon.”

It took less than thirty secondsto pass a resolution requiring the disbursement of al funds collected in the
recent taxation.

Whitlaw nodded and opened his desk drawer. He started counting coins. "Uh, we have a problem-there
areforty-four of you in thisclass. But there are only thirty caseys here. If you'll remember, the former
government spent eighteen caseyson anarmy.”

Four people stood up to author the next resol ution, requiring the return of funds paid to former members
of the Imperiad Guard. Whitlaw vetoed that. " Sorry. Doesn't that fdl into the realm of confiscation?
Remember the five-casey note | took unfairly? Y ou just had arebellion because you didn't want a
government able to do that. Now you're setting up a new government to do exactly the samething.”

"But thisisdifferent-"

"Noitisn't! Confiscation is confiscation! 1t doesn't matter who does the confiscating-the person till loses
something!”

"But ... then how do we redress previous wrongs?"

"I don't know either. Y ou're the government now. Y ou tell me."

"So why can't we just take the money back?*

"Because the army wasfairly paid. They did their job and they were paid afair wage for what they did.

Y ou can't take that money away from them now becauseit'stheirs.”

"But you had no right to giveit to them!"

"Yes, | did! | wasthe government!”

Hank Chelseawas standing then. "Wait aminute, sir! | think we al understand what you're trying to
teach us. We haveto find afair way to do this, don't we?"

"If you can, you'll be a better man than | am. In the eleven yearsthat I've been teaching this class, not one
session has ever found away that was both fair and lega to take money out of one person's pocket and
put it into another's.”" He motioned for Hank to St down. "L et me give you thisto think about: a
government-any government-is nothing more than a system for regpportioning wedlth. It takes money
from one group of people and givesit to another group of people. And when it happens that enough
people decide that they don't like the way the wedlth is being regpportioned, that's when that government
will be replaced by another one more to the peopl€'s liking. As has happened here! But you cannot use
the new government to redress dl of the wrongs of the previous government-not without creating far
more problemsthan you'll ever clean up. Y ou'll end up with agovernment entirely concerned with past



events and not present ones. That's a sure way to set yoursdf up to fall. If you're going to win at this
game, you have to ded with circumstances the way they are, not the way they used to be or the way
you'd like them to be. In other words, only operate on those events you have control over. That's the
only way to produce results. The real question, then, is, what do you have control over? Well probably
gpend the rest of the semester tackling that one. Right now, let's handle the immediate problem.” He
opened hisdesk drawer. "There are forty-four of you and only thirty caseys here. If you don't reimburse
the six members of the Imperia Guard, you're still going to be eight caseys short. And one of you isgoing
to be at least four caseys short because | took afiver off him.”

It was moved, seconded and approved to return four caseysto Geoff Miller to bring hislossinto line
with therest of ours. Thisleft the nationd treasury at twenty-six caseys. We were now short twelve
caseysif wewanted to return the money equaly.

One of the former members of the Imperial Guard stood up. "Here, I'll give back the extra two caseys
that Whitlaw paid me. | don't think it'sfair for meto keepit." He poked his buddy, who aso stood up.
"Y eah, metoo." Two more former soldiers aso chipped in then, but the last two just sat in the back of
the room with their arms folded.

"Weearned it fairly. Wereentitled to it.”

"Well," said Whitlaw, "that brings the national debt down to two caseys. Not bad. Now al you haveto
do is decide who gets the short straws.”

"Thisisnt far!" sad Mariette again.

Whitlaw agreed with her. Y ou're beginning to seeit. No matter how hard we try, the government cannot
befair to everybody. Cannot. The very best that it can do istreat everybody equaly unfairly.”
Theimmediate classroom problem was findly resolved when John Hubre redlized that the casey isn't
indivisible. Thirty-eight students, each of whom had paid one casey in taxation, were repaid ninety-four
cents each. There was twenty-eight cents | eft over. Whitlaw started to pocket it, but Hank Chelsea said
quickly, " Sorry-that's the nationd treasury. Well have one of our own hald it, if you don't mind."
Whitlaw passed it over with agrin. "You'relearning," he said.



? TWENTY-SIX

"ALL RIGHT," said Whitlaw. "Obvioudy, there was a point to that little exercise. No, put your hands
down. I'm just going to give you this straight out. There's no such thing as agovernment.”

Helooked around the room. "Point to it. Show me the government. Show me any government.” He
waved our hands down again. "Forget it. Y ou can't. Y ou can show me some buildings, and some people
and some rules written down on paper, but you can't show me a government. Because there's no such
thing in the physical universe. It's just something we made up. It exists only by our agreement thet it does.
You just proved that here. We agreed that we wanted some stuff managed and we agreed on some rules
for how it should be managed. The agreements are the government. Nothing else.

"How big the government gets depends on how many agreements you make. If enough people agree,
weéll build some buildings and hire some people to work in them and manage the agreementsfor us.
Now, heré's the question-how do you know if something is the business of the government or not?-that
is, the business of the people weve hired to work in our buildings and manage our agreementsfor us.
How do they know what to manage? What's the test?

"No-put your hand down. It'stoo smple. A person, place, or thing isin the jurisdiction of agovernment if
it teststhat government's agreements. If it doesnt, it isn't.

"The government doesn't have to manage the people who keep the agreements. They don't need
managing. They're being responsible. It isthe business of the government to manage those people who
test the agreements. Thisisit. Thewhole of government consists of the art of managing peopleto keep
the agreements-especialy those who do the managing.”

Whitlaw moved thoughtfully to the back of the room. He sounded asif he were speculating idly aloud.
"Now ... management is decision-making, right? Anyone not see that? So, the question iswhat arethe
guidelines by which the managers make their decisons? What isthe meter-stick?' He looked around at
us

Marcie something-or-other: "The agreements, of course. Therules™

Whitlaw snorted. "Not bloody likely. The rules are just the context-the authorization for the decisions. In
fact, the history of this nation is aout men and women not following therules. History isalist of who
tested what agreements.

"Every time an agreement is tested, the person whose responsbility that agreement is, isalso being
tested. So, what doesthat person use for guiddines?-particularly when there are no guidelines! What is
the source of that person's choice?" Whitlaw shoved his handsinto his jacket pockets and turned dowly
around, making sure we were dl paying attention. WWhen he spoke, hisvoice waslow and quiet. "The
truth isthat ultimately every single choice ... isareflection of theintegrity of theindividua making it."

"Y ou might want to notice that-that everything weve donein this country, everything that weve
accomplished-good or bad -in nearly two and ahaf centuries, has been done out of the integrity-or lack
of integrity---of people like oursalveswho are willing to make decisons and be responsible for them,
especialy when they know those decisonswill be unpopular.”

| wondered what he was working toward. He wandered back to the front of the room and sat down on
his desk, facing uswith an anticipatory expression on hisface.

"Do you think the Moscow Tregatieswerefair?' he asked aoruptly.

The classwas divided. Some thought yes, some thought no. Most weren't sure.

Whitlaw said, "Wdll, let'slook at it from the rest of the world's point of view. How do you think we
looked to them?'

"We're the home of the free, the land of the brave-all the refugees come here.” That was Richard Kham
Tuong. He had aimond eyes, brown skin and curly blond hair. He said it proudly. " People come here
looking for freedom. We're a source of hope.”

"Uh huh," said Whitlaw, unconvinced. He stood up and strode casudly back to stand directly in front of
Richard Kham Tuong. "L et me run some statistics by you. One half of the world's population goesto bed
hungry every night. There are nearly six billion people on this planet-but the three hundred million who are



lucky enough to live in the United States consume one-third of the planet's resources every year. For
mogt of thelast century, it was closer to one-hdf, by theway. Do you think that'sfair?"

"Uh. .." Richard recognized that as aloaded question and did the only thing he could. He stalled.

"Or let metry it another way," Whitlaw went on. He was sandbagging Richard now; we dl knew it.
"Suppose we order acouple of pizzasfor this class. There are twenty-two very thin dicesin apizza, o
there should be just enough for everybody to have alittle bit. But when they arrive, | take fifteen of the
dicesfor mysdlf and leave therest of you to fight over what'slft. Isthat fair?”

"Y ou'reloading the question, sir. Obvioudy, the way you say it, it'snot fair."

"Well, what do you think we should do about it?"

"Everythingwe can, | guess

"All right. Let's see. Areyou willing to give up al of your clothes except what you're wearing now? Are
you willing to survive on one medl of rice and beans per day? Are you willing to give up your automobile?
And all use of dectricity? Because that'sthe kind of sacrifice it would take-every single American would
have to give up that much before we would be able to start paying back our debt to other nations. Are
you ready to agreeto that?"

There was sllence in the classroom. Nobody wanted to be the first to admit it.

"It'sdl right," encouraged Whitlaw. ™Y ou'll notice I'm not ready to go hungry ether.”

"Okay, so were sdfish-what's the point?*

"That isthe point. That's how welook to the rest of theworld. Like pigs. Rich and fat and selfish. Let's
go back to the pizzaandogy. Herel am sitting with my fifteen dices. Areyou going to let me get away
withit?"

"Of coursenot.”

"Then you think you're judtified in restricting me?"

"Of course.”

"All right, now you understand part of what the Moscow Treaties were about. Y es, there was awar-and
the Moscow Treatieswere aimed at the causes of it. A very large part of it was the perception that the
United States had been selfish with the world's resources.”

"Wait aminute!" Paul Jastrow said. "That's only in the eyes of the other nations. There's another sdeto
that argument, isn't there?"

"l don't know," Whitlaw said innocently, his blue eyestwinkling. "Isthere? Y ou tell me."

Paul Jastrow sat down, frowning. He had to think about this. Joey Hubre raised hishand. "Sir, | read
somewhere that the problems that the United States has been experiencing for most of our history have
been the problems of success, not failure.”

"Gy

"Wel ... 1 mean, um, | hope| get thisright. The article said that the Size of asuccessis proportiona to the
amount of energy invested, and that dl of the technologica advancesthat have occurred in this country
could have only occurred because of the huge amount of resources available to gpply to the problems.”
"And-?'

"Well, the point was that thisjudtified our prodigious energy appetite. Y ou haveto put fud inthejet if you
want it to go. The other nationsin the world have benefited from our advances. They can buy the fruits of
the technology without having to invest in dl the research. Um, the article used energy satdllitesasthe
example. A poor nation-alandbound one-doesn't have to develop awhole space program to have an
energy station in space. They can buy one from usfor only two million caseys. It wasthe United States
that spent billions of caseys developing the industrial use of space, but everybody benefits.”

"| see-and that judtifiesit?’

"Would it have been better for usto have spent that money on food for the poor? We'd still have lots of
poor people today, but we wouldn't have energy stationsin space. And those energy stations may
eventualy makeit possible for poor nationsto feed al their people.”

Whitlaw kept hisface blank. "If you were one of those poor people, Joey, how would you fedl about
that? No, let me be even more graphic. If you were a poor farmer, and your wife and three children were
30 malnourished that together the five of you weighed less than a hundred kilos, how would you fed



about that?"

"Uh..." Joey sat down too.

Where was Whitlaw going with this? A lot of people were sarting to get angry. Were we wrong for
enjoying what we had? Paul Jastrow spoke up for al of us. Hewas douched low in his chair and had his
armsfolded angrily across his chest. "It's our money,” he said. "Don't we have the right to say how we
want to spend it?"

"Sounds good to me-except what if it isn't al your money? Remember, we've been consuming nearly
one-half theworld's resources for most of acentury. What if it's their money too?"

"But it wasn't their money-it wastheir resources. And they sold them to us on afree market.”

"A free market which they claim we manipulated to our advantage.”

"And they haven't manipulated back?'

"Ah, | didn't say that." Whitlaw was trying to keep acareful neutrdity. He held up ahand. "I don't want
to repesat the whole argument-that's not what were going for today-but are you beginning to understand
the nature of the disagreement? Do you see the validity of both points of view?!

A general murmur of assent swept the room.

"Now," said Whitlaw, "weve seen how agroup of people can make adecision that affectsall of them,
and that decision can gtill be unfair. Most of the nations on this planet think the Moscow Treaties were
far. Doyou?'

We thought about it. Some of us shook our heads. "Why not?' Whitlaw pointed.

"Our economy was almost destroyed. It took us over adecade to recover.”

"Then why did we agree to those tregties?'

"Because the dternative was war-"

"They had us outhumbered-"

"We didn't have achoice-"

"All right, dl right-" He held up hishand again. "All of that isdl very wel and good-but | want you dl to
congder something €lse now. Ian't it possible that your perception of the treaties unfairnessisabiased
perception, aproduct of your own subjective points of view?'

who L

"Wl ..."

"Sure but . . ."

"No." That was Paul Jastrow. Everybody turned to look at him. He said, "It doesn't matter how many
peoplesay it'sright if itisn't. Wejust spent awhole session learning that everything a government doesis
going to be unfair to somebody, but agood government triesto minimize the unfairness.”

"Uh huh. . . ." Whitlaw nodded. He was wearing his devil's advocate expression and using a pleasant,
noncommittal tone of voice. "But isn't that what the Moscow Tregties were supposed to do? Establish a
more equitable ditribution of the world's resources?

"Yes, but they did it wrong-they were confiscatory. And you just demonstrated to usthat you can't
redress old wrongs that way without creating new wrongs.”

Whitlaw picked up his clipboard and made anote. "Y ou'reright." He sat down on the edge of his desk
and did something very unusud-for Whitlaw. He lowered hisvoice. He sad, "A large part of this course
is supposed to be about the Moscow Tredties, so you'll understand why they were necessary. And |
think now you understand why many Americans resented them. It felt like we were being unfairly
punished for being successful. And it didn't matter to the other nationsthat all of our sudies and data
models and smulations showed that most of their starving populations were beyond saving-they il felt
that they had to make that commitment to try-"

"But not with our resources-"

"Hush amoment, Paul,” said Whitlaw, uncharacteriticaly polite. "Let mefinish this. It didn't matter what
wefet. We were outvoted. The other nations of thisworld were going to see that we cooperated
whether we wanted to or not-because data smulations or no, they still had to try to save their starving
populations. And yes, it was unfair the way it was done-and that's alarge part of what | wanted you to
realize-but that was the best solution they could come up with. And yes, it was a punitive one-"



He stopped to catch his breath. He looked alittle gray. Janice MacNeil said, "How comeit was never
explained thisway before? | mean, al the news ever said wasthat it was our own noble sacrifice to help
therest of theworld. | never heard before that they were holding agun to our heads.”

"Well, which would you rather believe? That you're doing something because you're being charitable or
because you're being forced to? If you were President, which would be easier to sl to the electorate?!
"Oh," shesad. "But didn't anybody notice?"

"Sure, lots of people did. And they said so, very loudly-but nobody wanted to believe them. Remember,
most people were SO relieved at having avoided anuclear war they were willing to believe that its
non-occurrence was proof of the nobility of both sides. They were eager to believeit, rather than that
someone had blackmailed someone e se under the table. People who complained were cdled extremists,
after al, you don't haveto listen to extremids. It's eesier than you think to devalue atruth that you don't
want to hear. And remember this: any unpopular ideais going to look extreme, so you want to be
responsiblein how you present it. It isamost dways dangerousto beright-and it is certainly dangerous
to be right too soon."

"Wdl-um, does the government know now? | mean, what did we do about it? Or what are we going to
do about it?"

Whitlaw said, "The process of making that decision has been going on for dmost twenty years now. We
aredoing it every day. We are surviving. We are continuing-and were contributing.

"You see, thisisthe hard part to accept. In retrospect-now that we have had the benefit of twenty years
of hindsight-we can see that what was done was perhaps the very best thing to do under the
circumgtances. If you want to look at it from anationdistic point of view, those treaties were only
temporary setbacks, because they did not cripple us permanently. And furthermore, they made it
possible for usto deal with the rest of the world in an atmosphere of reduced hogtility because they findly
felt they had evened the score.

"Now, you need to know just how we paid our reparations. We only shipped food and farm machinery;
instead of cash, we gave them energy satellites and receiving stations. That way, they dl had a vested
interest in keeping our space program going. We shipped teachers and technicians. We exported
oursalves"

And suddenly, three years|later and athousand miles away, the coin dropped. Whitlaw had never come
out and said 0, but he had made it pretty clear that we had lost that war. And that we knew we had lost
the war-and it seemed asif we had actively cooperated in the process of our own punishment. Or had
we? Therewere alot of government programs that only made sense in retrospect-like the Teamwork
Army, for ingance. That was only supposed to be a peacetime sol ution for massive unemployment-the
regimen was exactly likethat of the regular army, except they didn't drill with guns; but then, how long
doesit take to learn how to use agun? Six weeks?

And the space program-as long as we had mass-drivers on the moon, there wasn't acity on Earth that
was safe. We didn't need atom bombs-we could drop asteroids.

And dl those shipments of food and farm machinery-that hel ped our economy more than theirs, because
we got to retool our assembly linesto build anew generation of technology.

And al those energy satellites-every nation that accepted one would be dependent on usfor its
maintenance.

And our export of more than haf amillion teachersto the underprivileged nations-the next generation of
world leaderswould be taught with American vaues.

It made acrazy kind of sense. | could dmost imagine the President saying, "What if we only pretended to
lose?'

| thought of alockbox with afalse bottom and a suite of rooms on the thirteenth floor. Y ou can't hide
anything forever-you can only misdirect the attention of the searcher.

The rest of the world would be looking for evidence of military buildup-and we were hiding it as
economic recovery and reparations and civilian solutions to unemployment! And the best part of it was
that those things were dways exactly what they seemed to be, even when they weren't.

And something dse



Even Whitlaw's class had been asham.

I'd dways wondered why there was a Federa Education Authority. Now it made sense. Under the guise
of teaching us history -how we had lost awar-Whitlaw was teaching us how to win the next one without
ever fighting it. Hed taught usto outthink our enemies, because it was easer than outfighting them.

| fet like a grenade had gone off in my belly. A grenade that Whitlaw had shoved down my throat three
years before and had taken thislong to explode.

I'd never thought about the Specia Forces before-they were just another military unit, one specifically
trained for crisis deployment. | guess|'d thought that meant natural disastersand riots -1 hadn't redlized
there was a second Specia Forces hidden in the one place nobody would think to look: inside the regular
Specia Forces.

| redlized that and my heart popped. What was the Special Forcesredly for? What had | been a part of?



? TWENTY-SEVEN

THERE WERE four of them. Colond Wallachgtein, Lizard, atiny, friendly-looking Japanese lady with
graying hair, and adark fellow in ablack suit. They seated themselves around the smdl table facing me.
Wallachgtein said, "No introductions, McCarthy. Understand something. This meeting didn't happen.
And these people don't exist. Neither do |. Got that?*

"Uh, yes ar."

"Good. | hope so. Because this comes under the jurisdiction of the Nationa Security Act. If you commit
any further violationsyou're likely to disgppear. Permanently.”

"Yes gr."

"Now, before we begin, there are some things | haveto say. I'm required by law to do this." He looked
at asheet of notes before him, and read, " "A fair trid presupposes that the defendant is aresponsible
human being, capable of understanding the difference between right and wrong and ableto gauge his
actions and their consequences on that basis. Therefore, the outcome of this hearing is dependent on your
ability to ded with theinformation availableto you.' " Helooked up a me. "Do you understand this?'

| nodded. My throat had gone dry again. Was| on tria? For what?

Wadlachstein was frowning. "1s something the matter?”

"Sir," | managed to croak, "what kind of hearing isthis? | mean, under what authority-?"

Heheld up ahand. "Let mefinishfirst." He resumed reading. " "Under such operating conditions, we
cannot judge "guilt" or "innocence" as absolute moral vaue-nor should we attempt to. Instead, we are
determining an organism's ability to dedl rationaly with its environment. Instead of seeking punishmernt,
revenge or even rehabilitation, it isthe purpose of thistribunal to determine the value of theindividud's
contribution to the socia environment versusthe cost of his continued existencein that environment.' " He
pushed the sheet of paper aside and looked directly at me. "Do you understand that?"

| nodded.

"Right. Now, one other thing. What | just read you isin compliance with the Revised Lega Code of
2001. Inthishearing, in any areawhere thereis conflict between the Revised Lega Code and the
standards of the Nationa Security Act, the standards of the Nationa Security Act shdl have precedence.

Do you understand that?"
"Uh, | think so. But ... 7'
llY@l

"May | ask questions?’

Hesad, "Y ou havetheright to establish for yoursdlf the authority of thistribund and itsjurisdiction over
you. Y our question”?”’

"l have severd,” | began.

"Let's hear them."

"What's going on here? Who are you? What is your authority? And what am | charged with?"
Wallachstein exchanged glances with the Japanese lady. She smiled sweetly and spokein alightly
accented voice, but she durred some of her consonants and | had to concentrate to be sure | understood
all of her words. "Asamember of the Specia Forces Warrant Agency, you are under the direct
command of the Nationd Security Office, Military Branch, and therefore you are under the multileve
jurisdiction of the Nationa Security Code, the United States Military Code and the United States Civilian
Code, in that order. The purpose of this hearing isto determine the circumstances that resulted in a
breach of security that occurred this morning in front of some two thousand witnesses, anong whom
wereindividuas known to be agents of hostile foreign governments. The members of thistribund are
authorized to act on behaf of the Nationa Security Office. For reasons of national security, no other
identification of the officers of this court will be made. Do you understand?’

"Yes, maam.”

She smiled sweetly back at me.

"Um," | said, "I have some other questions.” They waited expectantly.



"Firgt, I'd like to know how long the Specia Forces has been the cover for asecret military operation. |
want to know what the nature of that operation is and whatever €l se you can tell me about it. |
understand that as amember of the Specia Forces, I'm entitled to be fully briefed.”

Wallachgtein exchanged a glance with the dark fellow. He looked a me and said, "Who told you that?"
"Nobody. | put the pieces together mysdlf. It wasn't hard.”

Wallachstein said, "Thereis no secret military operation within the Specia Forces. At least, not on paper.
However, theinterna nucleus of the organization has stood ready to handle necessary but nasty security
operations for over ahundred years. The current operation isamost exclusively targeted a controlling
the Chtorran infestation. It is a secret operation because we are using weaponry that has been proscribed
by internationa agreement-asyou are wdl aware. What €se do you want to know?"

"I want to know what the Chtorrans are. Are they really from another world or are they abiologica
weapon developed here?!

The Japanese lady said, "Dr. Zymph'sreport on the infestation, which you heard, is our best assessment
of the gtuation to date.”

"How do | know you'retelling the truth?"

"Youdont." Sheadded, "I will tel you that Dr. Zymph istoo proud alady to liefor anyone, if that helps."
"That may be, but the Chtorrans are too well adapted to this ecology. And the United Statesis taking too
much advantage of the Stuation.”

"Yes" shesad. "l see” Shedidn't say anything ese. Shejust blinked at me.

"Well, aren't you going to answer those points?*

She shook her head. "Unfortunately, there are no satisfactory answers-at least none that will satisfy you
right now."

"Well, give methe unsatisfactory answersthen.”

Shesad, "l can't tell you anything about the Chtorrans that you don't already know. Y es, they areterribly
well adapted to our ecology. We've noticed it too. Someday we hope to find out why. | will tell you that
if any nation on this planet had the ability to create-in absol ute secrecy-several hundred new species of
virulent life forms, totaly unrecognizable to state-of-the-art genetic tailoring, it would have to be the
United States. We know that we didn't do it. What we're seeing is beyond our ability to construct. And
we know that no one e se hasthe capability to do it elther.

"Now, asto the second part of your concern: yes, the United States is exploiting the situation-but we did
not create the Situation, nor would we have if we did have the ability. But it does exist and we will useit.
We would use any Situation that occurred. We have aresponsibility to the remaining member population
of this nation to manage the affairs of satein away that best servesthear interests. If we didn', they
would have the right to replace us with individuas who would.”

"l can't say | likethat very much,” | said.

She nodded. "1 told you that the answers were unsatisfactory. I'm afraid that you will have to resolve
your conflict with them for yourself.”

Shelooked to Wallachstein. Helooked at me. "Isthat it? Or isthere something € se?!

"Just one thing more, sir. How did | end up in the Specid Forces?!

For thefirst time, he smiled-it wasagrim smile, but it still qualified: the corners of his mouth twitched. He
sad, "By migtake. The. .. ah. .. plagues destroyed severa key lines of communication. Welost some
of our most vauably placed people. Theindividuals who replaced them were not aware of the unique
status of the Specid Forces. Weve been very successful in establishing ourselves as our own cover
organization, but even we were not untouched by the plagues, and it took awhile to reestablish al of our
necessary controls. Unfortunately, during that time, anumber of individuals-like yourself-were assgned to
Specid Forces units that they should not have been. For the most part, we've been able to locate and
isolate those individua s who were unable to meet our specid ... criteria. Y ou, unfortunately, have proven
to be something of adifficult case. Had you made the attempt to contact meimmediately upon arrival, |
might have been able to prevent the scene in the conference hdl thismorning.” He cleared histhroat, then
alowed himsdf another grim amile. "On the other hand, in dl fairness, there are anumber of people who
fed exactly asyou do and who would have liked to have done the same thing you did-except that they



knew the reasons why they shouldn't.”

"Oh"

Wallachstein and the Japanese lady whispered together for amoment, Lizard and the dark fellow
listening in. Dark fellow shook his head about something, but Lizard shook her head harder, disagreeing
with him. | caught the phrase"-can't afford to waste personnd-" and then they shut up when they redlized
they were getting too loud.

Walachgtein said, "1 think | have to agree with Mgor Tirelli's assessment.” He turned to me. "McCarthy,
let me be honest with you. | don't give adamn what happened this morning. I'm not so sure that you did
any serious damage to us, and you may even have,done some good by drawing off some of the heat from
Dr. Zhymph's presentation. We expected there to be fireworks over that, because there were individuals
in attendance whose sole purpose in attending was to creste fireworks and embarrass the United States.
We knew about them in advance. Y ou seem to have stolen their thunder and embarrassed one of their
most respected spokesmen.”

"l embarrassed him?”

"Y ou dedlt with theissues. He didn't. More importantly, you kept him from making his presentation. He
was going to minimize the Chtorran problem in favor of aglobal reconstruction plan-it would have been a
very attractive plan too, because the United States would have ended up paying for most of it.
Essentidly, we would be shipping out every unclaimed machine in the country, every vehicle, computer,
arrplane, TV sat and toaster. And if we couldn't do it fast enough, they'd send in volunteer troopsto help
us. To be honest, McCarthy, | couldn't have staged a better diversion if I'd wanted to. And believe me, |
wanted to. | didn't because | thought it would be too obvious. And that's the problem here. Y ou caled
attention to yourself asamember of the Specia Forces Warrant Agency, and even though you didn't
know what you were doing, you have given the United Nations I ngpection Authority additiond reason to
suspect the Specia Forces as an undercover operation. Our enemies are dready claiming that this
morning's events were carefully planned to discredit their position. They're right and wrong at the same
time. If we had thought we could have gotten away with something like what you did, we would have
doneit-but we didn't think we could have. And you proved that our estimation of the Stuation was
correct. Inyour ignorance, you did the right thing-that's why it was wrong, because it was so right. Do
you understand?”’

"Uh, sort of, but not redly.”

Wallachgtein was grim. "1'm not sure what | should do with you, McCarthy. | can't give you ameda and

| don't have time to hang you. Do you have any suggestions?'

| thought about it for amoment. They waited patiently. When | finaly spoke, it waswith carefully chosen
words. "I'm interested in Chtorrans, Sir. I'm not interested in playing spy games. Up in the mountains, we
knew who the enemy was. He was big and red and always screamed before he leaped, and there wasn't
anybody to say how we should or shouldn't fight back. We just did what we had to.”

Walachstein said, "Inthat, | envy you. There have been occasions when | wished for the gpplication of a
flamethrower to solve some of my problems down here." He opened a notebook in front of him and
scribbled something on a page. He ripped the page out and shoved it toward me. "Here. | want you to
go someplace this afternoon.”

| took the paper and looked at it. "A doctor?

"A psychiarig."

"l don't understand.”

"Have you ever heard of survivor's syndrome?’ | shook my head.

He said quietly, "When you wipe out three-quarters of the human race, dl you have |eft are orphans.
Thereisn't ahuman being on this planet who hasn't been affected in some deep way. The dying has
touched us adl. I'm sure you've seen some of the reactions, the herds of walking wounded, the manics, the
zombies, the suicides, the sexua obsessives, the oneswho are so desperate for stability that they've
become drones, and so on. | don't know if you've seen much of the opposite side of that coin though.
Like any orded, the plagues destroyed the weak and tempered the strong. There are alot of people who
are just coming aive now because they have something worthwhile to do. Before you can become ared



member of this Specid Forces, we have to know which kind of survivor you are.”

| blurted, "1 don't know. | never thought about it. | mean, | just picked mysalf up and kept on going. It
seemed the only logical thing to do-"

Wallachgtein held up ahand. "Dont tel me. Tell the doctor. Well recessthishearing until .. ." He
glanced at hiswatch, scowled. ". . . until further notice. Take a scooter from the car pool, McCarthy.
Maor Tirelli will show you whereto go. Don't talk to anyone el se. Go directly back to base and plug
into Dr. Davidson. Get something to eat at the base commissary. Better get a change of clothestoo, and
then come back hereimmediately.”

"Uh, ar?'

Helooked up. "Eh?'

"I thought | was ... under arrest. | mean, what's to keep me from getting on the scooter and heading
weg?'

"Nothing," hesaid. "Infact, it'd probably solve alot of problemsif you did. It's not something many
people know, but not alot of traffic is getting over the Rockies these days. Something keeps stopping the
cars and pedling them open like sardine cans. Besides'-he looked me straight in the eye and his
expression was taut "you're not the kind who bolts. Y ou'll come back. By then well have Dr. Davidson's
report and well know what to do with you. Mgor Tirdli, will you escort McCarthy to the car pool? We
have sometalking to do here."



? TWENTY-EIGHT

THE ROOM was empty.

A rug. A chair. A table with apitcher of water and aglassonit. Nothing else. No other doors except the
one behind me. "Please sit down," said adisembodied femalevoice. | looked, but | couldn't seea
speaker system. | sat down. The chair creaked, but it was comfortable. It was a swivel-rocker,
upholstered in dark brown legther. It felt reassuring.

"Y our name, please?"

"McCarthy, James Edward."

"Ah, yes. We've been expecting you. Dr. Davidson will be with you shortly. Whileyou wait, I'll play a
short film for you."

"Um-" But the room was aready darkening. Thewall in front of me began to glow and images began to
solidify intheair. | shut up, decided to relax and enjoy it.

Thefilmwas ... amontage. What they cal atone poem. Music and images wrapping around each other,
some sexua, some violent, some funny, some happy-two naked children splashing in arocky stream
dissolved into atiny jeweled spider weaving adiamond tapestry againgt ablue and velvet
background-that shimmered into an eagle soaring high above a desolate landscape asif looking for a
haven-the eagle became a slver sailship hanging effortlesdy in space below an emerald-shiny Earth, and
then apair of male dancers, clad only in briefs, whirled around each other, their bodies glistening with
sweat-resolving now into a cheetah racing hard across the veldt and bringing down a zebra, terrified, ina
cloud of stinging dust...

It went on like that for ten or fifteen minutes, atumble of pictures, one after the other, faster than | could
assmilate. A couple of times| felt frightened; | didn't know why. Once| felt angry. | didn't likethefilm. |
wondered why they were showing it to me. Thiswas boring. And then, just when | Sarted to get
interested again, it ended.

When the lights came back up, aquiet voice said, "Good afternoon.” The voice was male. Quiet. Very
mature. Grandfatherly.

| cleared my throat again, and | found my voice. "Where areyou?' | asked.

"Atlanta.”

"Who areyou?"'

"Youmay cal meDr. Davidson, if you wish. That's not my real name, but that's the name | usefor these
sessons”

"Why isthat?'

Heignored the question. "If you'd like to smoke, pleasefed free," said Dr. Davidson. "l won't mind."

"l don't smoke," | said.

"l meant dope."

| shrugged. "I don't do much of that either.”

"Why not?' he asked. "Do you have strong fedings about it?!

"No. | just don't like it much." Something was making me uncomfortable. | said, "Can you see me?”'
"Yes | can.”

"Isthere any way | can seeyou?'

"If you mean, isthere a screen for two-way video, I'm sorry, thereisn't. If you mean you'd like to see me
faceto face, you'll have to cometo Atlanta. I'm something of aninvaid. That's one of the reasonswhy
we don't have two-way hookups. Sometimes my ... ah, condition can be disconcerting.”

"Oh." | felt embarrassed. | didn't know what to say.

Dr. Davidson said, "Please tell me about yourself."

"What do you want to know?"'

"Why do you think you're here?"

"| wastold to come here."

“Why?



"They want to know if I'm too crazy to betrusted.” "What do you think?*

"I don't know. Theway | always heard it, the crazy person isthe worst oneto judge.”

"Jugt the same, what do you think?* Dr. Davidson's voice was mild-and incredibly patient. | beganto like
him. A little.

| said, "1 think I'm doing okay. I'm surviving."

"Isthat your gauge of success? That you're surviving?' | thought about it. "I guessnot.”

"Areyou happy?'

"I don't know. | don't know what happiness feelslike anymore. | used to. | don't think anyone's happy
sncethe plagues.”

"Areyou unhappy? Do you fed depressed?’

"Sometimes. Not alot.”

"Hurt? Confused?"

"Yegh. A little”

"Angy."

| hesitated. "No."

Therewas slence for amoment. Then Dr. Davidson asked, "Do you ever fed angry?'

"Y eah. Doesn't everybody?"

"It'sanorma responseto frustrating Situations,” Dr. Davidson admitted. " So what makes you angry?”'
"Stupidity,” | said. Eventaking about it, | could fed my musclestightening.

Dr. Davidson sounded puzzled. "I'm not sure | understand that, Jm. Could you give me some examples?'
"I don't know. People lying to each other. Not being honest. . . ."

"Specificaly?' he urged.

"Um-well, like the people | met a the reception last night. And the scientists this morning. And even
Colond Warthe people who sent me here. Everybody's talking to me. But so far, nobody wantsto
ligen.”

"I'mligening, IJm."

"Youreaghrink. You haveto listen. That'syour job."

"Did you ever wonder what kind of person becomes a psychiatrist, Jm?"

"No."

"I'll tell you. Somebody who isinterested in other people enough to want to listen to them.”

"Wl ... but it's not the same. | want to talk to the people who can answer my questions about the
Chtorrans. | want to tell them what | saw. | want to ask them what it meant-but it doesn't seem like
anyonewantsto listen. Or, if they listen, they don't want to believe. And | know | saw afourth Chtorran
come out of that nest!"

"It'sdifficult to prove, it it?'

"Yeah," | grumbled. "Itis"

"Why don't you St down again.”

"Huh?" | redized | was standing. | hadn't remembered getting out of the chair. "Sorry. When | get angry,
| pace.”

"No need to apologize. How else do you ded with your anger, Jm?"

"Okay, | guess."

"I didn't ask you how well you thought you dedlt with it. | asked you specificaly what you do to ded with
it

| shrugged. "1 get mad.”

"Do you tdl people when you're angry?"

"Y egh. Sometimes”

Dr. Davidson waited. Patiently.

"Wél, most of thetime.”

"Redly?'

"No. Hardly ever. | mean, | blow up sometimes, but most of thetime, | don't. | mean. . ."

"What?"



"Well-um, | don't redly liketo tell peoplethat I'm pissed at them.”

"Why not?'

"Because, people don't want to hear it. They only get mad back at you for getting mad at themin thefirst
place. So when | get mad at someone, I-try not to let it get in the way, so | can dedl rationaly with the
other person.”

"l see. Would it befair to say that you suppress your anger, then?'

"Yeah, | guesss0."

Therewas alonger pause thistime. "So you're still carrying alot of it with you, aren't you?'

"I don't know." And then | looked up. "What do you think?'

"I don't think yet," said Dr. Davidson. "I'm looking for patterns.”

"Oh," | sad.

"L et me ask you something, Jm. Who are you angry a?'

"I don't know. Peopletalk to me, tell me what to do-no, they tell mewho | am and | know that's not who
| am. They talk to me, but they don't want to listen. My dad-whenever he would say, '| want to talk to
you," heredly meant, "I'm going to talk and you're going to listen." Nobody wantsto hear what | haveto
"Tell me more about your dad,” said Dr. Davidson.

| rocked back and forth in the chair for amoment. Findly | said, "Well, see, it wasn't that my dad and |
couldn't communicate. We could-but we didn't. Not very often, that is. Oh, once in awhile he tried-and
onceinawhilel tried-but most of the time both of us were too involved with our own concernsto be
involved with each other."

| said, "Y ou know, my dad was famous. He was one of the best fantasistsin the country. Not the most
popular-he didn't go infor alot of flash and dazzle-but <till he was one of the most respected, because
hissmulationswereintelligent. When | wasakid, alot of people used to tell me how lucky | was-even
my own friends-because | got to play al his programs before anybody € se. They couldn't understand my
matter-of-fact attitude about hiswork, and | couldn't understand their awe."

"How did you fed about hiswork?"

| didn't answer that immediately. | wanted to interrupt and give Dr. Davidson acompliment-he was
asking the right questions. He was very astute. But | redlized | was Sdetracking myself. And | redized
why. | didn't want to answer that last question.

Dr. Davidson was very patient. The chair amswere warm. | let go of them and rubbed my hands
together. Findly, | admittedit. | said, "Um ... | guess| didn't redizeit at the time, but | think-no, | know-
resented my dad's work. Not the games themsdlves, but histota involvement with them. | wasjedous, |
guess. My dad would get an idea-say, like Inferno or Starship or Brainstorm-and held turn into a zombie.
Hewould disappear into his office for weeks at atime. That closed door was athreat. Do not disturb
under pendty of immediate and painful death. Or possibly something worse. (Beware of Y ang the
Nausesting.) When he was writing, it was like living with aghost. Y ou heard sounds, you knew there was
someone in the house with you, but you never saw himin person. And if by chance you did, it waslike
meeting astranger in your living room. Hed mumble an acknowledgment, but he'd never lose his
million-light-year Sare.

"I don't know how Mom learned to live with it, but she did. Somehow. Dad would be up before seven,
fix his own breskfast and then disappear for the day-only coming out of his office to help himself to
something from the refrigerator. Mom made a point of leaving plates of food for him, so al he had to do
was grab the plate and afork and he could vanish back into his study. Usualy we wouldn't see him again
until after midnight. This could go on for weeks a atime.

"But we aways knew when he had reached a hdfway point-he took three days off to recharge his
battery. It wasn't for usthat he took the break; it was for himself. He'd take us out to dinner and a show,
or we'd take a couple of days and go to an amusement park, but it was aways strained. Maggie and |
didn't know how to react around him because we'd been tiptoeing past his office for so many daysina
row. Now, suddenly, he wasn't amonster anymore; he wanted to be our friend-but we didn't know how
to befriendswith him. Hed never taken the time to give usa chanceto learn.



"For along time| wasjedous of hiscomputer, but then | learned how to survive without area dad and
then it didn't matter anymore. Pretty soon, the hard parts were only when he wastrying to make up for
lost time. Wedl felt so uncomfortable, it was dways ardief when hed finaly stretch hisarms out and
say, Wadll, | guess|'d better get back to work. Somebody's got to pay the bills around here.'

"Mom had her own work, of course-but she was able to switch off the terminal and walk away from it
without looking back. Dad never was-when he had a problem to solve, he gnawed at it like a puppy with
the legbone of a steer. Later, when | was old enough, | was able to appreciate the € egance of Dad's
work. His programs not only played well, but they were so beautifully structured they were ajoy to read.
But no matter how much | respected the products of hislabors, | till resented the fact that so much of his
emotiona energy went into his creations that there was only alittleleft for me. For thefamily.

"When Dad wasfinaly finished with a program, he would be completely done. He wouldn't go near the
machinefor ... | don't know-it seemed like months. He wouldn't even play other authors games. Those
were dmost okay times, because held try to make the effort to learn how to be ared human being
again-ared father. But by then, we'd learned to recogni ze the signs-that he couldn't redlly doiit.
Whenever he got too close, he'd get just so close and then held retreat again. He'd
suddenly-conveniently-get another ideaand held be gone again.

"So Maggieand I-well, | don't know about Maggie, but it seemed that she felt the same way-had that
gapinour lives, and we ether had to look somewhere el se for something tofill it or learn to live with the
lack. Which ismostly what | did-lived with the lack-because | didn't know that afamily wasn't supposed
to be that way. Maggie-well, she found her own answer. We weren't that close.

"Anyway, that was before the plagues. When we went up to the cabin, something in Dad changed-not
better, just different. At first | didn't notice, because | didn't have enough experience with him to know,
and thenwhen | did, | didn't know what to make of it. | guessit scared me. Asif | didn't know who he
was after dl.

"Severa timesaweek, he and | would make the rounds of our security sensors-no one could have
approached within amile of the cabin without our knowing about it, not even adeer. We never had any
people come near, but the system kept usin fresh meat and | learned how to skin a carcass and hangit.
At firgt, Dad and | each kept mostly to ourselves, but after awhile, he began talking to me. Asif | werea
rea person. Asif held just been waiting for meto grow up first.

"It confused me. | mean-hell, how can you expect someone to suddenly be area son when you've spent
twenty yearsignoring him?

"And yet, even as| resented the goddamned presumption of the man, | till wanted him to finaly be my
father. So | stopped hating him for awhile and began to discover what an interesting person heredly
was. I'd never known some of the things he'd done when he was my age-you know, he once met Neil
Armsirong!

"l guessthat waswhen Dad and | finally got to know each other. And | know this sounds strange, but
those days up at the cabin were probably the happiest time of my life. It was a vacation from redity, and
for alittlewhile, wewere ared family. It wasnice. For awhile. .. ."

After awhile, Dr. Davidson prompted, "Go on, Jm."

"Huh?'

"What happened?’

| shrugged. "We came down from the mountains too soon. And we got caught in the last wave of the
plagues. And the boys died. And-um, Dad never forgave himself. My sister never forgave him. And my
mother-well, she never stopped pitying him because she knew what private hell he wasliving with. |
guess he couldn't take that."

" me

"Huh?'

"You didn't say how you fdt."

"Yes | did. | sad| loved him."

"How did you fed about coming down from the mountain too soon?"

"Uh ... it wasamistake, but it was an honest one. | mean, anyone could have ... | mean, it wasn't his



fault-"

"Jm," Dr. Davidson said very quietly, "you're not being honest with me."

| jerked my hands back from the arms of the chair.

"Yes" headmitted. "There are sensorsin the chair-but that isn't how | know you'relying. | can hear the
dressinyour voice." | felt suddenly flustered-and angry. | jumped up out of the chair

"How did you fed, Jm?"

"None of your damn business! I'm tired of peopletelling mewho | am, who | haveto be. I'm tired of
peoplelying to me! Everybody lies. Obamalied. Dukelied. Y ou're lying now, I'll bet. I'm tired of it-tired
of being used and manipulated. It isnt fair! It wasn't fair when my father did it!" The words were tumbling
out now. | knew what | was saying, but | couldn't sop myselfl didn't even know if | meant any of it. "He
didn't listen to me either! | wanted to stay up in the mountainslonger! We were happy there!” The words
caught in my throat and | choked. | started coughing.

After apolite pause, Dr. Davidson said, "Therés water on the table.”

| stepped over to it and poured myself aglass. | drank it, then poured another and downed half of it too.
My throat till felt dry. | carried it back to the chair with me. | sat down again. | tried to perch on the
edge of the seat, but the chair wasn't designed for it; | had to lean back.

"Y ou said you were happy there, in the mountains,” Dr. Davidson prompted.

"Yes" | admitted, glad to findly haveit out. "1 was. | wasn't competing with the computer anymore. We
wereinvolved with living. Surviving. | mean, it wasn't easy; we had to chop our own wood and do alot
of maintenance on the solar panels, but we were involved with what we were doing-and with each other.
We talked to each other about what we had to do. We shared our experiences. We cooperated. Oh,
therewerefights, alot of arguments-especidly at first-but we wereafamily finaly. And it wasn't fair to
end it. We could have stayed up there longer. We should have waited. | didn't want to come back. |
wanted usto stay up there-"

"So it wasn't the boys at al?" asked Dr. Davidson.

"No," | admitted. "Not for me. It was ... | wasafraid | was going to lose him again.”

"So you were angry a your father?"

"Yeah, | guessso. Yeah, | was."

"Didyoutdl him how you fdt?"

"No, | never did. | mean, there wasn't any point. Once he'd made up hismind, that wasit. Oh, | tried-I
did tel him. | said we shouldn't go down yet, but he said we had to. | didn't want to, but you couldn't
arguewith him, so | didn't. | just figured he was going to have hisway, so | started putting up thewalls
again. You know, 1'd et them down for awhile, but now that he was making plansto come back, | had
to protect mysdlf again and-" | stopped to take asip of water.

"Did he noticeit? Did he see achange in your behavior?'

"l don't see how he could have missed it. | wasared asshole there for awhile.”

" sgp”

Therewas silence. While | redlized. It wasn't just Maggie's anger. Or Mom's pity. It was me too. My
resentment. Was that what he'd been trying to tell methat last day at the depot? Did | drive him away
too?

"Wheat are you thinking about now?"

"Nothing," | said. "I'm just wondering who | should be angry at. My dad? Or me? Hewastherewhen |
needed him. But | wasn't there when he needed me. | abandoned him because ... because. . ." My face
was getting hot. Thiswasthe hard part to admit. | could fed my throat tightening up. ". . . | thought he
was going to shut me out again and | wanted to shut him out first-to show him what it felt like, to show
him he couldn't jerk me around like that! | mean, everybody else doesit, but not my dad! It wasn't fair!” |
gtarted coughing then, and my eyeswere blurry. | rubbed my palms againgt them, realized | was sarting
to cry-and then broke down and bawled like a baby.

Dr. Davidson waited patiently. Findly he sad, "Areyou dl right?’

"No," | said, but | was. | wasrdieved to have findly spoken it doud. It was asif | had released a great
pressure that | hadn't even known was there until the words had given it form.



"Yes" | said. "I'm dl right. Well-alittle better, anyway. | hadn't redlized | wasliving with such ... guilt.”
"Not just guilt, Jm. Anger too. Y ou've been carrying your anger for such along time, Jm, it'sbecome a
habit. It's part of you. My jobisto assist you in giving it up. If that's what you want.”

| thought about that. "I don't know. Sometimes| think my anger isall that keeps me going.”

"Maybe that's because you haven't experienced anything else asintense. Have you ever beenin love?"

| shook my head.

"Perhaps you ought to think about that-consider what it is you expect alover to be. We could talk about
that next time."

"Next time?'

"If youwish. You can cal on me any time you want. That'swhat I'm herefor."

"Oh. | thought thiswas only aone-timeinterview."

"It doesn't haveto be."

"Oh," | said. Then, "Thank you."



? TWENTY-NINE

DINNER WAS athick steak (medium rare), real mashed potatoes, green peas (with melted butter on
them), fresh salad (bleu cheese dressing) and a chocolate soda. All of my favorite foods. Even an army
commissary couldn't do too much damage to a T-bone steak. Although they tried.

| wondered about Ted. | wondered where he was and what he was up to now. Or who.

I'd never been able to keep up with him. And | knew why. Paul Jastrow said it to me once-l didn't
remember the argument, but | did remember the insult: "Hey, M cCarthy-there are human beings and
there are ducks. Y ou're aduck. Stop pretending to be a human being. Y ou're not fooling anyone.” Some
of the people around him laughed, so after that, whenever Paul wanted to get alaugh, he'd turn to me and
gart quacking, then held turn to hisfriends and explain, Y ou haveto talk to themin their own language if
you want them to understand anything.” | never understood why he'd picked me out for the honor of that
particular humiliation-not until much later when | saw some comedian on TV do the exact same routineto
an unsuspecting member of the audience. It wasn't persond; he wasjust using the fellow-he was
someone to hit with the rubber chicken. That's when the nickle dropped. Paul had been imitating this
comic. Maybe he hadn't even meant it personaly-it was just a cheap way to get alaugh. But nobody had
let meinonthejoke Sol didn't get to laugh too. And even though | understood it now, in retrospect, it
dtill didn't lessenthe hurt. | could till fed it, could sill hear thelaughter.

| think it hurt the most because | was afraid it might be true. | waslooking at my haf-finished steak. | was
wishing | had someone to share the medl with. It's no fun eating alone.

| pushed myself away from the table. | wasn't hungry anymore. | hated to waste food, but

-and then | had to stop mysdlf, or | would have laughed out loud. There weren't any children starving in
Africaanymore-or India, or Pakistan, or anywhere else! Nobody was starving anymore. If there was one
good thing the plagues had accomplished, they had ended world hunger. It didn't matter if | wasted this
steak or not. There was steak enough for everybody now. There was steak to waste! It was an eerie
redization.

But | till felt guilty about not finishing. Old habitsdie hard. If you train yoursdf to think a certain way, will
you keep on thinking that way, even after it'sno longer avaid way to think? Hm.

Did I think like aduck? Wasthat it? Did | keep on doing ducklike things because | didn't know how to
do anything else? Wasit that obvious to the people around me?

Maybe | should stop being me for awhile and start being someone e se-someone who didn't have so
much trouble being me.

| wasn't hungry anymore. | got up, took my tray to the bus window and left the commissary.

| wondered if | walked funny. | mean, | was short and alittle pudgy around the bottom. Did | look like a
duck? Maybe | could learn to walk differently-if | stood alittle taller and carried my weight in my chest
instead of in my gut-"Oof! I'm sorry." | had been so busy walking, | hadn't been |ooking, and had plowed
graight into ayoung woman. Quack. Old synapses never die, they just fireaway. "I'm redlly sorry-oh!™

It was Marcie. Thethin girl with the large dark eyes. From the bus. Colonel Buffoon.

"Hi-" | flustered for words. "Uh, what are you doing here?"

"Feeding my dog-they give methe scraps.” She showed me the package she was carrying.

| held the door for her. She stepped through, but didn't say thanks. | followed &fter.

She stopped on the sdewalk. " Are you following me?”

| shook my head. "No."

"Well, then, go away."

"You'revery rude, you know." She stared at me blankly.

"Y ou don't even give people a chance."

Sheblinked. "I'm sorry. Am | supposed to know you?”

"Uh-we were on the bus together, remember? Last night?" She shook her head. "1 don't remember
anything from last night. Were you one of the boys | screwed?’

"Huh?No ... | mean...wha?"



"He doesn't use meat dl. | know that's what people think, but he's never touched me. But helikesto
watch me do it with the young men he picks out. And then he likesto-wdl, you know."

"Why do you stay with him?"

She shrugged. "1 don't know. | don't have anywhere elseto go." And then she added, "I really am sorry.

| don't remember you at dl. | was stoned last night. He had some Atlanta Blue. | don't think | did it with
anyone, but I'm not aways sure. Were you there?”

"| told you. We were on the bus together. Remember? The businto town?"

"Oh, yeah. I'm sorry. Sometimes| don't remember thingsat dl. If you say s0." She turned away from me
then, bent to the ground and unwrapped her package to reveal alarge pile of meat scraps and bones.
"Hesgoing to lovethis. Rangle!" shecdled. "C'mon, boy. Here, Rangle, comeand get it or I'll giveitto
the dog!" She turned back to me. "I don't like to do dust, but-well, it hel ps sometimes. Y ou know.
Sometimes | get ... lonely. Y ou know?'

"Yegh. | know."

"That'sfunny, isn't it? There are ftill lots of people, if you know whereto go, but it'sal crowds of
grangers. | don't know anybody anymore.”

"l know what you mean. And everybody always seems so agitated. It's like-you know, the social
Brownian movement has been speeded up-"

Her expression was blank. She didn't know.

| said, "It's because there are less people now-we al have to move faster to make up for the difference.”
Shewas staring at me. Had | just said something stupid? Or had she not gotten it? She said, "1 used to be
smart. Likeyou. Only it stopped being useful to be smart. So | stopped being smart.” She looked sad.
"The dust helpsalot. You can get real stupid redl fast with dust.” She caught hersdlf then, asif shed said
something she shouldn't have. Shelifted her voice again. "Hey, Rangle! Come on! Where are you, boy?"
There was an edge of impatience in her tone. She turned back to me. "Y ou'll like him. He'sredly avery
friendly dog-I just don't know where heisnow."

"Oh, wdll ... maybe he got caught up in traffic, or something.”

Shedidn't react to thejoke. She turned her wide-eyed stare on me again. "Do you think so?”

"Areyou gill dusted?' | asked.

"Oh, no. | haven't sniffed since yesterday. | don't likeit. Why do you ask?' Before | could answer, she
clutched my arm. "Am | being weird? I'm sorry. Sometimes| get weird. It happens. But nobody ever
tellsmeif I'mweird or not. That scares me sometimes-that | might be so weird that no one will tdl if | am
or not. Onetime, everybody else got dusted and | had to stay squeaky-because it was my period and |
didn't want to risk hemorrhaging-and | was redlly bored. They didn't understand why | wasn't giggly like
them-"

"Yes" | sad. "You'rebeing weird."

She looked into my face. Her eyeswere very large and very dark. Shelooked dmost like alittle girl right
then. She said, "Thank you. Thank you for teling methat." She blinked and | saw thetearsweling upin
her eyes. "l don't know anything anymore, except what other peopletell me. So thank you for telling me
the truth.

"Do you hate me?' | shook my head. "Do you fed sorry for me?"

"No, | don't." I thought about my father for an ingtant. "No, | don't fed sorry for anyone anymore. It only
killsthem."

She kept on looking a me, but she didn't say anything for along moment. We stood there in the
Colorado dusk, while overhead the stars began to come out. To the west, the mountains were outlined in
afant glow of orange. The breeze was warm and smelled of honey and pine.

The silence stretched until it was uncomfortable. | began to wonder if | should gpologize for being honest
with her. Findly she said, "1 wish | knew where that damn dog went to. It's not like him to misshis
dinner! Rangle!" She looked annoyed, then asif embarrassed to have been angry, she said, "I don't know
why I'm getting so upset-he's not my real dog. | mean, he'sjust astray. | sort of adopted him-" And then
she admitted, "-but he'sthe only person | know who ... well, he doesn't care if I'm weird. Rangle doesn't
care. You know?'



"Yeah, | do. Wedl need someonethese days." | smiled at her. "Because were al weve got.”

Shedidn't answer immediately. She was staring at the paper with the meat scraps on it. Overhead, the
dreet lights came on, filling the twilight with awarm glow. When Marciefinaly spoke, her voice was very
soft. "Y ou know, | used to know what was important in life and what wasn't. Being beautiful was
important. | had my nose fixed-my whole face-because | wanted to be beautiful. Like, you could have
that bump on your nose fixed-"

"It was amotorcycle accident,” | said.

"-only you'd still be you insde, wouldn't you? Wdll, that's what happened to me. | had my face

remode ed-only afterwards, | was till me. | think that's what's happened to the world. Were al still who
we were last year-only our outsides have changed and we don't know it yet. We don't know who we're
supposed to be anymore. I'm nervous and I'm scared-all thetime,” she said. "'l mean, what if | do find out
who | am, and then someone comes up and tells me no, that's not who | am after al? Do you know what
| mean?'

| said, "Ducks. Wewant to fedl like swans, and they keep telling us we're ducks-and not even very good
ducks at that."

"Yeah," shesaid. "That's good. Y ou do understand. Sometimes| wonder if therésanyone elseinthe
world who fedswhat | do-and sometimes | find someone who does; but it's dways a surprise to find out
that I'm not completely done.”

She shivered and | put my arm around her. "1 know."

Petulantly, shesaid, "'l just wish | knew where Rangle was. Hell probably show up tomorrow, grinning
and wagging. He'sared practica joker, but | don't like worrying. Y ou've seen him around, haven't you?
Sort of halfway between brown and white, amost pink-red shaggy, with big floppy paws like bunny-feet
dippers. Big brown eyes and a black gumdrop nose."

Yes, | had seen him.

From aglass booth above acircular room. Last night. With Jillanna.

He had been-dessert.

| could fed my stomach tightening. Oh, shit. How should | handle this one?

Marcielooked at me. "Did you say something?

"Uh-Marcie, I-uh, don't know how to tell you this, but-" just tell the truth, the voice in my head said. "-uh,
Rangleisdead. He was-uh, hit by acar. It happened late last night. | saw it happen. He waskilled
ingantly. | didn't redlize that was Rangle until you described him."

She was shaking her head. ""Oh, no-he couldn't be! Are you sure, Im?' She searched my face for some
sgnthat | was mistaken.

| swallowed hard. My throat hurt. | remembered something I'd heard in the booth, about how this dog
had been scrounging around the commissary for awhile. "Marcie" | said. "I'm sure. He was about S0
high, right?"

She nodded dowly. She gulped for amoment, asif she couldn't get air. And then she put her handsto
her face and held them there. It was asif she were shattering into athousand screaming pieces dl at
once, and only the sheer pressure of her hands was keeping al those pieces from flying off into space.
And then, abruptly, she straightened up and her face was like amask. When she spoke, her voice was
flat and dead. "I'll bedl right." She shrugged. "Hewas only adog.” Shewasazombie again.

| stared at her as she bent and picked up the package of meat scraps that Rangle would never edt. She
folded the paper up neetly and walked over to a nearby garbage can and dumped it in. "Now | can stop
caing.”

"Marcie, it'sal right to care. We dl have to have someoneto care about.”

"l don't," she said. She pulled her coat around her, asif to shield hersalf against the cold-but it was a
warm night and it wasn't the cold she was shutting out. She brushed past me and started walking away.
"Marcie!" Shekept on waking and | felt powerlessto stop her. It made me angry-the feding of
helplessness; it was the same fedling as when my father walked away from mefor thelast time. "No,
goddammit! I'mtired of people waking out on me!" Something flickered like aframein amovie and then
| was moving across the space between us and grabbing her arm. | pulled her around to face me.



"Knock it off!" | snapped a her. "Thisisrealy stupid. I've seen other people do it. Y ou Start retreating
from life becauseit hurts. You do it one step at atime, but pretty soon it becomes such a habit that you
do it automatically-you run from everything. Of courseit hurts How much it hurts shows how much you
care! And that provesjust how much diveyou are!™

"Let go of me! | don't need asermon!”

"You'reright! You don't' You need ayear in arubber room!"

She broke free of my grip, her eyeswild. "Don't say that!" she shrieked. Her hands were like claws.
"Why? Because it might be true? Y ou said you were terrified of being weird, that you might be one of
those ladies with the fried eggs on their foreheads, but nobody would tell you. Well, I'm telling you. If you
run away from me now, that'sthe first step toward the fried egg.”

Shelooked asif I'd dapped her, blinking a mein the glow of the street lights. Her expression seemed to
dissolve as the meaning of the words sank in. | could dmost see them penetrating, layer after layer. "I've
been there," she said. "'l don't want to go back."

"So don't. You don't haveto. It'sal this running from stuff that keegpsyou crazy. Y ou think you're the
only onewho's crazy? Therest of usarejust aswacko! All you haveto do islook. The only differenceis
wedon't let it stop us.”" | added, "Too much.”

"Butit hurtd"

"Sowhat? Let it hurt! At least that way you get it over with! What you're doing now sureisn't producing
results, isit?'

She nodded and gulped, and then her eyeswelled up and she clutched my shirt and she grabbed me and
garted bawling. | pulled her close and held onto her, asif | could shield her from the pain-only it wasn't
pain from the outside anymore, it was pain that bubbled up from the insde and burst out through her eyes
and nose and mouth. "It isn't fair! Itisn't fair! Why does there have to be so much dying?! | want my
dog!! Oh, Rangle, Rangle! | want my Rangle back!" She sobbed and screamed into my jacket. She
gulped for air and sobbed again. The tears were streaming down her cheeks now. "It isn't fair! Everything
I've ever loved-1 don't want to love anything anymore! I'mtired of losing! It hurtstoo much to care! |
want anendtoit! | want my dog!"

| thought about the men who'd captured Rangle and thought about what 1'd like to do to them. Marcie
was right-it wasn't fair. They killed the dog, but | had to dedl with the guilt and the grief! Why did | have
to clean up their mess? All of their messes?! | could fed my fiststightening against Marcie's back. Her
shoulders heaved. She began coughing and | unclenched my fists and started thumping her gently. "It'sdl
right, baby," | said. "It'sdl right. Let it out, that's the way, it'sgood to cry. It shows how much you cared.
Just scream it out, that'sthe girl-" | just kept babbling, trying to comfort her and dowly ease her back. It
was amazing how much she cared about that dog. She just kept on crying-or was she crying for more
than just the dog right now? | held her and let her weep. Two soldierswalked past us without stopping.
They took usfor granted. Such scenes were common nowadays.

Marcie sniffed and looked up a me. "Jm?"

"Huh?'

"I'mdl right now. Y ou can let go."

"Oh. I'm sorry."

"No. Don't. Thank you."

"Comeon. I'll walk you back to your room."

"Okay."

Wewalked in sllence. She had asmal gpartment in the second building past the commissary, one of the
co-ops we'd seen on theway in. It was austere, but homey.

Onceinside, she put her arms around me again and held me close. "Thank you,” she said. | put my arms
around her and we stood that way for awhile.

"Jm," shesad softly, "will you make loveto me?’

| could smell the perfumein her hair; it made medizzy. | didn't spesk; | just nodded, then brought my
face around to hers. Her eyes were wide-she looked like afrightened little girl, afraid I'd say yes.

| said, "Yes" and her eyes closed gently. Shelaid her head against my chest and | could fedl her body



beginning to relax. Shewasdl right. At last she knew shewasal right. Because | wasdl right, and | said
0.

| stroked her hair with my hand. Shewas ... sotiny, so pale, so thin. So fragile. So warm.

There were athousand thingsto say.

| didn't say any of them.

After awhile, we moved to the bed. "Turn off thelight?' | said.

"I'd rather leaveit on.”

"Oh. Well ... okay."



? THIRTY

| FLOATED intheland of Afterward, drifting toward the land of Nod-until suddenly, | jerked awvake
and sat up in acold sweet. "Holy buffao shit!"

Next to me, Marcierolled over, darmed. "Huh? What isit?

"I haveto go-l haveto be back at the hotel! What timeisit? Oh, sweet Jesus-it's almost midnight!
They're gonnahang mefor surel”

"Jm, areyou dl right?'

"No-I'mnot!" | was dready pulling on my pants. "Where are my shoes?'

"Dont go-"

"I haveto!" And then | saw the look on her face-that hurt, used expression-and | sat down next to her
and pulled her into my arms. "Marcie, I'm sorry. | wish | could stay here with you, but | can't. 1-1I'm under
orders. | know thislookslike I'm running out on you, but I'm not. Please bdieve me.”

"I believeyou," shesaid, but | could fed her dtiffening in my arms. She rubbed at her eyes. "I'm not
angry. I'mused toit.” | tilted her face toward mine and kissed her. "I'm not like that, Marcie.

"Yeah, | know. Nobody's like anybody € se anymore-only everybody's still running from everybody
de"

| started searching for my shirt. "I'm not running from, I'm running to. If you knew-"

"Uh huh. Y ou've even got a secret mission. Like everybody else.”" She threw hersdf back in the bed,
rolling up in the blankets, pulling a pillow over her head. "Just go away, Jm-quietly! Okay?'

| sat down on the bed next to her while pulled on my shoes. "Listen, I'll come back, dl right?1f it'snot
too late. | want to."

"Don't bother," she mmfled from under the pillow.

"Marcie, please don't be angry with me. | wish | could tell you, but I can't.” | bent to kiss her, but she
wouldn't let me pull the pillow away from her head. "All right, haveit your ownway." | drove back to the
hotel, feding like something that had crawled out from under arock and not knowing why. Dammitthe
harder | tried to be honorable the worse | felt. Why couldn't | just be a shit like Ted and have everybody
faling all over me? The only answer | could think of to that wasthat | didn't know how to be ashit. | was
doomed to go through life dwaystrying to be nice. Alwaystrying to rationaize. Alwaystrying to
understand. | switched on the auto-termina angrily, and punched for channel fifteen. It was areplay of
one of the Free Forum sessions at the conference, but listening to it only made me angrier. Why were
they broadcasting this bullshit anyway? If these people wanted to be stupid, that was their business-but
how many innocent people were going to be endangered because they believed what they heard on the
network? 1 was amost trembling with anger when | finaly pulled into the hotel's underground parking.

| circled down into the concrete bowels of the building. There was aramp marked SERVICE and |
pulled into that. The robot guard scanned my card, looked at my face and cleared me without question.
The devator aso checked my identity before delivering meto the thirteenth floor.

There were no armed guards waiting for me when the elevator doors did open. | let out the breath | had
been holding dl theway up.

| went back to the room they had assigned me and checked in at the terminal. "Request ingtructions.”
The screen cleared, then flashed: "Please walt at this location until further notice.

What did that mean?

| sat infront of thetermina and waited, Staring at the screen. How long?

Had Wallachstein and the others aready met and decided my fate? While | hadn't been there to speak
for mysdf?

| went into the kitchen and got mysalf some tomato juice, then | came back to the keyboard and sat
down again. Still nothing. | thought of Marcie. | could still smell the honey-warmth of her hair. It made me
fed warm and toasty insde-until | remembered the bitterness of my abrupt exit. | wondered if she'd
forgiveme.

Well, maybe| could do something while | waited. | cleared the screen and punched for Library Service.



The screen flashed: " Sorry. Thistermind islocked.”

Huh?

| tried again. Same answer.

| pulled my card out of the reader-d ot and went to the door. It wouldn't open. "Invalid code.”

| came back into the room, stood in the center of it and looked around for another way out. The

ba cony?

| opened the diding door and stepped out, leaning out over the railing to see how high | was. Too high.
Thirteen stories. It wasn't the fal that was dangerous, it was the abrupt stop at the end.

What about climbing over the railing to an adjacent balcony? Not possible. The bal conies were isolated
for privacy. Another service of your security-conscious Marriott.

| looked down again, then went back into the room and took inventory. Two sheets, king size. Two
blankets, king size. Not enough. Even with the drapes, 1'd probably be four stories short.

| sat down in front of the termina again and began to drink my tomato juice. It wastart. It made the
sdivary glands at the back of my mouth hurt. Did | have any other options?

| couldn't think of any.

Why did | want to escape anyway? Because they had locked mein. And why had they locked mein?
Because they were afraid | might try to escape.

And what did that imply? That they had made a decison? That they had something planned for methat |
might not like? And | had rushed from Marcie's bed to come here? No wonder so many people thought
meafool.

| downed therest of thejuicein afew quick swallows, then sank back in the chair and glowered at the
implacable screen of thetermind.

It wastotally disconnected. Before it would respond again, it would have to be cleared by someone with
apriority code.

| thought about Marcie and my promiseto cal her. | wouldn't even be able to do that.

| thought about Wadlachstein and hisbarely velled threats. Had | failed the psychiatric examination?
Wheat if they did decide to make me disappear? Wasn't | entitled to afair tria--or had | aready had it?
How would they do it? Would | get any warning? How did they make people disappear anyway?

| realized | was sweating. | couldn't it till. | got up and searched the room again, the bal cony, the door-
The door beeped.

| started to cdl, "Who isit?" and then stopped. What if it were afiring squad? Would they do it herein
the room? Or would they take me somewhere elseto do it?

| stood there, debating whether to holler for help or try to hide. Before | could make up my mind, the
door did open. "May | comein?'

"Huh?Who-?" And then | placed him. Fromkin. The man who ate strawberries and lox whiletalking
about globa starvation. The pompous asshole.

"l said, "May | comein? I'm not interrupting anything, am 17"

"Uh, no-1-uh, how did you open the door?'

He held up acard with agold stripe on it for meto see. "Oh," | said.

| made room, he stepped inside and the door did closed. | looked at it, wanting to seeif it would open
for menow, but | ressted. | followed him into the room and we sat down. He sank into his chair with
easy grace. How old was he, | wondered?

He studied me for amoment with sharp dark eyes, then he said, "'I'm here because a mutud friend of
ours suggested that | talk to you. Do you understand?”’

"No names, huh?'

"That'sright." He repeated, "Do you understand?’ Wallachstein had asked the same question severa
times. A phrase floated into my mind: the comprehension of the defendant. It was an important lega
congderation. There had been a Supreme Court decision about it once. | wondered, wasthis part of my
trid too?

"Isthisofficid?" | asked.

Helooked annoyed. "Unless you answer my question, | have to leave. Do you understand?’



"Yes" | said quickly. "1 do. I understand. Now answer my question. Isthisan officid vist, or what?'
"If you want to look at it that way, yes. Our mutua friend thought we ought to have alittle chat. It'sto
your benefit."

"Isit? Redly?'

Fromkin looked annoyed, but otherwise he ignored the question. He said, "'In case you're wondering,
yes, | did see your performance this morning-and yes, | also remember you from last night. For someone
who only got in town yesterday, you've certainly let people know you're here." | must have looked
embarrassed, for he added, "To befair, it'snot al your doing. Thiscity isjust another small town these
days. The number-two indoor sport is gossiping about the number-one indoor sport-and who's playing
which position. Y ou and your boyfriend just got caught in the middle, that's al."

"Weé're not boyfriends. The middle of what?'

Fromkin scratched his head. "Uh, let me explain it thisway. Therésacertain group of people; rumor has
it that they're very important. Although nobody knowswhao'sin the group, or even who does what, or
even what the group is supposed to be doing, everybody suspects that anybody who knows anything
must be in that group. It just so happens that some of those suspicions are very accurate. So when one of
those supposed-to-be-important individuasis suddenly called away from her-ah, persond affairsto
bring inaVery Important Delivery, well, then, naturaly therés going to be agresat dedl of interest in that
adivery."

It took me amoment to trand ate that, and then it took another moment for it to sink in. Right. It was
worse than | thought. | said, "Ted and | are not boyfriends. Or any other kind of friends. And | don't
know how important our delivery was or wasn't-we were told it wasn't."

"l don't know about that." Fromkin spread his hands wide in agesture of innocence. "That's not what |
want to talk about anyway. Do you mind if | record this?' He held up his unit. | shook my head and he
switched it on. "Did you see any of the playbacks of the conference sessons?’

"Only alittle. | heard some of it while | was driving back herethisevening.”

"What did you hear?'

"A lot of uproar. About how to deal with the worms. Apparently there's afaction that wantsto try to
establish peaceful contact.”

"Do you believe that's possible?!

"No."

"Why not?'

| blinked. "Uh, you don't know much about the Chtorrans, do you?'

"That's not germane. I'm asking your opinion.”

"I never saw a Chtorran who wanted to stop and chat first. We never had any choice but to kill them."
"How many Chtorrans have you seen?'

"Liveor pictures?'

"Totd."

"Um, well-I've seen the Show Low photographs-"

Fromkin nodded knowingly. "Go on."

"-and I've seen the nest | mentioned this morning. The one with the fourth Chtorran. The onel burned.”
Hewaited expectantly. "Isthat al?"

"Um-no, there was one more. The one here at the Science Center."

Hiseyes narrowed. "Tell me about that," he said dowly.

| shook my head. "It wasjudt ... there.”

Helooked into my eyesand said, "I know about those sessions, son. Isthat what you saw, one of
them?'

| nodded. "There were some dogs. They fed them to the Chtorran. Live. Do you know about that?*
Fromkin said, "They say that Chtorrans won't eat dead mest -they haveto egt their prey live."
"That'strue. At least, asfar as| know itis."

"Mm hm. And those are dl the Chtorrans you've seen?”'

"y es"



"Areyou an expert on Chtorrans?'

"No, of course not. But I've had more experience than most other people have had-at |east those who've
lived to tell about it. Some of those assholes this afternoon were talking about making friendswith
Chtorrans. And that's no more possible than a steak making friends with a dog-except from theinsde.”
"Couldn't it be that your experience with Chtorransis limited, and that's colored your perceptions of
them...?"

"Y ou mean, maybe there are peaceful ones, but | don't know about it?"

He nodded.

| weighed the possibility. "Well, yeah-maybe there are peaceful ones. I've never heard of any. And |
don't think anybody else has either-or else we'd have heard about it by now. Somebody would have said
something this afternoon. Somebody would know about it, wouldn't they?"

Fromkin didn't answer.

"What'sthisal about, anyway?' | asked.

He shook his head. "Just for information. Raw materia. Y ou know. The truth can only be seen when
looked at from many points of view at once."

| shook my head. ™Y ou're not asking for information. Y ou're digging for something specific.”

"Y ou'retoo suspicious. I'm acivilian, son. Can we go on?'

"Therésmore?'

"Just alittle. Thisafternoon, you stood up in front of acrowd of people and said you had to burn aman
because he was being attacked by aworm.”

"Yes, | did." Part of mewasingsting that | put up adefensive barrier againgt this man's probing, but
another part wasingsting on telling the truth, no matter who heard it. The only way we would defeat the
Chtorranswould be by telling the truth.

| added, "It was the kindest thing | could do.”

"Kindest-?' Heraised an eyebrow at me. "How do you know that?"

"l beg your pardon?"

His expression had turned hard. "Have you ever been on the recelving end of aflamethrower?

"No, | havent.”

"Then where do you get your information?'

"That'swhat | wastold by Shorty.”

"Who's Shorty?'

"Theman | had to burn. Sir." | said that last deliberately. Fromkin was silent for amoment at that, turning
the information over to seeif it was mined.

Findly he sad, "I'm told-by someone who knows-that death by fire has to be the most horrible thing
imaginable. When you'e hit by ngpalm, you can fed your flesh turning into flame."

"Sir," | sad diffly, "with dl due respect, when awave of fire from aflamethrower hitsyou, thereisn't time
to fed either the heat or the pain. It's a sudden descent into unconsciousness.” Fromkin looked skeptical .
"l wasthere, Sir. | saw how quickly it happened. There wasn't any timefor pain.”

He studied that thought for along moment. "How about guilt?* he asked findly. "Wastheretimefor
thet?"

"Huh?'

"Do you fed guilty about what you did?"

"Guilt?| did what | had to do! What | wastold to do! | never questioned it! Hell, yes, | fed guilty! And
ashamed and shitty and athousand other things that don't have names!™ Something popped for me.
"What'sthisal about anyway? Are you judging metoo? Listen, | have enough trouble living up to my
own standards-don't ask meto live up to yours! I'm sure your answers are better than mine-after al,
your integrity is<till unsullied by the brutal facts of practicality! Y ou've been stting around egting
strawberriesand lox! I'm the guy who had to pull thetrigger! If there is a better answer, don't you think |
want to know? Don't you think | have thefirgt right to know? Come up to the hillsand show me! I'd be
glad to find you'reright. But if you don't mind, I'll keep my torch al charged and ready-just in case you're

wrong!"



Hewaited patiently until | ran down. And even then, he didn't answer immediately. He got up, went to
the kitchen and got a bottle of water from the refrigerator. Hetook aglass, filled it with ice and came
back into the living room, dowly pouring the water over the cubes. He eased himself back down into his
chair, took adrink and studied me over the glass. When he spoke, hisvoice was quiet and calm. "Are
you through?"

"Y eah. For now."

"Good. | want to ask you some questions now. | want you to consider a couple of things. All right?"

| nodded. | folded my arms across my chest.

"Thank you. Now, tell methis. What difference does it make? Maybeit's akindness to burn aman,
maybeit isn't. Maybe he doesn't fed athing-and maybeit'sthe purest form of pain, amoment of
exquisite hell. What difference doesit make, Jm, if aman dies crushed in the mouth of a Chtorran or
burned by napam? He's fill dead. Where does it make a difference?’

"Y ou want meto answer?'

Fromkin said, "Go ahead. Takeacrack at it."

| said, "It doesn't make a difference-not the way you ask it."

"Wrong," hesaid. "It does. It makesalot of difference to the person who hasto pull the trigger.”

| looked at that. "I'm sorry. | don't see how."

"Good. Solook at it thisway. What's more important? Killing Chtorrans or saving lives?”'

"l don't know."

"So? Who do | have to ask to find out?"

Huh? Whitlaw used to ask the same question. If | didn't know what | thought, who did?| said, "Saving
lives"

"Good. So what do we have to do to save lives?

| grinned. "Kill Chtorrans.”

"Good. So what happensif ahuman being getsin the way? No, let me rephrase that. What would have
happened if you had tried to save-what was his name, Shorty?"

"Wed have both bought the farm.”

Fromkin nodded. "Good. So what's more important? Killing Chtorrans or saving lives?

"Inthiscase, killing Chtorrans.”

"Uh huh. So doesit matter what judtification you use?"

"Huh?'

"Doesit matter whether you believe that a man dies painlessly under the flame or not?"

"Well, no, | guessnot.”

He nodded. " So how do you fed about it now?'

| shook my head. "I don't know." | felt torn up inside. | opened my mouth to spesk, then closed it again.
He gave me another raised eyebrow. "1 don't know," | repeated.

"All right,” hesad. "Let me ask it thisway. Would you do it again?'

"Yes" | sad it without hesitation.

"Y ou're sure of that?'

"y es"

"Thank you. And how would you fed about it?"

| met his gaze unashamedly. " Shitty. About like | fed now. But I'd fill doit. It doesn't matter what the
policy is"" | added, "Theimportant thing iskilling Chtorrans.”

"Y ou're redly adamant about that, aren't you?"

"Yeah, | guesss0."

Hetook along bresth, then switched off hisrecorder. "Okay, I'm through.”

"Did | pass?'

"Say again?'

"Y our test-thiswas no interview. Thiswas an attitude check. Did | pass?'

Helooked up from his recorder, straight into my eyes. "If it were an attitude check, what you just asked
would probably have flunked you."



"Yeah, wdl." My armswere il folded across my chest. "If my attitude leaves something to be desired,
so doesthe way I've been treated. So we're even.”

He stood up and | stood with him. "Answer me something. Are there peaceful Chtorrans?'

Helooked at me blankly. "I don't know. What do you think?' | didn't answer, just followed him to the
door. Hedid his card into the lock-dot and the door did open for him. | started to follow him out, but
there were two armed guards waiting in the hall.

"Sorry," said Fromkin. For thefirst time, he looked embarrassed.

"Yeah," | said, and stepped back. The door did shut in front of me,



? THIRTY-ONE

| STOOD there staring at that goddamned door for thirty seconds without saying aword.

| put my hands on it and pressed. The meta was cold.

| rested my head againgt the solid wallness of it. My hands clenched into figts.

"Shit!"

And then | said awhole bunch of other words too.

| sworeaslong as| could without repeating myself, then switched to Spanish and kept on going.
Andwhen | finaly wound down, | felt no better than when | had started.

| felt used. Betrayed. And stupid.

| began to pace around the gpartment again. | kicked the termina every time | passed it. Usdess hunk of
junk. I couldn't even useit to cal room service.

| wandered into the kitchen and opened the fridge-it was surprisingly well stocked. But | wasn't hungry. |
was angry. | started opening drawers. Someone had thoughtfully removed dl of the carving and steak
knives

And swearing didn't do any good anymore. It only left my throat dry. And me feding foolish. The minute
you stop, you start to redize how silly it looks.

Wheat | redlly wanted to do was get even.

| walked back into the living room of the suite and gave the terminal another kick. A good one-it nearly
toppled off the stand, but | caught it in time. And then | found myself wondering why. The damn thing
wouldn't communicate with me-1 didn't owe it any favors.

| shoved it off the stand and onto thefloor. It hit with adull thud.

| picked it up and shook it. It didn't even sound broken.

"I know-" | carried it out to the balcony and threw it over the side.

It bounced and scraped down the doping side of the building and shattered on the concrete below with a
terrificaly satisfying smash.

| threw the stand after it. And then achair.

And alamp.

Andasmdl table.

The TV screen was bolted to thewall. | hit it with the second chair-it took three triesto smash it-and
then threw the chair after its companion.

Bounce, bounce, scrape, dide, crash, smash. Great. What else?

The microwave oven.

The nightstand from the bedroom. Three more chairs.

Two more lamps.

The dining-nook table. A hassock.

All the hangers from the closet. Most of the towels and sheets.

A king-sze mattress and box spring. Those last were particularly difficult.

It was while | was struggling with the box spring that | reslized a crowd had gathered below-at asafe
distance, of course. They were applauding each new act of destruction. The more outrageous it was, the
louder the cheers.

The bedframe and headboard drew a standing ovation.

| wondered what | could do to top it. | began to clean out the kitchen.

All the dishes-they sounded great as they clattered and crashed on the street below-and all the pots and
pans.

All theflatware.

The contents of the refrigerator-and the shelves aswell. Almost al the bottled water. | opened one for
myself and took along drink. | sood there on the balcony, catching my breath and wondering why
nobody had come up to stop thisrain of terror. | finished the bottle and it too sailed out into the night to
shatter somewhere in the darkness below.



| looked back into the apartment. What else? What had | missed?

The bar!

| decided to start with the beer. There was anearly full keg in a half-fridge under the counter. It clanged
and bonged al the way down, exploding in asudsy fountain when it hit. There were screams from the
ones who got drenched.

The half-fridge followed the keg. Shit! Wasn't anything built in anymore? What kind of lousy
workmanship was this anyway? | stopped, arm cocked in the act of defenestrating a bottle of scotch.
No. Some things are sacred.

What wasit Uncle Moe used to say? Never kill abottle without saluting it first? Right.

| took aswig and sent it to its death.

There were three bottles of the scotch. | toasted every one. Then | murdered the bourbon. | began to
redlize that | was going to haveto take smaller swigs. Thiswas avery well-stocked bar. | assaulted the
rums, both light and dark.

Exterminated the vodka. Executed the gin. Raped the vin rose.

There were fewer shouts coming from below now. Apparently, once | had stopped dropping the big
exciting stuff | had lost most of my audience. Well, just aswell. Spectacle may be impressveto the
unsophidticated, but the real artist works for elegance.

| staggered back and finished off the liqueurs and the brandies. | saved the sherry for lagt-after dl, it was
an after-dinner drink. There was asdection of different glasseson acrysta shelf. They followed the
bottles. And so did the shelf.

| prowled around the room, looking for things I'd missed. There wasn't much. | wondered if | could roll
up therug. No-I couldn't. I was having too much trouble standing. Besides, | had to peefirgt. | stumbled
into the bathroom and threw up. Then | peed.

"How about ashower?" | hiccuped. "Okay," | agreed with mysdlf, and turned the water on. | found a
towel that I'd forgotten to throw and some soap. | aso found abox of Sober-Upsin the medicine
cabinet. No-I wasn't ready to sober up yet. | put them aside.

The shower had terrific acoustics. The resonance was perfect for singing. It was dl the encouragement |
needed. "When | wasalad in Venusport, | took up thelocal indoor sport-" | went through the complete
librettos of A Double Dose of Love and A Bisexud Built for Two before | ran out of soap.

The nice thing about hotels, though-you never run out of hot water.

But you can't sng without soap. It just doesn't fed right.

| turned off the water, found the forgotten towe and began to dry my hair. Still snging, till toweling, |
walked back into the living room

Walachgtein, Lizard and the other two were standing there, waiting for me.

"Uh-" 1 said. "Hi." And lowered the towel to my waist. "Can I, uh, offer you a... seet?' Only Lizard
smiled; sheturned her head to hideit. The othersjust looked grim.

"Thank you," said Colond Wallachgtein. "I think we prefer to stand.”

"Wdl-" | said. "It'snice of you to drop in like this. I wish you would have phoned ahead, though, so |
could havetidied up alittle-"

If Wallachstein was angry, he hid it well. He kept hisvoice flat and emotionless. His dark eyeswere
unreadable. He indicated the empty room. I'd pretty well stripped it bare. "1s there some explanation for
al this?'

| shifted my weight to what | hoped was an assured stance. "Yes. | was bored.”

"l beg your pardon?'

"'Someone locked mein. Disconnected the termind. | didn't have anything e seto do. | began to
experiment with the psycho-acoustic properties of faling objects, trying to determine which common
household items made the most satisfying crashes.”

"l see... and what did you determine?’

"Ceramic lamps are very nice. So are beer kegs. And amost any liquid-filled bottle. Chairsand
meattresses areimpressive, but dull.”

Wallachstein nodded thoughtfully. "I'll remember that for future reference. In caseI'm ever in aSituation



where| need to use those facts." Helooked a me curioudy. "Isthere anything €l se you want to add?!
"Yes, | think thereis" | said. | sarted off dowly. "I'd like to know why | waslocked in here, for one
thing! Y ou asked me to cooperate with you. Isthis how you guaranteeit? Or isthere something else
going on that | don't know about? Have you and your disappearing committee that doesn't exist aready
decided my fate? Do | still exist? | suppose you don't want my opinion in the matter, do you? And while
I'mat it, | want to know what ever happened to fair trids. | fill don't even know what I'm charged with!
| think | want an attorney present before we go any further.” | folded my arms across my chest-then had
to grab my towe to keep it from faling. | resumed the pose, but the effect had been spoiled.
Wallachgtein took a moment before answering. He glanced around the room asiif looking again for a
placeto sit, then looked back at me. "Wdll, yes-| suppose we do owe you an apology for that. It wasa
mistake."

"Wasit?' | demanded. "How come everything is aways a mistake? Doesn't anybody around here do
anything on purpose anymore?'

"Likethefurniture?' he prompted.

"Yeah, likethefurniture! That was on purpose.” | shoved my chin out in what | hoped was a pugnacious
expression. "You want meto pay for it?1 havefifty thousand caseys.”

He shook his head, held up ahand. "Don't bother. Thisroom doesn't exist. Neither does the furniture.
Neither do I. And, perhaps-neither do you. If you'll shut up and listen for amoment......"

That brought me down. | shut up.

"Thefact that you were detained againgt your will isunfortunate. | assume full respongibility. | gavean
order and it was misinterpreted. | apologize. | can understand-and sympathize-with your reaction. In fact,
it'ssomething of ahedlthy sign. It indicates you have aside that is not only independent, but occasionally
downright antisocia. For our purposes, those are vaugble traits." He rubbed his chin thoughtfully and
went on. "Now, asto your other questions: there was no hearing. Y ou were never ontria. Y ou were
never charged. Do you understand?

"Uh..." Therewasthat question again. "Yes, gr. | do."

"Good. The paperwork has been destroyed. There's nothing on record to indicate that you committed a
breach of security. Furthermore, I've placed on record a copy of your orders, which you received
yesterday morning in writing, ingtructing you to report the information about the fourth Chtorran to the
members of this conference, in whatever forum available. Do you understand?’

"Uh, yes, gr."

"Good. Now go get dressed. There's something else we haveto talk about, and I'd prefer to do it alittle
moreformaly.”

"Yes, gr." | retreated to the bathroom, downed a handful of Sober-Ups and pulled on my clothes. It was
while | was running a brush through my hair that | overheard raised voices. One of them was Lizard's.
Shewas saying, "-dlill disagree. It isn't far.”

"It'safact of life, Mgor! Wereal expendable.” | didn't recognize the voice. Mr. Darkfellow?

"That's not the point! It'sthis particular operation! It'sdimy!”

"It's necessary! Weve been forced by circumstance. The decision has already been made-"

And then, suddenly, there was silence-as if someone had redlized how loud they were dl getting and hed
hushed them. | frowned a mysdlf in the mirror. What the hell was going on now? What kind of rabbit
holewas| fdling into thistime?

| clipped my hair in the back, splashed some more water on my face, toweled carefully, counted to ten
and came back into the room.

Only Wallachstein was | eft. The others were gone. Lizard. The Japanese lady. Mr. Darkfellow.
Wallachgtein said, "'l asked themto leave. It was getting alittle loud.”

"Something you didn't want meto hear?'

"Perhaps. | have ajob to offer you. It's rather dangerous. But | think you're qualified for it."

"Why?" | asked.

"Because you're one of the few personne around who has both a scientific background and first-hand
experience with Chtorransin thefield.”



"What'sthejob?"

"I want to put you into the Chtorran Control Section of the Agency.”

"| thought that'swhere | was dready.”

He shook hishead. "That's not a permanent operation. It's only atemporary holding of the linewhilewe
try to figure out what were redly up againgt. We're putting together something alittle more responsible.
Y ou'll do pretty much what you were doing up at Alpha Bravo-searching out and destroying pockets of
infestation. The only differenceisthat well be using the team to develop methods of capturing Chtorrans
aive-if we can. The only live specimen we have to date may be an atypica example. You've seenit, I've
heard."

| nodded.

"So how does that sound to you, McCarthy?"

| shrugged. "It's not exactly what | had in mind. | want to be attached to the Science Center here. | want
to finish what | started with those specimens.”

Walachstein shrugged it away. "Don't bother. Let one of Molly's button-pushers play with that stuff. We
find those things every timewefind” ahut. The only reason we still collect them isto keep Dr. Partridge's
section so busy they can't get into trouble anywhere else. So far, it works. We keep aman in her section
to keep us posted if anything interesting comesin. | believe you met him. By theway, that wasanice
piece of work, figuring out that the Chtorranslive under ared sun.”

"Thank you. But thejob isn't finished."

He shook his head. "It's unimportant. Those specimens are unimportant.”

"Huh? Then why werewe flown in on apriority flight?"

"Youfigureit out. What did you ddiver?"

"Millipedes. Plants. Scrapings-"

"Worthless. Weve got specimens.”

"-Chtorran eggdl”

"Mm-hm. Maybe. Well know when they hatch." Wallachstein was unimpressed. "What e se? What did
you bring in worth fifty thousand caseys?'

"Oh!" Thelockbox. "The memory clip."

Wallachstein nodded. "All that other stuff wasjust acover. Totdl thetruth, | wish you'd l€ft it behind.”
"Huh?Why?'

"Look around-you seethiscity? It lookslike it survived, right? Wrong. It'stoo big. It's not supportable.
We don't have the people. It'sjust amatter of time until it breaks down."

"| thought the government wanted to bring the people back into the cities.”

"It does. But militarily, it'snot agood idea. What if we have another plague? We lose everything al over
again. We can't risk it. No, we're more convinced than ever of our need to decentralize, especidly our
labs. | want every unit in the country to be studying the Chtorrans independently. Well have the network
fully reestablished by the end of next month, so you'll bein full communication with everyone e seswork
at thesametime. | can offer you that. Y ou'll bein communication with some of our best brains.”

"I don't undergtand this," | said. "This afternoon | was nothing but apain in the assto you. An
embarrassment. What changed?'

"Wefigured out how to make an asset of aliability, that'sdl.”

"on?"

He smiled gently. "Y ou're not stupid, McCarthy. Not when you st down with aterminal. But sometimes
you don't seewhat'sin front of your own face. I'd have thought you'd have figured it out by now."
"Will, | haven't."

"It'slikethis. Y ou are uniquely valuable. Y ou know something that nobody else does. Y ou know that
there are sometimes four Chtorransin anest.”

"But nobody believesme.”

"l do," he said. "And so do alot of other people. Some very important people.”

"Huh?'

"That memory clip. Y ou were wearing a helmet, remember?’



It took asecond for meto redlize what he was talking about. "But-Obamasaid the clip glitched.”

"She was protecting you. She didn't know if it wasimportant or not. She couldn't assess the impact by
hersaf. So she passed it by a nonstandard channdl. Y ou carried it yoursdlf.”

"Youve seenit-?"

He nodded. "All of us. And the inquest. It's pretty scary stuff.” For amoment, | couldn't catch my breeth.
"Areyoudl right?'

"No," | said. | looked at him. | could fed my heart pounding. "I need to know. What did that clip show?
Did| ... screw up? | mean-could | have saved Shorty?!

Hesadit quietly. "Yes."

| felt asif I'd been dammed by awall of guilt. | sank to the floor, to my knees. | was hurting too hard to
cry. | put my hands on therug to hold mysdlf up. | fdt like | wasfadling. My head was burning and | was
trapped insideit. | wanted to puke. My stomach jerked and heaved. | wanted to die-

| cameto with my head in Wdlachstein'slap, crying. He was patting my face gently with acool, damp
towel. When he saw my eyes were open, he put the towel down. He stroked my hair gently. "How are
you feding, son?"

"Shitty." Thetearswere dtill rolling down my cheeks.

"Good. That'swhat you should be feding." He kept stroking my hair. | waswilling to lie there and et him.
It didn't seemodd at all.

"l want to go home," | said. "'l want thisthing over! | don't want it thisway!" | was crying again. "l want
my mommy to tell me everything isgoing to bedl right again!”

"Yeah," said Wallachgtein. "Metoo."

And then | started laughing. It hurt too much to cry anymore. All | could do was laugh.

And cry.

And then laugh some more.

Wallachstein mopped my face with the wet towel again. "How are you feding now?"

"Better. Thank you." | realized how odd this scene must look and | felt uncomfortable. | tried to get up.
He pushed me back down into hislap. "Stay. | want to talk to you."

"Yes gar." | let mysdf Say.

"Weve known that there's been something happening with the Chtorrans for seven or eight weeks now.
We darted losing teams and we had no ideawhy-just that they'd go out to handle a nest and they
wouldn't come back.

"We had some guesses but no proof, so we sent out teams with cameras and radios. We lost two of
them and il didn't know any more. Y our team isthefirst one that returned. Y our clip isthe answer we
needed. We've dready found two more huts with four Chtorrans in them. Both have been neutralized.
Weé're dready changing our procedures. Y ou saved alot of lives.”

"I wish somebody had told me some of this before.”

Wallachgtein patted my forehead with the towel again. "1 think you'd better review your actions Snceyou
arrived and answer that one yourself. We weren't surewhat kind of bozos you and your friend were,
We're still not sure about your friend, but he's keeping himsdf busy and out of theway, and | suppose |
should be thankful for that much &t least. Eventualy I'll find something for him, something where he can't
get into too much trouble.”

I letitdl snkin. It didn't change anything. "I dill didn't save Shorty."

"That'sright. He's till dead." Wallachstein added, "And likely to remain that way."

| sat up and looked a him. "That's pretty calous.”

"l supposeit lookslike that. Jm, whether you could have saved him or not, doesit make a difference
anymore?"

"No, | suppose not."

"Good. Red good," he said. "Fromkin wasright about you."

"Fromkin?'

"What do you think that interview was about? | wanted to know what your feglings were about killing
Chtorrans, and how candid | could be with you."



"What did he say?'

"Hesad | should tdll you the whole truth and nothing but. He said you'd be difficult about it too."
"Am|?'

"Yep." Hegrinned. "Now, do you want the job?"

"I don't know. I'll ftill be on thefront lines, won't 17?7

"Therésacommission involved.”

"How high?"

" Second lieutenant.”

"Yourekidding."

"I wish | were. But only officers can be cleared for Chtorran security. So if we want to add amember to
the team, we have to make him an officer.”

"Can't | stay "Civilian Personne, Attached?"

He shook his head. "No nonmilitary personnd are going to be alowed accessto the Control Arm's
operations. So what's your choice?"

"Can | have sometimetothink it over?"

"l need your answer tonight. That's why we were | ate getting back to you. We had some decisonsto
make. Some of them were triggered by the events this afternoon. And you're apart of those decisions
too. | had to twist some armsto bring you aboard. Now, either takeit or leaveit."

"What if | leaveit? Then what?'

"I don't know. WEell find something to do with you. | promise, you wont likeit."

"So | dont really have achoice, do 1?7

He looked annoyed and apol ogetic, both at once. "Son, | don't have time to play games. Theresawar
on. Do you want to be apart of it or not?"

| looked into hisface. "Yes, | do-it'sjust that I'm not used to straight answers, so you'll understand if I'm
alittle kepticd." He didn't answer that.

Hesad, "Youll takethejob?

"Will you make meafirg lieutenant?'

He blinked. Then helaughed. "Don't push too hard. I'll go for firdt. | won't go as high as ceptain.” He
looked around. "Did you throw the Bible out too? No-there it is. Stand up. Raise your right hand. Repeat
after me-"



? THIRTY-TWO

| ENDED up with ariflein my hands and afeding of dgd vu. Therifle was an AM-280 with tunable
laser sight. The output was set highinthe UV and | had to wear an EV-helmet with retinal-focused
eyepiecesto see the beam. It spat high-vel ocity bursts of eighteen-grain needles, as many asthree
thousand per second. Y ou pointed the beam at your target and pulled the trigger. The needle bursts
would tear holesin asted door. They said you could diceaman in haf witha280. | didn't want to try. |
hefted therifle and looked at it. | had a sour fedling in my stomach. 1'd trusted Duke and Obamaand
ended up with atorch in my hands and Shorty on the receiving end. It'd left me with abad fegling about
weapons. | could admire the technology here. It was the use which bothered me.

The lieutenant did two boxes across the counter toward me. " Sign here that you've received therifle and
| held up afinger. "Wait aminute. Who's supposed to check me out on this?’

"I don't know anything about that.”

"Then I'm not Sgning for it."

"Haveit your ownway." He shrugged and started to turn away.

"Hold it. Isthat phone secure?’

"You can't useit."

"Sideit over here. Thisis company business."

He started to say something else, then thought better of it. He pushed the phone a me. | did my card into
it and punched the number Wallachstein had given me.

The line begped as it switched to code mode and Walachstein came on theling, "Joe's Ddli. Joe aintt
here"

"Undelra?'

"Speeking."

"I've got a problem.”

"Tell meabout it.”

"I'm not taking this weapon.”

"Why not?'

"Nobody seemsto know who's responsible for checking me out oniit.”

"Don't worry about it-"

"l amworried about it."

"-you're not going to haveto useit. It'sfor show."

"I'm sorry, sir, but that's not good enough.”

"Look, son, | don't have anyone free to check you out on that piece before this afternoon. All 1 want you
to doisstand there and look like asoldier. I'll see that you have athorough course of ingtructionin it
before the week isout.”

| started to protest. Ingtead, | said, "May | havethat in writing, Sir?"

There was slence from the other end of the line. Then he said dowly, "What's the matter, son?"
"Nothing, gir. But it'slike | told you last night. I'm not taking anybody's word for anything anymore.”
Hesighed. | could dmost seethe expression on hisface. | wondered if 1'd overstepped mysdlf. He said,
"I'll put it inyour file. Y ou can check it yoursdlf this afternoon.”

"Thank you."

"Right." He Sgned off.

| hung up the phone and turned back to the lieutenant. "Have you got a manual for thisthing?"

Helooked sour. "Y eah. Somewhere. Wait aminute." He disappeared into the back and came back with
athin booklet which he tossed onto the counter. "Anything e se?'

"No, thanks." | put the book in therifle case d ong with the two boxes of clips, and closed it. | sgned the
receipt and picked up the helmet.

Asl| turned to leave, the lieutenant said, "Y ou know something? | don't believe you're alieutenant any



morethan | believe any of the other stories I've heard about you.”

| met hisgaze. "'l redly don't care. What you believeis none of my business.”

| went outside and tossed the rifle and helmet into the trunk of the car and locked it. Instead of going
back to my barracks, | pulled the base map out of the glove compartment and looked for the practice
range. Thereit was, on the far north end of the camp. It took ten minutes to get there-1 had to take the
long way around.

There was no one there when | arrived. Good. | wanted privacy. | unpacked therifle and sat down in the
car with it across my lap while | read the manual. | locked both safeties, and practiced loading and
unloading it. An empty magazine would be automaticaly gected. A full one could be snapped into place
aseasly asinserting amemory clip into arecorder. Good.

Now, how did the laser sght work?

According to the manual, the laser randomly retuned itsalf every ten-thousandth of a second to adifferent
point in the spectrum, but aways beyond the range of visible light. The laser would fire its microsecond
burdts a randomly computed intervals. There was no regularity either in the frequency of the beam output
or initsframerate. Only an EV-helmet, when it was plugged into therifle, could track the myriad
infinitesmal packets of coherent light. The wearer would see the laser as a steady beam. No one
else-goggled or otherwise-would see anything at al, except perhaps an occasiona sublimind flash. The
ideawas to prevent enemy snipers from homing in on the human end of the beam. Without sophigticated
equipment, tracking it wasimpossible.

| reset it for coded operation and put the helmet back on. Nothing.

| took off the helmet and double-checked its batteries and al connections. They appeared to bein order.
| double-checked the connection to therifle. Again correct. Hm. | put the helmet back on, waited for the
image to solidify and turned on the beam again. If it was working, you couldn't proveit by this helmet.

| switched everything off and went back to the manudl. 1t took only afew minutesto find the appropriate
section. Inlarge block letters, it said: "IMPORTANT: BE SURE THAT THE SETTING OF THE
CODEKEYSIN YOURHELMET ISIDENTICAL TO THE SETTING OF THE CODE KEYSIN
YOUR WEAPON."

It took afew minutesto find the section on the code keysthere were matching panels on both the helmet
and therifle. The laser sent acontrol pulseto the hdmet every timeiit fired. Both therifle and the helmet
had identica random-number generators, but if they weren't starting from the same seed-the setting of the
code keys-the helmet wouldn't track with the laser asit continually retuned itself every ten-thousandth of
asecond.

Y ou could use the weapon without its laser sight, but with nowhere near the same kind of accuracy.

| reset the code keys on both helmet and rifle and put the helmet on again. Once again, | stood at the
center of asurred world: alandscape of gray, populated with glowing pastel trees and buildings. But this
time, when | switched on the laser, the beam appeared as aluminescent bar that seemed to be al colors
at once: pink, green, white, blue, yellow, red-it flickered through the spectrum faster than the eye could
identify individua hues. | saw only the afterimages asthey blurred into each other, and the effect wasthe
perception of colorsthat I'd never seen before. They were intense and glorious. The beam diced across
the nacreous landscape like arazor. | wrote my name across the sky with it, and | could seethe
afterimage as ashimmering blur. Was that my eyes or the sensors or something in the digitizing process?
No matter, it was eerily beautiful.

Next | tried on the helmet.

It waslike looking into hell. | was staring into a glowy, ethereallooking world, colored dl in shades of red
and gray. The hdmet sensors scanned the spectrum from beyond ultraviolet to below infra-red, then the
image was digitized and new color values were assigned; the resynthes zed image was projected directly
onto theretina. Clever. But it hurt my eyes. It would take some getting used to.

| retuned the color spectrum and lowered the brightness of the image. Now the scene was multichromed,
but individua objects were not. Every building, tree, car, or whatever, was painted only in shades of one
dominant color-pink or green or blue. The horizon and distant |andscape appeared as layers of purple
and gray while closer objects stood out in tranducent, amost glowing pastels. They seemed to float



againgt the dingy background. There were no shadows.

It was an eerie and compelling kind of imagery. The world was both familiar and surredl. | could identify
objects, | could see them in better detail than | could with the unaided eye, but at the sametime,
everything had ashimmering aurain this ghostly twilight landscape.

| looked at my hands; they were pale, shading amost to green. In fact, my whole body Iooked green.
Would al human beings ook this color?

| got out of the car and turned around dowly, examining the world around me asif I'd never seen it
before. And in thissense, | never had. Findly, and with a definite sense of regret, | went back to the car
for therifle.

| connected the helmet-control wire to the stock of the weapon and switched the laser on.

Nothing. No beam.

| switched it off. | took off the helmet. | reset the laser for standard operation. | switched it on. A bright
red beam stabbed across the practice field.

Gresat. The laser worked.

Y ou could easily become addicted to this other-worldly sense of perception. It was very distracting.
Finally, | stopped. | couldn't stall any longer. | loaded aclip into therifle and switched off both the
safeties. | touched the beam to one of the haystacks on the other side of thefield. | pulled the trigger.
Someone kicked my arm and the haystack exploded.

| locked both the safeties on and flipped the goggles of the helmet up.

Y es, the haystack had exploded.

The AM-280 was supposed to be recoilless, but it wasn't. No gun is ever completely recoilless. You
have to be careful with repeating wegpons because they'll "wak up" on you. That's what had happened
to me here. Ingtead of punching aholein the haystack, | had diced it vertically upwards.

| flipped the goggles back down, switched off the safeties and blew up another haystack. It took three
moretries before | could control the weapon well enough to just punch holesin them. Thetrick wasto
focus on the end of the beam and lean into the action of therifleto steer it. | diced up thelast two
haystacks, just to seeif therifle could be used as an axe. It could. Good.

Maybe | could even cut a Chtorran in half with it.

Except | didn't know if | waslooking forward to that opportunity or not.

| went back to the car and put the gun back into the case and locked it in the trunk, the helmet too. |
drove back to the barracks feding curioudy happy. Asif I'd proven something to mysdlf, athough |
wasn't sure what.



? THIRTY-THREE

THERE WAS abox on the bed when | camein. Insde was auniform, with gppropriate inggnia. Only
one. There were supposed to be two. Typica army efficiency-half thejob isaways done on time. | took
it out and looked at it. Something was giving me avaguely uneasy feding-and it wasn't just the
aftereffects of last night's booze. 1'd thrown up most of that before it had gotten into my bloodstream, and
the Sober-Ups had neutralized the rest beforeit could do any red damage. No, thiswas something else,
but | couldn't put my finger oniit. | just knew that | wouldn't fed quite right wearing thisuniform. It had
come... too eadly.

Still pondering, | hung it upin the closet.

| was in the shower when Ted staggered in. He didn't even take off his clothes; he just stepped into the
shower with me and held hishead under the spray.

"Good morning,” | said.

"Oh," hesad. "Isit morning?'

"For alittlewhile longer anyway." | pulled him away from the shower head so | could rinse off. He
sagged againgt thewadll. "What day isit?" he asked.

"Snday.”

"Of what year?'

"Sameone." | got out of the shower and grabbed atowel. | didn't particularly want to talk to Ted right
now.

| was half-dressed when he doshed out of the bathroom after me. "Hey, Jm-" he began.

"I'm sorry | wasn't here yesterday. Or last night. Or thismorning. Thingsjust got away from me, that's
al”
"Oh?"
He must have sensed my coolness. "L ook, you've got to understand-1 was doing it for us, trying to make
some connections! And | did! | didn't even see any of the sessonsyesterday.”

"Oh?" Then he must have missed the scenein the conference hdl. | didn't ask.

"No. | was scouting.”

"I'm sure”

"Ligten, it paid off! I've been offered acommission in the Telepathy Corps. | go in for my operation on
Wednesday. I'll be getting one of the new multiband implants.”

"Oh, terrific.”

"Itis, Jm!" He grabbed my shoulders. "Before the plagues, it would have taken an Act of God-or &t least
an Act of Congress-to get into the corps. Now they're so desperate, they're even willing to waive the
psychologica requirements.”

"l can seethat.”

"No, you know what | mean."

Yes, | did. "What else did you do for us?'

"I'm sorry, Jm. | did spesk up for you, but you weren't qudified. I've got the e ectronic-language
background. And | can trave."

| pulled away from him and went to the closst.

"But listen to me-that's not al. Remember that Chtorran that we heard about, the live one that they
captured?’

"Yeah...?'

"Wel, | got to seehim last night. Hes amazing!"

"Oh..?

"Y eah-1 met that girl you weretaking about, Jilanna Y ou wereright. She'sredly something! That'swhy
| wasn't herelast night. | spent the night with her. She's with the project, and she got mein to see him.
Redly extraordinary. It wasfeeding time, and-"



"Ted! Stop!"

"Huh?'

"I don't want to hear about it, okay?'

Helooked at me confusedly. "Y ou're sure?'

"I'msure”

He peered a me. "Areyou dl right?’

“I'mfine”

"Areyou upset because | didn't come looking for you so you could seeit too?"

"No, I'm not."

"-becauseif that'swhat it is, Imbo, I'm sorry, but thiswas an invitation only for one. If you know what |
| pulled away from him and started getting dressed.

He sad, "Hey-you'll get your chance. They're going to show it to the conference this afternoon! They're
trucking it over to the hotel right now.”

| ignored him. | opened the closet door.

"Hey!" said Ted. "Terific! They've dready delivered my uniform! Greet!" | tepped back and he pulled it
off its hanger. "How do | look? Lieutenant Theodore Andrew Nathaniel Jackson?

"Uh-" I didn't say it. | closed my mouth and went back into the bathroom to get a hairbrush instead.
"Oh, come on, Jm-don't be a spoilsport! Say congratulations!”

"Congratulions.”

"Likeyou meanit!" hewailed.

"Sorry, | can't do that. | am not going to deep better tonight, knowing that you are helping to defend
America”

"Well, then that's your problem.”

"Don't dam the door on your way out,” | said. Hedidn't.

"Shit," | said.



? THIRTY-FOUR

"ISTHAT thing armed?"

| looked up. The speaker was another one of those crankylooking officers | had been running into ever
since getting off the chopper.

"Yes gr. Itis”

"By whose authority?"

"Specid Forces."

He shook his head. "Sorry, soldier. Not here. Thisoperation isregular amy.” Somehow, the way he said
it, he meant thered army.

| looked at hisbars. "Mgjor," | said, "l was given ordersto stand right here and wear thishelmet and
carry thisrifle. | wastold to do this because thereisalarge, purple and red, man-esting caterpillar in the
cage under that curtain. Thetheory isthat if that creature should somehow break loose, I'm supposed to
dopit.”

The mgor put hisarm around my shoulder and led me off to acorner of the stage. The curtain was till
closed. "Son-" he started to say warmly.

"Don't cdl me “son.' I'm an officer."

"Lieutenant,” he said iffly, "don't be an asshole. | want you off this stage-and the other jerk-off too." He
pointed to the rifleman on the other side of the stage. | hadn't exchanged more than two words with him.
All I knew about him was that his name was Scott and he stuttered.

"I'm sorry, Sr. | can't do that.”

"Listen to me, stupid. Under the terms of the conference charter, thisis supposed to be an entirely civilian
operation. The military isonly to provide supplementary aid and keep avery low profile. | am ordering
you off thisstage.”

"Yes, dr. Would you put that in writing, Sr?"

He hestated. Then he said, "Listen to me-the glass walls of that cage are laced with doped silicon
monofibers. Do you honestly think that creatureislikely to break through those panels?"

"It doesn't matter whether | think it'slikely or not, Sr. Would you put those ordersin writing?”

"Who's your commanding officer?" he scowled.

| could have kissed him for asking. "Unclelra" | said.

"l see...... Hesad it dowly. | could amost see the whedsturning in hishead. "Those are his orders,
then?'

"Yes gr."

"Well"-he had to say something-"lock those safeties on. | don't want any accidents.”

"Yes gar.”

"All right. Thank you. Resume your post.”

| went back to the Side of the cage. As soon asthe mgjor |eft the stage, | flicked the safeties off again.

A few minuteslater, Dr. Zymph walked through. Shetook onelook a me and another at the other
lieutenant on the other side and frowned. She disappeared into the wings of the stage for amoment, and
when she came back, she came straight toward me. "Lieutenant?”

| flipped the goggles up. "Madam?'

Apparently she didn't recognize me from yesterday, not with the helmet on. Just aswell. She said,
"Would you mind standing in the wings where the audience can't seeyou?'

"| thought you said these things were dangerous.”

"l did and they are. But | want you out of sight. Please?’

| thought about it. "Sure. No problem.” | moved off. She went and spoke to Scott on the other side and
hedid likewise.

Dr. Zymph waved to an aide-it was Jerry Larson from Molly Partridge's office. | wondered what he was
doing here. He gestured to someone € se offstage and the stage lights shifted to a dimmer, redder color,
and after afew tests with some sophidticated light sensors, Dr. Zymph was satisfied. She nodded to



Larson and he and another aide began undraping the glass case with the Chtorraninit.

Without thinking, | flipped my goggles down over my eyes and switched the laser beam on. Thered light
of the stage turned gray. The beam appeared as an eerie bar of flickering luminescent color.

They were undraping the other sidefirgt, so | didn't see the Chtorran-only the reactions of those who
were looking toward it. Their faces were pearly green. Their expressons were tiff. They looked like
zombies. | wondered how the rest of the conference would react when the main curtain went up. And
then the last of the drape came off the glass case on my side and | could see the Chtorran too. It wasa
bright silvery worm. Its color was beautiful in the adjusted image of the goggles. It glowed.

Almogt ingtinctively, | brought the rifle barrel up. Theflickery beam played acrossthe Chtorran's soft fur.
Immediately-asif it could sense the beam, somehow-it turned to look at me. Its grest lidless eyesfocused
on me with dispassionate interest. The same look it had given the dogs.

Was thisthe last thing Shorty had seen?

| lowered the beam. | didn't know if the creature could senseit or not, but | didn't want to irritate it. The
Chtorran continued to study me. It unfolded its arms and pressed them against the glass. Then it moved
forward and pressed its face-if you could cal it aface-againgt the cold surface. Wasit tasting?

It did even further forward then, lifting athird of its bulk up the Sde of the cage. It leaned on the glass.
The frame cresked ominoudly.

"Don't worry, it'll hold," someone behind me said. | didn't turn to look. | just brought the beam back up
and held it on the Chtorran's belly until it did back down again.

“Trrll ... " it sad.

Dr. Zymph walked up to the cage then, ignoring the Chtorran, and bent to inspect the front of the
platform supporting it. She looked worried. Shelifted the edge of the dust ruffle and peered at the
supports. She called Larson over and the two of them bent together to look. "I thought | heard it creak,”
shesaid. "Doesthat look correct to you?'

He nodded. "Were okay." He looked at hiswatch. "Y ou'd better get started.”

"Right." She stood up then. "Everybody please clear the stage.” Sheraised her voice and repeated the
command. "If you're not wearing ared badge, you're not authorized to be here." She came over to my
sde of the stage and peeked out through the edge of the curtain. She nodded, satisfied.

"Counting the house?" | asked.

"Eh?' Shelooked at me, asif surprised | could speak. "Just checking the seating arrangements.” She
picked up her clipboard from the stand where sheld | eft it, gave athumbs-up signd to Larson on the
opposite Sde of the stage and stepped out in front of the curtain.

They must have hit her with a spotlight then, because | could seeit from this Side as abright spot
shimmering in the folds of cloth. Her shadow was asilhouette in the center. She switched on her
microphone and began to speak. We could hear her clearly backstage. "I don't suppose | have to make
much of an introduction this afternoon, even though thisis something of an unscheduled event. But after
the, ah, heated discussions of yesterday asto just how dangerous the gastropedes may be, we thought it
best to bring our one live specimen out for display and let you judge for yourselves."

The Chtorran was looking at me again. | wished it would turn around and look at the fellow on the other
Sde. Hewas mestier than 1.

"Now, before we open the curtain, | want to caution al of you againgt taking any flash pictures-and we
also request that you pleasetry to be as quiet as possible. Were going to bring the lights al the way
down and put a spotlight on the gastropede. We're not sure how it will react to alarge audience, so
we're going to keep it dazzled by the light. For thisreason, it'simperative that you not make any
unnecessary sounds.”

The Chtorran was fascinated by Dr. Zymph's voice. It kept cocking its eyes back and forth, trying to
locate the source of the sound. If it had any externa ears, | couldn't seethem. | wondered if that
suggested a higher-density atmosphere. That would certainly go with aheavier gravity. Sound waves
would be more intense-experientialy louder. The creature's ears could be alot smdler. But would its
hearing be better or worse on Earth? Or maybe it didn't need ears. Maybe it could hear with itswhole
body. Maybe it could even see with its whole body.



"All right, now-" Dr. Zymph was saying, "-remember to keep very very quiet. Can | havethe curtain
opened, please?" It did open like the doorway to ahanger. A single pink shaft of light streamed directly
in, widening as the curtain opened. The Chtorran turned to look &t it. | could hear gasps from the
darkness beyond.

Dr. Zymph didn't say anything. The Chtorran's presence was statement enough. It unfolded its arms and
began exploring the front surface of the cage, asif trying to reach thelight.

| touched the contrast knob on my helmet and the shaft of the spotlight faded. The audience appeared
beyond it in adim green gloom. | turned the knob another klick and the bright parts of the image faded
further; the darker areas brightened again. | could see the whole auditorium now. The audience was very
upset and restless. | could see them whispering excitedly to one another. | could hear them rustling in
their seats.

The Chtorran did forward, lifting the forward third of its body up against the glass. | heard sudden gasps.
The creature must have heard them too-it hesitated and stared, trying to focus on the space beyond the
light. It remained poised in that position. Thiswasthethird time | had seen a Chtorran reared up like that;
what did the position mean in Chtorran body language? Wasit achalenge? Or aprelude to attack?

| looked at the audience again. | could pick out facesin thefirst few rows. Therewas Lizard, Sitting at
thefar end of the front row. | didn't recognize the fellow with her; helooked like the same colond | had
seen her with the day before. Next to him was Fromkin, wearing another of those silly-looking,
old-fashioned frilly shirts. All of them looked odd, painted in shades of pae green. While | watched, an
aide came up to Lizard and bent to whisper something to her. She nodded and got up. The colonel got
up with her. Fromkin waited amoment longer, then followed them off to the side of the auditorium. |
knew that exit. That was the door Wallachstein had hustled me through.

The Chtorran did down from the glass then. It turned around in its cage, exploring the length and breadth
with its oddly delicate hands. It looked at me, and then it turned and looked at the guard on the other
sde. Did it understand why we were here? It must have. It brought its gaze back to me again. | was
afraidtolook it inthe eye. It turned to study the audience. It peered out through the spotlight, blinking. It
blinked and blinked again. | couldn't hear the sput-phwut through the glass. It kept blinking and |
wondered what it was doing. It looked asif its eyes were shrinking. It peered out at the audience again
and thistimeit acted asif it could see them through the spotlight.

There were other empty seats in the auditorium now, most of them near the ends of rows. | didn't see
anyone ese | knew, only acouplethat | recognized. There was that congtipated fellow Ted had been
talking to. And Jllanna. Was it my imagination, or was her face shining alittle brighter than those of the
people around her?

The Chtorran did forward again, thistime with amore ddiberate motion. It did forward and forward,
lifting more than half itslength up againgt the front of the glass. | held my beam directed againgt itsSide.
In the audience, a couple of people were standing nervoudly, pointing. A few were even backing up the
aides. | wondered how close we wereto panic. Dr. Zymph's silent presentation was more effectively
terrifying the members of the conference than anything else she could have done. A movement caught my
eye. Dr. Zymph was picking up her clipboard and stepping back away from her podium. Was she
pointing to someone on the opposite side of the stage-?

| heard the cra-a-ack of the glass before | knew what it was. | turned in time to see the Chtorran falling
forward through a shower of glass fragments. They glittered around it like tiny sparkling stars. In one
smooth movement, it poured through the glass and flowed down off the stage and into the shrieking
audience. It hit the front rowslike an avalanche.

| diced my beam acrossto follow-hesitated half asecond as| realized I'd be shooting into a crowded
auditorium-then pulled the trigger anyway.

The Chtorran reared up, a struggling woman in its mouth. It dropped her and whirled around-I could see
that there were several other people pinned benesth it. | fired again. Where the beam touched itsside, |
was digging out great gouts of flesh-but | wasn't even dowing it down! | couldntt tell if the other rifleman's
beam was working or not-1 didn't think so. | could see that he was firing too-there was aline of bloody
black divots across the Chtorran's silver back, but it was ragged and uneven. He was having no more



effect than | was. The Chtorran whirled and swung and pounced. It rose and fell and rose again, its eyes
swiveling thisway and that, its maw working like amachine. Even from thisdistance, | could seethe
blood spurting. The cresture raised up high again, another victim in its mouth. The other rifleman dropped
hisgun and ran.

The auditorium was a screaming madhouse now. The green-lit mannequins streamed toward the exits.
The crowds were piling up at the doorsin greet knots of struggling bodies, jamming and trampling. The
Chtorran noticed them; its eyes angled first one way and then the other. It dropped the body it was
holding in its maw and moved. The Chtorran |egped across the rows to land among the screaming
people, flattening them to the floor or pinning them against their seats. It flowed up the aide. It picked the
people up and threw them, or pounced upon them asit had the dogs-but it wasn't eating! It wasina
killing frenzy!

| didn't know what | was doing. | ran forward, dropping off the edge of the stage-amost losing my
balance-catching myself and racing toward that slver horror. | angled the blue-white-crimson beam at it
and pulled the trigger, pulled the triggertrying to dash aline across the Chtorran's flesh, trying to carve the
beast in haf. There were peoplelying al around it. Most were motionless. A few weretrying to crawl. |
stopped worrying if they werein my line of fire. It didn't matter. Their only hopewasif | could sop this
cregture quickly.

| skidded on something wet and sprawled sdeways. | could see my beam dicing Sdeways acrossthe
wall-Oh, God! Thisisit! But the Chtorran wasn't even turned toward me. Y et.

| scrambled back to my feet. The Chtorran wasterrifyingly close. It had swung around and was working
itsway back down theaideagain. | saw now, in dreadful clarity, exactly how it killed. It raised the
forward part of itsbody high and brought it directly down upon itsvictim-thistime, amember of the
Chinese ddegation, adender young man-no, agirl! She couldn't have been more than sixteen. The
creature pinned the screaming girl to the floor with its gnashing maw; then, holding her down withits
black, peculiarly double-jointed arms, it tried to pull away-but its mouth was like amillipede's, with rows
and rows of inward curving teeth. It couldn't stop eating! It couldn't stop chewing something once it
started-not unless the object was deliberately pulled out of its mouth! That's why the cregture held the
bodies down when it backed away-so it could pull free.

The effect wasto rend the body asthoroughly asif it had been pulled gpart by athreshing machine. The
Chinese girl screamed and jerked and twitched and then was still. The Chtorran lifted up then and began
to turn-and | could see that there were human entrails hanging from its mouth. There were bodies on the
floor around it-they were badly ripped and mauled. They had died horribly.

| touched my beam to the creature's shoulder. The arms were anchored againgt ahump on its back. If |
could keep it from holding the people down, it wouldn't have the leverage to pull back and free. It would
be stuck with the one victim! | squeezed the trigger hard and dug gobbets out of the Chtorran's silver
body. But the hideous arms kept moving! And the creature started swiveling toward me

| kept firing! The Chtorran's side was an exploding mass of flesh. Suddenly the arm collapsed-the limb
fell usdess, hanging and waving. It jerked and twitched erratically and black blood spurted from the
wound. In the hellish view of the helmet, | could see the steam as pinkish vapor rising from its silver body.
Therest of theworld was agray and green and orange backdrop to this horror.

| couldn't see the other arm to shoot at it; the Chtorran's body blocked my shot. | touched the beam to
itseyes and squeezed the trigger! Again and again! Therifle dug against my shoulder asit shrieked, asit
roared. One of the Chtorran's eyes disappeared, replaced by abloody hole. The whole mound of flesh
burs likejdly.

The Chtorran raised up then, up and up and up, revedling its darker mottled belly-was it going to throw
itself a me?-and then it screamed! An agonizing, high-pitched howl of rage! " Chtorrrrr! Chtorrrrrr!™
Without thinking, | skittered back, my feet dipping on the bloody carpeting of the auditorium. A row of
seats had been broken from their anchors by the weight of the creature and there were people from the
row behind pinned under them. The monster didn't notice. It broke its scream and focused. It looked at
me and knew. For one single terrifying instant the two of us-human and Chtorran-shared a
communication that transcended words! | knew it like a shout of rage and pain: Kill! The moment broke.



And then it came toward me. It arched its body forward and poured itself across the sests, flowing
toward melike ariver of teeth.

| stabbed the beam into its other eye and fired-tried to fire. Nothing happened-out of ammo-the empty
clip popped up and out and clattered on the floor. | fumbled with a second magazine, diding it into place
even as| kept moving backward.

When | squeezed again, the creature's other eye exploded in avaporous cloud.

It didn't dow the creature down! Even blind, the Chtorran could sill senseitsprey! Did it smdll my
terror? | was screaming now, awordless rage of profanity, awall of obscenefury that | flung against the
horror! | had moved beyond my terror, wasin a state where every action happened in dow motion, so
dowly | could seethe spurt of every droplet, the flex of every muscle, but even so could not move fast
enough to escape the charging desth.

The Chtorran reared again, and thistime it was close enough to strike. | stabbed the beam into its mouth
and carved it into bloody jdly. | squeezed the trigger hard and dug a screaming gory line straight down
the mongter'sfront and up again. The silver fur was streaked with red and black.

The Chtorran towered over me, shuddering with each punch of needles from therifle, one arm hanging
useless, the other grabbing, clutching frantically-its eyes were scarlet pudding, its mouth was twitching
teeth

Somewherein that jerking mass of flesh, therewas abrain, acontrol center-something! | squeezed again
and the second empty clip popped up. | grabbed my belt for another magazine

-and then the Chtorran toppled forward onto me and | went out.



? THIRTY-FHVE

SOMEBODY WAS cdling me. Uh uh. Go away.

"Comeon, Jm. Timeto wake up." No, leave me adone.

She was shaking my shoulder. "Comeon, Jm."

"Leemealone"

"Comeon, Jm."

"What're you want-?" She kept shaking me. "Come on, Jm."

| went to brush her hand away. | couldn't move my hand. "What do you want, goddammit?”’

"Comeon, Jm."

| couldn't move my arm! "I can't move my arm!*

"Y ou're connected to an IV. If you promise not to pull it loose, I'll untie your arm.”

"l cant move my arm-!"

"Do you promise not to pull the IV out?"

"Untieme"

"| can't do that, Jm. Not until you promise.”

"Yes, yes, | promise!” | knew that voice. Who was she? " Just untie me!™

Somebody was doing something to my arm. And then it wasfree. | could move it around. "Why did you
wake me up?'

"Because you have to wake up.”

"No, | don't. Leave meaone.”

"Uhuh. | haveto stay with you."

"No, | want be dead again. The Chtorran killed me-"

"No, hedidnt. Youkilled him."

"No. | want to be dead. Like everybody else.”

"No, you don't, Jm. Ted wouldnt likeit."

"Ted'san asshole. Heisn't even here.” | wondered where here was. | wondered who | wastalking to.
She was holding my hand. "I want to be dead too. Everybody else getsto be dead-why can't |7
"Becalse once you're dead, you can't change your mind about it.”

"I don't want to change my mind. Being dead can't be dl that bad. Nobody who was dead ever
complained about it, did they? Like Shorty. Shorty's dead. He was my best friend-and | didn't even
know him. And my dad. And Marciesdog. And thelittle girl. Oh, God"-I garted to cry then-"we shot a
litle girl! | wasthere, | saw it! And Dr. Obamashetold meit wasdl right! But it wasn't! That'sdll
bullshit! She's <till dead! We didn't eventry to save her! And | didn't see any Chtorrans! Everybody else
said there were Chtorrans, but | didn't see any Chtorrang!” | wiped at my face, wiped the snot away
from my nose. "'l didn't believein the Chtorrans. | never even saw the pictures. How was| to know?"
The words bubbled up in my throat, tumbling out one after another. "'l saw the Chtorran kill Shorty. |
burned it. And | saw them feeding dogs to the Chtorran. Marci€'s dog. | saw them bring the Chtorran
onto the stage. Dr. Zymph checked the glass-oh, God-1 saw it break. The Chtorran just boiled out into
the auditorium. | saw the people running-1 saw it-" | was choking on my own sobs now. She was holding
my hand tight

| wiped at my face again, but she was there with atissue. | took it and mopped a my nose and eyes.
Why wasl| crying, | wondered. And why was | saying dl of this?

"Don't go away!!" | said suddenly.

"I'mright here”

"Say withme."

"It'sdl right, I'm right here."

"Who areyou?'

"It'sDinnie"

"Dinnie? | don't know any Dinnie." Or did 1?7 Why did the name sound familiar? "What's wrong with me?"



She patted my hand. "Nothing's wrong with you that won't get better. Are you through crying?'

| thought about it. "Yeah, | guesss0."

"Y ou going to open your eyes?'

"No."

"Okay. Don't."

| opened my eyes. Green. The ceiling was green. The room was smdl and dimly lit. A hospital? 1 blinked
in confusion. "Wheream 17?*

"Reagan Memorid."

| turned my head to look at her. She wasn't asweird-looking as| remembered. She was till holding my
hand. "Hi," | said.

"Hi," shesad. "Feding better?'

| nodded. "Why did you wake me up?"

"House rules. Anyone on pentotha has to be avakened when they come out of surgery, so we're sure
they can handle their own bregthing.”

"Oh," | said. | was covered with blankets. | couldn't fed anything. "What happened?'

She looked unhappy. "The Chtorran killed twenty-three people. Fourteen more died in the panic.
Thirty-four wereinjured, five of them criticaly. Two of those are not expected to live." She eyed me
criticaly. "In case you're wondering, you will."

| started to ask, "Who-" But my voice cracked and | didn't finish the sentence.

"'Who' what?'

"Who waskilled?"

"They haven't released any namesyet."

"Oh. So you don't know."

| couldn't fathom her expression. Shelooked oddly satisfied. "Well, | can tell you this-some of the Fourth
World delegations are going to have to be restaffed. Wevefilled up two wings and the morgue with
them. They weredl gtting in thefirg five rows. And the worm threw himsdf across that whole section.”
Something occurred to methen, but | didn't say it. Instead, | asked, "How did it get out?’

"They had the wrong kind of glassin the cage. They thought they had hundred-strength. It was only ten.
Theresgoing to be an investigation, but it looks like there was some kind of foul-up in supply. Nobody
knew."

| tried to Sit up and couldn't. | was strapped to the bed.

"Uh, don't," Dinnie said, putting her hand on my chest gently. "Y ou've got five broken ribsand a
punctured lung. Y ou're lucky you didn't hit amagjor blood vessel. Y ou were under that Chtorran for
fifteen minutes before we got you out. Y ou were on CPR maintenance for at least thirteen of those
minutes.”

"Who-?"

"Me. And you're lucky, buster, because I'm damned good at it. It'sagood thing you took a step back
before hefell onyou, elsel wouldn't have been able to reach your face with the mask-or your chest with
the thumper. It took seven men to rall that Chtorran off. They wanted to flameit, but | wouldn't get out of
theway. Y ou can thank me later. They weren't too happy about it. Who have you got mad at you
anyway? | never saw so many angry men with torches. But | don't abandon my patients. By the way, |
think one of those broken ribsismine. Don't ask. | couldn't be gentle. Oh, and you've dso got a
fractured kneecap. Y ou were on the table five hours.” She hesitated and then mouthed the words, "On
purpose.”

"Huh?'

Sheleaned over meto fluff my pillow, and as she did her mouth came very closeto my ear. " Somebody
didn't want meto save you," she whispered.

"Huh?'

"Sorry," she said out loud. "Here, let mefluff that better."

Again, shewhispered, "And they wanted to let you die on the table. But you're under medical protection
here, and nobody's going to be allowed to see you without a nurse present. Me."



"Uh..." I shut my mouth.

Sitting back again, she said, "By the way, you may be a hero. Some of the doorsin that room were
jammed. No telling how many people that thing might have killed if you hadn't stopped it before the rest
of the cavdry arrived.”

"Oh." | remembered the Chtorran swinging around and starting toward me, and suddenly, | was
NaLUSeous

Dinnie saw the look of aarm on my face, and was there with abasin dmost immediately. My ssomach
lurched and my throat convul sed-and there were cold iron claws digging into my chest

"Herel" She shoved apillow into my arms, wrapped me around it so it plinted my abbdomen and chest.
"Hang onto that." -nothing came up. | retched again, and then once more. Each time the pain dug into me
agan.

"Don't worry about your incison-yourewell-glued. | did it mysdf. Y ou won't splatter.”

But the feding had passed. The pain had blotted out the need to vomit.

| looked at Dinnie. She grinned back. And in that moment, | resented her dl over again. For her
presumption of such familiarity. And then | felt guilty for resenting her when | owed her so much. And
then | resented her for making mefed quilty.

"How areyou feding now?'

| took inventory. "'l fed like shit."

"Right. You look likeit too." She got up then and went to the door and whistled. "Hey, Fido-!"

A ROVER unit trundled in then and wheeled up to the bed. She plucked ahandful of sensors out of the
basket on top-they looked like poker chips-and started sticking them to various points on my chest and
forehead, neck and arms. "Three for EKG, three for EEG, two for pressure and pulse, two for the
pathologist, one for accounting and an extraone for luck," she said, reciting the nurse's mnemonic.
"Accounting?" | asked.

"Sure. It automatically checks your credit rating while you're lying there, so we know how much to
charge

"Uh, yesh."

She turned to the ROVER unit and studied its screen. "Well, bad news for your enemies. Youll live. But
aword of advice: next timeyou try to make love to a Chtorran, you be the boy. You'realot safer on
top."

She peded off the sensors then and dropped them back into the basket. "I'll leave you now. Can you fall
adeep by yoursdf, or do you want abuzz-box?'

| shook my head.

"Terrif. I'll be back with your bregkfast.”

And then | was aone again. With my thoughts. | had alot to think about. But | fell adeep before | could
sort things ouit.



? THIRTY-SX

| WAS back in Whitlaw's classroom.

| felt panicky. | hadn't sudied for the test-1 didn't even know there wasto be one. And thiswasthefinal
exam!

| looked around. There were people here | didn't know, but as | looked at them, their faces solidified
into familiarity. Shorty, Duke, Ted, Lizard, Marcie, Colond Wallachstein, the Japanese lady, the dark
felow, Dinnie, Dr. Fromkin, Paul Jastrow, Maggie, Tim, Mark-and Dad. And then alot of other people
| didn't recognize. A little too many.

Whitlaw wasin front of the room, making sounds. They didn't make sense. | stood up and said 0. He
looked a me. They dl looked a me. | wasin thefront of the classroom and Whitlaw wasin my sedt.

A little girl inabrown dresswas Sitting in the front row. Next to her, just diding up, agigantic orange and
red Chtorran. He turned his blackeyed gaze to me and seemed to settle down to listen.

"Cmon, Jm!" Whitlaw hollered. "Werewaiting!"

| wasangry. | didn't know why. "All right,” | said. "Listen, | know I'm ascrewup and an asshole. That
part is obvious. But, see, what I've been doing is assuming that the rest of you aren't. | mean, herel am
listening to you people making noises like you know what you're doing, and I've been believing you!
What an asshole | am! Thetruth is, you people don't know what you're doing either-not any more than |
do-so what I'm telling you isthat my experienceisjust asvalid, or just asinvaid, asyours. But whatever
itis, it'smy experience, and I'm the one who's going to be responsible for it."

They applauded. Whitlaw raised hishand. | pointed at him. He stood up. "It's about time," he said. He
sat down.

"Y ou'retheworst, Whitlaw!" | said. "Y ou're so good at pouring your bullshit into other people's heads
that it keepsfloating to the top for years afterward. | mean, you gave usdl these great belief systems
about how to live our lives and then when we tried to plug into them, they didn't work. All they did was
creste inappropriate behavior."

Whitlaw said, ™Y ou know better than that. | never gave you abdief system. What | gave you was the
ability to be independent of abdlief system, so you could dedl with the facts as they happened to you."

"Y eah? So how come every timel try to do that, you comein and give me another lecture?'

Whitlaw said, "'If you've been inviting meinto your head and letting me run my lectures on you, that's your
fault. It isn't me who's doing that. It's you. Y ou're the one running those lectures. I'm deed, Jm. I've been
dead for two years. Y ou know that. So quit asking mefor advice. You'reliving inaworld | know
nothing about. Quit asking me for advice and you'll be ahelluvalot better off. Or ask mefor advice, if it's
advice you want-and if it isn't gppropriate, thenignoreit. Get this, asshole: adviceisn't the same as
orders; it'sonly another option for aperson to consider. All it's supposed to do iswiden your perspective
on thething you're looking a. Useit that way. But don't blame meif you don't know how to ligen.”
"Must you awaysberight?' | asked. "Sometimesit gets awfully annoying.”

Whitlaw shrugged. " Sorry, son. But that's the way you keep cregting me."

Hewasright. Again. He dwayswould be. Because that was how | would always create him.

There were no other hands. "Then were clear? I'm running thislife from now on? Right.”

| looked at thelittle girl in the brown dress. She didn't have aface. And then shedid. It was Marcie's
face ... and Jllanndsface ... and Lizard'sface....

| turned to the Chtorran. "1 have some questionsfor you," | said.

It nodded its eyes, and then looked into my face again. "Who are you?' | asked.

The Chtorran spokein avoice likeawhisper. "I don't know," it said. "Yet."

"What are you? Are you intdligent? Or what? Are you the invaders? Or the shock troops?”

Again the Chtorran said, "I don't know."

"What about the dome? Why was there afourth Chtorran ingde?’

The Chtorran waved its eyes from sde to Sde, the Chtorran equivaent of aheadshake. "'l don't know," it
said, and itsvoice was louder. Like thewind.



"How did you get here? Where are your spaceships?’ "I don't know!" it said. And it was roaring now.
"How can wetdk to you-?"'

"I DON'T KNOW!" And it wasraisng up in front of me asif to attack

"I AM IN CHARGE HERE!" | bellowed right back at him. "AND | WANT SOME ANSWERS"

"I DON'T KNOW!!" the Chtorran shrieked-and exploded into a thousand flaming pieces, destroying
himself, destroying me, destroying the little girl Sitting next to him, the classroom, Whitlaw, Shorty, dl the
people, everything-dropping it al into darkness....



? THIRTY-SEVEN

TED WAS sitting in the chair, looking at me. His head was bandaged.

"Did it get you too?' | asked.

"Did what get me?'

"The Chtorran. Y our head is bandaged-did the Chtorran get you too?"

Hegrinned. "Jm, it'sWednesday. | just had my surgery thismorning. They wouldn't let mein to seeyou
beforethis”

"What surgery?' And then | remembered-"Oh!"-and came awake. "Wednesday?' | started to Sit up,
found | couldn't, and fell back into the bed. "Wednesday? Redlly?*

"Yup."

"Have | been unconscious for three days?'

"No morethan usud,” Ted said. ™Y ou know, with you it's hard to tell sometimes.” Then, seeing my
expression, he added, "Y ou've been floating in and out. Y ou've also been heavily drugged. So's most
everybody else. They've had so many casudtiesto treat that they just plugged everybody into their beds
and kept them on maintenance. Y ou're one of the first to wake up. | had to pull afew stringsto do that. |
wanted to have a chance to see you-to say goodbye."

"Goodbye?'

He touched the bandage around his head. " See? | had my surgery. They did theimplant. I'minthe
Telepathy Corps now. My transfer became officia when the implant went in.”

"Isit working? Areyou receiving?'

Ted shook hishead. "Not yet. Not for awhile. First | have to go through atwo-week training to learn
how to experience mysdlf moreintensaly. But I'm aready sending. They're continually recording me,
cdibrating my connections and storing my sense of self so | won't lose touch withwho | redly am, al that
kind of Stuff. It gets very complex. Thetraining is designed to rehabilitate your ability to experience. Do
you know we spend most of our lives being unconscious, Jm? Before you can be atelepath, you haveto
wake up-it's like having abucket of ice water thrown in your face. But it'sincredible!™

"l cansee" | said guardedly. His eyeswere bright. His face was shining. Helooked like aman possessed
withavison.

Helaughed then-at himsdlf. "I know-it soundsweird. To be atelepath is adaring adventure, Jim-you
have to surrender yoursdlf to the network. But it opens up awhole new world!"

"Have you done any receiving yet?'

"Jugt alittle. Just enough so they would know that the connectionswerein. Jm, | know this sounds
stupid, but I've been doing the most wonderful things! | tasted vanillaice cream! That is, somebody ese
tasted it, but | tasted it with her! And | kissed aredhead. And | smelled aflower. And | touched akitten.
And anice cube! Have you ever redly fet what cold is?"

| shook my head. | was startled by the change in Ted. What had they done to him?"Uh, why? What was
the purpose?’

"To seeif | could experiencethings,” he explained. He said it quietly. ™Y ou know-like pressure, hest,
cold, taste, smdll, vison -dl that stuff. Onceit's certain that the incoming linkage isworking properly, then
we test the broadcasting connections. Only first | haveto train my natura ability to experienceliving. So
don't send spurious messages-likeif I'm fedling cranky one day, it would color my perceptions. So | have
to givethat up. God, it'sterrific! | loveit!" He stopped and looked at me. " So, Jim. What's new with
you?'

| couldn't help it. | started giggling. "Well, | killed a Chtorran. Another one.”

"Yeah. | heard about that. | saw the tapes. It's been on al the news channels. Y ou can't believe what's
going on! It'sthe greatest game of uproar I've ever seen.”

"Redly?'

"It'sthe best! It'sthe funniest palitica circus since the vicepresident was found in bed with the attorney
generd. Everybody's running around and screaming that the sky isfaling, and why isn't somebody doing



something about it? The Africans are the most upset. They lost some of their loudest mouthpieces.”
"Wow," | sad. "Who?"

"Well, Drs. T'Kung and T!kai-and Dr. Kwong, the one you had the argument with."

| snorted, remembering. "It's poetic justice. Who ese? | saw Lizard in the audience. Was she hurt?!
"Who?'

"Mgor Tirdli. The chopper pilot."”

"Oh, her. No, | saw her a the funerd. They had amass servicefor the victims. Cremated the remainsin
case the Chtorran bite had bugsin it."

"Oh. Good."

Neither of us said anything for amoment. We just looked at each other. Hisface was glowing. He
looked like avery shy schoolboy, eager and excited. He did not look like the same person.

Inthat moment, | found mysdf actudly liking him. "So," he said. "How do you fed ?*

"Fine, | guess. Numb." | smiled. "How about yoursalf?'

"Pretty good. A little scared.”

| studied hisface. He looked back at me unashamedly. | said, "Y ou know, we haven't had much timeto
talk since we got here." He nodded.

"Thismay bethelast timel get totak to you."

"Yeah, it may be"

"Yeah," | said. "l wanted to tell you how pissed | wasat you. That | thought you were acting like areal
asshole”

"Sfunny. | was thinking the same about you."

"Yeah. But | guess-| just want you to know that I-uh, | appreciate you. A lot.”

Helooked embarrassed. "Y esh. Metoo." And then he did something uncharacteristic for him. He came
over to the bed, sat down on it, leaned over me and hugged me gently. He looked into my eyes, leaned
down and kissed me once, very lightly on thelips. He brushed my cheek with his hand.

"If I never seeyou again-" he said, "-and there is that possibility-if | never see you again, | want you to
know this. | do loveyou. Y ou're an asshole most of thetime, and | love you in spite of yourself." He
kissed me again, and thistime | didn't resist it. There weretearsin my eyesand | didn't know why.



? THIRTY-EIGHT

THISTIME, when | awoke, it was daylight.

And the Very Reverend Honorable Dr. Daniel Joseph Fromkin was Sitting quietly in achair sudying me.
| raised my head and looked at him. He nodded. | looked around the room. The blinds were drawn, and
afternoon sunlight filtered through the narrow vertica dats. Dust motes danced in the beams.

"What day isit?"

"Thursday,” he said. He was wearing amuted coppery-gold suit -dmost, but not quite, auniform. Where
had | seen-oh, | got it. Mode. HewasaModie.

"I didn't know that," | said.

He saw that my glance was on histunic. He nodded an acknowledgment and asked, "How are you
feding?'

| looked. | wasn't fedling anything. "Empty," | said. | wondered if | was till under the influence of the
drug. Or its after effects.

"Anything és=?' asked Fromkin.

"Naked. Asif I've been stripped and held up for display. | have memoriesthat I'm not sure actudly
happened or if | just dreamed them.”

"Uhhuh," hesad. "Anything e s?*

"Angry. | think."

"Good. Anything dse?"

"No, | don't think so."

"Great." He said, "I'm hereto debrief you. Areyou up toit?' He looked at me expectantly.

"No."

"Fine" Heroseto leave.

"Wait aminute"

"y e

"I'll talk. | have some questions of my own." He raised an eyebrow at me. "Oh?"

"Will you answer them?'

Hesaid, "Yes. Asamatter of fact, | am authorized to answer your questions.”

"Honestly?'

He nodded hishead dowly. "If | can."

"What doesthat mean?"

"It means|'ll tdl you thetruth as| know it. Isthat dl right?"

"Itl haveto do."

Helooked impatient. "What's the question?"

"All right. Why was | set up to be killed?'

Fromkin sat down again. He looked a me. "Wereyou?'

"You know | was! That Chtorran was supposed to get me too. That'swhy | was assigned there-so when
the glass broke, I'd be thefirst. | wasn't supposed to have aworking weapon, was | ? Except | took the
manua and went out to the range and familiarized mysdlf with the gun. So it didn't work, did it?*
Fromkin looked unhappy-not pained, just sad. He said, "Y es. That was the expectation.”

"Y ou didn't answer the question.”

"l will. Let's hear therest.”

"All right. Why was the Chtorran supposed to break out? | saw Dr. Zymph check the case with an aide.
They weren't checking to seeif it was safe. They were checking to make sureit would break at the right
moment. When the Chtorran put itsweight on it. Right?"

Fromkin said, "That'swhat you saw?'
| nodded. "All those people were supposed to die, weren't they?"
Fromkin looked at the ceiling for amoment. Composing his answer? He looked back at me. "Yes, I'm



afrad .

"Why?"

"Y ou dready know the answer, Jm."

"No, | don't.”

"Go over it again. Why do you think the attack was set up?'

"After thefact, it's pretty obvious. Most of those people disagreed with the United States position on the
Chtorran threat, so you invited them to afirst-hand look at how one feeds. That's the guaranteed shock
treatment. It always works. It worked on me, and all | had seen were the Show Low pictures. These
people got the specid live performance. It was set up so that none of our people were killed or injured,
only those who opposed us.” | studied hisface. His eyeswere shaded. "That'sit, isn't it?"

"Pretty much,” Fromkin said. "Y ou're only missing the context.”

"The context? Or the judtification?’

Fromkin ignored my jibe. "Y ou saw how the convention was progressing. Can you give me a better
dterndive?'

"Have you tried education?"

"Yes! Do you know how long it takes to teach a politician something? Three electionsl We don't have
thetime! We have to make our point today. "

| must have been frowning, for he said, "Y ou heard those delegates. They were running everything they
saw and heard through the filter that the United States was using the Chtorran menace as an excuse to
exploit the rest of theworld again.”

"Wel? st thet true?'

Fromkin shrugged. "Frankly, it'sirrdlevant. The war againgt the Chtorr isgoing to last anywhere from fifty
to three hundred years-if wewin. That's our window for a best-case approximation.

"And? What's the worst case?"

"We could dl be dead within ten years." He said it dispassionatdly, but the words came out like bullets.
"The stuation cdlsfor extraordinary crigs-management skills. It demandsthe kind of unified effort that
this planet has never seen. We need a controlling body that can function free of the usua inertiacommon
to an accountable government.”

"Y ou're advocating adictatorship?'

"Not hardly. I'm advocating universal military service for every man, woman, child, robot, dog and
computer on the planet. That'sdl." Hedlowed himsdf awry amile. "That's hardly adictatorship, now, is
it?'

| didn't answer. He stood up and went to the window and looked out. "Theirony of the Situation,” he
sad, "isthat the only surviving ingtitutions who have the resources to handle the Stuation are the very
ones least ableto apply those resources-the world's grest technological nations. The conferenceis
dominated by Fourth Worlderswho are till in a pre-Chtorran consciousness-you know the one:
“They've got theirs, now I'm going to get mine." And they're not going to let us play any other game while
they till see themsalves as not being equa partners. And the fact of the matter is, they're aready equal
partners. The Chtorransfind them just astasty-they don't care!”

Fromkin turned to face me. He came back to the chair, but didn't Sit down. "Jim, every day that passes
without a program of unified res stance to the Chtorran invasion pushes the window of possible victory
two weeks farther awvay. We're rapidly approaching the point where the window becomestotally
unattainable. We don't have any time. They've taken the position that the United Statesistheir enemy,
onewho will use any devious meansto exploit them. They don't dare give up that position, because
giving it up looks exactly like admitting they've been wrong. And that's the hardest thing in the world for a
human being to dobe wrong. Do you know that people would rather die than be wrong?!

| saw the Chtorran pouring itsaf off the stage again. | heard the screams of terror. | smelled the blood.
Those people died because they were wrong? | looked into Fromkin's face. His expression wasintense.
Hiseyeswere hurting.

| knew it wasn't trueeven as| said it, but | had to say it. "So they're wrong-and you're right?"

Fromkin shook his head. "We did what we had to do, Jm, and the only way to explainitisso



unsatisfactory that | don't even want to try."

| thought about it. "Try me anyway," | sad.

He looked unhappy about it. "All right, but you won' likeit. Thisis adifferent game-with different rules,
one of the most important of them being "All previous games are no longer valid." And anyone who keeps
trying to play the old game in the middle of the new isin the way. Got that? So we put al of our biggest
problemsin the front rows. We didn't likeit, but it was necessary.

"You'reright. | dont likeit."

He nodded. "I told you that you wouldn't." He continued, "But, Jm-every single one of those survivors
has now experienced thewar a closerange. It isno longer just another political position. It's a bloody
scar on the soul. The people who came out of that auditorium know who their enemy isnow. What you
saw-what you participated in-was avery necessary piece of shock treatment to the community of world
governments.”

He sat down again, leaned forward and put his hand on my arm. "We didn't want to do this, Im. Infact,
as of last week, we had decided not to. We were hoping then that the facts a one would be enough to
convince the delegates. We were wrong. The facts aren't enough. Y ou demonstrated that when you
stood up in front of the entire conference. Y ou demongtrated to usjust how completely crystalized the
Fourth World position was."

"Oh, surethat'sright,” | said. "Blameit on me now!"

Fromkin leaned forward and said intensdly, "Jim, shut up and listen. Stop showing off your supidity. Do
you know what you've given us? The lever with which to engineer amassive realignment of political
intention. The tapes of the conference have been released to the public channds. The whole world has
seen that Chtorran attacking aroomful of their highest leaders. The whole world has seen you bring that
Chtorran down. Do you know you're ahero?"

"Oh, shit."

Fromkin nodded, "I agree. Y ou're not the one we would have chosen at al, but you're the one we got,
S0 we just have to make the best of you. Listen, the public is darmed now-we need that. We didn't have
it before. It makes adifference. We're seeing some very powerful people suddenly declaring their
intentionsto martial every resource necessary to resist the Chtorran invasion.”

| leaned back in the bed and folded my arms across my chest. "So the United States wins after dl, right?”
Fromkin shook his head. "That's the joke, son. There may not even be aUnited States when thiswar is
over-even if wewin. Whatever is necessary for the human speciesto defeat the Chtorransis of such
overriding importance that the surviva of any nation, as a nation, becomes aminor matter. Every single
one of us committed to thiswar knows that the surviva of anything is of secondary importance when
weighed againgt the surviva of the pecies. Period.”

Heleaned back in hischair again. | didn't say anything. There wasn't anything to say. And then | thought
of something. "l can seethat's your position. Now, what was the judtification for including me?
Remember, | was supposed to get killed there too-not be a hero.”

Fromkin did not look embarrassed. He said, "That's right. And you weren't supposed to be rescued
ether. That nurse, Dinnie-she can be aperfect pain in the ass sometimes-she saved your life. She
disabled two of our marines when they tried to pull her away."

"They weregoing to kill me?

"Uh, not exactly. It just seemed, ah, palitic not to rush to your aid. But nobody told her that. When they
tried to pull her away, she crippled them. Broke one fellow's kneecap, the other one's collarbone, arm
and sternum. She stayed with you the whole time, wouldn't let anybody near you unless she knew them
persondly.”

"And what happened in the operating room?"

Fromkin looked startled. ™Y ou know about that too?" | nodded.

"A senior officer suggested that your trestment be ... postponed. Sheinvited him to leave the operating
theater. He refused. She gave him achoice. Under his own power or otherwise. If otherwise, she
guaranteed he wouldn't likeit. Shewasright. He didn't likeit. She's under arrest now-"

"Huh?'



"Protective custody. Until some things get sorted out. | promise you, shell be dl right. But you and | need
to havethislittle chat firg."

Something occurred to me then. "Why you and 1? Where's Uncle Ira? Shouldn't he and | be having this
conversation?' Fromkin hesitated. "I'm sorry. Colonel Wallachstein is dead. He didn't get out of the
auditoriumintime." Therewaspanin hisface.

"No-!" | cried. "l can't believethat!" | felt like I'd been dammed in the chest with abrick

"He pushed three people out ahead of him," said Fromkin. "I was one of them. He went back for
someone else. | waited for him at the door. He never came out."

"I-1 don't know what to say. | hardly knew him. I don't know if | liked him-but | respected him."
Fromkin waved it away. "He respected you for killing that fourth Chtorran. He told me so. In fact, he
authorized your bounty check Sunday morning, just before the sesson.”

"Bounty check?"

"Don't you know? There's aone-million-casey bounty for every Chtorran you kill. Ten millionif you
capture one dive. You'reamillionaire now. Twice over. I'll authorize your second check. I'm taking over
certain respongbilities for the Agency. That'swhy you and. | are having this chat.”

"Oh. Areyou my superior officer now?"

"Let'sjust say I'myour, ah, liaison.”

"Withwho?'

"Y ou don't need to know their names. They're the people who worked with UncleIra.”

"The same people who decided | should bekilled?'

Fromkin exhaled in quiet annoyance. Hefolded his handsinto hislap and collected himsdlf. Helooked
mein the eye and said, "Y ou need to understand something about that. Y es, you were supposed to die.
The people you work for made that decision.”

"Nice people” | said.

"You'd be surprised.”

"I'm sorry, they don't sound like the kind of people | want to work for. | may be an asshole, but I'm not a
stupid one."

"That remainsto be seen.” Fromkin went on quietly, "Until Sunday afternoon, asfar as anyone could tell,
you were aliability. Nobody figured on you bringing that Chtorran down. | admit it, I'm still surprised-but
when you did that, you stopped being aliability and started being a hero. Y ou're an asset now, son.
Sunday's pictures demongtrate that a human being can stop a Chtorran. The world needs to know that.

Y ou've become avery useful tool. We want to use you-if you're willing to be used. The earlier decisionis
inoperative now. Y ou can thank Dinniefor that. She bought you enough time so we could come to that
redization. Hm," he added. "We may haveto recruit her."

| didn't know whether to fed relieved or angry. | said, "That'sdl | an? A tool? Y ou can tell them I'm
grateful. | hope | can do the same for them sometime.”

Fromkin caught my sarcasm. He nodded in annoyance. "Right. Y ou'd rather beright. Y ou'd rather
exercise your righteousness.”

"I'mangry!" | shouted. "It'smy life were talking about! That may not mean much to you, but being eaten
by a Chtorran could ruin my whole day!"

"Y ou have every right to be angry,” Fromkin said calmly. "Infact, I'd worry about you if you weren't, but
the thing you need to get isthat it'sirrdevant. Y our anger isyour business. It means nothing to me. So
handle it so you can get on with your job." "I'm not sure | want thejob."

"Y ou want to kill Chtorrans?'

"Yes! | want to kill Chtorrand!™

"Good! Wewant you to kill Chtorranstoo!”

"But | want to trust the people behind me!™

"Jm, stop taking it persondly! Any of us-al of us-are expendable, if it will bring the rest of uscloser to
the god of stopping the infestation. Right now, our problem isthe resistance of every person who doesn't
see that the Chtorran problem isthe overriding one-especialy those who are entrusted with the
responsibility for handling this circumstance. They'rein theway. If they'rein the way, they haveto be



moved out of the way. So don't get intheway. And if you do, don't take it personally.”

"| think that makesit even more horrifying,” | said. "The sheer cadlousness of it."

Fromkin was unimpressed. "Oh, | see-your ideals are more important than winning the war. That'stoo
bad. Do you know what a Chtorran calsan idedist? Lunch.”

| glanced a hisuniform. "Isthat an enlightened position?”

"Yes'" hesad. "Itis”" Hedidn't expand onit.

| said, "You il haven't answered my question.”

"Sorry. Which one?'

"What was the judtification for wanting me dead too?"

Fromkin shrugged. "It seemed like agood idea a the time."

"l beg your pardon?'

"You looked like aliahility, that'sdl. | told you, don't take it personaly.”

"Isthat it?'

"Uh huh." He nodded.

"Y ou mean it was just camly decided-just like that?"

"Yep."

| couldn't believeit. | began to splutter a him. ™Y ou mean to tell me that you-and Colonel
Walachgtein-and Mgor Tirdli-just camly sat around and decided my death?’

Hewaited till | ran down. It wasalong wait. Then he said, "Y es-that's exactly how it happened. Camly
and unemotiondly." He met my furious stare with an unashamed expression. "In the same way that we
camly and unemotionally decided to turn the Chtorran loose on aroomful of our colleagues. In the same
way that Duke camly and unemotionaly decided to handle that little girl in the brown dress. Yes, | know
about that too." He added, "And in the same way that you camly and unemotionally decided to handle
Shorty and that fourth Chtorran. There's no difference, im. We just Ieft out some of the hysteriaand
drama. But otherwise, there's no difference, Jm, in what we did and what you did.

"Y ou accepted the responsi bility when you accepted that flamethrower in thefirst place. Thetruthis, the
thingswe did that you don't like are redlly the things you did that you don't like. Right?'

| had to admit it.

| nodded. Reluctantly.

"Right. So give the people around you a bregk. It isn't any easier over here. Wejust don't haveto be
drama queens about it. So you can spare me your goddamned salf-righteousness! If | want to be beaten
up, | cando it far better than you can! Infact, | already have. | know the arguments-better than you,
probably! Y ou think | haven't gone around this bush mysdf afew times?'

"I hear you," | said. "It'sjust-I hate the way |I've been treated.”

"l gotit,” Fromkin said. "And that's understandable. The fact of the matter is, the agency owesyou
severa dozen apologies-we owe you more than we can ever repay. But would it make abit of
difference? Or would it use up time we need for more immediate problems?’

| stopped the anger | was building up long enough to look at his question. No, it wouldn't make abit of
difference. | looked at him again. "No, it wouldn't."

"Right. What we did was wrong. Y ou know it. We know it. We thought it was necessary-and the fact of
the matter isthat we never expected to have this conversation. But now weve got it and it's my
responsibility to clean up the mess-so consider it an acknowledgment of the contribution that you've
made that I'm taking the time. So pay attention. | have ajob for you."

"Huh?' | sat up straighter in bed. "That'sit? That's how you say thank you?'

"That'sright. That's how we say thank you. We give you another job."

"Most people at least say, "Attaboy. Y ou done good.' "

"Oh," said Fromkin. "Y ou want meto pat your fanny and blow in your eer firg, isthat it?'

"Wiéll, no, but-"

"-But, yes. Ligten, | don't have time to waste telling you how wonderful you are-because you won't
believeit anyway. If you need to be reminded, then you've got aquestion about it, don't you? So I'm
going to give you the short cut to wonderfulness, so you'll never have to worry about that one again.



Ready? What are you doing that makes a difference on the planet? That's your meter stick by which to
measure your worth. Got that?"

| nodded.

"Good. Now we have ajob for you. The Agency wantsto put you to work. Does that tell you anything?!
"Uh, yes. It does" | said. | held up ahand for time. | needed amoment to think thisthrough. | wanted to
say it clearly. "Look, | think one of us has got to be afool-and | know you're not. And I'm not surell
want the nomination.”

"l beg your pardon?' Fromkin looked puzzled.

"How do | know you won't find me ... ah, what's the word, expendable again some time in the future?*
"Y ou don't."

"So there's no guarantee, isthere?!

"Right. Theré's no guarantee. Y ou want the job?"

"No." | didn't even have to think about it.

"Right." He stood up to go

"Wait aminute!"

"Y ou've changed your mind?'

"No! But-"

"Then we have nothing further to talk about." He started for the door.

"Arentyougoingtotryto..."

"What? Convince you?' Helooked genuinely puzzled. "Why should I?'Y ou're abig boy now. At least
that's what you've been telling usfor the past three days. Y ou can chooseit or not. Y ou don't need the
sdespitch. And | don't have anything to sell.”

"Aren't you at least going to tell mewhat it is?"

"No. Not until I know what your agreement is."

"Agreement?’

Helooked annoyed. ™Y our commitment. What isit we can count on you for?"'

"Tokill Chtorrans. Y ou can count on mefor that.”

"Good," he said. Hereturned to his chair. "Now, quit being an asshole about it. Were on the same side. |
want the same thing you do. Dead Chtorrans. | want to put you to work. Do you want to work? Or do
you want to screw around with palitics-like our Fourth World friends?”

| glared at him. | didn't likethisat dl. But | said, "I want to work."

"Good. So get this-thetimeis over for games. And that includes sdlf-righteousness. I'm telling you the
truth now and you can count on meto keep on telling you the truth.” His eyes werefierce. His expresson
was intense, but unashamed. | felt naked before him. Again.

| sad, "Thisisvery hard."

He nodded.

"l don't know if | can believe you or not."

"So don't believe me," Fromkin said. ™Y our belief isirrdevant. Thetruth iswhat's so, whether you believe
it or not. The question is, what do you want to do about it?"

"Wdl-" | began. | fdt mysdf smiling. "Revenge would be silly-"

"It'saso out of the question.” He smiled back.

"-30 | might aswdl be useful .

"Good idea," Fromkin agreed. He leaned back in hischair. "Y ou know, you may have forgotten, but
you're an officer now. Y ou fooled us. Nobody expected you to live long enough to use your commission.
But you have, so now we've had to create an appropriate job for you."

"I'vegot one."

"I've dready got ajob," | repeated. "I'm working on the Chtorran ecology. There are too many people
making guesses without enough information. There aren't very many people out there actudly gathering it.
| had an ingtructor once who said that if you offered him the choice between a dozen geniusesfor hislab
or acouple of idiotswho could handle field work, held take theidiots. He said it was more important to



observe the facts accurately than to be able to interpret them, because if you observed enough of them
accurately, you wouldn't have to interpret them--they'd explain themselves.”

"Makes sense. Go on."

"Right. Well, you've got dmost nobody out in the field. Thiswar againgt the Chtorr doesn't exist yet
because you-we don't have any intelligence on them!™ | thumped my chest meaningfully. "That's my job!
I'm an intelligence agent! That's where you need me the most. Because we don't even know yet who or
what werefighting-"

He was holding up one hand to stop me. "Hold it! Y ou're preaching to the choir, son. | gotit." He
grinned broadly. It was the cheeriest expression I'd ever seen on him. ™Y ou know, it'safunny thing.
That's exactly the same job we had picked out for you."

"Redly?'

"Redly." He nodded as he said it. "I'm making the assumption that we are on the same side, then?”

| looked a him. "l guessweare."

Hesaid, "I know. It doesn't fed likeit, doesit?"

"No, not really. Not yet."

"So I'll tell you this. Y ou don't get to choose your friends or your enemies. They're always thrust on you.
All you get to choose iswhich category you're going to put themin." He grinned. "Wannabe my friend?’
He held out a hand.

"Yeah." | tookit.

"Thank you," he said, looking into my eyes. His gaze was intense. "We need you." He held onto my hand
for along moment, and | could fed his gratitude, dmost like energy, flowing into me. | redized | didn't
want to let go.

He smiled at me then, awarm expression like sunrise coming up over acold gray beach. "Y oull do fine.
Maor Tirdli will be by later to get you started. Do you have any other questions for me now?"

| shook my head. And then | said, "Just one-but it'sirrelevant. Does the Mode training really work?"
Hegrinned. "Yes, it does. It did; I'm sorry it'ssuch alow priority these days." His expression went
wistful. " Someday, when therés moretime, I'd liketo tell you about it.”

| said, "I'd likethat."

That made him smile proudly. "I think you would." He stood up to go. "Oh, one more thing." He glanced
at my medl tray. "Don't drink the orangejuice.”

"Huh?'

"| said, don't drink the orangejuice.

| looked at hisface. "'l passed another test?'

"Right." He grinned again. "Don't worry, it'sthelast one."

"Isit?" | asked.

"| sure hope s0, don't you?' He waslaughing as he lft.

| looked at the medl tray. There was aglass of orangejuice onit. | poured it into the potted palm.



? THIRTY-NINE

THE MORNING sunwas very bright, and | fdlt terrific. My knee hardly hurt at al. The doctors had
replaced my kneecap with one grown in atank and shaved to fit my bones; they told me to minimize my
walking for aweek-and to guarantee that | did, they put my leginacase sotight | couldn't bend it. But |
could limp-with crutches or acane-and as soon as | could | was out of the hospital.

| found Ted at the bus station.

Hewas sitting quietly and waiting. He looked subdued, which surprised me. | guess| didn't know what |
was expecting. Slver antennae sticking out of his head? But, no-he was just Sitting patiently in acorner, a
detached look on hisface.

| hobbled over to him, but he didn't see me-not even when | stood in front of him. "Ted?" | asked.

He blinked twice.

"Ted?" | waved ahand in front of hisface. He didn't see me. His expression remained unchanged. Not
just detached-absent. Blank. Nobody home.

"Ted?It'sdm.” Hewasazombie.

| sat down next to him and shook hisleg. He brushed my hand away. | shook his shoulder and shouted in
hisear. "Ted?'

Abruptly, he blinked-and then a confused expression came over hisfeatures. Helooked like a degper
awakening suddenly in astrange place. He turned his head dowly and looked at me. Recognition finally
canetohim."dm... 7'

"Ted, areyou dl right? | had to knock three times.”

"Yeah," hesad quietly. "I'mfine. | wasjust ... pluggedin.”

"Oh. Wéll, uh, I'm sorry if | interrupted you. But | just got out of the hospital, and thiswas my only
chance to say goodbye before you shipped out.”

"Oh," hesad. Hisvoice wasflat. Digracted. "Wdll, thank you."

He started to go emotionless again, but | caught hisarm. "Ted, areyou dl right?"

Helooked a me, aflicker of annoyancein hiseyes. "Yes, Jm, I'mfine. But thereés atransmission coming
in from Capetown that | want to return to.”

"l gotit," | said. "But | want you to take amoment to be with me. Okay?"

Heblinked a me. | knew the expression. Bored patience. "What isit, Jm?"

"Well, I thought ... just that... we might have some thingsto say to each other......"

Hisvoice went distant. "I saw your Chtorran again. We had atransmitter in the front row. He died. |
experienced his death.”

"Oh," I said. "Uh-that must have been very hard for you."

"It wasn't the first death I've experienced. I've been playing alot of tapes.” Suddenly, he looked very old.
| put my hand on hisarm. "Ted, isit hard?'

Helooked at me, but didn't answer. Was he listening to another voice again?

"Ted" | sad, "what'sit like?"

He blinked, and for just amoment he wasthe old Ted looking out a me from inside his body, and for
just that moment | thought | saw stark terror. "Jim," he said intensdly, "it'swonderful! And it's... terrible!
It's the most intense and exhilarating experience ahuman being can have. I've been athousand different
people-l cant explainit. It'sal still so confusing. I'm being bombarded with experiences, Jm! Constantly.
And | don't know which of them are mine-if any! | don't even know if it's me sitting here talking to you.

Y ou could be talking to any telesend on the circuit. | can remote-access anybody el se's experience and,
if necessary, even take over control. And they can use my body too!"

| opened my mouth to say something, but he stopped me with a desperate hand on my arm.

"No-listen to me. I'm out of the circuit now, but only for amoment. The trainees haveto take the dirtiest
jobs-it'sthat way in al the services. I'm on call Sixteen hoursaday. Yesterday, | was. . ." He stopped,
asif heweretrying to form the words and finding it difficult. His eyeslooked red. "Y esterday, | was. . .
ridden. By aRussan government officid. | don't know if it was awoman or ahomosexud or-1 don't



know, but whoever it was used my body to make love to another man. And al | could dowasdoit. |
had no control of my own."

"Didyou fileagrievance?

"Jm, you don't understand! It waswonderful! It was complete and absolute service! Whoever it was
gave me the opportunity to confront a different experience! That's what thisis about-the expansion that
comes from confronting the totality of human experience!”

"Ted, can't you get out?"

"Get out?' Ted looked incredulous. " Get out? Jm, don't you understand? | don't want out. Even whilel
was hating it, | wasloving it-good and bad. The Telepathy Corpsis achance to share the experiences of
amillion other human beings. How else could a person ever get to live amillion other lives?' Hiseyes
were feverish now, intense. "Jim, I've played the tapes! | know what it fedsliketo die-in ahundred
different ways. I've gone down in plane crashes, I've drowned, I've falen off buildings, I've burned to
death and I've even been eaten by a Chtorran! I've been afraid in more different waysthan | ever
dreamed possible-and I've been exhilarated in as many different waystoo! 1've climbed mountains and
goneinto space. I'velived in free fal and at the bottom of the ocean as a gillman. I've done so much,
Jmrit'slike making love to the universel And I've made love athousand different waysaswdl! It'sal on
the tapes. I've been anaked child in Micronesiaand afifteen-year-old courtesan somewhere in Osaka.
I've been an old man dying of cancer in Morocco, and-Jm, | know what it isto be awoman, agirl! Can
you comprehend what it, isto leave your own sex behind, like afish discovering air-discovering how to
fly?I've madeloveasagirl! And I've carried the child that resulted and given birth toit!! I've nursed it
andraised it! And | died with it when the plagues came! Jm, I've experienced more of lifein just the past
few daysthan I'd ever known in al the years before. And I'm terrified and excited becauseit'sal coming
down sofast | can't assimilateit. Jm"-he clenched my arm so tight it hurt "Jim, I'm disgppearing!
Me-Ted! My identity is dissolving under the assault of athousand other lives! | can fed it happening!
And I know what it will fedl liketo stop existing as me, because that experience isrecorded too! And,
Jm, | want it even asI'm afraid of it. It'sakind of death. And it'sakind of orgasm too! Thisisincredible
guff! Im, my lifeisover! Now, I'm apart of something ese, something larger and-Jm, | want to say this
to you whiletheréstime-"

Abruptly, hisgrip on my arm loosened. Hisface relaxed, the tension disappeared and he became
detached again.

"Ted?"

"I'm sorry, I'mon cal now, Jm. | haveto go."

Hestarted to rise, but | pulled him back down. "Wait-you started to say something?”

"Perdoneme?' A gtrange voice came from his mouth.

"Uh, nothing." | let goin horror.

Ted's body nodded. "Bueno.”

It got up and walked away. Thelast | saw of Ted, hisbody was just getting on ahelibus. The chopper
clattered up into the air and disappeared into the east.

| wondered where Ted was in the circuit now. | knew it didn't matter. The haf-life of even astrong
identity was less than nine months. 1'd probably never see Ted again. His body, maybe, but the thing that
animated it-where would that be? Experiencing what? Or whom? Within afew months, it wouldn't even
be a persondity anymore. Ted had known what he was getting into when hed made the decison to
receive the implant. Hed known what it meant. At least, that waswhat | wanted to believe.

| turned and hobbled back to the jeep I'd requisitioned. | didn't fedl so terrific anymore. | had alot to
think about. | levered mysdlf in and said, " Science Section, please.”

Thejeep replied "Acknowledged,”" and whined itsef tolife. It waited till itswhirring stabilized, then
backed smoothly out of the parking dot. Asit eased forward, it announced, " Incoming message.”

| said, "I'll takeit."

Marciésvoice "Jm, | want you to stop caling me. And stop leaving messagesfor meto cdl you. | have
nothing to say to you. And you have nothing to say that | want to hear. | don't want to seeyou and |
don't want to talk to you. | hope I'm making mysdlf clear. | want you to leave me aone, becauseif you



don't, | promiseyou, I'll fileapoda grievance.

The message ended abruptly, and the jeep trundled across the tarmac. | thought about Marcie, tried to
figure out what was going on. | remembered something Dinnie had said. "We'reall crazy these days. All
of us. Wewere crazy before the plaguestoo, but now wereredly crazy.” Or wasthat just a convenient
judtification?| didn't know.

Dinnie had said, "Thething is, none of us can see our own craziness, because it'sthe filter we look
through. All we can seeiswhat we project on the people around us. And then we blame it on them."
Sheld smiled and said, "Do you know how to tell if you're crazy? Seeif the people around you are.”

| looked-and everybody around me was crazy.

That wasthejoke. Y ou know you need help when the people around you are crazy.

The hell with her. | didn't have timeto be crazy anymore.

Thejeep sad, "Will there be areply?”

| said, "No. And post this. Refuse dl future messages from the same source.”

"Acknowledged.” | Hill ft lousy.



? FORTY

THE JEEP lurched to astop in front of the Science Section, and | climbed out carefully. There were no
guards here. None were necessary anymore. Since the reorgani zation, no doors would open for you
unlessyou had ared card or higher. | had agold card.

Once past the fourth set of security doors, | pointed at two lounging aides and said, ™Y ou're temporarily
requisitioned. | have somethings | want loaded.”

They grumbled and fdll into line behind me. "I don't want to heer it," | said.

We went directly to the extraterrestrial specimen section. A woman in alab coat |looked up as| camein.
"Wher€'s Dr. Partridge?’ | asked.

" She doesn't work here anymore. She's been transferred to Administration.”

"What about Larson?"'

"Who?'

"Jerry Larson?'

"Never heard of him." She put her clipboard down and looked a me. "What can | do for you?"

"I'm McCarthy,” | said.

"Gy

"| requisitioned some specimens.” | pointed to thewall of cages. "Three millipedes and an incubator of
eggs. They were supposed to be ready for me."

She shook her head. "The orders didn't come through here."

"Fing" I sad. "I'll givethem to you now-" | pulled my copy of the flimsies out of my pocket.

She blinked a me. Her face hardened. "Whose authority are you operating under, Lieutenant?'

"Specid Forces Warrant Agency,” | snapped. My leg hurt. | wastired of standing. | tapped the card
pinned to my chest. "Thisis my authority. | can requisition any goddamned thing | want. If | want to, |
can requisition you to Nome, Alaska. Now, | want those three bugs and that box of eggs.” | gestured to
the aides. "There'sajeep out front. Load 'em in the back.”

"Just aminute,” she said, reaching for aphone. "I want confirmeation-"

| hobbled over to her, leaning heavily on my cane. "One," | said, "'l gathered those specimens. Two, |
killed a Chtorran to get them here. Three, | haven't seen one piece of research out of thislab, so asfar as
I'm concerned, the effort in bringing them here was wasted. Four”-1 was unfolding the orders that had
been handed me that morning by Mgor Tirdli-"I have dl the confirmation you need right here. And five,
if you don't get out of my way, I'm going to place this cane in amost uncomfortable place. And if you
don't believel can doit, I'm the fellow who killed the Denver Chtorran.”

She read the orders, then handed them back without comment. She sniffed. "No, you're not."
"l beg your pardon?’

"Youdidntkill it."

"Say again?"

Sheraised an eyebrow a me. "Do dl lieutenants have lousy hearing?| said, Y ou didn't kill it.
| turned to the aides. "L oad that stuff on the jeep. I'll be right out.”

"Hold it!" She barked. "Y ou touch those cages, I'll have you shot." The aides stopped where they were.
She poked my chest. "Let'syou and me settle some thingsfirg."

| looked at the woman in the lab coat. She wasn't wearing a name badge. She had green eyes. "What's
your name?' | demanded.

"LucreziaBorgia"

"Istherearank in front of that?"

"Just Doctor.”

"Right. Well, Dr. Borgia, do you want to start making some explanations?'

She pointed to a set of double doors at the end of the room. "Two rooms down," she said.

| hobbled through the double doors. She followed after me. | wasin awide halway with another set of
double doors at the end. | pushed through those and



-there was the Chtorran, dmost motionlessin the center of alarge room. The room was brightly lit. The
Chtorran's flanks heaved regularly asif its breathing were labored. There were men attaching probesto
its Sdes. There were ladders and scaffolds all around the cresture.

“l..uh..."

"Didnt kill it." Shefinished for me.

"But I-never mind. What're they doing to it?*

"Studying it. Thisisthefirgt time weve ever been able to get close enough to alive oneto pokeit and
prod it and see what makesit tick. You crippled it. It can't see, it can't hear, it can't move. At least we
don't think it can see or hear. We're sureit can't move. It certainly can't eat. Y our gun pretty well
destroyed its mouth. Were pumping liquidsinto it.”

| didn't ask what kind of liquids. "Isit safeto approach?"

"Yourethe expert.” Shesadit acidly.

There were men and women al over the animal. | hobbled forward myself. Only one or two of them
looked up a me. Dr. Borgia paced me quietly. Shetook my cane and poked at the creature's mouth.
"Look here" shesaid. "Seethat?"

| looked. | saw aclotted mass of flesh. "What am | looking for?'

"Seethat row of bumps? New teeth. And if you could climb the ladder, 1'd show you the creature'sarm
sumps. And itseyes. If we could get undernegth, I'd show you itsfeet. Thething isregenerating.”

| looked &t her. "How long?' | asked.

She shrugged. "Three months. Six. We're not sure. Some of the gobbets we've carved off it show signs
of trying to grow into acomplete cregture too. Like starfish. Or holograms. Each piece hasdll the
information necessary to reconstruct the origind. Y ou know what this means, don't you?"

"Y eah. They're dmost unkillable. We have to burn them."

Shenodded. "Asfar astherest of the world is concerned, you killed thisthing. They even paid you for it.
But thetruth is, you only stopped it. So don't you ever comeinto my lab again, throwing your weight
around and acting like an expert! Y ou got that?'

| didn't answer. | was looking at the Chtorran. | took a step toward it and reached out and touched its
skin. The creature waswarm. Itsfur was silky. Oddly alive. It felt eectric! My hand tingled as | stroked
it.

"Static dectricity?’ | asked.

"No," shesad.

| took another step forward, dmost leaning on the warm side of the Chtorran, dmost pressing my face
into it. Some of the strands of fur brushed softly againgt my cheek. They fdt likefeathers. | sniffed
deeply. The creature smdlled warm and minty. It was oddly inviting. Like abig friendly fur rug you
wanted to curl up in. I continued stroking it.

"Thatisnt fur,” shesad.

| kept petting. "It isnt?What isit?"

"Those are nerve endings,” she said. "Each individual strand isaliving nerve-appropriately sheathed and
protected, of course-and each one hasits own particular sensory function. Some can sense heat and
cold, otherslight and darkness, or pressure. Some can smell. Most-well, while you're busy petting it, it's
quietly tasting you."

| stopped petting it.

| pulled my hand back. | looked at her. She nodded yes. | looked at the Chtorran fur again. Every strand
was adifferent color. Some were thick and black. Others were fine and silvery. Most were various
shades of red-awhole spectrum of red, shading al the way from deep purpleto bright gold, and touching
al the basesin between: magenta, pink, violet, crimson, orange, scarlet, salmon and even afew flashes of
bright yellow. The effect was dazzling.

| brushed my hand against the fur again, parting it gently. Benegth, the Chtorran skin was dark and
purple, dmost black. It was hot. | thought of the skin on adog's soft underbelly.

| redized the Chtorran was trembling. Every time | touched it, the intensity of the shiversincreased.
Huh-?



"Youremaking it nervous," Lucreziasad.

Nervous-? A Chtorran? Without thinking, | dapped the creature's flank. It twitched asif stung.

"Don't," shesad. "Look-"

A shudder of reaction was rippling up and down the Chtorran's body. There were two technicianson a
platform hanging just above the Chtorran's back. They were trying to secure a set of monitor probes.
They had to pull back and wait until the Chtorran stopped shuddering. One of the technicians glared at
me. When the creature's flesh stopped rippling, she bent back to her work.

"Sorry," | said.

"The creatureisincredibly sengtive. It can hear everything that goes on in here. It reacts to the tone of
your voice. See? It'strembling. It knowsyou're hogtile. And it's afraid of you. It's probably more afraid
of you than you are of it."

| looked at the Chtorran with new eyes. It was afraid of me-!

"Remembser, it'sjust ababy."

It took amoment for me to grasp theimplications of thatnot just for herein thelab, but for outside as
well, out there, where the wild ones were.

If thiswas ababy-if dl of those out there were babies-then where were the adults? The fourth
Chtorran-?

"Wait aminute-this can't be ababy!"

"Oh?"

"It'stoo big-1 brought in eggs! A baby Chtorran should only be. . ." | spread my hands asif to hold a
puppy. ... oh, about yay big...... "

"Have you ever seen one?'

"Uh"

"What's the smdlest Chtorran you've ever seen?”'

"Uh-" | pointed. "Thisone."

"Right. Have you ever heard of heavy metd accumulation?’

"Whet about it?"

"It'saway of measuring the age of an animal. The body doesn't pass heavy metals, like lead or mercury;
they accumulate in the cells. No matter how clean alife you live, it'sinevitable that you'll pick up traces
just from the atmosphere. Weve tested this creature extensively. Its cells are remarkably earthlike. Did
you know that? It could dmost have evolved on this planet. Maybe someday it will. But herésthe thing:
it doesn't have enough trace metasin its system to be more than three years old. And my guessisthat it's
actualy alot less. Maybe eighteen months.” She held up ahand to forestall my objection. "Trust
me-weve tested it. We've deliberately introduced trace metdsinto its system to seeif perhapsit doesn't
have some way of passing them. And yes, it does--our estimate of its ageis based on that equation. And
that's no anomaly, buster. All of our supplementary evidence supports the hypothesis. Eighteen months.
Maybe two years at the mogt. It's got an incredible growth rate.”

| was shaking my head. "But what about my eggs-?"

"Oh, that'sright. Y our eggs. Y our Chtorran eggs. Come with me." | followed her back to the room we
had just |eft. She brought me up to the row of cages. "Here are your eggs,” she pointed. "See dl the baby
Chtorrans?"

| stepped close to the cage and peered.

Inside were two small millipedes. They were deek and wetlooking. They were busily chewing on some
pieces of shredded wood. A third baby millipede was just now chewing aholein the shell of itsegg. It
paused abruptly and looked straight out a me. | felt acold chill.

"Theonly thing interesting about these babies" she said, "isthe color of their bellies. See? Bright red.”
"What doesthat mean?"

She shrugged. "Means they're from Rhode Iand. | don't know. Probably it doesn't mean anything.
Wevefound al kinds of color bandings on these creatures bellies.”

"When did they hatch?" | asked.

"Early thismorning. Cute, don't you think?"



"l don't getit,” | said. "Why would the Chtorrans keep millipede eggsin their dome?”

"Why do you keep chicken eggsin your refrigerator?’ Dr. Borgiaasked. "What you've found isthe
ubiquitous Chtorran version of the chicken, that's all. These things eat the stuff that's too low on the food
chain for the wormsto bother with. They're convenient little mechanismsto gather up food and store it till
thewormsare hungry.”

"I'm confused. Those eggs looked too big to have been laid by amillipede.”

"Do you know how big millipedes get?' | shook my heed.

"Look down here."

"Jesud” | yelped. Thething in the cage was as big around as alarge python. It was over a meter long.
"Wow!" | said, "I didn't know that.”

"Now you do." Shelooked at me, and her green eyes flashed smugly. "Any more questions?"

| stepped back and turned to her. | said, "1 apologize. I've been ajerk. Please forgive me.”

"We're used to dedling with unpleasant creatures.” She smiled innocently. ™Y ou were no problem at al.”
"Ouch. | deserved that. Listen, it's obvious that you know what you're doing here. And that just hasn't
been my experience dsawherein the Center. | didn't even know this section existed until thismorning.”
"Neither did anybody el se until we took custody of junior in there-" She jerked athumb over her
shoulder at the other room.

"I'mredly sorry,” | sad.

She swung to face me. "I got that. Now listen up and listen good. | don't give adamn how sorry you are.
| really don'. It'sover. Now, let it be something you can learn from."

"Uh, yesh."

"Y ou're an officer now. So I'll give you the bad news. Every damn schmuck who sees those bars on your
arm wants you to succeed, you know that? He wants to know that he can trust you totaly when hislifeis
ontheline. That's how you want to fee about your superiors, don't you? Well, that's how your men want
to fed about you. You act like ajerk and you blow it-not just for yourself, but for every other person
who wears the same bars. So get yoursdlf tuned in to what thisis about. Those stripes are not a privilege!
They'rearesponghility.”

| wasfeding alittlesick.

| guessit showed. Shetook me by the elbow and turned meto the wall. Shelowered her voice. "Listen,

| know thishurts. And heréswhat you need to know about that: criticism is an acknowledgment of your
ability to produce results. | wouldn't be giving you correction if | didn't think you could takeiit. | know
who you are. | know how you got those stripes. That's fine; you deserve'em. I've heard alot of good
things about you. Believeit or not, | don't want to see you screwing up. Y ou got that?!

"Uh, yeah. | got it."

"Isthere anything you want to say to me?"'

"Uh. .. thanks think." | added, "I'll know when the bleeding stops. Uh, I'm awfully embarrassed.”
"Ligten, al new officers make the same mistake. Y ou're lucky you made it hereinstead of someplace
serious. Y ou think the bars change you somehow. They don't. So don't et them get in theway. Y ou're
not your rank-you're just a person being trusted with that amount of responsibility. So I'll let you in on the
secret. Your job isn't to order people-it'sto inspire them. Remember that and you'll be very successful.”
"Thank you," | said again. There was something about the way she spoke. "Are you related to Fromkin?”
Shegrinned. "I trained with him. Nine years ago." She stuck out her hand. "My name's Fletcher. Call me
Hetch."

| shook hands gently. My wrist was till sore.

Shesad, "If you sill want the bugs, take them.”

| glanced back at the cage. Thethird baby millipede had findlly gotten out of itsshell. It wastrying to
crawl up the surface of the glass. Itsbelly was bright red. It stopped and stared at me. Its eyeswere
large and black and unnerving.

| shrugged. "I don't know now. | only wanted them back because | thought nobody around here cared.
Now, | seethat'snot so. If you can do abetter job . . ."

Fletcher grinned again. "Y es, we can.”



| made adecison. "Well, then-keep 'em here. | just want to know what thereisto know about them.”
"I'll put your name in the computer,” she said. Y ou can plug into the files any time you want. Our job
hereisto disseminate information, not hideit." Then her eyestwinkled and she added, "Visting hours are
every day from noon to five. Next time, bring flowers."

"I will," | said. | dropped my gaze away from her eyes. For some reason, they were suddenly too
beautiful to look at. | made ashow of looking a my watch. | was embarrassed again, but thistimefor a
totally different reason. "Well-" | said "-1 guess I'd better get going. | have a plane to catch. Thanks again.
For everything."

| turned awkwardly toward the door. She stepped in front of me. "Just one thing. That was a pretty fair
piece of shooting. | was there. My compliments.” And she stretched upward and kissed me warmly on
thelips.

| could fed mysdlf blushing al the way to the jeep.



? FORTY-ONE

WE WERE on ahigh hill overlooking ashadowed valley, dmost acanyon. At the bottom, aglittering
stream duiced down between the two sheer dopes, zig-zagging from north to south and forming awide,
shalow pond where the canyon opened up. The surface of the water reflected back the sky; it looked
like blue glass. At the far end of the pond, the water poured gently over the edge of alow
earth-and-wood dam.

A long shelf of land bordered the little lake. Near the dam was a rounded dome, amost unnoticeable
againg the black earth of the hill behind it. | studied it through the binoculars for along time. The dome
seemed darker than usual. 1t looked asif mud had been smeared al over its surface. Not abad
camouflage, but till not good enough to fool the computers. Satellite reconnai ssance was monitored,
processed and anayzed on atwenty-four hour basisfor telltale changesin loca terrain. The particular
rounded bump of the worm hut, the dam, thelocal harvesting of trees-any of these things aone could
have triggered an investigation; al of them together had put thisvaley on the ImmediateAttention list. It
had taken us three weeks to get to it.

| passed the binoculars over to Duke. He peered through and grunted.

"They're getting smarter,” | said.

He nodded. "Y egh. Thisoneisjust plain inaccessble. There's no way we can get down there unnoticed.”
Larry was studying the canyon upstream. "Can't reft in,” he said.

Duke nodded in agreement. "Didn't think we could." He turned to Larry. "Call the blimp. We're dropping
theteamin." Larry nodded and thumbed hisradio to life. Duke looked toward me. "What are you
thinking?'

| said, "It putsit al on the shoulders of the first man. He's got to hold the position until the othersare
safely down." | closed my eyesfor asecond and visudized what it might belike. "I'll doit,” | said.

"You don't haveto," Duke said.

"Yes | do."

"All right,” said Duke. "Fine. Do you have any problemswith the plan?”

"No," | said. And then | shrugged and grinned. "I hateit-but | have no problemswith it."

Duke eyed me steadily. "What's that about?'

"I hate blimps. | have this thought the wormswill hear us coming. Or see the shadow.”

"Anything dse?'

"Yeah. | hate heights.”

"Isthat it?'

"Yesh"

Dukelooked at Larry. "You?'

“I'mfine”

"| don't get that from you-what's going on?" Larry shook his head.

"Y ou till obsessing about Louis desth?"

Larry shook his head. Louis had died two weeks after hisfinger had been bitten. He'd started shivering
one afternoon, then collgpsed. He sank into a comathat evening and was dead the following morning.
The autopsy showed that almost every red blood cell in hisbody had been exploded-from theinside. The
killer was avirusthat behaved like maaria. There were now thirty-four vira or bacteriological agents that
had been identified as active agents in the Chtorran infestation. Louis had been lucky. His death had been
quick, and rdatively painless.

Duke sad, "Larry, are you going for revenge?' Larry didn't answer.

"-Becauseif you are, you'll stay behind. It get in the way.”

"Il befing!"

Dukelooked at Larry. ™Y ou fuck up, I'll put astake through your heart. | promise you.”

Larry grinned, "'l got it, boss"

"All right." Duke included me again. "Let's get moving. Be sure your teams are clear. Well haveafina



briefing just before we go." Duke looked at me. "Jim, you and | will go over the attack plan with the pilot.
Y ou're right about the shadow-we have to keep it off the dome-and the engine noise, so let's see what
thewind isdoing. If it'slight enough, well float acrossthe valley.”

We did back down the hill. We'd left our jeep a quarter-mile away, on afireroad. It took us another
half-hour to get to the landing Site where the blimp was waiting. Our three attack teams were going
through alast check of their equipment aswe pulled up. Larry hopped out even before the jeep had
finished rolling to astop. "Only threetorches-" he called. "Therestoo much fire danger. Well usethe
bazookas-"

Duke poked me. "Let'stak to Ginny."

| followed him to the command tent, where a 3-D map of the valley was displayed across the Stuation
table. He nodded perfunctory greetings to the watch officers and tossed his pack to one side. "All right,
let's get to work." He stepped up to the table and picked up alight pen. He drew ared target circlein the
large clearing next to the dome. "That's where | want to put the team.”

Captain MacDonald stepped up to the table opposite Duke and frowned. Her white hair was pulled
back into a crisp military bun. Shewore atight jacket, trousers, asidearm and astern expression. She
pointed. "I've got fifteen knots of wind coming from the southeast. It's going to betight.”

Duke diaed down the magnification. Theimage shrank asif it were dropping away. The tabletop now
included severa square miles of surrounding mountains. "1 got that. And we need thirty seconds over the
landing site.” He pointed at the now reduced red target circle. "Can we do it with the engines of f?*
Ginny closed her eyes and thought amoment. She said, "Tricky. . ." Shetyped something into the
keyboard and studied the monitor. "Looks like a split-second drop. Y our men are going to have to take
their cues from the box-"

She stopped and looked at us. "I can't promiseto do it with the engines off. | can promiseto giveyou
forty-five seconds over the target Ste-and I'll keep the engines off aslong as possible.”

Duke didn't look happy. "Theresarea potentid for disaster here." He turned to me. "Jim, | don't want
anyone dropping in thewater. And | don't want anyone dropping too near the dome. Can we trust your
teem?”'

"Well hit our marks."

"Can| count onit?'

"I'm the one taking the biggest risk.” | met hiseyes. ™Y ou can count on me."

"All right." Duke turned back to the display. He dided the image up to maximum and centered it on the
dome. "What does that look like to you?'

| checked the scaleindicator at the edge of thetable. "It'stoo big. How old isthis picture?’

Ginny looked at the monitor on her Side of the table. "Eighteen hours. Thisisyesterday afternoon.”
"Thank you." | picked up the light pen. "Here-thisiswhere to look. Around the perimeter of the dome.
Look for purple coleus or wormberry plants. Every time wefind evidence of cultivation, weadso find a
fourth Chtorran. Theré's none of that here yet. Nor isthere atotem polein front-that would also be
evidence. But" -1 shook my head-"thisdomeistoo big. | want an extrawatch at the back of it.”

Duke looked a me sharply. "Reason?”

"l don't have one. Just afeeling something'sweird here. Maybe it's the location of the dome, maybeit's
the mud camouflage. But | get a sense there's some intelligence here.”

Duke nodded. He studied theterrain again. "I'll buy it. Ginny?"

Captain MacDonad nodded too. She touched the keyboard in front of her and wind lines appeared
across the map. She studied the monitor screen for a second, then said, " There's your course, the red
line. If thewind holds, you'll have fifty seconds over thetarget area. I'll come acrossthe valey from the
southeast.” She pointed with the light pen. "Now, look, were coming down avery narrow track. I've got
mountains on one side and water on the other. The shadow will be north and west of us. And so will the
dome. | can't promise I'll missit, not without the risk of dropping men in the water, unless you want to
wait till later inthe day." Duke shook his head.

"All right. I'll do my best, but your first man will have to start down the rope even before we clear the
dome. And helll be hitting the ground awfully close-"



Duke looked at me. | shook my head. "No problem.”

"-otherwise, thelast of the team will befdling in the water.”

"They had their bathsthismonth,” | said. "Don't worry about it.

"Anybody have anything else to add?" asked Duke. "No? Good. Let'sgo. Load 'em up." Aswe stepped
out of the tent, he clapped my shoulder. "How are you feding?'

| said, "Who's good ideawas this anyway?"

He grinned back. "Right."

My team wasto jump first, so that meant we boarded last. While we waited beneath the curve of the
huge sky-blue blimp, | briefed them quickly. Thejob isroutine, the jump'salittletight. Any questions?
None. Good. Any problems or considerations? Larry had handled them already. Fine.

| moved among them quietly, double-checking the charges on their wegpons and the expressions on their
faces.

"How'sit look, Cap'n?' That was Gottlieb. He had apple cheeks, afrizz of curly hair, and a perpetudly
eager smile. Right now he looked worried. | could tell because his smile was uncertain.

"Piece of cake."

"l heard the valey's avful narrow-"

"Yep. Itis That'sjust to makeit interesting. These things are turning into turkey shoots. We don't want
you faling adeep.” | looked into hisface. There was dill too much tension there. | wondered if | should
pull him. 1 put my hands on his shoulders and leaned over and whispered in hisear. "Ligten, asshole-|
promise you, you're going to do fine. Y ou know how | know? Because if you don't, I'm going to rip your
amsoff."

Heknew | meant it. He grinned. "Yes, ar!”

Hed be okay now. He was more afraid of me than he was of the worms. Theworms didn't stand a
chance.

"Two minuted” cdled Larry.

| turned and found mysdlf looking at Amy Burrell. Eighteen yearsold, tiny frame, large eyes, dark hair.
Trembling in her boots. She was wearing the helmet cameraand carrying an AM-280. "Sir-?"

| knew what she was about to say. | didn't give her achanceto say it. "Ah, Burrell-good. Once you hit
the ground, | want you to stay close. I'll be moving around to the back side of the dome. Keep fifty feet
behind me and you'l do just fine. Keep your camerarunning, and if anything comes out of the dome, just
keep looking at it. We need the pictures. Oop-the lineé's moving. Get going!" | turned her and pushed. |
dapped her on the backside. From here on, she wasn't going to have time to be scared.

The blimp took us up quickly. Captain MacDonad was sharp. She turned into the wind immediately and
headed south. She was going to give hersdlf lots of maneuvering room before heading for the target.

The engines thrummed with quiet power. We could fed their high-pitched whinein our butts and our
backbones. Benesth us, the ground tumbled away like arumpled brown sheet. The wind whistled coldly
past us. | licked my lips and wondered if they were going to get chapped.

We were on two platforms mounted on the sides of the gondola. Each one of us had hisor her own
rope. Onthe signd, al the ropes would be dropped simultaneoudy. On the count, we would drop as our
numberswere caled. | tugged experimentally at my pulley. It wasfine. | reglized | wasfingering the
doublebreakaway punch on my chest and stopped.

Captain MacDonad swung the blimp around then, heading us back toward the target. | watched our
shadow asit moved across the treetops below. When she cut the engines, we were plunged into an eerie
slence. Burrell looked a me nervoudy. The absence of sound was deafening.

| was about to thumb my microphoneto life, to say something to fill the moment-when abruptly, music
filled my earphones. Williamson's Angry Red Symphony. A perfect choice! Ginny was morethan a
pilot-she was an artist. | shut up and listened.

Too quickly, the approach to the target appeared before us. | recognized the escarpment at the top that
looked like a dragon's backbone. And there was the fire road, and the place we had parked the jeep.
And now, aswe came closer, there was the canyon and the valley benegth it. The blimp shadow was
diding down the dope-and suddenly turned sideways. Were we heading in at an angle? Had thewind



changed? Abruptly the engines came whining back to life-damn!

The computer interrupted the music then. "Team One: stand by to drop.”

There was the dome. And the blimp shadow was moving uncomfortably toward it

"Five seconds!” said the computer. Something clicked, and al the ropes began dropping away, snaking
to the ground like yellow spaghetti. "Three seconds!” | stood up. The blimp shadow moved acrossthe
dome. Goddammit! "Two!" | released the safety on my pulley. And-"Drop Alpha!" | lifted my kneesand
fell forward into nothingness. The pulley shrieked and screamed asit careened down the rope. "Drop
Betal" Above me, | could hear an echoing shriek, and then another and another.

The ground rushed up toward me. The ropes below were crackling and undulating like live wires. And
two of thelargest Chtorrans 1'd ever seen came streaming purple out of the hut-

"Chtorrrrr! Chtorrrrrrr!”

"Shit!"

| yanked a grenade off my bdlt, pulled the pin, and sighted below. Therewasn't time, | wasfaling too
fast. | dropped the grenade

It fell short. The blossom of fire went off in front of the first charging worm, deflecting it but not dowing it
down. Theroar of the blast kicked upward like a hammer-blow. | grabbed for another grenade, knowing
it was dready too |ate-and then the worm was hit by two more sudden explosions, oneright after the
other. The shock of them kicked me momentarily upward. Somebody above me must have dropped
grenades-| hoped they hadn't dropped any more.

The Chtorran was writhing on the ground. It had been cut in half by one of the blasts. The second
Chtorran was dmost directly beneath me now, and the third and largest one was just coming out of the
dome. | released the safety on my torch and pointed it straight down. | hoped Shorty had been right
about this. The second Chtorran was reared up and reaching for me and | was dropping right into his
churning maw-I could see straight down histhroat. | pulled the trigger. The air beneath me exploded into
flame. | couldn't see the Chtorran through it. The burning ground rushed up to meet me. | didn't even
know if therewas till rope for my pulley anymore. | pointed the torch sideways and fired again and the
jet kicked me away from the burning worm. | released the trigger and hit the ground hard. | fell on my
ass-"Oof!"-and had the bresth knocked out of me

The third worm was charging straight toward me. "Chtorrrr! Chtorrrrrrr!™ | didn't even havetimeto
stand. | just pointed the torch and fired.

When | finaly let go of thetrigger, there was nothing left of the worm but a snaky dark mass of writhing,
burning, rubbery flesh. It smelled terrible.

And then Duke wasthere, sanding over me, offering me ahand. | thanked him as| pulled mysdlf to my
feet. He glanced around at the three burning worms. ™Y ou want to remember you're aguest here and
leave something for the rest of us?* And then he was away, pointing and directing the rest of histeam to
fan out.

| looked at the three worms mysdlf. "Babies, huh?' And shook my heed. | didn't know if | wanted to
meet Mama or not. Larry'steam was already moving to the far sde of the dome. My team was moving
into position, but uncertainly; severd of them were staring at me and the till-burning carcasses. They
looked stunned. | clicked on my microphone. "Goddammit! Move out! Haven't you ever seen aman
burn aworm before?" | started striding toward the back of the but. "Burrell! Get your assin gear!” |
wondered how badly mine would hurt tomorrow from that hard landing. | wasn't going to worry about it
now. | hit the breakaways on my chest, kicked out of the drop harness and kept going.

| planted myself directly in front of the back wall of the dome. | gaveit alot of room. | checked the
charges on my tanks. Still haf full. Good. More than enough.

| glanced around behind me. Amy Burrdl, white as a sheet, wasfifty feet away. Sheheld her rifleina
death grip. But she wasready. | looked at the wall again. Nothing. | checked the rest of my team. They
were ready too.

My mikewas gill on. | switched channels and said quietly, "Apple.”

"Baker," sad Lary.

"Charlie" said Duke. "Hold your positions.”



| looked at the rear wall of the dome. It was blank and featureless.

"All right," | barked. "Bring me afreeze machine. On the double."

The freeze machine was alarge plagtic crate filled with styrofoam doodles. Inside the doodles were two
tanks of liquid nitrogen and a spray nozzle. They'd been dropped after everyone else was down safely.
We had two of them.

If we hadn't wakened the Chtorrans with our arrival, we would have used the liquid nitrogen instead of
the torches. Gottlieb and Galindo whedled up one of the kits. Riley and Jein were just unloading the
other. They touched the release and the crate popped open with a thump.

"I'll take the kit. Michael, you cover me with the torch.” Gottlieb grinned as| passed it over to him. He
loved the excitemen.

The nozzle for the freeze machine was lighter than the torch, and | didn't wear the tanks on my back. It
was Galindo'sjob to move them-if we had to move. | wore apair of insulated gloves so thick they could
have been used in aboxing match. | closed the faceplate on my helmet again and | was ready.

The back wall of the dome remained unchanged.

Duke's voice whispered in my earphones. "'Y ou okay, McCarthy?"

"I'mfine. But when thisis over, my assisgoing to hurt."

"You did good.”

"l know," | said. And then | added, "Thanks."

Therewas slencefor abit, so | asked, "What happened with the blimp?*

"I don't know. | didn't havetimeto ask. We came over the edge and the wind shifted. But Ginny did her
job. Nobody hit the water."

"When we get back, I'm going to buy her flowers.”

"Do that. Better yet, buy her abottle. It looked like aquick save." He was silent amoment, then asked,
"Jm, how long do you want to wait?"

"At least a half-hour. Remember what happened to that team in Idaho.”

"Right." Duke said, "Therewas alot in that report to worry about.”

"Y ou mean the tunnel they found?"

"Yeah. If theworms are changing their nesting behavior . . ." He didn't finish the sentence; he didn't need
to. Thejob wasdready difficult enough.

| studied the wall some more. There was no evidence of a hidden exit.

"Do you want to send in the Robe?' asked Larry. The blimp had aso dropped a meter-high mechanical
walker-amore sophisticated version of Shlep, the Mobe, only it didn't have Shlep's good looks or
persondity.

"No," said Duke.

Larry argued for it haf-heartedly for afew moments, then trailed off. Duke didn't reply. | couldn't see
ether of them. Therewasjust me and thewall.

“Jm?'

"Y egh, Duke?'

"Y ou want to switch positions?*

"Naw, I'mfine."

"You sure?!

"I'm sure.™

"All right."

Thewall was unchanged. Something very small and loud buzzed around me. A stingfly? It wastoo fast to
see. | waved it away with one gloved hand.

"Burrd!? Time check."

"Twelve minutes, thirty seconds.”

"Thank you."

| could fed mysdlf swesting. | was starting to fed clammy inside the insulated battle-suit. | wished the
fourth goddamn worm would quit waiting and come on out aready.

"Come on, worm! I've got anice cold bath for you! Just the thing for a hot summer afternoon!™



There was slence. Something hooted.

| found mysdlf growing drowsy. | shook myself back avake; | samped my feet, jumping back and forth
from leg to leg for amoment.

| squeezed the trigger, just atouch, and let loose a cold cloud of freezing steam. It put a chill into the
summer air and acold pain into the eyes. Water droplets crystalized and pattered on the ground. That
would keep me awake for ahit.

Wed been freezing worms for amonth now. It was still anew technique. | didnt likeit. It was more
dangerous. And you still needed a backup man standing by with atorch, just in case.

But Denver had thisideathat if you could freeze a Chtorran, then you could map it internaly, so wed
been freezing them and sending them to the photo-isotomography lab in San Jose. I'd seen the process
once. It wasimpressve.

Y ou take afrozen Chtorran, you put it up on abig frame and you point acameraa one end. Then you
gart taking thin dices off of it, taking apicture of the cross section after each dice. Y ou do thiswith the
entireworm. Then you give the pictures to the computer.

The computer gives you back athree-dimensiona map of theinternal structures of the Chtorran body.
Using ajoystick and a screen you can move around inside the map and examine specific organs and their
relationships to each other. We till didn't know half of what we were looking at, but at least we had
something to look a now.

The process had been successfully completed with four gastropedes of varying sizes. We didn't know
why, but they seemed to be from four different species. Denver was going to keep freezing and mapping
worms until the discrepancies were resolved.

"Duke" | said.

"Yesh?'

"Why do you think the fourth worm aways waits so long to attack?"

"Besatsthe hdl out of me."

"Y eah. Well, thanks anyway."

"Notroubleat al, son. If you don't ask questions, how will you ever learn anything?"

Thewadl infront of me began to bulge.

| studied it offhandedly. Odd. I'd never seen awall do that. It bulged alittle more. Y es, the dome was
definitely being pushed out of shape. | raised the nozzle and pointed it directly at the center of the bulge.
"Duke, | think we got something. Burréll, pay careful attention now. I'll show you how thisisdone.”

The dome began to crack ominoudly. The crack suddenly stitched up from the ground and across and
then down again, and then the outlined piece began to topple outward

"CHTORRRRRRR!! CHTORRRRRRRRR!!"

Thisworm wasthe largest of them dl! Wasthere no limit to their growth? Or was this the adult form?

It came diding toward melike afreight train. | pulled the trigger and screamed and released acloud of
icy steam and adeadly spray of freezing liquid nitrogen. It Soread out in sheets, enveloping the Chtorran.
For amoment, it was hidden by the clouds and spray, and then it came plunging through, itsfur Streaked
withwhiteandicicles.

"Hold your torches!" | shouted, but it kept coming! And then, in asingle startling instant of terror, the
Chtorran raised itsalf up and up and up! The worm wasthree tons huge! 1t towered above me, crackling,
wreathed in shining ice and slvery burning sseam! And in that moment of deadly cold confrontation, |
thought for surethat thiswasfindly it-this brilliant beast of hell was about to topple down acrossme! This
find frozen fury would beitslast revenge! And then, instead, the momentum of its upward thrust
continued and it began to dowly teeter Sdeways, farther and farther, until at last it toppled and came
crackling and crashing down across the ground like amountain of collgpsing, shattering ice.

| could smell the cold like aknife within my brain, acrossmy eyes. The pain of it was exquisite! The
Chtorran was afalen chimney. It lay shattered on the ground. Itsfur was erystdizing in the sun, theice
was streaked along its Sdesin sheets and sprays and icicles. Something inside the creature exploded
softly with amuffled thump-and asif in answer, one of itsarms broke quietly off and did and clattered to
the ground.



How many more?

| turned away from the shining carcass and |ooked to the mountains climbing away to the north and west.
How many more were out there? Thiswas the twentieth I'd killed. But | didn't fed joyous-| felt only
frugtration. The job wastaking too long!

The noise of the choppers pulled me back to the present. The first of the landing craft were aready
dropping down over the hill. They'd be bringing the rest of my science team and our equipment.

The security squad was just following the Robe unit into the but. Not until they'd searched every room
and tunnel would anybody e se be dlowed to enter. It was fine by me. I'd seen my share of worm huts.
They were starting to look al aiketo me.

For just amoment | felt tired. | didn't fed my usud exhilaration. | didn't even fed satified.

"Jm?" That was Duke, an ever-present voicein my ears, in the middle of my head.

"I'mfine," | responded.

"Good. Check out the corrd, will you?"

"Right." | secured the freeze machine and headed around the dome. It didn't matter how | felt. That was
irrdlevant-I still had ajob to do. | looked up at the corral and | remembered alittle girl in atorn brown
dress

-and suddenly the feeling passed. And | knew why | was here. Because there was no place elsethat |
would rather be. There was nothing else for me to do but this! It was perfect. The job was going to be
done, and suddenly it was abeautiful day! | started toward the landing Site to pick up the rest of my
team.

Just one thought remained.

There hasto be a better way!



? 1An EMP-grenadewill cook or curdle any living matter within aradius of (CLASSIFIED). A single
chargewill yield as many as (CLASSIFIED) usable pulses. There is aso the tendency of theflash to
destroy dl unshielded e ectronic gear within the larger radius of (CLASSIFIED).



