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DEMON BREED by James H. Schnitz

One end of the aircar edged into view. . A nonent later all of it suddenly appeared in the open
area-and on the canopy --

Nil e's thoughts blurred in shock
Par ahuans.

Sone seventy years ago they'd cone out of space to |aunch attacks agai nst the worlds of the Hub
They' d done consi derabl e damage, but in the end their forces were pulled back; and it was believed
that by the tine the Federation s warships finished hunting them through space, only insignificant
remmants had survived to return to their undiscovered home worlds. It had been the | ast open
attack by an alien civilization against a Federation planet --

And we becane careless, Nile thought. W felt we were so big no one woul d dare cone again
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Chapter 1

AS THE PAI N haze began to thin out, Ticos Cay was somewhat surprised to find he was still on his
feet. This had been a brutally heavy treatnent - at noments it had seened al nost inpossible to
control. However, he had controlled it. The white-hot sensations, which hadn't quite broken
through with full inmpact into consciousness, faded to sonething like a sullenly lingering gl ow.
Then that faded too. Hi s vision began to clear

Cautiously he allowed hinself to accept conplete awareness of his body again It was still an

unpl easant experience. There were sharp tw nges everywhere, a feeling of having been recently
pierced and sliced by tiny hot knives, the residue of pain The | asting danage caused by one of
these pain treatnments to the hunman nervous system and sensory apparatus was slight but neasurabl e
The accumul ative effect of a series of treatments was no |l onger slight; and there had been over
twenty of them during the past weeks. Each tine now, taking stock of the physical |oss he had
suffered during the process, Ticos wondered whet her he would be forced to acknow edge that the
damage had spread to the point where it could no | onger be repaired

However, it hadn't happened on this occasion. His nind was fogged over; but it always was for a
short while after a treatnment. Reassured, he shifted attention fromhis internal condition to his
surroundi ngs.

The big room had come back into focus. Mdst of it was dark because the denmons had cut out all but
a central section of the ceiling illunm nation. There renai ned a pool of |ight which encl osed npst
of the | ong worktabl e agai nst which he | eaned and the raised platformtwenty feet away, from which
they were watching him The shelves and walls beyond, the rows of biological specinens, the arrays
of anal yzing and recordi ng equi pment, were in darkness.

Ti cos Cay | ooked about, taking it in, drawing the trappings of reality back around him He | ooked
| ast at the denons.

"You succeeded again in avoiding the feeling of pain?' asked the small one one the three.

Ti cos considered. The identity of the small denmon was still blurred but conming clear. Yes, his
nane was Koll. . . the Great Palach Koll. One of the nost influential anong the | eaders of the
Everliving. Second in command of the Voice of Action.

Ti cos adnoni shed hinsel f: Be very careful of Koll!

He made a sound between what m ght have been a nuttering attenpt to speak and a groan. He could
have replied inmediately. But it wouldn't do to think foggily while being interrogated - and
particularly not while being interrogated by Koll

The three stared silently, unnoving. Their skins, harnesses and other equi prment gleaned wetly as
if they had cone out of the sea only minutes before entering the room Wich mght be the case,
salt water was the denons el enent, and they becane sick and unconfortable if they renained too
long away fromit. The one to the right of Koll held a device with a gl owing blue eye. Wen the
gl ow brightened, a pain treatnent was about to begin. The one at the left of Koll had a weapon
trained on Ticos. These two were squat heavy creatures hunkering on ruscul ar hopping | egs. Ticos
had been obliged to watch one of their kind wap his arns around the rib cage of a nman and crush
the man slowy to death w thout apparent effort.

It had been done at Koll's direction. The big demons were underlings; they were called Oganoon by
the Pal achs. Koll was of the same species but not |arge or heavy. Like many of the Geat Pal achs,
he was a winkled mniature, not nmuch nore than a foot high. C oaked and hooded, he |ooked |like a
shrunken mummy. But he could nove |ike springing steel. Ticos had seen Koll |eap eight feet to

pl unge a paralyzing needle into the eye of an Oganoon who had angered him He struck five or six
times, so quickly that the victimseened to stiffen in death w thout understandi ng what had
occurred.

Ticos strongly preferred not to anger Koll. But he needed as |long a period of silence as Kol
woul d pernmit to clear his head for the questions that woul d be directed at him He had been
mai nt ai ni ng a precari ous bal ance between considerations on that order for some time He waited
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until the speaking slit above Koll's eyes withed open, then said unsteadily; "I could not avoid
all the pain. But it remained tolerable."

"I't remained tolerable!" the speaking slit repeated as if Koll were nusing over the statenent.

Ti cos was accustoned to the fact that many of the Everliving had an excellent comand of human
speech, but Koll's voice still seened unnatural to him It was a deep warmvoice, rich and strong,
whi ch shoul dn't be issuing fromsuch a malevolent little entity. "These children are afraid of
you, Dr. Cay," it told him "D d you know that ?"

"No, | didn't," Ticos said.

"At a tenth of the setting used here," Kolt explained, "these instruments are enployed to punish
them for serious offenses. They are in terror of them They are afraid of you because you seem
abl e to bear agony beyond their comprehension. And there are other reasons. . . Your conmunicator
has recorded six call signals during the past two days."

Ti cos nodded. "So | heard."
"You predicted that one of the so-called Tuvelas woul d attenpt to contact you here."

Ticos hesitated, said,. "The term Tuvela is yours. The person to whomyou refer is known to ne as
a Cuardian. "

"Apparently the sane class of creature,”" said Koll. "A creature assuned by sonme to possess
abnormal qualities. Anong themthe quality of being invincible. Dr. Cay, what do you know of these
remarkable qualities -- if they exist?."”

Ti cos shrugged. "As |'ve told you, |'ve known of the Cuardians and of their function in our
civilization for a relatively short time. They operate very secretly. |'ve had personal contacts
with only one of them She appears to nme to be an exceptionally capable human being. But if she or
the Guardi ans generally have abnornmal qualities, | don't know of them" He added, Evidently the
Everliving know nore about the Guardians than | do."

"That is possible. You said they claimto be imortal."

Ti cos shook his head. "I was told they' ve devel oped nethods of restoring youthful health to an
organismand maintaining it for a long period. I was not told they were immortal. To ne the ward
does not have significant neaning."

"The concept of immortal entities is neaningless to you, Dr. Cay?"

Ti cos hesitated agai n because this could become dangerous ground in speaking to a Palach. But he
said; "Who can prove he is imortal before he's reached the end of tinme?"

Koll's dark face twitched. He m ght have been anused. "Wo indeed?" he agreed. "Describe to ne
your relationship with these Guardi ans. ™"

Ti cos had described that relationship to Koll several tines before. He said, "Two years ago | was
asked whether | would enter their service. | accepted.”

" \My?"

"1'"maging, Geat Palach: Anong ny rewards was to be instruction in the Guardian's net hods, of
obt ai ni ng I ongevity and regai ni ng the advantages of youth."

"They’ ve given you such instructions?"

"I'"ve been instructed in some of the fundanmental approaches. My progress evidently is
satisfactory."”

"I'n what way do you serve them Dr. Cay?"

"I"'mstill undergoing a training process and haven't been told what nmy service is to be. | assune
that my scientific background will play a part init."
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"The nerve controls you practice to distort the effects of the pain-giver were acquired through
the I ongevity exercises?"

"Yes, they were."

A long pause followed his reply. Koll's speaking slit had closed and he renai ned unnovi ng. The

| ower sections of his double-lensed eyes were |idded, the upper sections stared with a kind of

bal ef ul bl ankness at Ticos. The hul king servitors had become equally i mobile, probably as a sign
of respect. Ticos wasn't sure what the pause neant. The sanme thing had occurred during earlier
interrogations. Perhaps the tiny nonster was sinply reflecting on what had been said. But he
appeared sunk in a renote trance. If he was addressed now he would ignore it, and he seened
unawar e of notion about him Ticos suspected there was the equival ent of human insanity in Koll
Even G eat Pal achs of his own rank seened afraid of him and he treated themw th barely veil ed
contempt. His dark cow and cloak were of utilitarian material and often indifferently clean
whil e they conceal ed their dwarfish bodies under richly ornanented garnents, gleamng with jewels
Apparently they preferred to avoid Koll's conpany; but his influence on themwas very strong.

The speaking slit above the eyes tw sted open again.

"Dr. Cay," Koll's voice said, "I becone increasingly inclined to add you to ny nuseum of humanity,
You have seen ny collection?"

Ticos cleared his throat. "Yes," he said.

"Of course you have," Koll said, as if the fact had just occurred to him "I showed it to you. As
a warning not tolie to us In particular, not tolie to nme."

Ticos said warily; "I have been quite careful not to lie to you, Geat Palach."

"Have you? |'mnot at all certain of it," said Koll. "Do you believe that the person who is
attenpting to reach you by conmunicator is the Guardi an of whomyou told us?"

Ti cos nodded. "Yes. The Guardian Etland."

"Why should it be she?"

"No one el se has the call synbol of my communi cator
"Because you were to renmin isolated here?"

"Yes. "

"The Guardi an Etl and supervi ses your training?"
"Yes. "

"You describe her as a young fenmale," said Koll.

"l said she appears young," Ticos corrected him "I don't know her age."

"You say that these Guardi ans or Tuvel as have devel oped a form of |ongevity which provides even
the appearance of their species youth. "

"The Guardian Etland has inplied that."

"And yet," said Koll, "you tell us the Quardi ans assigned you the task of searching here for
substances anong the life forns of this world which pronpbte |ongevity. What interest could the
Guardi an's have in research which yields themno nore than they possess?"

Ti cos shrugged. "I know they're testing nme in various ways, and it nmay be that this is their
manner of testing my ability as a biochem st. But it's also possible that they're still interested
in finding sinpler or nore dependabl e net hods of gaining |ongevity than their present ones."

"What part does the use of chemicals play in their present nethods?"
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"I don't know. |'ve described the basic approaches | was told- to practice. |'ve been given no
hint of the nature of nore advanced | ongevity procedures. My research is confined to the
observation of effects in ny test material."

"You' ve suggested that research at this level could be of value to the Everliving."

"I haven't suggested it," Ticos said: "I realize, of course, that a nunber of Pal achs observe ny
test results and anal yze the substances invol ved."

"Don't let yourself assunme their scientific interest assures your continuing safety, Dr. Cay. Qur
nmet hods of obtaining individual |ongevity require no inprovenent, |'mcertain you are lying to us.
I intend to deternmine in what nanner you are |ying. Wiy did you request permnission to respond to
the Cuardian's call?"

"I explained nmy purpose to the Palach Moga," Ticos said.

"Explainit to ne."

Ti cos indicated the equi pnent and specinens in the darkened recesses of the room "This project is
the Guardian Etland's responsibility. | and nmy training are her responsibility. Until your arriva
she came here at very regular intervals to inspect the progress | nmade. Since then she hasn't come
here. "

"What do you deduce fromthat?" "It's possible that the Guardi ans know of your presence."
"I don't consider that a possibility, Dr. Cay."

Ti cos shrugged. "It's the only explanation | see for the Guardian Etland's failure to maintain her
schedul e. The CGuardians may prefer you to leave quietly before there is a general disturbance. If
I"'mpermtted to turn on the comruni cator when she signals again, we nay |learn that the Quardi an
is on her way here to speak to the Everliving rather than to ne. "

"She woul d cone knowingly into the area we hold." said Koll

From what several Pal achs have told ne," Ticos remarked, "it would not be surprising conduct in a
Tuvela. If it is true --"

"We'll assune it isn't true, Dr. Cay."

"Then," said Ticos, "I should still be permitted to take the call and attenpt to divert her from

visiting ne at this tine. If she does not know you are here and arrives, she will discover you are
here. And even if you are able to prevent her fromleaving again."

Koll made a hissing sound. "If we are able to prevent her from|eavi ng?”

"Your own records, as you've inplied to me, indicate that Tuvelas are extrenely resourcefu

bei ngs," Ticos observed mldly. "But if you should capture or kill the Guardian, others will cone
pronptly in search of her. Eventually your presence nmust be revealed.” He shrugged. | don't want
these things to happen. As a servant of the GQuardians, it is ny duty to prevent themfrom
happening if | can. As you're aware, |'ve been attenpting to persuade sone of the Everliving that

your plans against ny species must be abandoned before a general conflict becones inevitable."

"I know that," Said Koll. "You've had an astonishing - and shaneful - degree of success. The Voice
of Caution becones increasingly insistent Even the suggested use of your comrunicator is
supported. |Is it possible, Dr Cay, that you are a Guardi an who allowed hinself to be captured in
order to confuse the Everliving and weaken their resolution?"

"No," Ticos said, "I'"'mnot a Guardi an."
"You're a Hul on?"

"Since that's the nane you give the general run of humanity, yes, |I'ma Hulon."
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"It was the name we had for a vicious and stupid creature we encountered in our past," Kol
remarked. "We destroyed the creature, so the name was free to be bestowed again. Despite your
efforts, our plans won't be abandoned, Dr. Cay. | know you're lying. Not too clunmsily, but it wll
not be |long before we put your story to the test. . . . Now attend to your collection here - and
refl ect occasionally on nine. "

Ticos did not see hi mnake any gesture, but the GCganoon on Koll's right snapped the nerve-torture
instrunment to one of the harness straps about its bul ky body and half turned. The tiny cow ed
munmry nmade one of its startlingly quick | eaps and was perched on the underling' s shoul der: The
group noved off the platformand along a rai sed wal kway toward the exit door, the armed servitor
bringing up the rear, backing off in short powerful hops, weapon still pointed alertly at Ticos
Cay. The lighting brightened back to normal in the big room

Ti cos watched the three vani sh through the door, heard the heavy click of its |ocks. He drew a
somewhat shaky breath, picked up a boxed device fromthe worktable and fastened it by its strap to
his belt. It was a conplicated instrument through which he controlled tenmperature, hunmdity,

radi ati on absorption | evels and various other matters connected with his biol ogical specinens in
different sections of the room

Hi s hands were unsteady. The interrogation hadn't gone to his liking. Koll wasn't his usua
savagel y nenacing self and that in spite of sone deliberate provocation. He'd made use of the pain-
giver only once. Koll, for Koll, had been affable.

It seemed a bad sign. It indicated that Koll was as confident as he appeared to be that he could

di spel the doubts Ticos was nourishing in the other |eading Palachs by proving their prisoner had
m sinformed them And, as a matter of fact, Ticos had totally msinformed them Over a course of

weeks he'd created a carefully organised structure of lies, half truths and di sturbing

i nsi nuations designed to fill the Everliving with the fear of Man, or at any rate with the fear of
Tuvel as. Who, as far as Ticos Cay knew, didn't exist. Sonetinmes he'd been hard put to renain
consi stent, but by now the pattern was so familiar that it held an occasional illusion of truth

even for him

It had been effective in restricting their plans until now In spite of Koll, it might remain
effective - but that depended on a | arge factor of chance. Ticos sighed inaudibly. He'd reduced
the factor as nuch as possible, but it was still too large. Far too |arge!

He noved slowy about the room manipulating the studs of his device now and then, tending to the
needs of the biological specinens. He'd never been able to deterni ne whether he was under visua
observation or not, but it was possible, and he nust not appear too concerned. Cccasionally he
felt the floor Iift and sink under himlike the deck of a great ship, and then there would be a
heavy sl oshing of seawater in the partitioned end of the room H s conmunicator was in there. A
per manent post of Oganoon guards was also in there to nake sure he didn't get near the

communi cator unless the Everliving decided to pernmit it. And the water covering nost of the floor
was there because the guards had to keep their |eathery hides wet.

From t he energy-screened ventilator wi ndow near the ceiling canme dimsounds |like the nmuted roaring
of a beast. That and the periodic heaving of the floor were the only indications Ticos had been
given for the past several days that the typhoons still blew outside.

Rain squalls veiled half the sea below the aircar It was stormseason in the southern |atitudes of
Nandy-Cline . . . the horizon | ooned bl ue-bl ack ahead; heavy swirling cloud banks drove across the
ocean to the south. The trimlittle car bucked suddenly in twisting torrents of air, was haul ed
about on its controls and, for the nonent, rode steady again along a south- easterly course.

Inside the cabin, Nile Etland stabbed at a set of buttons on the panel communicator, said sharply
into the transmitter, "G ard Pharmaceuticals Station-cone in! Nile Etland calling . . . Gard
come-in!"

She waited a nonment; tanned face intent. A hum began in the comunicator; rose to a wavering how ,
interspersed with explosive cracklings. Inpatiently, Nile spun the filter control right, then
| eft. Racketing noise erupted along the scale She nuttered bitter conment. Her fingers flicked
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over the call buttons picked out another synbol.
"Danrich Parrol -- Nile calling! Conme in! Dan, can you hear ne? Cone in!"

Silence for an instant. Then neani ngl ess sound spat and spluttered again. Nile's lips twisted in
angry frustration. She nuted the speaker, glanced down at the aninmal curled in a thick | oop of
richly gleam ng brown fur on the floorboards beside her. It lifted a whiskered head, dark eyes
wat ching Nl e.

"Dan?" it asked, in a high thin voice

"No Dan! No anybody!" snapped Nile. "W keep hitting a soup of static anywhere beyond twenty niles
all around."

" Soup?"
"Forget it, Sweeting. We'll try calling the slednen. Maybe they can help us find Ticos."

"Find Tikkos!" Sweeting agreed. The furred shape shifted, flowed, cane upright. Bracing short
sturdy forel egs agai nst the control panel, Sweeting peered at the sections of seascape and sky in
the vi ewscreens, |ooked over at Nile. Seven and a half feet in length fromnose to the tip of her
muscul ar tail, she was the smaller of Nile's pair nmutant hunting otters. "Were's sl ednen?"

"Somewhere ahead." N le had swung the car fifteen degrees to the east. "Settle down."

The sled she'd sighted in the screens several nminutes earlier presently canme to view again; now
only a few niles away. The car's nmagnification scanners showed a five hundred foot fl oatwood raft
with flattened, streanlined superstructure, riding its runners twelve yards above the surging
seas. The central heavy weat her keel was down, knifing through the waves between runners: On a day
of less violence the sled woul d have been drifting with an illusion of airy |ightness over the

wat er, keel withdrawn, sails spread. Now the masts were hauled flat to the deck, and it was the
set of cannon drives along the sled s edges which sent it rushing toward the noving front of the
storm The rain-darkened afterdeck was enbl azoned with a pair of deep blue triangles-the Blue Guu
synbol of the Sotira Fleet.

As the sl ed vani shed bel ow, the next cloud bank, N le switched the conunicator to ten mle close-
contact band, said into the transmitter, "Dr. Nile Etland of G ard Pharmaceuticals calling Sotira
sl ed! Acknow edge pl ease!" C ose-contact seened to have stayed operational. And they should know
her by name down there. The Sotira sleds did regular sea-harvest work for G ard.

The conmmuni cator said suddenly, "Captain Doncar of Sotira sled acknow edgi ng. Go ahead, Dr.
Etland. . . ."

"I"'min the air behind you," Nile announced. "May | conme aboard?"

A nmonment of silence. Then Doncar's voice said, "If you wish. But we'll be running through heavy
stormin less than fifteen mnutes."

"I know -- | don't want to lose you init."

"Cone down i medi ately then,"” Doncar advised her. "We'll be ready for you."

They were. Al nost be before Nile could clinb out of the aircar, half a dozen men in sw nming gear
muscul ar naked backs glistening in the slashing rain, had the small vehicle strapped securely
agai nst the sled s deck beside a plastic- shrouded object which mght be an oversized harpoon gun
It was a disciplined, practiced operation. As they stepped back, a brown-skinned girl, dressed
down for the weather like the crewen, hurried up fromthe central row of cabins. She shouted
sonmet hing alnost lost in the din of wind and rain.

Nile turned. "Jath!"™ "This way; Nile! Before the slop drowns us -

They sprinted back to the cabins through, the solid downpour. The otter |oped easily after them
given plenty of roomby the deck hands. Many of Sweeting's relatives preferred the unhanpered
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freedom of Nandy-Cline's ocean to a domesticated |life; and the seagoing nutant otters were known
to any sledman at |east by reputation. Nothing was gained by asking for trouble with them

"I'n here!" Jath haul ed open a door, slipped into the cabin behind Nile and the otter and let the
door slamshut. Towels lay ready on a table; she tossed two to Nile, dabbed a third perfunctorily
over her copper skin. Sweeting shook spray fromher fur with a twist that spattered half the
cabin. Nile nopped at her dripping coveralls, handed back one of the towels, used the other to dry
hair, face and hands.

"Thanks!"

"Doncar can't get away at the nonent," Jath told her: "He asked nme to find out what we can do for
you. So-what brings you out in this weather?"

“I'"'m | ooking for sonebody."

"Here?" There was startled surprise in Jath's voice.
"Dr. Ticos Cay."

A pause "Dr Cay is this area?"

"He might be --" N le checked nmonentarily. Jath, in a notion as quick as it was purposeful, had
cupped her right hand to her ear, lowered it again.

They knew each other well enough to nake the point of the gesture clear. Soneone el sewhere on the
sled was listening to what was being said in the cabin.

Nil e gave Jath the briefest of understanding nods. Evidently there was sonething going on in this
section of the sea which the Sotira sleds regarded as strictly sledman busi ness. She was a
mai nl ander, though a privileged one. An outsider

She said; "I had a report from neteorol ogical observers this norning about a najor floatwood drift
they' d spotted novi ng before the typhoons around here. The island Dr. Cay's been canping on could
be part of that drift . . . ."

"You' re not sure?"

"I"'mnot at all sure. | haven't been in touch with himfor two nmonths. But the Meral may have
carried himthis far south. |I've been unable to get in contact with him He's probably all right
but I've begun to feel worried."

Jath bit her lip, blue-green eyes staring at Nile's forehead. Then she shrugged. "You shoul d be
worried! But if he's on the floatwood thee weather nen saw, we wouldn't know it."

"Way not? . . . And why should | be worried?"

floatwood's grongorru this season. So is the water twenty mles around any island. That's Fl eet
word. "

Nile hesitated, startled. "Wien was the word given?"
"Fi ve weeks ago."

Gongorru . . . Slednman termfor bad luck, evil magic. The malignant unknown. Sonething to be
avoi ded. And sonething not discussed, under ordinary circunmstances, with mainlanders. Jath's use
of the termwas deliberate. It was not likely to please the unseen listeners.

A buzzer sounded. Jath gave Nile a quick w nk

"That's for ne." She started for the door, turned again. "W have Venn aboard. They'|ll want to see
you now. "

Alone with Swmeeting, Nile scow ed uneasily at the closed door. Wat the grongorru business in
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connection with the floatwood islands was she couldn't imgine. But if Ticos Cay was in this ocean
area - and her calculations indicated he shouldn't be to far away - she'd better be getting him
out .

Chapter 2

TI COS CAY had showed up unannounced one day at the G ard Pharnmaceuticals Station on Nandy-dine
to see Nile. He'd been her biochemistry instructor during her final university year on Orado. He
was white-haired stringy, bouncy, tough-m nded, sonething of a genius, sonething of a crank, and
the best all- around teacher she'd ever encountered. She was delighted to meet him again. Ticos
i nfornmed her she was responsible for his presence here.

"I'n what way?" N le asked.
"The research you' ve done on the fl oatwood.

Nil e gave hima questioning | ook. She'd witten over a dozen papers on Nandy-Cine's pelagic

fl oatwood forests, forever on the nove about the watery planet where one narrow continent and the
polar ice massifs represented the only significant barriers to the circling tides of ocean. It was
a subj ect on which she'd been acquiring first hand information since chil dhood.

The forests she'd studied nost specially rode the great Meral Current down through the equatorial
belt and wheeled with it far to the south. Many returned eventually over the sane path, taking
four to ten years to conplete the cycle, until at length they were drawn off into other currents.
Unl ess the polar ice closed about it permanently or it becanme grounded in nmainland shallows, the
fl oat wood organi sm seened to know no natural death. It was an old species, old enough to have
become the hone of innumerable other species adjusted in a variety of ways to the climatic changes
encountered in its mgrations, and of tenporary guests who attached thensel ves to forests crossing
the ocean zones they frequented, deserting themagain or dying as the fl oatwood noved beyond their
ranges of tenperature tol erance.

"It's an interesting subject,"” she said. "But --"

"You're wondering why |'d nake a three weeks trip out here to discuss the subject with you."

"Yes, | am"

"It isn't all | had in mnd," said Ticos "I paid a visit to Gard's Central in Oado City a nonth
or so ago. | learned, anong other things, that there's a shortage of trained field biologists on

Nandy-C i ne, "

"That's an understatenent," said Nile

"Evidently," Ticos remarked; "it hasn't hanpered you too much. Your |l ab's held in high esteem by

the hone office."

"I know. We earn their high esteem by keepi ng way ahead of the conpetition. But for every new item
we turn up with an inmedi ate practical application for Gard, there are a thousand out there that
remai n unsuspected. The people who work for us are good collectors but they can't do instrunment
anal ysis and woul dn’t know what to look for if they could. They bring in what you tell themto
bring in. I still go out myself when | can, but that's not too often now "

"What's the problemwi th getting new hire?"'

Ni | e shrugged. "The obvious one. If a nman's a good enough biol ogist, he has his pick of jobs in
the Hub. He'd probably nake nore here, but he isn't interested in comng all the way out to Nandy-

Cline to do rough field work. I . . . Ticos, you don't happen to be |ooking for a job here with
G ard?"
He nodded. "I am as a matter of fact. | believe I'mqualified, and | have ny own anal ytica

| aboratory at the spaceport. Do you think your station nanager woul d consi der ne?"

Nile blinked. "Parrol will snap you up, of course! . . . But | don't get it. How do you intend to
fit this in with your university work?"
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"I resigned fromthe university early this year. About the job here - | do have a few conditions.”
"What are they?"
"For one thing, I'Il Iimt my work to the fl oatwood islands.”

Why not, Nile thought. Provided they took adequate precautions. He | ooked in good physical shape,
and she knew he'd been on a nunber of outworld field trips.

She nodded, said; "W can fit you up with a first-class staff of assistants. Short on scientific
training but long on fl oatwood experience. Say ten or --"

"Uh- huh! " Ticos shook his head decidedly. "You and | will select an island and |I'll set nyself up
there alone. That's Condition Two. It's an essential part of the project."

Nile stared at him The nmultifornmed |ife supported by the floatwood wasn't abnormally ferocious;
but it existed because it could take care of itself under constantly changi ng conditions, which

i ncluded frequent shifts in the nature of enenmies and prey, and in the defensive and offensive
appar at us devel oped to deal with them For the uninformed human intruder such apparatus could turn
into a wide variety of death traps. Their nmenace was for the nmost part as mndlessly inpersonal as
qui cksand. But that didn't make them any | ess deadly.

"Ticos Cay," she stated, "you're out of your mnd' You wouldn't last! Do you have any idea -"

"I do. 1've studied your papers carefully, along with the rather skinpy material that's avail able
otherwi se on the planet's indigenous life. I'"maware there may be serious environnental problens.
W' Il discuss them But solitude is a requirenent."”

"Why in the world should --

"From a personal point of view, I'll be involved here primarily in |longevity research.”

She hesitated, said, "Frankly | don't see the connection
I'"d better start at the beginning."

Ticos grunted. "OF course you don't.

"Per haps you should. Longevity research ..." N le paused: "Is there sone, uh, personal --

"Isthelife lI'minterested in extending my own? Definitely. I'mat a point where it requires
careful first-hand attention."”

Nile felt startled. Ticos was lean but firmy rmuscled, agile and unwinkled. In spite of his white
hai r, she hadn't considered himold. He m ght have been somewhat over sixty and not interested in
cosneti c hornones. "You' ve begun extension treatnents?" she asked.

"Quite a while ago," Ticos said dryly. "How much do you know about the assorted |ongevity
t echni ques?"

"I have a general understanding of them of course. But |'ve never nade a special study of the
subj ect. Nobody |'ve known has -" Her voice trailed off again.

"Don't let it enbarrass you to be talking to a creaky ancient about it," Ticos said.
She stared at him "How old are you?"

"Rat her close to two hundred standard years. One of the Hub's npbst senior citizens, | believe. Not
consi dering, of course, the cal endar age of old-tiners who resorted to |ongsleep and are stil
around. "

Two hundred years was the practical linit to the human biological life span. For a noment N le
didn't know what to say. She tried to keep shock from showing in her face. But perhaps Ticos
noticed it because he went on quickly, his tone light. "It's curious, you know, that we stil
aren't able to do nuch better along those lines! OF course, during the war centuries there
evidently wasn't nuch attention given to such inpractical |lines of research.”
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"Inmpractical ?" N le repeated.

"Fromthe viewpoi nt of the species. The indefinite extension of individual life units isn't really
too desirable in that respect. Natural replacements have obvi ous advantages. | can agree in
theory. Nevertheless, | find nyself resenting the fact that the theory should also apply to ne.

He'd started resenting it some two decades ago Up to then he'd been getting by exceptionally well
on biochem cal adjustnents and gene mani pul ati ons, ai ded by occasional tissue transplants. Then
troubl e began so gradually that it was a considerable while before he realized there was a rea
problem He was inforned at |ast that adjustment results were beconming increasingly erratic and
that there was no known way of bal ancing them nore accurately. Mjor transplants and the extensive
use of synthetics would presently be required. It was suggested that he get his nmenory stores
conputerized and transferred to an informati on bank for reference purposes - and then perhaps
check in for |ongsleep.

Ticos found he didn't like any of the prospects. His interest |evel hadn't dimnished noticeably,
and he didn't care to have his activities curtailed by a progressively patched up body or
suspended indefinitely by longsleep. If he didn't take |ongsleep, he might make it past the two
hundred year mark but evidently not by much. Previously he hadn't given a great deal of attention
to regeneration research. Those problens were for other nen he had a |large variety of pet projects
of his own going. Now he thought he'd better start investigating the field and | ook for nore
acceptable alternatives to the prognosis offered him

"You' ve been doing that for the past twenty years?" N le asked.

"Very nearly. Sone thousands of lines of research are involved. It nakes for a | engthy
i nvestigation."”

"I thought nost of those lines of research were over on the crackpot side," she remarked. "A great
many are. | still had to check themout. One problem here is that nobody can prove his nethod is
going to work out indefinitely - no method has been practiced | ong enough for that. For the sane
reason it's difficult to disprove the value of any approach, at least to those who believe in it.
So egos and individualismrun ranmpant in that area. Even the orthodox work isn't well

coordi nated. "

"So | understand,” Nile said. "You' d think the Federation would take a hand in it."

"You might think so," Ticos agreed. "However, there nmay be a consensus of opinion at
Overgovernment |evels that, because of econonic and other factors, the unlimited prol ongation of
life in human bei ngs woul d have questionable value. At any rate, while the Federation doesn't

di scourage longevity research, it doesn't actively support it. You could say it tolerates it."

"What about their own lives? They're human."

He shrugged. "They may be putting their trust in longsleep - sone happy future in which all such
problens will be solved. | wouldn't know. O course, a good nany people suspect that if you' re one
of the elect, you'll have treatnents that work indefinitely. It seens a little inprobable. Anyway
I"mbetting largely on biochenistry now The individual cells. Keep hem cl eared of degenerative
garbage, and other problenms may no | onger be too significant. | nade some inprovenents in that
area a few years ago. An immedi ate result was inprovenents in nyself. As a matter of fact, |'ve
been given to understand they're probably the reason |'mstill operational."”

"You've witten that up?" Nile asked.

"Not under ny name. The university handles that end of it. I've kept the biochenical research
going, but I've also been working on new slants since. It struck me frequently in the course of
all this that our instincts evidently aren't in favor of letting us go on indefinitely."

She frowned "Wat gives you that inpression?"

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry...ames%20H.%20Schmitz%20-%20Demon%20Breed.txt (11 of 75) [2/24/2004 10:48:07 PM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol der/James%20H.%620Schmitz%20-%20Demon%20Breed.txt

"For one thing, the fact that we generally won't put out very nuch effort for it. A remarkable
nunber of ny earlier associates dropped out on treatnents sinply because they kept forgetting to
do, or refused to do, the relatively sinple things needed to stay, alive. It was as though they'd
decided it wasn't inportant enough and they coul dn't be bothered."

Nile said doubtfully, "You aren't exaggerating."

"No. It's a commopn picture. The instincts accept the life and death cycle even when we're

consci ously opposed to it. They work for the species. The individual has significance to the
species only to the point of naturity. The instincts support himuntil he's had an opportunity to
pass along his genetic contribution. Then they start pulling himdown. If a nethod eventually is
developed to retain life and biological youth with no effort, it night be a different matter. But

| ongsl eep provides an illusion of that at present. But |ongsleep shelves the problem | began to
suspect longevity research itself is hanpered by the instincts. And I'mnot sure it isn't . . . we
really should be farther along with it. At any rate, | decided to check with people who are

interested in the | ess accessible areas of the mnd. They're working in a nmajor playground of the
instincts, and they m ght have information. "

He'd found two groups who were obtaining |ongevity and rejuvenation effects as a by-product of
ment al experinentation. One was the Psychovariant Association. Nile knew as nuch about their work
as they'd chosen to publish in the digests she followed. They used assorted forcing procedures to
extend and nodi fy nental experience. "Don't they nmake heavy use of synthetics?" she asked.

Ti cos nodded., "Yes. Not only to replace failing organs but to inprove on healthy ones. That's
their viewof it. | don't fancy the approach nyself. But they have systens of basic nind exercises
directed at enotional manipulation. Longevity's a secondary interest, but they' ve accunul ated

pl enty of evidence that the exercises support it. "

The ot her project was a branch of the Federation's Psychol ogy Service. Its goal was a tota

i nvestigation of the m nd and the gai ning pf conscious controls over its unconscious potential The
processes were elaborate. In the course of them deep-reaching therapeutic adjustments were

requi red and obtai ned. Physical regeneration frequently was a result - again not as a prinary

obj ective but as a beneficial side-effect.

Ti cos decided this approach al so went beyond his own ainms. His interests were outward- directed,;
his mind was an efficient instrunent for that purpose, and he denmanded no nore of it. However, the
goal s of both organi zations were as definitely bent on overconing normal hurman limtations as

| ongevity research. They were aware of the type of inherent resistances he had suspected and had
devel oped nethods of dealing with them

"The matter of mind-body interaction,” he said. "I can learn to distinguish and contro
instinctual effects both in my mind and in associ ated physical processes. And that's what |'ve
started to do."

He'd presented his problemto nenbers of the two groups, and a nodified individual schedul e of

m nd- control exercises was worked but for him He'd practiced themunder direction until his
nmentors deci ded he was capabl e of continuing on his own. Then he'd closed out the final phases of
his university work. H's search for nore effective biochem cal serums woul d continue; he was
convinced now it was the basic key to success.

"Keep the instincts frominterfering and who knows - we might have it nade!"
"Imortality?" asked Nile.
He gave her his quick grin. "Let's try for a thousand standard years first."

She sniled. "You al nbst have ne believing you Ticos! And how does becoming a floatwood hermt fit
inwithit all?"

"Nandy-C ine evidently is a simrering hotbed of life. |I know the general type of substances ||
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be | ooking for next, and I think I"'mat least as likely to find them here as anywhere else."
Ni | e nodded. "You mght find al nost anything here. Wiy nake it a one-nan job?"
"Pl anned solitude," said Ticos.
"What will that do for you?"

"The m nd exercises. Does it seemto nean anything if | say that at the stages at which I'Il now
be working | step outside the standard nmental patterns of the species?"

She considered. "It doesn't seemto nmean nuch. Very advanced stuff, eh?”

"Depends on the viewpoint. The people | dealt with consider it basic. However, it's difficult
wor k. There's seepage fromother mnd patterns about you, and if they're established human ones
they jar you out of what you're doing. They're too famliar It's totally disruptive. So until |
becone sufficiently stable in those practices, it's necessary to reduce nmy contacts with humanity
to the absolute m nimum™"

Ni |l e shrugged "Well, that's obviously out of my line. 1'd think . . . you can't just go into a
room sonmewhere and shut the doors?"

Physi cal distance is required. Plenty of it."

"How long is it going to be required?"

The estimates |I've had range fromthree to four years.”
"I'n the fl oatwood?"

"Yes. It's to be both my work place and ny source of materials | can't park nyself in space
sonewhere and continue to do neaningful research. And | think that adequate preparations should
reduce any risks |I'Il encounter to an acceptable level. A reasonable degree of risk, as a natter
of fact, will be all to the good."

"I'n what way?"

The threat of danger is a great awakener. The idea in this is to be thoroughly alert and alive -
not shut away in a real or synbolical shell of sone kind."

Nile reflected. "That nakes a sort of sense," she agreed. She hesitated "Wat's your present
physical condition? I'll adnmit you | ook healthy enough. "

"I'"'m healthier now than | was ten years ago."
"You don't need. nedical supervision?"
"I haven't needed it for several years. |'ve had one arterial replacenment - the cultured product.

That was quite a while ago. Otherw se, except a few patches fromaround the sane and earlier
periods, nmy internal arrangenments are ny own. Nothing to worry about in that departnent."”

Ni | e sighed.

"Well - we'll still have to convince Parrol it isn't suicide. But you're hired, Ticos. Make it a
very high salary and nail down your terns including your interests in anything that could classify
as a longevity serum After we've settled that, I'lIl start briefing you on the kind of

difficulties you're likely to run into on your island. That can't be done in a matter of days.
It's going to take weeks of cramm ng and on-the-spot denonstrations.”

Ticos winked at her. "That's why |'m here."

She made it a very stiff cranm ng course And Ticos turned out to be as good a student as he'd been
an instructor. He had an alert, curious nmind, an extraordinarily retentive nmenory. Physically he
proved to be tough and resilient. Nile kept uprating his survival outlook, though she didn't
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mention it. Some things, of course she couldn't teach him H s gunmanship was only fair. He

|l earned to use a clinb-belt well enough to get around safely; but to devel op anything resenbling
real proficiency with the device required |long practice. She didn't even attenpt to instruct him
in water skills. The less swiming he did around fl oatwood the better

They noved about the Meral fromone floatwood drift to another, finally selected a major island
conpl ex which seened to neet all requirenments A shelter, conmbining Ticos' living quarters,

| aboratory and storeroons, was constructed and his equi pmrent noved in. A breeding group of eight-
i nch protohons and cultures of gigacells would provide himwith his principal test material

al nost every known human reaction could be duplicated in them usually with a vast advantage in
el apsed tine. The structure was conpl etely canoufl aged. Sl edmen harvesting parties probably would
be about the island fromtine to tine, and Ticos didn't want too nany contacts with them If he
stayed inside until such visitors left again, he wouldn't be noticed.

He had a conmmunicator with a coded call synbol: Unless he got in touch with her, Nile was to drop
by at eight week intervals to pick up what he had accumul ated for the Gard |lab and | eave
supplies. He wished to see no one else. Parrol shook his head at the arrangenent; but Nile rmade no
obj ections. She realized that by degrees she'd becone fiercely partisan in the matter. If Ticos
Cay wanted to take a swing at living forever on his feet and | ooki ng around, instead of fading out
or sliding off into |ongsleep, she'd back himup, however he went about it. Up to this point he
hadn't done badly.

And sonewhat agai nst general expectations then, he lasted. He nade no serious mstakes in his
adopt ed environnent, seenmed thoroughly satisfied with his life as a hermt, wholly imrersed in his
wor k. The honme office purred over his binmonthly reports. Assorted itens went directly to the

uni versity col | eagues who had taken over his longevity project there. They also purred. Wien N le
had seen himlast, he'd been floating along the Meral for eighteen nonths, |ooked hale and hearty
and ready to go on for at least the same length of tine. Hs mnd exercises, he inforned Nl e,
wer e progressing wel |

Chapter 3

THERE WERE three nen waiting in the central cabin of the Sotira sled to which Jath presently
conducted Nile. She knew two of them from previous neetings, Fiamand Pelad. Both were Venn
menbers of the Fleet Venntar, the slednman center of authority: old men and former sled captains.
Their wrinkl ed sun-bl ackened faces were placid; but they were in charge. On a sled a Venn's word
overrode that of the captain.

Doncar, the sled captain, was the third. Qite young for his rank, intense, with a | ook of
control | ed anger about him Bone-tired at the nmonent. But controlling that too.

Jath drew the door shut behind Nile and the otter, took a seat near Doncar. She held a degree of
authority not far below that of the others here, having spent four years at a Hub university,
acquiring technical skills of value to her people. Few other slednen ever had | eft Nandy-d i ne.
Their forebears had been i ndependent space rovers who settled on the water world severa
generations before the first Federation colonists. By agreenent with the Federation, they retained
their independence and primary sea rights But there had been open conflict between the fleets and
mai nl and groups in the past, and the sleds renmained traditionally suspicious of the mainland and
its ways.

I npatience tingled in Nile, but she knew better to hurry this group. She answered Pel ad' s
questions, repeating essentially what she had told Jath.

"You aren't aware of Dr. Cay's exact |ocation?" Pelad inquired. Ticos had beconme a m nor |egend
anong the sl ed people who knew of his project.

Ni | e shook her head.

"I can't say definitely that he's within four hundred nmiles of us," she said. "This is sinply the
nost likely area to start looking for him Wen |I'mdue to pay hima visit, | give hima call and
he tells me what his current position is. But this tinme he hasn't responded to his call synbol."

She added, "OF course there've been intensive communication interferences all the way in to the
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mai nl and in recent weeks. But Dr. Cay still should have picked up nmy signal fromtinme to tine.
I've been trying to get through to himfor the past several days."

Silence for a nonent, then Pelad said, "Dr: Etland; does the mainland know what is causing the
i nterferences?"

The question surprised, then puzzled her. The interferences were no novelty; their cause was
known. The star type which tended to produce water worlds al so produced such disturbances On and
about Nandy-d ine the comrmuni cation systens otherwi se in standard use throughout the Federation
were rarely operable. Several conpletely new systens had been devel oped and conbined to deal with
the problem Anong them only the limted cl ose-contact band was al nost entirely reliable.

Pel ad and the others here were as aware of that as she. Nile said, "As far as | know no speci al
i nvestigation has been made. Do the sl eds see sonme unusual significance in the disturbances?"

"There are two views," Jath told her quietly "One of themis that sone of the current
communi cation bl acks are grongorru. Created deliberately by an unknown force. Possibly by an
unnat ural one. "

Pel ad gl anced at Jath, said to Nile, "The Venntar has decreed silence in this. But young nouths
open easily. Perhaps too easily. W nmay have reason to believe there is sonmething in the sea that
hates men. There are those who hear voices in the turnoil that snothers our instrunents They say
they hear a song of hate and fear." He shrugged. "I won't say what | think - as yet | don't know
what to think.” He | ooked at Fiam "Silence m ght have been best, but it has been broken. Dr.
Etland is a proven friend of the sleds.”

Fi am nodded: "Let the captain tell it to our guest."

Doncar grinned briefly. "Tell it as | see it?"

"As you see it, Doncar. W know your views We shall listen."

"Very well." Doncar turned to Nile. "Dr. Etland, so far you've been asked questions and given no

expl anation. Let me ask one nore question. Could hunman bei ngs cause such comunicati on probl ens?"

"By duplicating the solar effect locally?" Nle hesitated, nodded. "It should be possible. Is
there reason to believe it's being done?"

"Some of us think so," Doncar said dryly. "W've |ost nen."
"Lost then??"

"They disappear . . . Wrk parties harvesting a floatwood island - small surface craft and
subrmersibles in the inmediate vicinity of floatwhod. Later no traces are found. Wenever this
occurred, conmunication in the area was conpletely disrupted.”

"To keep the men fromreporting attackers?"

"That's what's suspected;"” Doncar said. "It's happened too regularly to rmake coi nci dences seem
probabl e. You understand, Dr. Etland, that this isn't a problemwhich affects only the Sotira
sl eds. There have been sinilar disappearances near floatwood islands in nmany sea areas of late."

Ni | e asked for details, her nmind beginning to race. She and Parrol were known as acconplished
troubl e shooters. They considered it part of their job; it was in Gard's interest to keep
operations noving as snoothly as possible on Nandy Cine. The sl ednen had benefited by that in the
past, as had the mainland. And trouble -- man-made trouble -- was always likely to arise. The
planet's natural riches were tenmpting . . . particularly when sone new di scovery was nade and kept
conceal ed. This then nmight be such trouble on a |arge scale. The pattern of di sappearances had
begun north of the equator, spread down through the Sotira range. It had started three nonths ago.
And the purpose, she thought, presumably was to acconplish precisely what it had acconplished - to
keep the sleds away fromthe islands. For a period |ong enough to | et whoever was behind the
maneuver clear out whatever treasure of rare elenents or drugs they'd come across and be gone

agai n.
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No | ocal organization was big enough to pull off such a stunt. But a |ocal organization backed by
a Hub syndicate could be doing it --

G onmgorru? Nile shrugged nmentally. The deeps of Nandy-Cine were only sketchily expl ored, great
sections of the ocean floor remained unnmapped. But she had very little faith in unknown mali gnant
powers. In all her experience whenever there was real m schief afoot, human operators had been
found behind it.

The others here were | ess sure. There was sonething |ike superstitious dread unspoken but heavy in
the air of this cabin, with the desk shuddering underfoot and the typhoon how ing and thuddi ng
beyond the thick walls. She thought Doncar and Jath weren't free of it. Jath had acquired a degree
of sophistication very uncommon anong the sl ednen. But she still was a woman of the sea sl eds,
whose fol k had drunk strangeness fromthe nmysteries of ocean and space for centuries. Space life
and sea life didn't breed timd people. But it bred people who would not go out of their way to
pit thensel ves agai nst forces they could not understand.

Nile said to Pelad, "You spoke of those who hear voices of hate when the communi cators are bl anked
out."

The Venn's eyes flickered for an instant. He nodded.

"Do the other-seeing”" - Nile used the sledman termfor psi sensitives - "connect these voices with
t he di sappearances in the floatwood drifts?"

Pel ad hesitated, said, "No. Not definitely."
"They haven't said this is a matter men can't handl e?"

"They haven't said it,"
us."

Pel ad agreed slowly. "They don't know. They only know what they've told

So the witch doctors had suggested just enough to stall action. N le said, "Then there may very
well be two things here. One, what the other-seeing sense. The second, a human agency which is
responsi ble for the present trouble in the floatwood. What if the sleds learn that is the case?"

Doncar said; "There're six spaceguns nounted on this sled, Dr. Etland, and nmen trained in their
use. "

"I nyself," said Pelad, "am one of those nmen."

Fi am added, "There are two other Sotira sleds not far fromhere. Each arned with four spaceguns -
very old guns but in excellent working order." He gave Nile a brief snile. "The mainland may
recall them"

"The mai nl and does," Nile agreed "You'll fight it if you know you're not fighting grongorru?"

"We'll fight nmen," pelad said. "W have al ways fought nen when necessary. But it would be unw se
to challenge blindly an evil which may not be affected by guns and which mght be able to wi pe the
sleds fromthe sea." His face darkened again. "Sonme believe there is such an evil at no great

di stance fromus."

She must be careful at this point. Still, so far, so good. In their mnds the Venn were comm tted
now to fight; if shown an eneny wi th whom weapons could deal. Too early to ask themto cooperate
with mai nl and authorities in this. Their distrust was too deep.

Five mnutes |ater she knew what she nust do. Her imedi ate concern was to get Ticos out of harms
way The big floatwood drift for which she had been | ooking was eighty nmles south of this point. A
Sotira seiner had been mssing for several days, and the last reports fromit indicated it m ght
have nmoved too near the drift in the stormand becone another victimof whatever nenace haunted

fl oatwod waters. Doncar's sled had been hunting for the seiner in the vicinity of the drift but
found no clue to what had happened The search had now been abandoned.

There were no other sizable floatwood islands within two hundred mles. Therefore the one on which
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Ti cos had set up his project should be part of the drift. It was alnost a certainty. If she took
her aircar there at once, she could identify the island while daylight remained. The risk

shoul dn't be too great. Aircars hadn't cone under attack, and the one she had was a fast sports
nodel . If there was a suggestion of hostile action, she could clear out very quickly. If there
wasn't, she'd try to wake Ticos up on the cl ose-contact channel and establish what the situation
down there was. She mi ght have hi mout inside an hour

If that didn't work, she wasn't equi pped to do nuch nore by herself; and she needed reinforcenents
in any case before trying to determ ne who m ght have been turning the fl oatwood islands into
deat h traps

She asked; "Can you get a nessage through to the mainland for ne?

They nodded, the Venn warily. Jath said, "It nay take a nunber of hours. But so far the fleets
have al ways been able to relay nessages through disturbance areas."

Fiaminquired, "What's the nessage, Dr. Etland? And to whomwill it go?"

"It goes to Danrich Parrol,” Nile told him "The Gard Station will be able to locate him" She
couldn't beconme too specific about grongorru matters or the nessage woul d be bl ocked before it
reached the mainland. "G ve Parrol the location of the floatwood drift south of us: I'lIl wait for

himthere. Tell himl| may have a problemgetting Dr. Cay off his island, and that 1'd like himto
come out with full troubl e-shooting equi pmrent --"

"And Spiff!" a thin voice interrupted enphatically fromthe corner of the room The sledmen | ooked
around, startled. Sweeting blinked at them began nosing her chest fur disinterestedly. People who
didn't know Sweeting well frequently were surprised by the extent to which she foll owed the
details of human di scussions.

"And Spiff, of course," Nile agreed. "If we find out what's been happeni ng around the fl oatwood
we'll try to get word to you at once.”
Fi am nodded qui ckly. "Six hours fromnow we'll have a racing sled in the drift. Any close- contact

messages shoul d be picked up. Code Sotira-Doncar, on the sl ednmen frequencies."

"The Great Palach Koll," said the denon on the platform "has persuaded the Everliving to permt
himto test the Tuvela Theory."

Ticos Gay didn't reply imediately: H s visitor was the Pal ach Mbga, one of the Everliving; though
of lower grade than the G eat Pal achs and somewhere between them and the Oganoon in physica
structure, about Ticos' size and weight. Mga didn't squat but stood upright, |ong hopping |egs
stretched out, and wal ked upright when he wal ked, with short careful awkward steps. His torso was
enclosed in an intricate cl ose-worked harness of silver straps. In what was happeni ng here he and
Ti cos Cay had becone cautious allies. Ticos was aware that the alliance m ght be of very tenporary
nat ure.

"I was under the inpression," he told Mdga, "that the Voice of Caution was able to keep the
reckl ess demands of the Great Palach from being given a hearing."

Moga's speaking slit twisted in agitation. "W have done it until now " he said: "But The G eat
Pal ach has assuned control of the Voice of Action. He accused his predecessor of a Violation of
Rul es, and the Everliving found the accusation valid. The predecessor was granted the death of a
Pal ach. You must understand that in his new position Koll's demands can no | onger be silenced."

"Yes, | see." Advancenent usually cane the hard way anong the denons. Two favored nethods were a
ritualized form of assassination and having one's superior convicted of a Violation of Rules. They
had the sane practical result. Ticos swallowed. Bad - very bad. . . . He | eaned back agai nst the
wor kt abl e to avoid reveling that his I egs were trenbling. "How does the G eat Pal ach propose to
test the Tuvela Theory?"

"The Guardian Etland is again attenpting to contact you," Mga said
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"Yes; | know." The conmunicator in the partitioned end of the roomhad signaled half a dozen tines
during the past half hour.

"The signals,” Myga expl ained; "are on the canbi channel."

The cl ose-contact band! Ticos said thickly, "She already is in the area?"
"Goul d anyone el se be seeking for you here?"

"No. "

"Then it is the Guardian. There is a human air vehicle high overhead. It is very small but rides
the stormwell. It noves away, returns again."

"The island growth has changed since she was here last," said Ticos. "She may not have determ ned
yet on which of these islands | should be!" He added urgently, "This gives us a chance to
forestall actions by Koll! | have the Guardian's call symbol --"

Moga gave the whistle of absolute negation. "It is now quite inpossible to approach your

comuni cator,"” he said. "I would die if | attenpted it unless it were under open orders of the
Everliving. Koll will be allowed to carry out his plan. He has arranged tests to deterni ne whether
a Tuvela is a being such as the Tuvela Theory conjectures it to be. The first test will conme while
the Guardian is still in the air. At a selected nonent the G eat Palach will have a device
activated which is directed at her vehicle. If she responds pronptly and correctly, the vehicle
will be incapacitated, but the Guardian will not be harmed. |If she does not respond pronptly and
correctly, she dies at that point."

Moga stared at Ticos a nonment. "The significance of her death, of course, will be the Everliving' s
conclusion that Tuvelas | ack the basic qualities ascribed to them The Geat Plan is nowin

bal ance. |If the balance is to shift again in favor of the Voice of Caution, the Guardian nust not
fail. Her class is being judged in her. If she fails, the Voice of Action attains full control

"Let us assune she passes this first test. The vehicle will descend to a point where Koll's
personal conpany of Oganoon await the Guardi an. Unl ess she has weapons of great effectiveness, she
must surrender to them Note that if she does not surrender and is killed, it will be judged a
failure. A Tuvela, as Tuvelas are assuned to be, will not nake such mistakes. A Tuvela wll
surrender and await better opportunities to act to advantage."

Ti cos nodded slowy. "I'Il be able to speak to the Guardian if she is captured?"

"No, Dr. Cay. Only the Great Palach Koll will speak to the Guardian follow ng her capture. The
tests will continue at once and with increasing severity until the Guardian either dies or proves
to the Everliving beyond all doubt that the Tuvela Theory is correct in all its inplications -
specifically, that the Tuvelas, individually and as a class, are the factor which nust cause us,
even at this last nonent, to halt and reverse the Geat Plan. Koll is staking his life on his
belief that she will fail. if she fails, he will have proved his point. The Everliving will
hesitate no longer. And the final stages of the Plan will be initiated."

“In brief," Ticos said slowy, "the Great Palach intends to discredit the Tuvela Theory by show ng
he can torture the Guardian to death and add her to his collection of trophies?"

"Yes. That is his announced plan. The torture, of course, is an approved formof test. It is in
accord with tradition."

Ticos stared up at him trying to conceal his conplete dismy. There was no argunent he could
advance. This was the way they were conditioned to think. Before a Palach became a Pal ach he
submitted to painful tests which few survived. As he progressed toward the ultimte form of

exi stence which was a Great Palach, he was tested again and again. It was their manner of

eval uation, of judgment. Ticos had convinced a majority of themthat Tuvelas were at |east their
human counterpart. Sone were convi nced, however unwillingly, that the counterpart was superior to
the greatest of the Great Pal achs - opponents too deadly to be challenged. Koll's nove was
designed to nullify that whole structure of thought.
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"I'"ll keep you infornmed of what occurs, Dr, Cay," Mga concluded. "If you have suggestions which
m ght be useful in this situation, have word sent to ne immediately. Ot herwi se we now see no way
to bl ock Koll's purpose unless the Guardi an herself proves able to do it. Let us hope that she
does. "

The Pal ach turned, nmoved off down the wal kway toward the exit door. Ticos gazed after him There
was a | eaden feeling of hel pl essness throughout his body. For the nonent it seened difficult even
to stir fromwhere he stood. He didn't doubt that Nile Etland was the operator of the aircar they
were wat ching - and he had been hoping very much she wouldn't arrive just yet.

G ven even another two weeks, he m ght have persuaded the Everliving through the Voice of Caution
to cancel the planned attack on Nandy-Cine and withdraw fromthe planet. But Nile's arrival had
precipitated matters and Koll was nmaking full use of the fact. The one way in which Ticos could
have warned her off and given her a clue to what was happeni ng was cl osed conpl etely.

Four words woul d have done it, he thought. Four words; and Nile would have known enough, once he'd
swi tched on the conmunicator. He'd nmade preparations to ensure nobody was going to stop himbefore
he got the four words out.

But now - without Mbga's help, without the permssion of the Everliving - he sinply couldn't get
to the comunicator. It wasn't a question of the guards. He'd nade other preparations for the
guards. It was the devastatingly sinple fact that the partitioning wall was twelve feet high and
that there was no door init. Ticos knewto well that he was no longer in any condition to get
over the wall and to the conmmunicator in tine to do any good. They'd turn himoff before he turned
it on. He didn't have the physical strength and. coordination left to be quick enough for sure
noves.

If Nile had arrived a couple of weeks earlier he could have done it. He'd counted then on being
able to do it, But there'd been a few too many of their damed pain treatnents since.

And if she'd del ayed conming out by just two weeks, no warning night have been necessary.
But she was punctual as usual - right on tine!

Well, Ticos told hinmself heavily, at |east he'd arranged matters so that they wouldn't sinply
bl ast her out of the air as she cane down to the island It left her a slimchance

However, it seenmed time to start thinking in terms of last-ditch operations - for both of them He
had his preparations made there too. But they weren't very satisfactory ones.

"Hungry," Sweeting announced fromthe aircar's floor beside Nile.

"So starve," Nile said absently. Sweeting opened her jaws, |aughed up at her silently.
"CGo down, eh?" she suggested. "Catch skilt for Nile, eh? Nile hungry?"
"Nile isn't. Go back to sleep. | have to think."

The otter snorted, dropped her head back on her forepaws, pretended to close her eyes. Sweeting's
kind m ght be the product of a geneticist's mscalculation. Sonme twenty years before, a

consi gnnent of hunting otter cubs had reached Nandy-Cine. They were a devel opnent of a preserved
Terran otter strain, tailored for an oceanic existence. The coastal rancher who'd bought the

consi gnnent was startled some nonths | ater when the growi ng cubs began to address himin a
slurrily chopped-up version of the Hub's translingue. The unexpected talent didn't detract from
their value. The tal kative cubs, playful, affectionate, handsonmely pelted, sold readily, were

di stributed about the sea coast ranches and attained physical maturity in another year and a half.
As water hunters or drivers and protectors of the sea herds, each was considered the equival ent of
hal f a dozen trained nen. Adults, however, sooner or later tended to lose interest in their
donesticated status and exchanged it for a feral life in the sea, where they thrived and bred.
During the past few years slednen had reported encounters with sizable tribes of wild otters. They
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still spoke in translingue.

Nile's pair, hand-raised from cubhood, had stayed. She wasn't quite sure why. Possibly they were
as intrigued by her activities as she was by theirs. On sone subjects her intellectual processes
and theirs neshed confortably. On others there remained a wide nutual |ack of conprehension. She
suspected, though she'd never tried to prove it, that their overall intelligence |evel was very
consi derably higher than was esti nated.

She was hol ding the aircar on a southwest course, surface scanners shifting at extrene
magni fi cati on about the largest floatwood island in the drift, two mles below, not quite three
m |l es ahead. It |ooked very nmuch |ike the one Ticos Cay had selected. Mnor differences could be
attributed to adaptive changes in the growh as the fl oatwood noved south. There were five ngjor
forest sections arranged roughly like the tips of a pentacle. The area between them perhaps a
m | e across, was the |agoon, a standard feature of the islands. |Its appearance was that of a
shal | ow | ake choked with vegetation, a third of the surface covered by dark green | eafy pads
flattened on the water. The forests, carrying the semi parasitical growh which clustered on the
floatwood's thick twi sted boles towered up to six hundred feet about the |agoon, living walls of
al nost indestructible toughness and density. The typhoon battering through which they had passed
had done little visible damage. Beneath the surface they were |linked by an interlocking net of
ponderous roots which held the island sections clanped into a single nassive structure.

The island was noving slowy to the south, foamstreaked swells running past it on either side.
This mght be the southern fringe of the typhoon belt. The sky inmedi ately overhead was clear, a
cl ean deep blue: But violent gusts still shook the car, and rolling cloud banks rode past on al
si des.

Ticos Cay's hidden arboreal |aboratory should be in the second | argest section of the fl oatwood
structure, about a third of the way in on the seaward side. He wasn't responding to cl ose-contact
communi cator signals; but he night be there in spite of his silence. In any case it was the place
to start | ooking. There'd been no sign of intruders - which didn't nean they weren't there. The
mul ti pl e canopies of the forests could have conceal ed an armny. But intruders could be avoi ded.

Ni | e thought she might be able to handle this without waiting for Parrol. It was |late afternoon
now, and even if there were no serious delays in getting her nmessage to him it would be at best
the mddl e of the night before he could make it out here. To drop down openly to the fl oatwood
woul d be asking for trouble, of course, though there had been no reports of attacks on aircars as
yet. But she could circle south, go down to sea |evel, subnerge the car and naneuver it back
underwater to the island through the weed beds which rode the Meral. If she'd had her jet diving
rig with her, she wouldn't have hesitated, She could have left the car a couple of miles out, gone
in at speed and brought Ticos out with her if he was in his hideaway, with alnbst no risk of being
noti ced by whoever else m ght be about. But she didn't have the rig along. That meant working the
car in alnmost to the island, a nore finicky operation

But it could be done. The subnerged weed jungl es provided the best possible cover against
detection instruments.

Ni | e checked course and altitude, returned her attention to the nagnification scanners. Everything
down there | ooked normal. There was considerable animal activity about the |agoon, including
clouds of the flying kesters which filled the rule of sea and shore birds in Nandy-Cine's
ecol ogi cal pattern. In the ocean beyond the floatwood at the left, two darkly gl eani ng torpedo-
shaped bodi es appeared intermttently at the surface. They were kesters too, but w ngless giants:
sea-haval s, engaged in filling their crops with swarns of skilts. Their presence was another good
indication that this was Ticos' island. There'd been a sea-haval rookery concealed in the forest
section next to the one he'd sel ected.

An engi ne control shrieked warning, and a sullen roaring erupted about them N le saw a red |ine
in the fuel rel ease gauge surge up toward explosion as her hand flicked out and cut the nain
engi ne swtch,

The shrieking whistle and the roar of energies gone wild subsided together. Losing nonmentumthe
car began to drop.
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"N | e?"

"We're in trouble, Sweeting." The otter was on her feet, neck fur erect, eyes shifting about. But
Sweeti ng knew enough to stay quiet in emergencies that were in Nile' s departnment.

Energy block . . . it could be mal function. But that type of nalfunction occurred so rarely it had
been years since she'd heard of a case

Soneone hidden in the floatwood had touched the car with a type of weapon unknown to her, was
bringing her down. The car's built-in antigrav patterns would slow their descent. But --

Ni | e became very busy.

When she next | ooked at the altimeter, it told her she had approximately three mnutes left in the
air. Wnd pressure neanwhile had buffeted the car directly above the island, a third of the way
out across the | agoon. That woul d have been the purpose of killing her engines at the exact nonent
it was done. Wen the car splashed into the | agoon's vegetation, she'd find a reception conmttee
wai ting.

She was in swimbriefs by now for maxi mum freedom of action in water or in the floatwod. Fins and
a handkerchi ef sized breather nmask lay on the seat. Modst of the rest of what she was taking al ong
had been part of the fioatwood kit she'd flung into the back of the car on leaving the Gard
Station. Various itenms were attached a clinb-belt about her waist - knife, light- weight UWgun
grip sandals, a pouch containing other floatwod gear she didn't have time to sort over. The otter
caller she used to sunmon Sweeting and Spiff froma distance was fastened to her wist above her
wat ch. Her discarded clothing was in a waterproof bag.

"Rermenber what you're to do?"
"Yesss!" Sweeting acknow edged with a cheery hiss, whiskers twtching.

Sweeting woul d renenber. They were going to nmeet sone bad guys. Not at all a novel experience.
Sweeting woul d keep out of sight and trouble until Nile had nore specific instructions for her

The bad guys hadn't showed yet. But they rmust be in the | agoon, headed for the area where the car
seenmed about to cone down. It was rocking and lurching in the gusts toward a point some three
hundred yards fromthe nearest floatwood. Not at all where Nile wanted it to go. But she m ght be
able to inprove her position, considerably.

She sat quiet throughout the last nonments, estimating the force of the wind, eyes shifting between
the altineter and a | anding area she'd selected on the far side of the water. Then a hundred yards
fromthe surface, she pushed down a stud which slid out broad glide-vanes to either side of the
car.

The fringes of a typhoon were no place for unpowered gliding. Like the blow of a furious fist,

wi nd sl ammed the vehicle instantly over on its side. Seconds of wild tunbling foll owed. But she
had the nomentum now to return sonme control of the car's motion to her. To hostile watchers in the
| agoon and the floatwood it nust have |ooked like a futile and nearly suicidal attenpt to escape -
as it was intended to | ook. She didn't want themto start shooting. Twi ce she seened within inches
of being slammed head-on into the water, picked up altitude at the last instant. Mst of the width
of the lagoon lay behind her at that point, and a section of forest |oonmed ahead again. A tal
stand of sea reeds, perhaps three hundred yards across, half enclosed by gnarled walls of

fl oatwood, whirled by bel ow

Wnd force swept the car down once nore, too fast, too far to the right. Nile shifted the vane

controls. The car rose steeply, heeled over, swng sideways, its nonmentum checked-and that was

al nost exactly where she wanted to be. She sl apped anot her stud. The vanes fol ded back into the

vehicle. Tt began to drop, antigrav effect taking over. Nile reached for the fins snapped them on

her feet. Geen tops of the reeds whi pped suddenly about the car. She drew the transparent

breat her mask over her face, pressed its audio plugs into her ears. Car door open, set on |ock
dense vegetation swaying jerkily with wet crashing sounds on all sides as the car descended

through it --
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Thunp and spl ash!

Sweeting slithered past Nile's feet, flowed down over the doorsill, vanished into the |Iagoon

wi thout a sound. Nile pitched the clothing bag through the door, swung about on the seat, slid out
into cool water. Turning, she caught a handgrip on the side of the car, reached up, slanmed the
door shut on its | ock.

She saw the bag floating beside her, caught its strap and went down .
Chapter 4

THE SEA REEDS, rising fromlayers of nmuck packed into the matted root systemof the island thirty
feet below, grew thick and strong. Al nbst in nonents after leaving the car, Nile knew she was
relatively safe fromimrediate pursuit. On her way across the | agoon she'd had a flashing glinpse
of an encl osed boat coning about in a tight circle anong the pads to follow her. It wouldn't be

Il ong before it reached the reeds, and it night have divers aboard. In open water a jet diver
advancing behind a friction cutting field woul d have overhaul ed her in seconds. But jet rigs gave
little real advantage when it cane to slipping in and out of sline-slick, dense growh; and if one
had been in operation within a hundred yards; her audi o plugs would have distinguished its thin

hi ssi ng through the nedl ey of sea sounds. She noved on quickly toward the forest. Small life
scuttled and flicked away from her gliding shape. A school of eight inch skilts expl oded suddenly
about her in a spray of silver glitters . . . . Sweeting, out of sight but somewhere nearby, night

have turned aside for a fast snack. Something |arge and dark stirred ahead; a dorashen, sone five
hundr ed pounds of sluggish ugliness, black arnmor half concealed by a rusty fur of parasites, was
backi ng of f from her advance, pulling itself up along the reed stens, nmultiple jaws working in
nmenaci ng snaps.

Sudden darkening of the water told her she'd reached the base of the forest. The reed growth ended
and thick tw sted fl oatwood trunks appeared through nurky di mess. She stroked up to them paused
to I ook back. A dimregular runbling had begun in the audio pickups. The sound of engines. But
they weren't close.

Ticos Cay's hidden dwelling was |l ess than a quarter-mle fromhere. Getting there unobserved woul d
be the next nove. A few mnutes later, deep within the forest, in the maze of dark caverns forned
by huge supporting trunks above the subnerged roots, Nile |lifted her head above the surgi ng ocean
surface, pulled, off the breather. The otter's head appeared a dozen feet away.

"Peopl e here?" Nile asked.
"Smell no people.”

" Boat s?"

"Skilt boat. Coming slow"
" How bi g?"

"Big as three cars, heh."

No divers, and nobody upwind of themin the forest. Sweeting used nostrils in air, sensitive

ol factories in the lining of her nouth in water. Wat she couldn't scent usually wasn't there.
Skilt boat meant a submersible. It might have been the boat Nile had glinpsed in the | agoon. When
Sweeting sawit, it was approaching the reed bed under water. Its crew should di scover the ditched
aircar in not too many m nutes.

"Kill?" the otter asked.
"Not yet. Go back and watch what they're doing till | call you."

Sweet i ng vani shed. Nile noved on through dark shifting water, avoiding contact with the giant
trunks. They were coated with slime, heavily populated with crawing things. Not a pleasant place
to be; but this level provided a quick route to the seaward side of the forest, and she intended
to make her ascent fromthere. Presently she saw daylight flash intermttently through the snaky
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tangl es of, floatwood ahead.

Far enough . . . . She found a place to get out of the water, scranbled up to a horizontal perch
and knotted the strap of the bag containing her discarded coveralls and other personal itens
around a spi ke of wood. The fewer clues to the car's occupants left for investigators, the better
She exchanged fins for grip sandals, fastened the fins to her clinb-belt, switched the belt to its
quarter-wei ght setting and stood up on the trunk

There was a partial gravity shield about her now Odinary progress in a floatwood forest was an
activity sonmewhere between nountaineering and tree clinbing. Wth a clinb-belt and sufficient
practice in its use, it becanme not nuch nore arduous than notion along | evel ground Nile started
up. The forest had no true floor, but a thick carpet of parasitic growh, trailing drinking roots
to the sea, stretched out overhead. She pushed through the stuff, came into a relatively open

ar ea.

She stood gl anci ng about, letting senses and nmind adjust again to what was here. It was |ong-
famliar territory. She'd been born in one of the shallows settlements of Nandy-Cine, halfway
around the globe fromthe mainland; and whenever one of the swi nm ng islands noved near, her
peopl e had gone to harvest fromit what was in season, taking their children along to teach them
the floatwood' s bounty and perils. Making the islands the subject of extensive studies |ater on
had been a natural consequence.

Though this was | ess densely grow h-infested than the central forest |levels, vision was restricted
to at nost a hundred feet in any direction. In the filtered half-light, the host organi smwas
represented by, unbranched reddi sh-brown bol es, sloping and tw sting upward - enornously nassive,
as they had to be to support all the rest. Sprouting or hanging fromthe trunks, or noving slowy
al ong their coarse-furred surface, was the many-shaped secondary growth, in the inhis and tacapu
categories, with plant or plant- aninmal characteristics. Giding and hopping through the grow h,
fluttering about it, were small specinmens of the aninal popul ation

Nile's eyes and nostrils took it all in with only superficial conscious responses. A definite
consci ous reaction would come if she encountered sonething she didn't know or knew m ght harm her -
or if she detected any trace of the intruders who had forced her down fromthe sky. Listening was
a waste of effort, the boom ng wi nds drowned m nor sounds. She started up the ascending curve of
the trunk by which she had clinmbed fromthe sea. Presently it branched then branched agai n. Now
the floatwood' s great oblong | eaves began to appear anobng the other growh, shifting green
curtains which closed vision dowmn to the next few dozen steps ahead. It was nore to her advantage
than not. In the constant stirring, her |ean body, tanned alnost to the tint of the floatwood
branches, woul d be next to inpossible to detect if hostile watchers were about.

She was nearly four hundred feet above the ocean before sunlight began to play through the forest
in wavering flashes, filtered through the canopy above. By then Nile was noving al ong an
interlaced network of |esser branches. She knew she was somewhat above Ticos' dwelling and had
been watching for its canpuflaged outlines in the vegetation below It was a sizable structure,
but anyone who didn't know it was there mght stare at it for mnutes and not realize what he saw
It had been built of the naterials growi ng about it and bl ended into them

A great wet nmass of fernlike stuff, sadly bent and tattered by the typhoons, caught at Nile's
menory. The hideout should be thirty feet below, off to the left.

She reached the soggy greenery, clanbered through; found a spot where she could | ook down. Not hing
but nore wavi ng growth beneath her. She junped over to a sloping trunk, caught at it with flexing
grip sandal s and hands, noved along to a horizontally jutting branch and stepped out on it to | ook
around the trunk

A broad spear of sunlight blazed past her, directly into the conceal ed entrance of the hideout. A
naked man sat cross-legged in the entrance staring up, nmouth stretched wide, as if in a frozen
shri ek of |aughter

Nile's next awareness - at the noment it seened a sinmultaneous one - was of the UWin her hand,
stubby nuzzle pointed down at the grotesquely distended mouth of the figure.
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The figure didn't nove. For seconds then, neither did she. The eyes seened fixed on her and her
skin craw ed with sonething very close to superstitious terror. The sunlight w nked out suddenly
the forest shook and groaned in renewed surges of w nd,

She was | ooking at a dead man, her nmind told her belatedly. Not Ticos; he didn't show the
slightest resenblance to Ticos . . . but what had frozen this unknown dead man here in that
position; head tw sted back, facial muscles distorted into an expression of grisly mrth? Her eyes
began to shift about, returning every few seconds to the seated shape, as if she expected it to
gain sudden |life and cone | eaping up at her. The forest booned, danced, rustled and snapped in the
wi nd. She saw and heard nothing el se. The figure remained unnoving. It had been there unnoving,
she decided, for a considerable tine. Days, at least. It was streaked with dirt, as if rain had
run down on it and it had dried while the storm whi pped forest debris about it, and rain presently
washed it again.

She stepped back behind the trunk, noved down along it. A mnute |later her left hand' carefully
parted the cluster of plants encircling the platformto let her | ook beyond the man shape into the
structure. The entrance door was gone. Not torn away by storm viol ence. Renoved deliberately. The
entrance had been w dened, cut back on either side.

The interior was dim but part of the wall lighting was on, and after a nmoment she could see
enough. Except for a few tables and wall shelves, the place seemed to have been stripped. The
partitions were gone; only the thick outer framework remai ned. But the structure wasn't enpty.
There m ght be between twenty and thirty of theminside. They crouched on hands and knees,
squatted, lay about. Their rigid immbility said there was no nore life in themthan in the figure
on the platform Nile noved slowy forward, gun out before her

She paused by the seated man in the entrance, prodded his shoulder with a finger. The skin was
cool, gummy; the flesh beneath it unyielding as | ead. She started past, checked again, stonach
contracting. A wide gash laid open the figure's back. It appeared to have been gutted conpletely
t hrough the gash. She stared a noment, went inside.

The others weren't very different. Ticos wasn't one of them Dead eyes stared at Nile as she noved
among the bodi es. Dead nouths snarl ed, pleaded, grinned. All were savagely mutilated in one way or
anot her. A few been wonen. One of the wonen had the Blue Guul symbol of the Sotira sleds etched on
her forehead a good luck charm Several wall sections were still covered with Ticos Cay's
scribbl ed work notations and sketches. Nothing el se of his seened here. Nothing el se seened to be
here at all except what the wet w nds had swept in through the entrance .

Then her eyes checked on sonething the wind hadn't blown in. It sat in the shadows on a wall shelf
to one side of what had been the main room Puzzled, she went slowmy over to it.

It Iooked like a featureless black cloth figure, a hooded lunpy little doll, less than fifteen

i nches high. It had been placed on a crunpled dark cloth spread along the shelf, As Nile came up
she saw that the hood and cl oak were coverings. There was sonethi ng beneath them She pushed the
hood back with the UWs mnuzzl e | ooked at the winkled bl acki sh unhuman face whi ch m ght have been
carved out of wood, with considerable skill. The bul gi ng heavy- |idded eyes were closed. A narrow
mouth slit was the only other feature. Inits mniature ugliness it was inpressive. It was as if a
smal | demonic idol had been set up to preside over what had becone of Ticos Cay's |aboratory. N le

let the hood fall into place, started toward the entrance.

One nore discovery then . . . she saw sonething stir in the dirt piled agai nst one wall and noved
the dirt aside with her foot. Three of Ticos' protohons lay in a pile, mutilated and sl ashed

al rost beyond recognition, still nmoving. As cruelty it was neani ngl ess; they had no awareness and

no sensitivity to pain. But it fitted the pattern of grotesque ugliness here. The UW hi ssed
quickly three times, taking their senblance of life fromthem

There seened no reason to stay longer. The structure held a feeling of nightmare, heavy; al nost
tangi ble. At nmonents it seened difficult to breathe and her head woul d begin to swim But she had
a recurrent nagging feeling of m ssing sonething. She glanced about once nore. The dead shapes
were there in their frozen postures. The dark little idol dreaned above themon its littered
shelf. No . . . nothing el se but unanswered questions.
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In a thicket a hundred yards fromthe structure entrance, where she could watch the stretch al ong
whi ch she, had cone, Nile tried turning over the questions. Her m nd noved sluggishly at first,
blurred by fear and surges of pity and sick anger. She had to keep forcing all that to the back of
her awareness. What she'd seen didn't fit the overall pattern she'd assuned. A very different type
of mentality seenmed involved. A nentality which systematically tortured human m nds and bodi es,

| eaving the victins degraded in death and carefully preserving their degradation, as if that were
a goal initself

It nade no sense as yet. But the imediate situation hadn't changed. If Ticos had known about
these intruders before they discovered his |aboratory and converted it to the insanity in there,
he might still be at large. He'd had a small boat with which he could have slipped away unnoticed
to other sections of the island, or even to another island in the floatwood drift. He knew she'd
be conming presently and would have tried to | eave a nessage where she could find it, hoping she'd
be able to escape capture in turn. Sonething to tell her what was goi ng on, where he was.

A nmessage where she could find it. Some place she'd associate naturally with Ticos. . . Nile shook
her head. There were sinply too many such places, She couldn't waste tine checking them over at
present. If Ticos was still in the island area, Sweeting m ght be able to pick up traces of him

Her thoughts veered. The aircar. They'd have reached it by now, but door and engine keys were in
the pouch at her belt. If they hadn't sunk the car or towed it away, they should still be busy
around it. Watching themmght tell her nore about this group than she could get from Sweeting's
reports. She set off quickly.

When she caught glinmpses of the w nd- whi pped surface of the |agoon through the growth, she
paused, cal cul ating her position. The reed bed where she'd touched water should be on her right,
not far away: She angled toward it, ran up a thick sloping branch stretching out above the water
turned and went on hands and knees along a | esser branch until she reached a poi nt where sheaves
of floatwood foliage overhung the | agoon. Here she straddl ed the branch, grasped two of the | eaf
stems, drew them cautiously apart and was | ooking down on the swirling reed tops two hundred feet
bel ow.

The area where she'd set down the car had been wi dened, the plants thrust aside and mashed down so
that she could see a patch of open water. There were other indications that a surface craft had
broken a way in fromthe | agoon. Ni|le saw nothing el se, thought for a nmoment the car already had
been destroyed or haul ed off. But then she heard a series of clanging netallic sounds, partly
muf fl ed by the wi nd Somebody was down there, perhaps engaged in forcing open the car's doors.

She wai ted; upper lip clanmped between teeth, heard no nore. Then one end of the aircar edged into
view, turning slowy as if it were being pushed about. A noment later all of it suddenly appeared
in the open area - and on the canopy --

Nile's thoughts blurred in shock.
Par ahuans.

Sone seventy years ago they'd cone out of space to |aunch al nost simultaneous attacks agai nst
Nandy-Cl i ne and a dozen other water worlds of the Hub. They' d done consi derabl e danage, but in the
end their forces were pulled back; and it was believed that by the tine the Federation's warships
finished hunting themthrough space, only insignificant remants had survived to return to their
undi scovered home worlds. It had been the |last open attack by an alien civilization against a
Federation planet - even planets as far out fromthe Hub's center a Nandy-d i ne.

And we becane careless, Nle thought. W felt we were so big no one woul d dare cone agai n.

Wth a kind of frozen fascination, she stared at the two bul ky anphi bi ous creatures squatting on
the car, thickly nuscled | egs bent sharply beneath them A swarm of reflections based on various
ol d descriptions of Parahuans went through her mnd. The bluish-gray torsos and powerful arnms were
encl osed by webbi ngs of straps hol ding tools and weapons. The bul ging eyes on the big round heads
wer e doubl e-1ensed, the | ower sections used for underwater vision and lidded in air, as they now
were. A vocal orifice was connected to a special air system above the eyes. The two Parahuans

bel ow seened to be gabbling at others outside her range of vision, though the w nd drowned nost of
t he sounds they were nmaking.
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Well, they had dared cone again . . . and they already nust be in considerable nunber on the
unsuspecting pl anet, establishing thenselves in and under the floatwood islands in recent nonths.
The little figure in the gutted | aboratory the small devil brooding vengefully over the nutil ated
husks of human bodi es, was nade in their image.

It changed her imediate plans. in this stormswept nuitil evel ed nmountain of dense vegetation
she'd felt reasonably safe from human searchers. But she could take no chances with the aliens
until she knew their capabilities. She shifted back on the branch, then halted watchfully. In the
wat er of the |agoon beyond the reeds sonething was noving. Nile couldn't make out details, but it
was a very large creature, dirty white in color. As she stared, it sank slowy below the surface
and was gone. She scranbl ed back al ong the branch undercover of the |eaves, got to her feet as
soon as she reached nore solid support, and retreated hurriedly into the forest. In their first
canpai gn t he Parahuans had brought a form dable creature along with them which took part
effectively in the fighting. It was animalic in behavior, though there was sone evidence that it
was a gigantic adaptation of the Parahuan |ife form Reportedly it had sharp senses, was equally
agile on land and in water, and difficult to stop with ordi nary weapons.

What she'd seen out in the lagoon just now was one of those creatures - a Parahuan tarm Eyes
shifting quickly about as she noved on, she paused here and there for an instant. Her knife
reached out, slashed stem seed pod, blossom fleshy |leaf, chunky tentacle fromore or another
fam liar tacapu or plant form They bled tinted dust, tinted sap, quickly turning to streaks and
bl ots of green, shadow bl ue, cinnanon, chocol ate brown, gray and white on Nile's body, arms, |egs,
face, hair, equipnment. Breaking outline, blending forminto background . . . a trick used in
stal ki ng fl oatwood speci es wary and keen-si ghted enough to avoid undi sgui sed human hunters.

It might not be sufficient disguise now Humans had a variety of life detection instrunments. No
doubt, Parahuans had them For many such devices, one hunman being in the fl oatwod becane sinply
one life formblurred anong many life forns. But the distinctive human scent renmined, and sharp
senses read it as well as instrunents. She could take care of that presently, To do it, she'd have
to get back to the area of Ticos' |aboratory .

Her mind halted a nonent. Ticos' |aboratory! N le nade a sound of nuted fury. If he'd left a clue
for her anywhere, given any time to do it, he'd left it there! She'd felt she was over-I ooki ng
sonmet hing. She hesitated. If she hadn't been in partial shock because of what she'd cone upon --

She returned along the route she'd followed fromthe | aboratory to the | agoon, staying sone thirty
feet above what shoul d be her actual trail

And presently: a special mnor area of agitation in the mass of w nd-shaken growth bel ow and
ahead. A shimer of blue-gray. Nile sank smoothly to the floatwood branch she was crossing,
flattened herself against it, then carefully shifted position enough to |l et her peer down.

The Parahuan was coming out of a thicket beneath her, follow ng another branch. He crept al ong on
all fours. It |ooked awkward, but his nmotion was fairly rapid and showed no uncertainty, He came
to a parallel bough, paused, took a short hop over to it, went on. He seened indifferent to the
fact that he was several hundred feet above the sea. So they were capable clinbers. As he reached
a curtain of secondary growth, another Parahuan appeared, trailing the | eader by twenty-five feet,
and vani shed behind him Nile checked two minutes off on her watch. No nore aliens had shown up -
the pair seened to be working alone. She went up twenty feet, hurried back in the direction of the
| agoon.

It had startled her that they'd been able to pick up her trail so pronptly in this vast green
warren. The odds seemed all against that, but there was no question that they were following it.
Both carried, guns, heavy-looking thick-barreled devices fastened to the web of straps about their
trunks. The one in the |l ead had a curved box attached to the top of his head, a nunber of tubes
projecting fromits sides and tw sting about in the air with a suggestion of sentient searching.
The second Parahuan carried a much snaller instrunent directly above the vocal slit in the upper
part of his head. That probably was a conmuni cat or

Ni | e dropped back down, found a place to wait. There'd been a practical detail in the informtion
contained in the old war records: the | ower half of a Parahuan's head was the best point to aim at
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to put them out of action quickly. Second choice was the | ower torso.

The | eadi ng Parahuan cane into sight again on a | ower branch, edging out of a wi nd-tossed cluster
of great |eaves she'd been watching. He paused there, staring about and ahead. Nile held her
breat h, wondering what signals he was getting fromhis tracking instrument, until he started
forward al ong the branch. She let himpass bel ow. Parahuan Nunber Two showed up punctually in
turn. As he cane within twenty- five feet, Nile sighted al ong the UNW squeezed the trigger
carefully. The big body turned side-ways, rolled off the branch wi thout a sound.

Nile twisted left, aimed again. The | eader had noticed nothing. Monents after he too plunged down
into the waving vegetati on and was gone.

The buti was an unrenarkabl e shrublike growth in the inhis category, with lacy fronds and thick
woody stens, living as a seniparasite on the floatwood. Its stens were hollow, and the creany sap
they oozed when cut had the quality of nullifying a wide variety of snells, though the sap had no
pronounced odor of its own. Specifically, in this case, it nullified the scents of a human body.
When fl oat wood had been hunted over enough to make sone of its harvestable life shy of human
visitors, anointing oneself with buti sap, if it was obtai nable, was a commobn nove anong
experienced coll ectors.

The buti stand Nile had renmenbered fromearlier visits was not much nore than a hundred yards from
Ti cos' laboratory, and somewhat above it. She let herself drop thirty feet into the center of the
shrubs against the antigrav effect of the belt, then spent several mnutes neticulously adding a
coating of the sap to her color canouflage and to the various articles of her equiprment. Her
nerves were on edge; she did not like at all being in the imediate vicinity of the |aboratory.
They m ght know she'd been here before - the laboratory in fact was likely to be the point where
their tracking instrument had picked up the fresh human trail and started themin pursuit. There
m ght be a swarm of the creatures not far away at the nonment. But the job with the buti couldn't
be hurried too much. Nile finished it at last, cut off a two foot section of the stem seared its
ends shut with the UWand added it to the itens already attached to her clinb-belt. Salt water

di ssol ved the sap; and she should have swiming to do presently. Her scent trail ended now thirty
feet above the buti shrubs. If they followed it that far and could not pick it up again, they

m ght conclude she'd | ost her footing and fallen through the forest into the ocean. At any rate,
she'd becone as nearly undetectable as she could be.

She moved out of the stand, approached the |aboratory with quick caution, conscious of a grow ng
urgency to be out of this area. Wen she reached the platform nothing seemed changed. The
interior |ooked undisturbed; she could make out no marks of webbed Parahuan feet in the debris on
the floor.

She cane in quietly, gun held out before her, eyes shifting about. The rigid human exhibits
wat ched her wal k past toward Ticos' forner work area. As she went by the tiny hooded idol dream ng
its dreans on the shelf, she glanced over at it.

Two thoughts flashed sinultaneously into her m nd

She was in abrupt notion al nost before she became fully conscious of them- spinning around toward
the shel f, dropping the gun. An instant |ater she had whi pped up both ends of the leathery cloth
on whi ch the Parahuan mani kin sat, brought themtogether with a twi st over hooded head, gripped
them hard in both hands and swept the bundled figure fromthe shelf.

By then there was a great deal of activity inside the cloth, a furious jerking and tw sting,
carried out with such amazing vigor that it nearly tore the cloth fromher hands. But she swung
the bundl e up, slamed it down hard against the floor, brought it up, slamed it down again. The
bundl e stopped jerking. Nile scooped up her gun, spilled the inert thing inside the cloth out on
the floor. She stood gasping and shaking in fright and hate, staring down at it.

It had shifted its position on the shelf since she'd seen it last. Not rmuch, perhaps three or four
inches. As her mind had recorded the fact, nenory brought up another datumfromthe old records.
Sonme rescued human prisoners had reported that the Parahuan | eaders were dwarfed creatures by
conparison with their fell ows.
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She recalled no nention of their being dwarfed to this inprobable extent. But if she hadn't killed
it, she mght have a useful captive.

She dropped to her knees, pulled off the hood. Sonething attached to the thing's chest - a flat
dark disk with studs in it, metallic or plastic. Attached how? Nile gripped the disk in her
fingers, tugged, then slid the point of her knife in sideways between the device and the

Par ahuan' s body, pried upward. There was a nmonentary resistance. Then four prongs in the underside
of the instrument pulled suckingly out of the winkled skin. A conmunicator? She turned it over
quickly in her hand. That was how the first trackers had known how to start on her trail. And it
probably had been used again as she appeared in the entrance a mnute ago, to call other searchers
back to the laboratory -

She opened the kit pouch with flying fingers. There was stuff in there ordinarily used to secure
some vigorously active fl oatwood speci men which was wanted alive - and it should hold this

speci men. She pulled out flat strips of tanglecord, taped the Parahuan's small wiry arnms to the
dunmpy body, taped the webbed feet together, sealed the narrow vocal orifice above the eyes with a
section of cord. She turned the mdget quickly around, | ooking it over for other trick devices.
Not hi ng but a few dozen brightly colored snall jewels set in the winkled top of the head i n what
m ght be a synbol of rank or a decorative pattern. She bundl ed the captive back into the cloth,
knotted the ends of the cloth together, spent another dragging ninute nicking the buti stem and
giving the bundle the sap treatment.

She |l eft the bundle on the floor, went over to the section of Ticos' work area and found his
message to her al nost at once, scrawl ed blandly and openly anong the many notations that decorated
the wall.

Nil e note. The sestran stand should be carefully studied.
Now out of here -- fast!

She nearly, very nearly, was not fast enough. She pitched the comunicator, wapped in the

nm dget's cloak, off the |laboratory platformas she came out on it. The packaged ni dget hinself
rode her back, secured by a tanglecord harness. It was a mnor nuisance; in the antigrav field his
wei ght was nothing . . . . Less than a hundred yards fromthe | aboratory, she ducked quietly into
cover.

It was a good dense thicket. From where she crouched she could see only a linmted section of the
forest above. She watched, that, waiting for indications of anything approaching the thicket
itself. A group of three Parahuans noved presently through the area above the thicket - then two
nor e.

After that, Parahuans were sinply around for a while. It was a |large search party, congregating
now on the | aboratory. Nile kept on the nove herself as much as she could, edging in the opposite
direction. Mdst of themwere clinbing up frombelow, so she couldn't sinply drop down through the
forest to get out of their way. They cane cl ose enough so that she heard their voices for the
first time: an oddly nell ow nodul ated hooting, interspersed with hissing sounds. Two swarned up
the Iine of a grapple gun a dozen feet fromher. Then she saw none for a while. By that tinme she
had worked the green bl anket of an internmedi ate forest canopy between herself and the main body of
the searchers. She deci ded she was clear of them and began to clinb nore quickly.

Sonet hi ng crashed down fromthe, upper |evels ahead - a great broken branch, acconpani ed by
assorted litter torn loose in its descent Nile |ooked up, and her mnd went bright with terror.
She took one slow step to the side; thunbed the antigrav up high. Nothing beneath her feet now
she was falling linply, bonelessly, turning over slowy, toward the shelter of the canopy bel ow.
No human notions. No voluntary notions of any kind. Be a leaf, an indefinably col ored
uni nteresting small dead dropping part of the forest. She reached the canopy, settled through it,
went drifting down until she touched a solid branch and notion stopped. She huddl ed there,
clutching the growh on either side of her. Fear still storned al ong her nerves.

The tarm had been like the tip of a fog bank swirling into sight around a fl oatwod bol e above
her. It was rushing by overhead as she dropped, so close that it seened al nost inpossible she'd
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remai ned unnoticed - close enough, she thought, for one of its pale tentacles to have reached down
and plucked her fromthe air. But it had nmoved on. She listened to the receding sounds of its
passage through the forest |ong enough to make sure it wasn't returning, then set off hastily,
still shaking. She wasn't nearly as far fromthe | aboratory as she should be before the search
fanned out again: They nust have discovered by now that their nidget was nissing. Nile told
herself they were least likely to come back to an area already hunted over by the tarm

She m ght have been right. Ten minutes passed wi thout further signs of her pursuers, and her
nerves steadied again. If they'd shifted to the eastern areas of the forest, it could keep them
futilely occupied until nightfall. Flashes of fading sunlight began to reach her. She wasn't far
now fromthe forest roof on the seaward side and should not be far either fromthe sestran stand
to which Ticos Cay's note had directed her. Eight nonths before, they' d brought sestran shoots
from anot her part of the island and established themhere for his studies. He'd known his use of
the termwould tell her exactly where to | ook

She discovered the stand presently - and di scovered al so that chaquoteels had built a col ony nest

above it since she'd been here last. The tiny kesters greeted her with a stormof furious

whi stlings. Nile ducked quickly into the sestran, but not quickly enough. The chaquoteels were on

her in a darting rai nbow swarm and her back smarted from dozens of jabs before they decided she'd
been sufficiently routed and | eft her alone in the vegetation. Then the racket quieted quickly

agai n.

Her search was a short one; Ticos had done what she'd expected. The tiny script recorder was in
weat her proof sealing, taped to the side of one of the thickest sestran stenms. Nile freed herself
of her prisoner and laid the bundl e down where she could watch it. The midget hadn't stirred yet,
but that didn't nean he wasn't awake.

She considered briefly. There was cover all about. |f Parahuans, or the tarm showed up, she could
fade away in any direction w thout stepping into the open. And with a few hundred bad-tenpered
chaquoteel s scattered around the vicinity she couldn't be taken by surprise.

Yes - as good a place as any to find out what Ticos had to tell her
Nile settled down, fitted the recorder to her eye, and started it.
Chapter 5

LONG BEFORE she put the recorder down for the last time, Nile had decided that Ticos Cay ranked
anong the great liars of history.

He was still alive. At least he'd been alive |less than a week ago when he left the last of the
four recorder disks which contained his report here for her

She sat still, sorting over the information

Sone seventy years ago the Parahuan | eadership had been smarting in defeat and trying to

under stand how defeat coul d have been possible. In their mnds they were the race which had

achi eved perfection at all levels, including individual imortality for those with the greatness
to attain it. They were the Everliving. None could match them The water worlds of the gal axy
which net their requirements were destined to be their own.

Since they first noved out from Porad Anz their home world, the Sacred Sea, they had encountered
nothing to contradict that assunption

But now an inferior |and-dweller which was in possession of a nunber of such worlds had flung back
and al nost conpl etely destroyed the Parahuan forces sent to occupy them The experience stunned
the Everliving. It affronted | ogic.

Before the attack they had nade what seened a sufficiently conprehensive study of the Federation
of the Hub. This human civilization was huge: But it was a heterogeneous, |oosely organized,

| oosely governed mass of individuals quite normally in serious conflict anmong thensel ves. The
anal ysis of captured humans confirned the picture.
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That ruddl ed, erratic, enotionally swayed creature had routed the disciplined Parahuan forces.
Sonet hing was wong - it sinply shouldn't have happened.

What had been overl ooked?

They went back to studying the eneny in every way they could. The capture was bl ocking the orderly-
processi on of the goals of Porad Anz. That was intolerable. The secret of its ability to do it
nmust be found - and then neans devised to destroy the ability.

Presently, in the creature's relatively recent history, a clue was discovered. It devel oped into
the Tuvel a Theory .

Ni |l e made a snorting, incredul ous sound. Not much nore than two centuries ago - not many decades
before Ticos Cay was born - the Hub still had been one of the bl oodi est human battl e-grounds of
all time. It was the tail end of the War Centuries. A thousand governments were form ng and
breaking interstellar alliances, aimng for control of the central clusters or struggling to keep
from bei ng overwhel ned

The Tuvel as belonged in the later part of that pre-Federation period. They were a sophisticated
equi val ent of ancient warlords. Sone believed they arose fromwell-defined genetic strains at a
hi gh genius level. Legends clustered about their activities. But the fact was that the records of
those nuddl ed times were contradictory and thoroughly unreliable. In any event, the Tuvel as were
| ong gone.

The Parahuan Pal achs, searching for an explanation of their own defeat, decided they weren't |ong
gone. The nysterious superhunman Tuvel as not only were still around - they were now the true secret
rulers of the Federation of the Hub. They had organi zed and gui ded the operations, which resulted
in the defeat of the Parahuan expeditionary forces.

The Everliving, or at least a majority of them didn't intend to let the matter rest there. They
now had a rationalization of the past disaster, and it restored to some extent their shattered
pride. To have been bested by a foe of abnormal ability whose exi stence hadn't been suspected that
could be accepted. The human species as such was inferior to Porad Anz, Its apparent strength |ay
in the fact that its vast masses were directed and controlled by these freaki sh nonsters.

To even the score with the Tuvelas, to bring them down and destroy them becane an abi ding
obsession with the Everliving - or again, at least with a majority of them Sonme evidently felt
fromthe begi nning that the Tuvel as m ght be such dangerous opponents that it would be better not
to come into conflict with thema second tinme. The view never becane popular, but it was agreed
that all reasonable precautions should be taken to avoid another debacle. The majority opinion
remai ned that since a Parahuan Great Palach was the ultimte devel opnent of life, the human Tuvel a
could not possibly be his superior. The advantage of the Tuvel as had been solely that the
Everliving hadn't known they were there - and naturally hadn't considered such a renote
possibility in preparing the first attack

Qut of this situation grew the Great Plan, ained at the ultimate destruction of the Hub's rulers
and of the Hub as a civilization. The conflicting opinions were represented by the groups known as
the Voice of Action and the Voice of Caution. Between these opposed factions, the unconmtted
ranks of the Everliving maintained the wisely flexible Bal ance.

The Voice of Caution had determnedly dragged its heels fromthe start and continued to drag them
for seventy years. In spite of such resistance, the Geat Plan gradually matured. The Parahuans
found allies - the Hub had nore enenmies with | ong nenories anong the stars than it m ght know. But
they were wary enenmies. |If the Parahuans could take and hold a number of Federation worlds and
engage a major portion of the Federation's forces . . . then a score of alien civilizations would
attack other points in the Hub sinultaneously, splitting and weakening the human defenses unti
they were shattered. But only if the Parahuans succeeded.

The Voice of Action argued that this was good enough. The Voice of Caution argued that it wasn't.
In the Bal ance between theman initial test was decreed - a potential invasion force was
maneuvered with careful secrecy into the seas of Nandy-Cine.

This force was regarded as expendable. On the face of it, it should be able to take Nandy- Cine
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with relative ease in a coordinated surprise attack. Careful study had established the fact beyond
a doubt. But its primary purpose was to flush the Tuvelas to view and test their al ertness and
ability. If it should be established that they were indeed entities agai nst whomthe Everliving
were outmatched - if, for exanple, the invasion force, in spite of its apparent superiority, again
was destroyed or obliged to treat, the npst disconcerting aspects of the Tuvel a Theory nust be
consi dered proved. Then the Great Plan would be cancel ed and Porad Anz would resign itself to a
future of circunmspect obscurity.

But if Nandy-Cine fell as schedul ed, the Tuvelas could be dealt with, now that their influence on
humanity was known; and the Voice of Action would receive full authority to proceed with the
further operations designed to end in the destruction of the Hub

In the course of preparing for the attack on the planet, the hidden invasion force ran head on
into Dr. Ticos Cay .

* * *

Ti cos had been tracked to his laboratory and taken by surprise. A study of the |ab's equi prent
told his captors that here was a human with advanced scientific know edge who nmi ght have usefu
information. He was treated with care, questioned at |ength. Many Pal achs had acquired a faultless
command of translingue as an aid to their understanding of the eneny. They interrogated Ticos
under drugs and with the application of calculated pain. H's acquired | evel of nental contro
enabled himto withstand such pressures; and the Pal achs considered this to be of great interest.
No ot her human prisoner had shown a sinmilar ability.

They were further intrigued to di scover he had been working, anong other things, at the
devel opnent of longevity drugs. Al reports indicated that humans had never attained an unlinited

life span, the lack of an overall imortality programwas in fact the nost definite indication
that the Hub's civilization, in spite of it's acconplishnents in other fields, stood basically at
a low level. Anmong thenselves, the science of imortality in all its branches was held sacred, its

study restricted to Palachs. Evidently it was at this point they decided Ticos mght belong to a
class of humanity which knew at | east sonething about the Tuvelas. Earlier prisoners had been
totally ignorant even of the existence of their anonynous rulers.

Ti cos was puzzled at first by the new direction the interrogations were taking. He franed his
replies very carefully in a manner designed to draw nore revealing questions. Presently his
concept of the Palachs' Tuvela Theory grew clear - and now he was able to suggest possibilities
whi ch seened to confirmthe worst fears of his inquisitors. He could claimconvincingly that the
specific informati on he had was quite limited, but the inplications in what he said natched to a
di sturbing degree the bl ackest cal cul ati ons made concerning the nature of Tuvelas. The nmajority of
the Everliving connected with the expeditionary force found their faith in thensel ves again
shaken. Endl ess bitter debates were unl eashed between the opposed groups, while the Bal ance,
tenporarily at least, shifted toward the views of the Voice of Caution. The invasion was not
actually called off, but all inmmediate attack plans were stalled for the tine being.

Ti cos neanwhil e had been in an anxious quandary of his own. N le's next scheduled visit was sone
weeks away; but she was bound to cone then, and that he woul d have been able to persuade the

Pal achs to abandon the planet before she arrived seened hardly possible. If he did nothing, she
ei ther would be killed out of hand as she came down fromthe air or captured and put to death in
sonme very unpl easant manner. The Parahuans were not at all gentle with ordinary prisoners. As far
as he knew, he was the only one picked up on Nandy-Cline who had |ived nore than a few days in
their hand.

So he'd turned Nile into a Tuvela. It nade one thing certain the Palachs wouldn't kill her while
they saw a chance of taking her alive - and knowing Nile as he did he felt that m ght very well
give her an opportunity to escape into the forests. Parahuan scientists were studying the results
of his longevity experinents; and he was allowed to go about the fl oatwood under guard at regul ar
intervals to collect the materials he wanted. On such occasions he woul d deposit the significant

i nformati on he had gat hered where she should find it. After reading this report, she should do
what she could to get away fromthe island and alert the planet. However, if she was captured,
they might still be able to maintain the Tuvela bluff together and bring about a w thdrawal of the
alien forces. Success was questionable; but it was the best course he coul d suggest.
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Ni | e i nhal ed shakily, blinking at the knotted cloth containing a Parahuan Pal ach. A Great Pal ach
she corrected herself. She'd better have her information well menorized in case events made it
necessary to attenpt to play the role of Tuvela Ticos had bestowed on her. Going by the
descriptions he'd given of his principal interrogators, she thought she could even call this
particul ar Geat Pal ach by nane.

She pursed her lips, thinking it over. She already had plans for escaping fromthe island
presently, with Danrich Parrol's help. But the plans didn't nake provision as yet for getting
Ticos out, and she didn't intend to | eave wi thout him

Besi des, the general situation had evidently beconme one which could take an unpredictable turn at
any tinme. The Everliving, already sufficiently overwought as a result of Ticos machinations, had
tipped their hand in trying to take her alive and failing to do it. If they suspected she could
get away fromthe island again and warn Nandy-Cline, it mght stanpede theminto |aunching the
overall attack imediately, before they |lost the advantage of surprise. At best that would cost a
great many human |ives

Li ves that would be saved if the aliens could be talked into w thdraw ng.

Nile's reflections checked there a nmonent. She didn't like the line they were taking - but the
line was an inevitable one. As things had worked out, the Pal achs had reason to believe that in
her they were dealing with a genuine Tuvela. If Ticos had cone close to persuading themto retreat
fromthe planet, a genuine Tuvela should be able to finish the job.

But that meant putting herself voluntarily in the power of those creatures. And the thought was
enough to dry her nouth.

A chaquot eel whistled a dozen feet away, and Nile started violently, then cursed her jittering
nerves. It hadn't been an alarmcall. Nothing of significance to the chaquoteels, and therefore to
her, had conme near the sestran stand since she'd been sitting here.

She | ooked at the bundl ed Great Pal ach again. He was awake. There'd been occasi onal cauti ous
stirrings under the cloth. One question was sinply whether she could play the part of a Tuvel a-
Guardi an wel | enough to keep the aliens deceived. The nidget in there was a highly aggressive
representative of the Voice of Action. If she could sell himthe idea that Porad Anz was dooned i f
it persisted in challenging the Tuvel as, there was a good chance she could bluff the Everliving as
a whol e.

Why not find out?

She'd have to believe it herself first. Qit being Nile Etland and be a Tuvela. The nore
outrageously, the better. No small lies - big ones. Keep the creature surprised.

She noi stened her lips, fished the tanglecord s rel ease key from her pouch, placed her gun on the
chunk of fl oatwood supporting the thicket. The tanglecord strips securing the cloth about the

Par ahuan cane away at the touch of the key. She dropped themin the pouch, unknotted the cloth and
drew it cautiously fromthe captive.

The at nobsphere sections of the Parahuan's eyes were open. They watched her steadily. The

tangl ecord cl anped about his arns. and feet was tight and in place. Nile pulled the strip away
fromthe vocal slit, set himupright against a clunp ff sestran, backed away eight or nine feet,
and sat down, holding the gun | oosely before her. She studied the alien for some seconds.

He didn't look too form dable, but Ticos' caution against underestinmating Pal achs of any grade
probably was well founded. Their approach to imortality involved a progressive induced

met amor phosi s. The nuscul ar structure becane condensed and acquired extrene efficiency. Mst of
the thinking apparatus was buried inside the chunky torso; presumably it did not undergo
physi ol ogi cal changes. Reduced to essentials, Ticos had said. Very well she'd watch this G eat
Pal ach .

What did he see in her? A Tuvela? Nile had a nental picture of herself - |ean, next to naked,
sneared with colorful plant sap. Hardly the nost inpressive inmage. But it couldn't be hel ped. She
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was a CGuardi an of the Federation of the Hub, a Tuvela. To him she was grongorru. A nysterious,
power ful being, with information sources beyond her captive's know edge. The | ast, at any rate,
she had.

She said, "I believe | am addressing the Great Palach Koll."

The mani kin stared a | ong nonent. At last the vocal slit noved. "And | believe," a voice |ike
gol den velvet told her, "that | address a Hul on nanmed Etl and.

Hul on - Parahuan term signifying | owgrade human. There'd been no suggestion of alien inflection
in the words. They had studied humanity in patient detail

"You have anot her name for us," the Tuvela said indifferently. "Call me Hulon if you w sh. Were
are you holding Dr. Cay at present?"

"Not far fromhere. What is your interest in Dr. Cay?"

"Qur interest in Dr. Cay," Nile said, "is less than it was. He has not performed well in this
test."

"Test?" Koll's voice had thinned, Nile regarded hima nonment.

"Surely you nmust have wondered fromtime to tine," she remarked, "why no one came here to inspect
Dr. Cay's activities. Yes, a test. Not that it's your concern, Geat Palach, but Dr. Cay was a

candidate for the true-life. I"'mnot sure he will remain one. Wien we saw you had di scovered him
we waited to observe how capably he woul d handl e this unexpected situation. |I'mdisappointed in
him"

Koll's vocal slit opened and closed silently twice. The Tuvel a scowl ed absently.

"However, |'mnore than disappointed in the Everliving," she resumed. "If you didn't find Dr. Cay
sufficiently persuasive, very noderate intelligence alone should have told you to be | ong gone
fromhere . . . and glad to be away! Haven't you felt the snare this world represents waiting

about you? Has the Sacred Sea grown senile instead of immortal ?"
She shrugged. A Tuvela, after all, was not greatly interested in the Iimtations of Porad Anz.

"You'll be told to go now," she stated. "You' ve been butchering the ones you call Hulons a little
too freely. That disgusts ne. It seens you fear even the human shape so nuch you revert to your
ani mal begi nni ngs when you neet it. W don't choose to see our people wasted - and Dr. Cay has had
ti me enough to denonstrate his present |ack of satisfactory potential."

Silence. Long silence. The sestran shrubs rustled. Wnd roaring rose and ebbed in the distance.
The air was darkening quickly. The w zened mani kin sat notionl ess, staring.

Grongorru, Nile thought. It had been wei ghing on both sides. It should weigh heavily on the
Par ahuans now. A Tuvel a was about, an invisible ghost in the floatwood It had plucked the G eat
Pal ach Koll fromhis grisly command post. Bear down on those fears. Yes, it might very well work

The vel vet voice said suddenly, "I see and hear a creature lying in clever desperation to conceal
its hel pl essness. You can't escape and you can't contact your kind. You did not cone here to tel
the Everliving they nust | eave You' re here because you were trapped."”

Nile's lips curled. "The sken bean? If the technicians who exani ned nmy car understood what they
saw, they must know | coul d have bl ocked such a device. And by the true-life, | believe | can play
the hunting gane agai nst a nob of Oganoon and stupid ani mal s! G eat Palach Koll, Voice of Action -
| ook around! Who is trapped here, and who is hel pl ess?"

She | eaned forward. "The stupidity of Porad Anz! It tanpered with our worlds and was thrown out.
Al it learned was to look for allies before it tried to cone back. No doubt you'd need allies -
nmore than you can find. But you've already found too many to make the Great Plan possible! Even if
we'd had no other nethods of information, your secret was spread too far to remain a secret --"
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She broke off. Koll was quivering. The vocal slit nade spitting sounds.

"We'd been nminded to spare you," the Tuvel a began again "But -

"Quardi an, be silent!" The voice was squeezed down to an angry whine. "Lies and tricks! The
Everliving will not listen!"

The Tuvel a | aughed. "Wen | come to themwith a Geat Palach tied in a rag, dangling head-down
fromny belt, they won't |isten?"

"Kol| squeal ed and becanme a bl ur of rubbery notion

The long | egs swing up, brought the fettered feet to his shoul der. Sonething projected in that
instant fromthe shoulder, a half-inch jet of fire. It touched the tangl ecord, and the tangl ecord
parted. The webbed toes of one foot gripped one of the jewels on Koll's head, pulled it free. The
other | eg was beneath himagain; it bent, straightened; and he canme toward Nile in a long, one-

| egged hop, quick and bal anced. The jewel - handl ed needle gripped in his foot |evel ed out

Nile was in notion herself by then, dropping back, rolling sideways --
The needl e spat a thread of pink radiance along her flank as she triggered the UW

And that was that. The UWs beam was hot, and Koll was in md junp, noving fast, as it caught him
H's lunpy torso was very nearly cut in two.

Nil e got up shakily, parted the sestran stens through which he had plunged; and | ooked down from
the floatwood branch. Nothing but the waving, shadowy greenery on the vertical jungle below ...
and no point in hunting around for the body of the Great Pal ach down there. Ticos had neglected to
mention that the thick Parahuan hide could be used to conceal an arsenal, but after seeing the
conmmuni cator Koll carried grafted to hinself, the possibility should have occurred to her

Why had he attacked at that particular noment? She hadn't convinced himPorad Anz faced
destruction unless the invading force withdrew - or else he had such a seething hatred for mankind
that the fate of his own race was no | onger of sufficient consideration. But apparently she had
convinced himthat a najority of the Palachs would accept what she said.

He should know, Nile thought. She'd lost her prisoner, but the Geat Palach Koll dead sil enced,
vani shed, renmained an inpressive witness to the Tuvel as' capability and stern ruthl essness.

Let the Everliving stewin the situation a while. She'd give themindications presently that she
was still around the island. That should check any inpulse to launch a hasty mlitary operation.
Meanwhile she'd try to, find out where Ticos was held, and prepare to carry out other plans

And now it was tine to check with Sweeting and | earn what her water scouting had reveal ed.

Ni |l e dropped quietly down out of the sestran thicket to | ower branches to avoid arousing the
chaquoteel s, and slipped away into the forest.

Back down at the water's edge, she | ooked out froma niche between two trunks at the nei ghboring
island section. It was the largest of the five connected forests, a good half w der and | onger
than this one and lifting at |east a hundred yards farther into the air. Fromthe car she'd seen
thick clusters of a dark leafless growh rising higher still froma point near the forest's

center, like slender flexible spear shafts whipping in the wind. Glwod it was called. Weks from
now, when the island rode into the electric stormbelts of the polar sea, the oilwod would draw
lightning fromthe sky to let its conbustible sheathing burn away and the ripened seeds beneath
tunbl e down t hrough the forest into the ocean

Set abl aze deliberately tonight, it should provide a beacon to mark the island for Parrol and | et
hi m know where she was to be found.

The water between the two forests wasn't open. The subnmerged root system extended one to the
other; and on the roots grew the floatwood' s aquatic synbiotes, pushing out fromthe centra
| agoon, though their ranks thinned as they approached the rush of the open sea. The Parahuans
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woul dn't have stopped hunting for her, and ambushes could easily be laid in that area. The sea
south of the forest seenmed to offer a safer crossing, now that evening darkened the sky and
reduced surface visibility, The Meral Current carried weed beds: dense noving jungles which
provi ded cover when needed.

Nile gave the otter caller on her wist another turn. Sweeting should be here quickly. A receiver
enmbedded in her skull transmitted the signals to her brain, and she homed in unerringly on the
caller.

"Nile -"
"Over here, Sweeting!"

Sweeting came up out of the water twenty feet away, shook herself vigorously, rippled along the
side of the fl oatwood bole and settled beside Nile.

"These are new bad guys!" she stated.
"Yes," said Nile. "New and bad. They don't belong on our world. What can you tell ne about then?"
"Much," Sweeting assured her: "But found two Nile-friends. They tell you nore."

"Two--" N le broke off. In the surging sea five yards bel ow, two dark whi skered heads had appeared
on the surface, were |ooking up at her

WIld otters.
Chapter 6

THE WLD OITERS were a nated pair who' d selected the fl oatwood | agoon as their private preserve.
The male woul d nearly match Spiff in size. The fenmal e was young, a smaller edition of Sweeting.
They mi ght be three or four generations away from donestication, but they used translingue as
readily as Sweeting and nuch in her style. Interspersed were unfamliar terns based on their

i ndependent oceani c exi stence, expressing matters for which no human words had been avail abl e.
Usually Nile could nake out their sense.

When t he Parahuans arrived, the curious otters had made a ganme of studying the unfamliar
creatures and their gadgetry. There was a ship anchored to the island under the floor of the

| agoon. It was considerably bigger than the average human subnersible, chunky and heavily built -
evidently a spaceship. Its | ock was al ways open on the water. A second ship, a huge one, was al so
inthe vicinity. Normally it stayed deep in the sea, but at tines it had noved up alnost to the

i sland. Ticos had said that the headquarters ship of the Parahuan expedition seened to be
acconpanying this floatwood drift.

Above sea | evel the Parahuans had set up ten or twelve posts in the forest. Mst of themwere
smal |, probably observation points or weapon enpl acenments. The exception was in the island section
to which Nile wanted to go. "Big house," Sweeting said. It was set near the edge of the |agoon
extending well back into the floatwood and conpletely concealed by it. Perhaps a fifth of the
structure was under water. Nile got the inpression of sonething like a | arge bl ockhouse or fort, a
few hundred yards beyond the rookery of the sea-havals, She wouldn't have sel ected the giant
kesters as nei ghbors herself - the rookery was an evil-snelling and very noisy place - but alien
senses mght not find that disturbing.

The i medi ately inportant thing about the bl ockhouse was that it told her exactly where Ticos
could be found, unless he'd been taken away after her arrival. He'd said his captors had shifted
hi m and his equi pnent to such a structure and described its |ocation.

The wild otters knew not hing of Ticos; but they did know about the tarm Wen the Parahuans first
canme, there'd been two of the pale nonsters in the lagoon fromtine to tine. One of themevidently
had been taken away again shortly afterward. The description they gave of the other one matched
that of the records. It was an aggressive beast which fed heavily on sea |life and nmade occasi ona
forays into upper forest levels. "Have you had any trouble with it?" N le asked. The question
seened to surprise them Then they gave her the silent otter |augh, jaws open
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"No trouble. Tarms slow" Sweeting' s small ki nswoman expl ai ned.

"Slow for you," Nile said. Hunting otters had their own notions about water speed. "Could |I keep
away fromit in the water?"

They considered. "Jets, heh?" the big mal e asked.

"Sadly, no jets!" Sweeting nmade a stroking notion with her forelegs, flipped hind feet up briefly.
"Human swim.."

"Human swim Tarmthing eat you!" the female told Nile decisively. "You hide, keep no-snell, Nle!
How do the no-snell? Trick, heh?"

"Uh-huh. Atrick. But it won't work in the water."

The male grunted reflectively. "Tarm s back under big house. M ght stay, mght not." He addressed
the fenmale. "Best poison-kill it soon?"

Poi son-killing; it devel oped, involved a contraption put together of drift weed naterials - hollow
reeds and thorns chewed to fit the hollows and sneared with exceedi ngly poisonous yellow bl adder
gum WId otter tribes had devel oped the device to bring down flying kesters. for a change of

diet. The femal e denpnstrated, rolling over on her back, holding an imaginary hol e-stock to her
mout h and maki ng a poppi ng noi se through her lips. "Splash come kester!" They'd nodified the
techni que to handl e the occasional |arge predators who annoyed themtoo persistently - |arger
thorns, jammed directly through the hide into the body: Big sea aninals didn't die as quickly as
the fliers, but they died.

"Many thorns here,"” the male assured Nile. "Stick in ten, twenty, and the tarmno trouble."

She studied himthoughtfully. Sweeting could count . . . but these were wild otters. Attenpts had
been nade to trace the original consignment of |aboratory-grown cubs to its source. But the trai
soon becane hopelessly lost in the giant intricacies of Hub comerce; and no | aboratory was found
whi ch woul d take responsibility for the devel opnent of a talking otter mutant. The cubs whi ch had
reached Nandy-Cine seened to be the only nenbers of the strain in existence.

For all practical purposes then, this was a new species, and evidently it was less than fifty

years old. In that time it had progressed to the point of inventing workable dart bl owguns and
poi soned daggers. It mght have an interesting future. Nile thought she knew t he yel |l ow bl adder
gumto which they referred. It contained a very fast acting nerve poison. Wat effect it would
have on a creature with the tarm s netabolismcouldn't be predicted, but the i dea seened worth

trying.

She asked further questions, gathered they'd seen the tarm notionl ess under the bl ockhouse only
nm nutes before Sweeting got the first caller signal. It was the creature s usual station as water
guard of the area. Evidently it had been withdrawn fromthe hunt fvr the Tuvela. G oups of

Par ahuans were noving about in the |agoon, but there was no indication they, were deployed in
speci fic search patterns..

"WAaddl e-feet got jets," renmarked the nale.
"Slow jets," said the female reassuringly. "No trouble!"

But arnmed divers in any kind of jet rigs could be trouble in open water. N le shrugged nentally
She could risk the crossing. She nodded at the dark outlines of the distant forest section. "I've
got to go over there," she said. "Sweeting will conme along. The waddl e-feet have guns and are

| ooking for me. You want to cone too?"

They gave her the silent |augh again, curved white teeth gleamng in the dusk
"Nile-friends," stated the male. "We'll come Fun, heh? What we do, Nile? Kill the waddl e-feet?"

"I'f we run into any of them" said Nile, "we kill the waddl e-feet fast!"
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A fewmnutes later the three otters slipped dow into a lifting wave and were gone. Nile gl anced
about once nore before following. A narrow sun-rimstill clung to the horizon. Overhead the sky
was cl ear-pale blue with ghostly cluster Iight shining whitely through. Hi gh-riding cloud banks to
the south reflected nagenta sun glow. Wnd force was noderate. Here in the | ee of the forest she
didn't feel rmuch of it. The open stretch of sea ahead was broken and foam ng, but she'd be noving
bel ow t he commoti on

In these latitudes the Meral produced its own surface illum nation. She saw occasi onal gl eans
flash and di sappear ampbng the tossing waves col onies of |ight organisns responding to the
darkening air. But they wouldn't give enough Iight to guide her across. Tine to shift to her night
eyes .

She brought a pack of dark-lenses fromthe pouch, fitted two under her lids, blinked theminto
position: a gel, adjusting itself automatically to varying conditions for optinmm human vi sion. An
experimental G ard product, and a very good one

She pulled the breather over her face, fitted the audio plugs to her ears, and flicked herself off
the fl oatwood. Sea shadow cl osed about her, cleared in seconds to anber half |ight as the dark-
| enses went into action. Fifteen feet down, Nile turned and stroked i nto open water

Open but not enpty. A noving weed thicket ahead and to the right . . . Nile circled about it, a
school of small skilts darting past, brushing her legs with tiny hard flicks. She brought her |eft
wist briefly before her eyes, checked the small conpass she'd fastened to it, mmking sure of her
direction. The otters weren't in view |f the crossing was uneventful, she shouldn't see nuch of
them They were to stay about a hundred feet away, one of the wild pair on either side, Sweeting
taking the point, to provide early warning of approaching danger

A cloud of |ight appeared presently ahead; others grew dimy visible beyond it. . . pink, green
orange. The Shining Sea was the name. the slednen gave the Meral as it rolled here down the

sout hern curve of the globe toward the pole. N le began to pass thickets in which the light-
bearers clustered. Each species produced its own preci se shade of water-fire. None were large; the
gi ants anong them nmi ght be half the length of her forearm narrow worm bodi es. But their swarns
turned acres of the subsurface to flane.

The fins noved her on steadily. She listened to the sea through the audios, sensed its changing
vi brations agai nst her skin. Amber di mess of open water for a while; then she went turning and
twisting through a soggy dark forest of weed. Beyond it, light gl owed again. She avoi ded the
brightest areas - too easy to be spotted there.

Sweeting. came to her once, circled about, was gone, a flicking shadow. Not an alarmreport the
otter had checked on her position. Then there was a sound which nmonmentarily overrode the nyriad
ot her sounds of the Meral. A deep, distant boonmng. Half a mnute later it was repeated. C oser
now.

Nil e held her course but noved toward the surface, scanning the areas bel ow and ahead of her. The
gi ant sea-havals were hunting. An encounter with one of the great creatures in the open sea
ordinarily brought no risk to a human swimer or, in fact; to anything but a sizable skilt. Sea-
haval s hunted by scent and sight; and skilts were their only prey. But when they made that sound,
they were driving a major school. To avoid accidents, it was best to keep well out of the way of
such a school

If possible, Nile added nmentally. And there came the first indications of trouble!

A dozen big torpedo shapes hurtled toward her, coming froma line of light-thickets ahead. Skilts -
approximately in the three hundred pound class. Preferred size for a sea-haval. N |e checked,

nmoved quickly to the side, lifted farther toward the surface . . . near enough to feel the tugging
surge of the swells --

The sea booned like the stroke of a trenendous bell.

And the string of light-thickets exploded as van of the skilt school bulleted through them Com ng
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at her in a straight line. They were harm ess creatures in thenselves, but their panic, speed and
wei ght made them deadly now. The inpact of any of them would break her body apart. And the sea
seened an onrushing mass of thousands.

The scene was blotted fromN le's vision as she broke the surface. She rolled herself into a tight
ball. There was nothing el se she could do. A great wave lifted her. Then cane a vast, thudding
sensation from bel ow, streanm ng past, a racing river which threatened to drag her down. Skilts
expl oded fromthe sea in frantic thirty foot |eaps all about, cane smashing back to the surface.
Then two final tremendous surges of the water beneath her. A pair of sea-havals had gone past,

Sweeting was there an instant later. The wild otters arrived al nbst as pronptly.
"Nile here, heh? Fun heh?"

Nil e had no comments. She'd pulled off the breather, was gulping long lungfuls of stormair. Dim
and renote, nore sensed by her nerves than heard, came an echo of the sea-haval s boom ng. The hunt
had noved on.

Monents | ater, she and the otters were underway again. For the next two hundred yards, weed beds
were ripped and shredded by the passage of the fleeing school. Oeanly sectioned skilts, chopped
by the big kesters, drifted about. Then things began to | ook nornal

Suddenly Sweeting was back, noving past Nile's face in a swirl of water, dropping a dozen feet,
checking to turn, turning again and gliding toward a great |inp tangle of weeds bel ow her

Nile followed instantly in a spurt of speed: Cone fast! was what that had neant.

She slipped into the rubbery slickness of the thicket. The otter was there, waiting. Far enough
apparently . . . . Nle turned, took out the UW parted the weeds enough to see anything comni ng
toward her. Wen she gl anced asi de again, Sweeting was gone.

She waited. A light-thicket hung twenty yards to her left; about her was di mess. Small skilt
shadows slipped past, and sonething big and chunky drifted up, slowy turning head-on as it cane
opposite her to stare in at her anong the weeds. It paused, noved off. A large weed skilt perhaps
three tines the weight of the naddened projectiles which had made up the school. A carrion eater

by preference. it should do well in the wake of the sea-havals' hunt tonight -
Abrupt violent commtion - swirling of water, lifting and sinking of the weed fronds; thudding
sensations which suddenly stopped . . . . Nle knew the pattern of an underwater death fight, and

that this had been one, not nmany yards away. It was over now. She slipped forward, gun held out,
peering up. Dark snoky veils floated down and sonething bul ky cane settling through them grazing
the weed tangle. The Parahuan's head seenmed nearly detached fromthe squat body, blood punping out
t hrough the throat gashes. Typical otter work.

Sweet i ng reappeared from above. Together they hauled the unwieldy thing by its harness straps into
the weeds. Fastened to the broad back was the Parahuan version of a jet rig. Nile studied it a
nmonent, gave up the notion of converting the device to her own use, she would | ose nore tine over
that than it should take her to get back into the fl oatwood. They left the big rubbery body wedged
in the center of the tangle. As they turned away, the first scavengi ng weed skilt was nosing up
toward it fromthe other side

A hissing had begun in the audio pickup and was growi ng | ouder Nile halted Sweeting in the
trailing fringes of the thicket. Then two other bulky figures were slanting down swi ftly through
water toward them trailed by thin jet tracks. The Parahuans' guns were in their hands Possibly
they had picked up traces of the brief comotion and were | ooking for their dead conpani on. At any
rate, they were hardly twenty-five feet away when Nile saw them and their faces were turned
towards her, semcircular water eyes starring. The UWcoul dn't niss on such targets, and didn't.

* * *
The i mediate vicinity of a sea haval rookery at night was not for the nervous. Monstrous

runbl i ngs and spl ashings cane fromwi thin the floatwod walls surrounding it, as the adult kesters
|l eft the rookery by a diving hol e hacked through the forest's subsurface root floor, returned
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presently, beak spears holding up to a ton of nangled skilts, to be greeted by the roars of their
gi ganti c young.

Upwi nd of the racket, on the lagoon side, Nile finished recoating herself and her equipnent with
buti sap. She was down anong the nassive boles near the water, waiting for Sweeting to return and
report. Wiile they were dealing with the nenbers of the Parahuan sea patrol, the wild otters had
found and di spatched another three. That seened to have left no survivors. But the patrol should
have been m ssed by now, and what she did next woul d depend at |east in part on what the Parahuans
were doing as a result.

The tarm had been found still at its station beneath the bl ockhouse. Nile was thankful for that.
The sudden near-encounter in the other forest with the pallid sea thing had ranmed fear deep into
her nerves, the thought of it hadn't been far fromher nmind since. The early reports that the

Par ahuans mni ght have devel oped the nonsters out of their own kind somehow nade the tarm nore
horrible. After seeing what their biological skills had done in creating the formof a G eat

Pal ach, Nile thought it was possible. She told herself the buti and reasonabl e caution would keep
the creature fromnot noticing her if she net it again, but she wasn't at all sure of that. And
the buti would be no protection if it cane near her in the water.

Her wild allies might presently free her of that particular fear. They'd gone to get a supply of
t he poi soned thorns and seened confident that in the underwater tangle of floatwood beneath the
bl ockhouse they could plant a |l ethal dose into the tarm s huge body w thout too rmuch trouble.
Sweeting was prowl i ng the | agoon, |ooking for signs of alien activity there or in the forest near
Nile.

"Found Ti kkos, Nilel"

"Wher e?"

Sweeting slipped up along the bough out of the |agoon, crouched beside her. "In boat," she said.

"Wth little waddl efeet."
"Littl e waddl ef eet ?" Pal achs?

"Hal f size," said Sweeting "Five, six Tikkos talking to Guardian Etland Then waddl efeet talking to
GQuardi an Etl and. Loud voice You CGuardi an Etland, heh?"

"The waddl e-feet think so." Loud-voice was a | oudspeaki ng device. "Let's get this straight! First,
where's the boat Ticos and the waddl e- feet are in?"

The otter's nose indicated the eastern end of the forest "Boat's coning into | agoon. Coning this
way. CGot lights. CGot |oud-voice. Talking to forest. They think Guardian Etland's in forest. Tikkos
say waddl e-feet talk, not fight. You talk and may be they go away. \WAddl e-feet say they sorry
about fighting. No guns in boat. You cone talk, please." Sweeting paused, watching her. "Kill

them get Ti kkos now, heh?"

"No," Nile said. "No, we don't kill them 1'd better hear what they have to say. You say the
boat's coming in this direction --"

"Conming slow. You don't listen to waddle feet, Nile! Trick, heh? You conme close, they kill you."
"It may not be a trick. Stay here.”

But she felt shaky as she clinbed quickly back into the forest toward the sea-haval rookery. The
theoretical Tuvela, totally self-confident, certainly would be willing to talk to the aliens at
this point, press the psychol ogi cal advantage she'd gained. On the other hand, the Tuvel a
presumably woul d know what to do if it turned out she'd stepped into a Parahuan trap. Nle wasn't
sure she woul d know what to do.

She caught her breath briefly as the wind backed up and assorted rookery stenches bill owed around
her. Far enough fromthe lagoon. . . . She opened the pouch, took out the roll of tanglecord,
added the otter caller to the other itens, closed the pouch and shoved it into one of the fins,
the buti stick into the other. She taped the fins together. They made a conpact package whi ch she
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wedged into a floatwood niche and secured further with tangl ecord, leaving the roll stuck to the
package. She was keeping the clinbbelt and the UW

She | ooked around a nmoment, menorizing the place, started back to the | agoon. Sweeting was hissing
with al arm and di sapproval when she got there. Nile calmed the otter, explained the situation as
well as she could. The boat lights hadn't yet appeared around the curve of the forest to the east.
They set off in that direction, N le noving through, the fl oatwood not far fromthe edge of the

| agoon, Sweeting in the water slightly ahead of her. If a trap had been laid, they should spot it
bet ween t hem before they were in it.

Going by Ticos' descriptions, the six Parahuans in the boat with himwere Pal achs. Conceal ed at a
point sone fifty feet above the water, Nile | ooked themover, Two were about his size; four ranged
down fromthere, though none came near the nmidget level. In the boat |lights they displayed odd
headgears and el aborate harness arrangenents . . . and, of course, they mght be carrying
conceal ed weapons.

She studied Ticos nore carefully than his companions. There was a stiffness in the way he noved
whi ch showed he wasn't in good physical condition. But his anplified voice was clear; and if his
phrasi ng had nore than a suggesti on of obsequi ousness about it, that fitted the role he was
playing: an inferior addressing the Guardian. A role of his own choosing; not one he had been
forced to assune.

She was convinced that so far there was no trap. But there were other considerations.

The | oudspeaker began booni ng about her again. It was set to penetrate high and deep into the
forest, overriding the surging winds, to reach the attention of the Guardian Etland wherever she
m ght be. Ticos and one of the Palachs used it alternately. The other squatted about the boat as
it noved slowy through the | agoon along the forest.

The nmessage was repetitious. She'd been listening to it for the past few m nutes, keeping pace
with the boat. Her talk with the Great Pal ach Koll had been nonitored by the Everliving. The
transmtting device presumably had been another of the jewels fixed to Koll's head; and the idea
nm ght have been Koll's - to let the other Great Pal achs and Pal achs follow his interrogation of
the captured human, witness the collapse of her pretensions as Guardi an and Tuvela. If so, the
pl an had backfired. Everything said, the fact that Koll was the prisoner, the Tuvela's evident
know edge of Porad Anz's secrets, was designed to further undernine the Everliving s confidence.
It explained Koll's sudden furious attack. He felt she had to be silenced then and there to
preserve the goals of the Voice of Action. Oganoon trackers had found his body an hour |ater

Nil e gathered that the ranks of the Everliving had been in turnoil since. The | oss of the sea
patrol did nothing to calmthem They didn't suspect she had nonhuman assistants, so it appeared
to themthat the patrol had encountered the Tuvela on her way over fromthe other forest and that
she'd wiped it out single-handedly before it could get out an alarm Then a short while ago they'd
begun getting reports that a snall fast surface vessel was maneuvering el usively about the Drift -
the Sotira sleds had kept their promise to provide her with a nmessage courier. The Everliving
natural ly associ ated the presence of the ship with that of the Tuvela But they didn't know what
its purpose was .

They' d been under psychol ogi cal pressure since she'd first avoi ded what had seened inevitable
capture. Wth each nove she'd nmade thereafter the pressure increased. That the noves were forced
on her they didn't realize. Al of it would seempart of the Tuvela's developing plan . . . a plan
they didn't understand and seened unable to check. They didn't know to what it would | ead. Fears
they' d nourished and fought down for over half a century fed heavily on them again

So they, the proud Pal achs of Porad Anz, had sent out Dr Ticos Cay and a del egati on of the Voice
of Caution to offer the Tuvela. a cessation of hostilities and the opportunity to present the
Guardians' terns to themin person. No doubt some of Koll's adherents renmined ragingly opposed to
t he nove.

Coul d she risk talking to them As things stood, she had a very good chance of getting away from
here presently. Then she could warn her kind that there was an eneny anong them and that they nust
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prepare for attack. |If she walked into the eneny's canp and couldn't mmintain the Tuvela bl uff,
she'd have thrown away the chance. |f Ticos had understood that, he m ghtn't be urging her nowto
reveal herself.

But if she didn't respond and remai ned conceal ed, the pressure on the Everliving wouldn't |et
down. They'd interpret silence to nean that they were no | onger being offered an opportunity to
wi t hdraw. How woul d they react? They night feel it was too late to attenpt retreat. They'd had
many weeks to prepare the strike against Nandy-Cline fromtheir hidden floatwod bases. If they
decided to launch it before counternoves began, how long would it be before space weapons | ashed
out at the nmainland? Hours? Her warning would conme too late in that case.

The real question mght be whether she could risk not talking to them
Abruptly, N le made up her mnd

The Parahuan boat cane slowly around the curve of the forest. The | oudspeaker began to shout
again. After a few words it stopped. The Pal ach Mbga, standing beside Ticos Cay |owered the
instrument carefully and turned it off with an air of preferring to nake no sudden noves. There
was a burst of sibilant whisperings behind Ticos. They ceased. The boat's engine cut out and it
drifted up against a tangle of |agoon weeds. The man and the six aliens stared at the notionl ess
figure standing at the forests edge ten yards away.

The Tuvela's voice said crisply, "Dr. Cay!"
Ticos cleared his throat. "Yes, Guardian?"
"Have that craft brought over here and introduce the Parahuan officers to ne."

St eppi ng down into the boat was |like crossing the threshold of a grotesque dream They stood erect
on long | egs, abandoning the natural posture of their kind, balanced not too certainly broad feet.
Par ahuan heads inclined in obeisance to the Guardi an as Ticos introduced themin turn. She knew
the nanes of the Palach Mbga and one of the others fromhis report. Along with half a dozen G eat
Pal achs, Mbyga was the nost influential nmenber of the Voice of Caution. He retained his place

besi de Ticos. The others stood well to the back of the boat as it turned out again into the

| agoon.

Mbga spoke briefly into a conmunicator, said to Nile, "The Everliving are assenbling to hear the
Quardian. . . ."

She didn't ask where they were assenbling. A Tuvela would show no concern for such details. An
angry whistling cane for an instant fromfarther out in the |agoon. Sweeting still didn't approve
of this nove.

The sound seenmed to jar all along Nile's nerves She was frightened; and knowi ng that now of al
times she couldn't afford to be frightened sinply was making it that much worse. For nonments her
t houghts becane a shifting blur of anxieties. She tried to force them back to what she woul d say
to the Everliving, to anticipate. questions to which she nust have answers. It didn't work too
wel | . But the physical reactions faded gradual ly again.

St ocky Oganoon figures, weapons formally displayed, Iined the sides of the water |evel entrance to
t he bl ockhouse: The boat noved a few yards along a tunnel, was nmoored to a platform She fall owed
Mbga up into the structure. Ticos stayed a dozen steps behind, effacing hinself, playing his own
role. After the introductions, she hadn't spoken to him On the next |evel, she realized he was no
| onger follow ng. The Pal ach Mbga paused before a cl osed door

"If the Guardian will graciously wait here . . . | will see that the Assenbly is prepared

Nile waited. After noments the door reopened and the Pal ach energed. He carried sonmething like a
j ewel ed handbag slung by a long strap over one shoulder. Nile had the inpression he was ill at
ease.
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"If the Guardian permits . . . There are Great Pal achs beyond this door. They are unarned. They
woul d prefer it if the Guardian did not address themw th a weapon at her hand."

If she couldn't convince them N le thought, she would die behind that door. But a Tuvela woul d
not need to draw courage froma gun at this stage - and the UWby itself was not going to get her
back past the clusters of guards in the passages behind them She unclipped the holster from her
belt, held it out. Mdga placed it carefully in the bag and drew open the door. N le went inside,

For a nonent she had the inpression of being in the anteroomto a great, dinmy lit hall - too
large a hall by far to be part of this structure in the floatwood. Then she new t hat the whole
opposite wall of the roomwas a view screen. There were upward of a dozen G eat Palachs in the
roomw th her, squatting along the wall to either side ... creatures not nuch larger than Koll, in
richly colored stiff robes and an assortnent of equally colorful hats. The renai nder of the
Everliving, Palachs and Great Palachs of all degrees, were arranged in rows along the hall which
must be a section of the headquarters ship. below the sea. Shallow water shifted and gl eaned here
and there anong the rows. Mtionless and silent, the massed anphi bi ans stared up at her fromthe
di mess.

Ni |l e heard the door through which she had cone close quietly at her back. And curiously, with the
tiny click her uncertainties were gone. A cool light clarity seened to settle on her nind, every
t hought and enotion falling into place.... She discovered she had noved forward and was standi ng
in the center of the chanber, facing the big screen

Sel ecting her words with chilled precision, the Tuvel a began to speak
Chapter 7

THE OUTSTANDI NG feature of the big roomin the bl ockhouse structure the Parahuans had assigned
Ticos Cay as his working laboratory was its collection of |iving speci nens. The fl oatwood island' s
life forns lined three of the walls and filled | ong shelf stands in between. Neatly | abel ed and
charted, they perched on or clung to their original chunks of floatwood, stood rooted in the
pockets of forest mold or in victimzed lifeforns in which they had been found, floated in |agoon
wat er, clustered under transparent donmes. They varied fromthe mcroscopic to inhis organisns with
athirty foot spread. For the nost part, they were in biological stasis netabolismretarded by a
factor of several mllion, balance maintained by enzynme control and a variety of other checks.
Proper handling woul d ot herwi se have been i nmpossi bl e.

The Guardian was able to find little fault with the progress Dr. Cay had made in his work projects
"I'n this respect you have not done badly," she acknow edged, for the benefit of whatever ears

m ght be listening. She tapped the charts he'd offered for her inspection and dropped theminto
the file he'd taken themfrom "It's disappointing, however, that it becanme necessary at |ast far
me to intervene directly in a matter we had expected you to handl e w thout our assistance."

"Gven nore tinme, | mght have done it!" Ticos renonstrated hunbly, "I was opposed by a nunber of
i ntractabl e beings, as you know.

"l do know - having encountered one of those beings. But it was hardly a question of tine. The

i ssues were clear. If they had been presented with clarity; a rational nmajority of our uninvited
guests woul d have drawn the correct conclusions and acted on them W nust count this a failure.
You needn't let it concern you unduly. The excellent thoroughness of your work on the basic

assi gnment, under sonmewhat limting conditions will offset the failure, at least in part."

Ticos nmunbl ed his gratitude, went back with evident relief to additional explanations about his
project. Ni|le checked her watch.

Forty-two minutes since she'd been escorted with careful courtesy fromthe assenbly chanber to the
lab and left there with Ticos. No word fromthe Everliving since then, and the Pal ach Mdoga hadn't
shown up with her gun. Good sign or bad? Wile she was talking to them she'd al nost been a
Tuvel a. She'd blasted them She'd felt exalted. There'd been no questions. The Great Pal achs
closest to her in the chanber had edged farther back to the walls before she was done, stirred
nervously agai n whenever she shifted a glance in their direction

Afterward, brief sharp | etdown. No Tuvela no Guardian. Sinply a scared human in a potentially very
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bad spot, with nmuch too nmuch at stake. If she'd funbled this in any way, nade the slightest slip -

Now she was sonewhere between those states, back to nornal, worried enough but again busily
bal anci ng possibilities, planning as much as could be planned here.

One of the factors she'd been considering was this roomitself. It was |ong, w de, high, |ocated
somewhere near the top of the overall structure - she'd cone up another |evel after |eaving the
chamber. It had a door at either end, probably |ocked now The |last could nmake no real difference
since there was bound to be a gaggle of armed Oganoon outside each door to make sure the Quardi an
and her scientist didn't wal k out on the conference. Fromthe door at the left raised wal kway |ed
to a platformsone four feet above the floor near the center of the room The Pal achs, Ticos had
expl ai ned, customarily stood there when they' d cone to have dealings with him Lighting came from
conductor rods in ceiling and walls, prinmtive but efficient. Ventilation arrangenents, while
equally sinple, nmet the lab's requirenents perfectly. There was a | arge shadowy rectangl e encl osed
inagridup on one of the walls just below the ceiling. Behind the grid was an unseen w ndow, a
rectangul ar opening in the wall. The salty-npist nany- scented freshness of the floatwood forest
swirled constantly about them Enclosed without it, many of Ticos' research speci mens woul d have
died in days. But the stormgusts, which occasionally set the bl ockhouse structure quivering were
danped out at the wi ndow, and al nbst no sound cane through

So the shadowy rectangle was a force screen. It would let out no light, and certainly it was

i npenetrable to solid objects such as a human body. The screen controls nust be outside the room
or Ticos would have indicated themto her. But there was a knobby protrusion on either side of the
grid, which enclosed the rectangle. And beneath those protrusions were the screen generators .

Whi ch brought up the matter of tools, and weapons or itens which could serve as weapons. Her UW
woul d be hard to replace in either capacity. But one could nmake do. Ticos had left a snall cutter-
sealer on the central worktable back of them A useful all-around gadget, and one that could turn
into a factor here. Another potential factor was the instrument studded with closely packed rows
of tiny pushbuttons, which Ticos carried attached to his belt and through which he regul ated
various internal balances and individual environnental requirenents of his specinens,

The only obvi ous weapons around were the guns in the hands of three Parahuan guards who squatted
stolidly in two feet of water in the partitioned end of the roomat the right. Fromthe platform
Nil e had | ooked in briefly across the dividing wall at them Two were faced toward the wall; one
was faced away toward a | ong table near the second exit. None of them noved while she studied
them But they | ooked ready to act instantly. The guns appeared to be heavy duty short range

bl asters, nmade to be used by hands four tinmes |arger than hers. On the table stood Ticos Cay's
conmuni cat or .

The guns weren't factors, except as they could: becone negative ones. But with a Sotira racing

sl ed noving within close-contact band reach the comunicator was a very large factor. The
Everliving in their nervous anbival ence had decreed it should be available at a nonments notice in
case they were forced to open energency negotiations with the Tuvelas through Dr. Cay. The guards
were there to blast death into anybody who attenpted to use it under any other circunstances.

Ticos Cay hinself was, of course, an inportant factor. Physically he could beconme a heavy
liability if matters didn't develop well. He'd lost his wiry bounciness; he was a damaged ol d nan.
H s face | ooked drawn ti ght even when he snmiled. He'd been hol ding pain out of his awareness for
weeks; but as an organismhe'd been afflicted with al nost intol erable strains and had begun to
drift down towards death. O course he knewit.

Mental ly he didn't seem nmuch inpaired. His verbal responses mght be a trifle slowed but not
significantly. Nile thought she still could depend on himfor quick and accurate reaction, as she
m ght have to do. Because the final factor in the calculation here was Ticos Cay's collection of
floatwood life. On the worktable, next to the cutter-sealer she'd nentally earnarked | ay severa
objects like hard-shelled winkled gray fruits, twice the size of her fist. Ticos had taken them
out of a container to explain the purpose they were to serve in his research, left themlying

t here.

They were called wiggler apples and the shells showed they had ripened. The thing to know about
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ripe wiggler apples was that they remai ned qui escent until they received the specific
environnental stimulus of contact with salt water. At that nonment they split open. And the
wrigglers cane out

At best the apples were a dubious research item And they were not at all the only specinens in
that category here. At a rough estimate, one in fifty of the life forns which cluttered the shelf
stands and walls had caused Nile to flinch inwardly at first glinpse or whiff of identifying odor
Fl oat wood stuff she'd been conditioned agai nst al nost since she was big enough to wal k. It wasn't
all small or unobtrusive. Dominating the center of the roomwas a great purple-leafed inhis, the
pal e blue petals of its pseudoflowers tightly furled. Ararity, to no one's regret in the forests,
Nile wouldn't have come willingly within thirty feet of one. By classification it was a plant
form A vegetable, with lightning reactions. The slednen, with good reason; had named it the

Har pooneer. For sonme weeks it had | oomed above and just behind the Pal achs who had cone and
squatted on the platform staring down at the human prisoner

It was dormant now, as were nost of the other unreliable specinmens - totally innocuous, netabolism
slowed to a tineless pulse. In biological stasis. It would remain i nnocuous until it was given the
preci se measured stimulus, massive enzyne jolt or whatever, that broke the stasis.

And who coul d produce such stinmuli? Wiy, to be sure, Dr. Cay with his push-button control device
He'd made certain that when it cane tine to die, he should have the means of taking some of the
eneny with him

Whi ch m ght not be a detached scientific attitude but was certainly a very human one .
Nile flicked another glance at her watch. Forty-three and a half mninutes.

The door at the left clanged open

The Pal ach Mbga canme first along the wal kway. The bag into which the UWhad di sappeared swayed at
his side, its strap slung over his shoulder. That detail m ght have been reassuring if the group
behi nd himhad | ooked | ess |ike an execution squad.

Nile stood with her back to the worktable feeling tensions surge up and trying to show not hing.

Ti cos gave her an uncertain, questioning |look, then turned and noved off slowy along the table,
stoppi ng a dozen feet away to watch the Parahuans. The fingers of his right hand fiddl ed absently
with the control device. Mdga was approaching the central platformin his grotesquely dainty

upri ght wal k, webbed feet placed carefully for each step. Two Oganoon guards cane behind him
staring at Nile, nassive short-barreled guns held ready for action Two unfaniliar Pal achs

foll owed, noving, in an unconprom si ng Parahuan waddl e. Their strap harnesses were an identica
crimson; and each carried two sizabl e handweapons, one on either side; grips turned forward.

Anot her pair of guards concluded the procession. These had their guns slung across their backs and
held itens |ike folded black nets. A fifth guard had stopped inside the door, which had cl osed
again after the party passed through. He had another kind of gun with a long narrow barrel,
attached to a chunky tripod. He set the tripod dowmn with a thunp on the wal kway, squatted behi nd
it. The gun muzzle swung around and pointed at Nile.

She didn't nove. She'd given them sone reason not to trust her.

The group reached the platform spread out. Mdga stood near the platform s edge. The red-harnessed
Pal achs fl anked him hands clanped on their gun grips. The guards with the guns took up positions
to either side of the Palachs. The guards with the black nets remained a little to the rear, at
the left side of the platform There were, N le thought, indications of as nuch nervous tenseness
as she was able to nake out in a Parahuan visage silently withing speech slits, blinking

at nosphere eyes. And all eyes were fixed on her, on the Tuvel a. Nobody | ooked, at Ticos Cay.

"CQuardi an; | shall speak first for nyself, Mga' s voice said suddenly.
Nile didn't answer. The voice resunmed. "I amin great fear for Porad Anz . . . . Wen you agreed
to address the Everliving, | was certain that your m ssion would succeed and that the Bal ance

woul d shift to reason. And the response of the Assenbly was strongly favorable. Your |ogic was
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persuasi ve. But there has been an unforeseen devel opnent. By viol ence the Voice of Action has
assuned control of our forces. It is against all custom an unprecedented Violation of Rules - but
that appears to be no |longer inportant. Here, on the Command Ship and el sewhere on this world,
many Great Pal achs and Pal achs |ie dead. Those who survive have submitted to the Voice of Action

whi ch now al one speaks for the Everliving. | have conme to informyou of what has been decreed. And
havi ng spoken for nyself, | shall speak now with the words of the Voice of Action.”
Si | ence.

The group of the platformrenained tautly notionless. Nile watched them they stared at her. So

t he red-harnessed Pal achs represented the Voice of Action . . . . The thought cane suddenly that
these nust be very courageous creatures. They'd entered the | aboratory to confront a | egend. They
were braving grongorru. They waited now to see what the Tuvela might do in response to Mdga's

st at ement .

The Tuvel a al so stayed silent and notionl ess. The Palach to Mbga's right began speaking abruptly
in a series of fluctuating Parahuan hootings, eyes fixed on Nile. After perhaps half a mnute he
stopped. Mdga pronptly began to translate. "Watever you call yourself, you are a Tuvela. W know
this now You have threatened Porad Anz in the nanme of your kind. That cannot be tol erated. You
have told us that in any hostile encounter with the Guardi ans the Everliving nust be defeated.
Once and for all, that lie shall now be di sproved

Mbga' s voi ce ended. - The red-harnessed Pal ach spoke, again. His fellow turned his head for an
i nstant, addressed the two QOganoon hol ding the nets. The two took the nets fromtheir arms, shook
them out. Black straps dangled fromtheir rims.

Moga took up the translation. "The Voice of Action offers you and Dr. Cay the death of Palachs. it
i s painful but honorable. If you accept, you will subnmit to being enclosed in the confinenment
nets. If you attenpt to resist you will be shot down and die here Iike Hulons. In either case,
Tuvel a, your defeat and death signal the beginning of the hour of our attack on your world. And
now, if it is within the power of a Tuvela to defy our purpose, show what you can do."

Beyond the group, the Parahuan at the door sagged silently forward over the gun, head and upper
body obscured by the curling green fog lifting froma specinmen on the wall beside him The arned
guards on the platformhad pointed their guns at Nile. The red-harnessed Pal achs drew their
weapons. A dozen or so of the Harpooneer's pseudofl owers behind the platformquivered and unfurl ed
ina flick of nmotion |like great yellow blue eyes blinking open. N le dropped flat.

There had been at |east two guns ainmed directly at her in that instant; and fast as the Harpooneer
was, it mght not be fast enough to keep the guns from going off.

They didn't go off. There were other sounds instead. Something |landed with a thunp on the floor
not far away. Wth a brief shock of surprise her mnd recorded the bag Mbga had been carryi ng. She
was com ng back up on her feet by then, scooped two of the gray-shelled wiggler apples fromthe
wor kt abl e, | obbed them across the partitioning wall in to the flooded section of the room She
heard them spl ash. A detached part of her awareness began counting off seconds. She | ooked around.

They were dead up there, nervous systens frozen, unlidded doubl e-1ensed eyes staring hugely.
Enbedded in their backs were bone- white spikes, tipping the thick coiled tendrils extended from
t he psuedofl owers. Four still stood swaying, transfixed, long |egs stretched out rigidly. Three
had been lifted fromthe platform were being drawn over to the Harpooneer. Nile upended Mga's
bag; shook out the UW had it clipped to her clinb-belt as the part of her mind that was counting
seconds reached thirty and stopped. There'd been a few violent splashings from beyond the
partition; but she heard nothing now Ticos, holding the control device in both hands, face taut
and white, gave her a quick nod.

The clinb-belt was at hal f-wei ght as she reached the partition wall. She junped, clapped her hands
to the top, went up and over

Seven years before, she'd seen a wiggler swarmhit a human-diver. It was largely a matter of how
cl ose one happened to be to the apple when it tunbled down out of thr floatwood forest, struck
salt water and split in the same nonent thousands of tiny withing black Iines spilled fromit and
flashed unerringly toward any sizable aninmal bodies in the imediate vicinity, striking like a
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cluster of needle drills, puncturing thick hide or horny scales in instants.

The three guards lay face down, partly subnerged in the water that covered the floor. Two were
notionl ess. The third quivered steadily, sonething |like a haze of black fur still extending al ong
his torso below the surface. All three were paral yzed now, would be dead in mnutes as the swarns
spread through them feeding as they went.

And the passage was safe for Nile. The wigglers were commtted.

She reached the stand with Ticos conmunicator on it, flipped switches, turned dials, paused an
instant to steady her breath: "Sotira-Doncar!" she said into the speaker then "Sotira-Doncar
Par ahuan' s here! Parahuans here!" And cut off the conmuni cator.

No tine to wait for a reply. No tine at all --

"Can you needle the stink-fogs into action?"
"Of course. But-"

"Hit theml N le drewthe clinb-belt tight around his waist, clipped the UWin the top of her
trunks. "If we can get out, we'll be out before it hurts us."

Ti cos glanced up at the force-screened wi ndow obl ong, grunted dubiously. "Hope you're right!" H's
finger tapped a control "They're hit Now?"

Ni |l e bent, placed her hands together: "Foot up! Try to keep your bal ance. You're mnim weight -
you'll go up fast. Latch on to the grid and drop nme that belt. | think | can nmake it to your
ankl es. "

She put all her strength into the heave. He did go up fast, caught the grid and hooked an arm
through it. The clinmb-belt floated back down. G easy clouds boiled about the aroused stink- fogs
near the entrance door on the left as Nile snatched the belt out of the air and fastened it around
hersel f. Ticos was hangi ng by both hands now, |egs stretched down. She sprang, sailed up along the
wal |, gripped his ankles and swarmed up him the antigrav field again enclosing both of them
Moments | ater she'd worked her knees over a grid bar, had the belt back around Ti cos. Breathing
hard, he pulled hinmself up beside her and reached for the control device.

"Foggi ng up down there, all right!" he wheezed. Can't see the door. Mght alert a few nore
nmonsters eh?"

"Any you can without killing us." Sonebody outside the room nust know by now that the execution
plans had hit a snag. Cinging by knees and | eft hand; Nile placed the UWs nuzzl e agai nst one of
the grid casings that should have a force screen generator beneath it, held the trigger down. The
beam hi ssed and spat. The casing gl owed, turned white. An incredible blending of stenches rose
about her suddenly, closing her throat; bringing water to her eyes. She heard Ticos splutter and
cough.

Then the casing gave. Sonething inside shattered and flared. Wnd roared in above Nile, salty and
fresh.

Up and out, Ticos! Screen's gone!" She haul ed herself up, flung an arm across the | edge. Her

shoul der tingled abruptly. Nerve charge! Parahuans in the lab. . . . Below her, Ticos nmade a sound
of distress. Straddling the | edge, she squinted down, saw himblurrily. He'd dropped the contro
gadget, was clinging to the grid with both hands, shaking in hard convul sions. Heart hanmeri ng,
Nil e reached for him caught his arm brought the | ow weight body flopping over the | edge and into
the growt h outside the window. He grasped sone branches, was steadying hinself, as she turned
back.

Hal f the |ab bel ow was obscured by stink-fog enm ssions, whirled about by the wind. There was an

out burst of desperate hootings - one or nore Parahuans had run into a specinmen which wasn't
bot hered by snells. She had glinpses of bulky shapes nmilling about, blinded by the fog. They
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shoul d al so be half-strangled by it. But at |east one of them Had seen Ticos up here I ong enough
to take aimwith a nerve gun

The greasy nist swirled aside froma section of floor where four gl assy containers stood on a | ow
table. Nile had seen what was inside themwhen she cane into the |ab. The top of the nearest
contai ner splintered instantly now under the UNs beam She shifted aim The startled organismin
the shattered contai ner already was contracting and expandi ng energetically |ike a punp. A second
contai ner cracked As Nile sighted on a third one, a Parahuan reeled out of the stink-fog cloud,
swung a big gun up at the w ndow.

She ducked back behind the I edge. No tinme for gun duels. And no need. Two of the containers were
broken and she'd seen jet of pale vapor spurting fromboth. The specinens in themwere called acid
bonbs, with good reason Nobody in the lab at present was likely to leave it alive - and certainly
no one coming in for a while was going to get out again in good enough condition to report that
the captives had fled by way of the force screen w ndow.

She ained along the roomis ceiling to a point where the central lighting bars intersected.
Sonet hi ng expl oded there, and the |ab was plunged into darkness.

Ni | e swung back fromthe wi ndow, the stink- fog's reek wafting about her. Ticos was | eaning
agai nst branches, clinging to them nmaking abrupt jerking notions.

"How badly are you hit?" she asked quickly.

He grunted. "I don't know |'mno weapons specialist. Wiat did hit me? Sonething |Iike a neura
agi tator?"

"In that class. You didn't stop a full charge, or you wouldn't be on your feet. Wth the clinb-
belt, | can carry you. But if you can nove -"

"l can nove. | seemable to hold off sone of the effects. If |I don't slow you down too nuch."”
"Let's try it out,"” Nile said. "They shouldn't be after us imediately. Let ne knowif it gets too
difficult . . . "

Her bundle was in the niche of floatwod where she'd left it. She opened it hastily. Ticos stood
behi nd her, clinging to the vegetation, bent over and gasping for breath. Nile was w nded enough
herself. They'd scranbled straight up fromthe roof of the bl ockhouse into the forest; cut across
south of the sea-haval rookery, clanbered down again toward the lagoon. It hadn't been a

I i ght wei ght dance al ong the branches for her this tine. Her nuscles knew they'd been working. Even
so, Ticos, supported by the clinb-belt, had been pushed very hard to keep up with her. He wasn't
equi pped with dark-1enses; wasn't sufficiently skilled in the use of the belt; and at intervals
the nerve gun charge he'd absorbed set off spasns of uncontroll able jerking and shaking. There
were antidotes for the last, and no doubt the Parahuans had them But there was nothing avail abl e
here. He'd have to work it out. Another five or ten minutes of clinmbing mght do it, Nile thought.
It had better do it: she knew now Ticos had |ost half his reserves of physical energy since she'd
seen himlast. If the effects of the alien weapon corresponded at all closely to those of its
humanl y produced counterparts, a nore central charge should have killed himquickly. The | oad he'd
stopped might still do it, though that seened nuch less |ikely now

She fished the pack of dark-lens gel fromthe pouch, handed it to him "Better put on your night
eyes." "Huh? Oh! Thanks. | can use those."

A series of shrill whistles rose fromthe | agoon. Ticos' head turned quickly.
"Sounded al nost |ike one of your otters!™ "It was. Sweeting." Nile had heard intermttent
whistling for the past several mnutes, hadn't nentioned it. The wind still drowned out nost other

sounds. She pried the end of the buti stemopen with her knife. "Got the | enses in place?"
n Yes. n

"Then let's see how fast you can put on a coat of buti. W mght have a problem here rather soon,"
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Ticos took the stem began rubbing sap hurriedly over his clothes. "Parahuans?" he asked.

"Perhaps. Sonething seens to be coming this way along the |lagoon. That was Sweeting' s warning
signal. Did you know your friends had a tarm here?"

"I've seen it." Ticos' tone held shock, but he didn't stop working: "You think that's Wat's-,"
"It's nmore likely to be the tarmthan Parahuans.”
"What can we do, N le?"

"Buti seens to be good cover if it doesn't see us. The thing got close to nme once before. If it
cones this far, it probably will find our trail. I'Il go see what Sweeting has to tell. You finish
up with the buti. But don't snear the stuff on your shoe soles yet."

"Way not ?"

"l think we can lose the tarmhere. It nmay not be too healthy by now anyway." He | ooked up
briefly, made a sound that was al nost a | augh. "Mre Tuvel a work?"

"This Tuvela has little hel pers . Nile switched on the otter-caller, noved quickly toward
the lagoon. At the edge of the water ~she stood glancing about, listening. Nothing significant to
be seen, The blurred snarling of engines cane for a nonent fromthe general direction of the

bl ockhouse. Then Sweeting broke the surface bel ow her

"Nile, you watch out! Tarm s com ng!"

Nile rejoined Ticos nonents later. The tarm was approachi ng through the fl oatwood above wat er
level. It mght be casting about for their trail, or nmight be on the nove sinply because it was
beginning to feel the effects of the wild otters' weed poison. They'd succeeded in planting a
consi derabl e nunber of the thorns in it under the bl ockhouse. Sweeting reported its notions seemed
sluggi sh. But for a while it could still be dangerous enough

She postponed further explanations, and Ticos didn't press for any. They hurried down to the

| agoon together. If the tarmdidn't turn aside it should come across their human trail. Then the
| agoon nust be where the trail seenmed to end. If it began searching for themin the water, the
otters would try to finish it off. Evidently the tarmdidn't realize that the small el usive
creatures might be dangerous to it. After it found it couldn't catch them it hadn't paid them
much attention. They rubbed buti sap into the soles of their shoes, waves |apping a few feet

bel ow, Nile thought the |ast coating she'd given herself should be adequate ot herw se. Her stock
of the sap was running out; she mi ght need sonme later and didn't know whether she could find
anot her stand. By the time they finished, otter whistling had begun again, not far off. She |ed
the way back into the forest, noving upward. Ticos crowded behind her, tarmfear overriding his
fatigue. Perhaps a hundred feet on, Nile suddenly checked.

"Down Ticos! Flatten CQut!"

She dropped beside himon the bough al ong which they had been noving. There was a di sturbance in
the forest below that wasn't caused by the wind. Vegetation thrashed heavily. The noise stopped
for sone seconds, then resuned. It seenmed to be approaching the area they'd |l eft They wat ched,
heads rai sed, nmotionless Then Nile saw the tarmfor the third time Ticos stiffened beside her
He' d detected it too.

Even with the dark-1lenses she couldn't nmake out many details. There was growth between them The
great thing noving anong the boles of the forest | ooked like a fat gliding worm Its nearness had
an al nost nunbing effect on her again. She stared at in fixed fascination; and it was sonme nonents
then before she realized it had stopped about at the point where they had gone down to the water
where the human scent |lay and where it should end, blotted out by the buti.

They both started at an abrupt series of |oud sucking noises. The pal e mass seened to swell then
flattened: It had turned, was flowing up into the forest. Ticos swall owed audi bly.
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"Its --"
"Goi ng back the way we cane. It isn't follow ng us."

He sighed with relief. They watched the tarm nove out of sight. Long seconds passed. Finally Ticos
| ooked over at Nile. She shook her head. Better not stir just yet

And then the tarm reappeared, following the line of their trail back to the water's edge. Now it
slid unhesitatingly down into the | agoon and sank bel ow the surface. Qter whistles gave it
greeting.

They got to their feet at once, hurried on. The wind noi ses had beconme allies, covering the sounds
of their retreat. Nile selected the easiest routes - broad boughs, slanted trunks. Ticos sinply
wasn't up to nuch nore; he stunbled, slipped, breathed in wheezing gasps. At |ast she stopped to
let himrest.

"Huh?" he asked: "What's the del ay?"

"W don't have to kill you at this stage," Nile told him "They may not even know yet that we
aren't lying dead in the laboratory. They've probably seated the doors to keep half their fort
from becom ng contam nated.”

He grunted. "If they haven't searched the |l ab yet. they soon will! They can get protective
equi prent there in a hurry. And soneone shoul d have thought of that w ndow. by now "

Ni | e shrugged. The tarmcould chill her; but she was no | onger too concerned about Parahuan
trackers. "W have a good head start," she said "If they trail us to the |agoon, they won't know
where to | ook next. W could be anywhere on the island." She hesitated. "If they have any sense
left, they won't waste any nore tinme with us at all. They'll just get their strike against the
mai nland rolling. That's what I'mafraid they' Il do.

Ticos nade a giggling sound. "That's the one thing they can't do now Not for a while."
"Way not ?"

"I't's the way their mnds work. The only justification the Voice of Action had for what it's done
was the fact that it could deliver your head Proof of the argunent-Tuvel as can be destroyed!

They' ve |l ost the proof and they'll be debating for hours again before they' re up to naking anot her
nmove. Except, of course, to look for you. They'll be doing that, and doing it intensively: W'd
better not wait around. They m ght get lucky. How far is it still to the incubator?"

Nil e cal culated. "Not nmuch nore than four hundred yards. But it includes sone pretty stiff
scranbling, "

"Let's scranble,"” Ticos said. "I'll last that far."

Chapter 8

THE | NCUBATOR was a | oosely organi zed col ony ani nal which | ooked Iike a globular deformity of the
fl oat wood bough about which it grew. The outer surface of the gl obe was a spi ky hedge, |nside was
a rounded hollow thirty feet in dianeter containing seed pods and other vital parts, sketchily

i nterconnected. The hedge's spi kes varied fromfinger-long spines to three-foot daggers, nounted
on individually nmobile branches. Only two creatures big and powerful enough to be a potenti al
threat to the incubator's internal sections were known to have found a way of penetrating the
hedge. One of them was nan.

The other was no eneny. It was a flying kester, a bony animal with a sixteen foot w ngspread, at
home anong the ice floes of the south, which maintained a mutually beneficial relationship with
the incubator organism Periodically it flew northward to neet floatwood island com ng along the
Meral , sought out the incubators installed on them left one of its leathery eggs in a seed pod on
each, finally returned to its cold skies. In the process it had distributed the incubators
fertilizing pollen anmong the colonies, thereby carrying out its part of the instinctual bargain.
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When t he young kester hatched, the seed pod produced a sap to nourish the future pollinator until
it left its foster parent and took to the air

Man's energy weapons coul d get hi mundanaged through the hedge. The sinpler way was to pretend to
be a pol ar kester

"I't's right behind these bushes,"” N le said. She indicated a section of the guard hedge curving
away above the shrubbery before them "Don't get much closer to it."

"l don't intend to!" Ticos assured her. Their approach had set off a furious rattling as of many
dry bones being beaten together. The incubator was agitating its armanment in warning. Ticos stood
back watching as Nile finished trinming a ten foot springy stalk she'd selected to gain them
passage t hrough the hedge. Another trick learned in childhood - the shallows settlers considered

i ncubat or seeds and pol ar kester eggs gournet items. Spiky fronds at the tip of the stalk were a
reasonabl e facsinile of the spines on the kester's bony w ng-el bow. Confronted by an incubator's
chal l enge, the kester would brush its el bow back and forth al ong one of the wavi ng hedge branches.
A nunber of such strokes identified the visitor and adnmitted it to the globe's interior

Nile noved up to the shrubs standing across their path on the fl oatwood bough, parted them
cautiously The rattling grew | ouder and sonething slashed heavily at the far side of the shrubs.
She thrust out the stalk, touched the fronds to an incubator branch, stroked it lightly. After
sonme seconds the branch stiffened into inmobility. Mnents |ater, so did the branches i nmediately
about it. The rattling gradually died away. N le continued the stroking notion. Suddenly the
branches opposite her fol ded back, |eaving an opening sone five feet high and three w de.

They slipped through, close together. Nile turned, tapped the interior of the hedge with the
stal k. The openi ng cl osed agai n.

Unai ded hunman eyes woul d have recorded bl ackness here. The dark-lenses still showed them as nuch
as they needed to see. "Over there,"” N le said, nodding.

The interior of the col ony-ani mal was conpartnentalized by sheets of oily tissue crisscrossed by
webbi ngs of fibrous cables. In a conmpartnent on their |left were seven of the big gourd-shaped seed
pods. The caps of all but two stood tilted upward, indicating they contained neither fertilized
seeds nor an infant kester.

"We settle down in those?" It was Ticos' first experience inside an incubator

"You do," Nile said. "They're clean and confortable if you don't nind being dusted with pollen a
bit. The whol e incubator has built-it small-vermn repellents. We could canp here indefinitely."

"I't doesn't object to being tranped around in?"

"If it's aware of being tranped around in, it presumably thinks there's a kester present. Go
ahead!"

He grunted, gripped one of the cables, stepped off the bough to another cable and swayed over to
the nearest pod. N le cane behind, waited while he scranmbled up the pod, tw sted about, |et

hi nsel f down inside and found footing. " Roony enough,” he acknow edged, | ooking over the edge at
her. He wi ped sweat fromhis face, sighed. "Here, let me give you back your belt."

"Thanks." Nile fastened the clinb-belt about her "Where's yours, by the way?"

"Hidit out in ny quarters when | saw the raiding party come up. Thought | mght have use for it
later. But | never got an opportunity to pick it up again. It's probably still there."

"How do you feel now?"

Ti cos shrugged. "I1've stopped twitching. G herwise - physically exhausted, nentally alert.
Unconfortably alert, as a matter of fact. | gather you' ve had experience with nerve guns?"

"Qur kinds," said Nile. "The Parahuan item seens to produce the same general pattern of effects."

"I'ncludi ng nental hyper stimulation?"
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"Frequently. If it's a light charge, a grazing shot - which is what you caught. The stinul ation
shoul d shift to drowsi ness suddenly. Wen it does, don't fight it. Just settle down in the pod,
curl up and go to sleep. That's the best nedicine for you at present."

"Not at present!"” Ticos said decidedly. "Now that we've hit a lull in the action, you can start
answering sone questions. That ship you nay have contacted --"

"A sledman racer. It was waiting for a message fromne." "Wiy? How did it happen to be there?"

Nile told himas concisely as possi ble. Wen she finished, he said, "So nobody out there has
really begun to suspect what's going on. "

"Wth the possible exception of Tuvelas," Nile said dryly.

"Yes, the Tuvelas. Gave you quite an act to handle there, didn't |?"

"You did. But it kept nme from being clobbered in the air. The Parahuans have been creating the
recent communi cation di sturbances?"

"They' ve been adding to the natural ones Part of the Great Plan. They're famliar with the comm
systens in use here. They worked out the sane general systens on their own water worlds centuries
ago. So they know how to go about disrupting them"

"What's the purpose?"

"Testing their interference capability. Conditioning the humans to the disturbances. Just before
they strike, they intend to bl ank out the planet. No outgoi ng nessages. knock off space ships
attenpting to |l eave or conming in. Before anyone outside the systemgets too concerned about the
silence, they intend to be in control."

Nile looked at him chilled. "That m ght work, mghtn't it?"

"Up to that point it might. I'mno trained strategist, but | believe the | ocal defenses aren't too
i mpressive. "

"They aren't designed to deal with major invasions."

"Then if the Voice of Action can nmmintain the previous organi zation - coordi nate the attack
execute it in planned detail - | should think the could take Nandy Cine Even hold it a while. The
situation nmight still be very much touch and go in that respect. O course the probability is that
they killed too many di ssenting Palachs tonight to leave their nilitary apparatus in good working
condition. And in the long run the Geat Plan is idiotic. Porad Anz and its allies don't have a
reasonabl e chance agai nst the Hub,"

"Are you sure of that?"

"I am Take their own cal cul ati ons. They've studied us. They've obtained all the information they
could, in every way they could, and they've analyzed it in exhaustive detail: So they wound up
with the Tuvel a Theory. A secretly nmmintained strain of superstrategists. . . ."

"I don't see how they ever got to the theory,
for it."

Nile said. "There isn't really a shred of evidence

"From the Pal achs' point of viewthere's plenty of evidence. It was a |ogical conclusion when you
consider that with very few exceptions they're inherently incapable of accepting the rea
expl anation: that on the level of galactic conpetition their species is nowinferior to ours.

They' ve frozen their structure of civilization into what they consider a pattern of perfection
When they neet conditions with which the pattern doesn't cope; they can't change it. To attenpt to
change perfection would be unthinkable. They net such conditions in their first attenpt to conquer
Hub worlds. They failed then. They'd neet the sane conditions now So they'd fail again."”

"They've acquired allies,” Nile said. "Very wobbly ones Porad Anz coul d never get established well
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enough to draw theminto the action. And they're showi ng sense Various alien civilizations tried
to grab of f chunks of the Hub while the humans were busy battling one another during the \War
Centuries. Al accounts indicate the intruders got horribly mangl ed. How do you account for it?"

Ni | e shrugged. "Easily enough. They got in the way of a famly fight, and the fam |y had been
conditioned to instant whol esal e sl aughter for generations. It isn't surprising they didn't do
well. But frankly I've begun to wonder how prepared we'd be generally to handle that kind of
situation now The nearest thing to a war the Hub's known for a long time is when sone sub-
government decides it's big enough for autonony and tries to take on the Federation. And they're
al ways squel ched so quickly you can hardly call it a fight."

"So they are,” Ticos agreed. "What do you think of the Federation's Overgovernnment ?"

She hesitated. One of the least desirable after- effects of a nerve gun charge that failed to kill
could be gradually devel oping nmental incoherence. If it wasn't given pronpt attention, it could
result in permanent derangenent. She suspected Ticos mght be now on the verge of ranbling. If so,
she'd better keep himtal king about realities of one kind or another until he was worked safely
past that point. She said, "That's a rather general question, isn't it? 1'd say | sinply don't

t hi nk about the Overgovernment nuch." "Wy not?"

"Wel |, why should 1? It doesn't bother me and it seens able to do its job - as w tness those
squel ched rebel | i ous subgovernnments."

"It maintains the structure of the Federation," Ticos said, "because we |learned finally that such
a structure was absol utely necessary. Tanpering with it isn't tolerated. Even the suggestion of
civil war above the planetary level isn't tolerated. The Overgovernnent adnittedly does that kind
of thing well. But otherwi se you do hear a great many conplaints. A recurrent one is that it
doesn't do nearly enough to control the criminal elenments of the popul ation.”

Ni | e shook her head. "I don't agree! |1've worked with the Federation's anticrine agencies here.
They're efficient enough. O course they can't handl e everything. But | don't think the

Over government coul d acconplish much nore al ong those |ines w thout devel opi ng an oppressive
bureaucratic structure - which | certainly wouldn't want."

"You feel crime control should be left up to the local citizenry?"

"Of course it should, when it's a local problem Crimnals aren't basically different from other
probl ens we have around. We can deal with them W do it regularly."

Ticos grunted. "Now that," he remarked, "is an attitude al nost no Palach would be able to
understand! And it seens typical of our present civilization." He paused. "You'll recall | used to
wonder why the Federation takes so little obvious interest in |ongevity prograns, eugenics
projects and the |ike. She gave hima quick glance. Not ranbling, after all? "You see a

connecti on?"

"A definite one. When it cones to crinmnals, the Overgovernnent doesn't actually encourage them
But it maintains a situation in which the private citizen is invited to handl e the problens they
create. The evident result is that crinmnality remains a constant threat but is kept within
tolerable linmts. Wiich is nmerely a small part of the overall picture. Qur society fosters
aggressi ve conpetitiveness on alnost all levels of activity; and the Overgovernment rarely seens
too concerned about the absolute legality of nethods used in conpetition. The [imts inposed
usual ly are inposed by agreenents anong citizen organi zations, which also enforce them"”

"You feel all this is a kind of substitute for warfare?"

"It's really nore than a substitute,"” Ticos said. "A society under serious war stresses tends to
growrigidly controlled and the scope of the average individual is correspondingly reduced. In the
ki nd of bal anced anarchy in which we live now, the individual's scope is alnpst as wide as he
wants to nake it or his peers will tolerate. For the large class of non-aggressive citizens who'd
prefer sinply to be allowed to go about their business and keep out of trouble, that's a non-
optimum situation. They're presented with many unpl easant problens they don't want, are endangered
and occasional ly harassed or destroyed by human predators. But in the long run the probl enms never
really seemto get out of hand. Because we al so have highly aggressive anti-predators. Typically,
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they don't prey on the harmess citizen. But their hackles go up when they neet their mirror

i mage, the predator - from whomthey can be distinguished mainly by their goals. Wen there are no
official restraints on them they appear to be as a class nore than a match for the Predators. As
you say, you handl e your crimnals here on Nandy-Cdine. Werever the citizenry is making a rea
effort, they seemto be simlarly handled. On the whole our civilization flourishes." He added,
"There are shadings and variations to all this, of course. The harm ess citizen, the predator and
the anti- predator are ideal concepts. But the pattern exists and is being naintained."

"So what's the point?" N le asked. "If it's maintained deliberately, it seens rather cruel."

"I't has abomi nably cruel aspects; as a matter of fact. However, as a species," said Ticos, "nman
evolved as a very tough, alert and adaptable creature, well qualified to | ook out for what he
considered his interests. The War Centuries honed those qualities. They're being even nore
effectively honed today: | think it s done deliberately. The Overgovernment evidently isn't
interested in establishing a paradisiac environment for the harnless citizen. Its interest is in
the overall quality of the species. And man as a species remains an em nently dangerous creature
The Overgovernnent restricts it no nore than necessity indicates. So it doesn't support the search
for immortality - imortality woul d change the creature. I n what way, no one can really say.
Eugeni cs shoul d change it, so eugenics projects aren't really favored, though they aren't
interfered with. | think the Overgovernnent prefers the species to continue to evolve in its own
way. On the record, it's done well. They don't want to risk elinminating genetic possibilities
whi ch may be required eventually to keep it from encountering some conpetitive species as an
inferior."

Nile said after a pause, "Well, that's mainly speculation, Ticos."

"OF course it is. But it's no speculation to say that the Hub still has its Tuvel as and that
they're as thoroughly conditioned to act at peak performance as they ever were in the pre-
Federation days. Further, there's now a relatively huge nunber of them around. That's what nakes
the position of the Parahuans and their potential allies inpossible. They aren't opposed by a
narrow caste of Guardians. They'd hit automatic Tuvela strategy agai n wherever and when ever they
tried to strike. Afew, a very few, of them Pal achs realized that. Mga was one of them That's
why be killed hinmsel f."

"Mbga killed hinsel f?"

"At the crucial nmonent in the lab," Ticos said, "you rather cravenly dropped flat on your face.

Si nce nobody was pointing a gun at nme, | renmained standing and watched. Mga couldn't foresee
exactly what woul d happen, but | knew. he'd been aware of the purpose of ny specinens for sone
time. He understood that he and the group which cane into the lab with himwuld have to die if we
were to escape. W had to escape to keep the Voice of Action checked. Wen the nonment cane, Mga
was quite ready. The others didn't find tine to squeeze their gun studs. He found tine to pitch
that bag at you so you would get your gun back. You see, he knew you were a very conpetent but
still very vul nerable human being. He didn't believe at all in the |l egend of the invincible
Tuvel a. But he had to do what he could to help preserve the |legend. He had a cold, hopel ess hatred
for humanity because he had realized it was the superior species. And, as he said, he was in
deathly fear for Porad Anz. The Everliving as a whole were sinply unable to understand that
manki nd coul d be superior to them The concept had no neaning. But they could be persuaded to
withdraw i f they becanme convinced that the freakish supermen who ruled hunmanity were truly
invincible. So, in effect, Moga conspired with me, and later with you, to produce that inpression
on them "

He paused, shook his head, yawned deeply. Nile watched him

"You see, | . . . uh, what H s voice trailed off. H s eyes were half closed now, |ids
flickering. After a nonent his head began to sag.

"How do you feel ?" she asked.
"Huh?" Ticos raised his head again, shook it.

"l don't know," he said hesitantly. "There was - nental confusion for a nmonment, swirling bright
lights. Don't quite know how to describe it. He drew a deep breath. "Part of the nerve charge
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effect, | suppose?"

"Yes, it is," she said. "Neural agitators are dirty weapons. You never know what the results wll
be. The particular kind of thing you're experiencing can build up for hours. Wen it does, it may
cause permanent brai n danage."

Ti cos shrugged irritably: "Wiat can | do about it? I've been blocking the stuff, but it seems to
be | eaking through to me now. "

"Sleep's indicated. Plenty of sleep - preferably not |less than a day or two. After that you shoul d
be all right again."

"The problemthere," Ticos said,. "lIs that | don't believe I'lIl be able to sleep wi thout drugs;
And we don't -" He glanced at her. "Or do we?"

"W do. | saw bal ath seeds on the way here and brought a few al ong."

He grunted. "Think of everything, don't you? Well, 1'Il be no good to the cause in the shape I'm

in, that's obvious. Better give me the balath and get on about your Tuvel a business. Try to make
it back here though, will you?"

"I will." The natural end to the balath sleep was death. For the human organism in about a week.
Ticos knew that if she couldn't get himto the mainland and to antidotes presently, he wouldn't
wake up again.

He took three soft-shelled seeds fromher hand, said, "Hold your breath - good luck!" and cracked
them between his fingers, close to his face: Nile heard himbreathe deeply as the balath funes
drifted out fromthe seeds. Then he sighed, slunped back and slid down out of sight into the pod:
After a few seconds, the pod cover closed over the vacated opening . . . . WlIl, he'd be as safe
in there for a while as he could be anywhere in this area.

She reset the belt, checked her gear. Then paused a nonent, head turned up. sonmething - a brief
muf f | ed t huddi ng, as nmuch body sensation as sound. It seened to come fromthe sky. She'd heard
simlar sounds tw ce before while Ticos was tal king. Evidently he hadn't heard them They night
have been the runble of thunder, but she didn't think it was thunder

Li ght wei ght agai n, she noved back quickly along the living cables to the fl oatwood bough which
intersected the incubator and on to the barrier hedge. She laid her hands for a nonent against the
hedge's, branches: They opened quietly for her, and she slipped out into the forest.

For a m nute she stood gl anci ng about and |istening. The thuddi ng noi se hadn't been repeated and
there were no other indications of abnornmal activity about. A great racket was starting up in the
sea- haval rookery; but the sea-havals, young and ol d, needed no abnormal activities to set them
off. Nile descended quickly through the forest until she heard water surge and gurgle bel ow, then
moved back to the | agoon

The sky was al nost cl oudl ess now, blazing with massed starshine. She gazed about the | agoon from
cover. At the base of the forest across fromher a string of tiny bright-blue Iights bobbed gently
up and down. Were they | ooking for her over there? She twi sted the otter caller

Sweeti ng appeared, bubbling and hunti ng-happy, eager to be given fresh instructions. The tarm was
dying or dead. The otters had rammed a fresh battery of poison thorns into it when it cane out
into the water, and shortly afterward it sank to the |lagoon's root floor, turned on its side and
st opped novi ng: Next they discovered a |arge group of arned Parahuans prowl i ng about the floating
pads and other vegetation in the central area of the lagoon. The otters acconpanied themin the
water, waiting for opportunities to strike. Opportunities soon came. By the tine the search party
grew aware of losses in its ranks, eight |ifeless Oganoon had been | eft wedged deep anong the root
t angl es.

"You didn't |let yourselves be seen?"
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Sweeting snorted derisively.

"Waddl e-foot junps into water. Doesn't conme up. |Is sad, heh? Sea-haval eat hinf Guardian Etland
eat hin? No otters there then."

Nile could picture it. A subsurface swirl in the dark water, three or four slashes; another

fl oppi ng body haul ed quickly down toward the roots . . . and no slightest indication of the nature
of the attacker. The renai ni ng Parahuans had bunched up together on the pads; keeping well away
fromthe water. When |ights began to flash and several boats approached, bristling with guns,
Sweeti ng and her conpani ons noved of f. From a di stance they watched the boats take the search
party away.

Presently then: "Bl oonmp-bloonp! Big gun --

Whi ch expl ai ned the thudding noises Nile had heard. Great geysers boiled up suddenly fromthe area
wher e t he Parahuans had been wayl aid. The fire cane froma hi dden enpl acenment on the far side of
the | agoon. Sweeting described pale flares of light, soft heavy thunps of discharge. A medi um
energy gun - brought into action in hopes of destroying what? The Tuvel a? The Pal achs woul d have
no ot her explanation for what had happened out there. And if they'd realized by now that their
great tarmwas al so anong the dead or m ssing

"What were they shooting at later?" she asked.

Sweeting tilted her nose at the sky, gave the approxinmate otter equivalent of a shrug. "Up there?
Kesters. "

"Kest ers?"

Kesters it seened to have been. Perhaps the gun crew had picked up a high-flying nmigratory flock
inits instrunents and mistaken it for human vehicles. In any case, sonme tine after the discharge
a rain of charred and di snenbered Kester bodies briefly sprinkled the |agoon surface.

Nile chewed her lip. Parrol couldn't possibly be about the area yet, and that some other aircar
shoul d have chanced to pass by at this particular time was sinply too unlikely. It |ooked Iike a
case of generally jittery nerves and growi ng denoralization. Ticos had questi oned whet her the

Voi ce of Action would be able to maintain the organi zati on of the forces which were now under its
sole control

"And this last time?" she asked. Water stirred at her left as she spoke. She gl anced over, saw
that the wild otter pair had joined them lifted a hand in greeting. They grinned silently,
drifted closer.

"Wasn't us," Sweeting told her. The fire had been directed into the | agoon again, near the western
end of the island. The otters hadn't been anywhere near those waters. Another panic reaction?

"What are they doing over there?" Nile asked: She nodded to the north, across the |agoon. The
pi npricks of blue |light had continued to nove slowy along the base of the forest.

The otters had investigated them A flotilla of small submersi bl es had appeared, presunably
di spatched by the great command ship in the depths. Each was nmarked by one of the lights - purpose
unknown. They were stationing sentries in pairs along the edge of the forest.

Nil e considered it. The begi nning of a nmajor organized drive to encircle the Tuvela in the | agoon
assum ng the energy gun hadn't got rid of her? It seened inprobable. Sentries nornally were put
out for defensive purposes. They had at |east one gun enpl acenent over there, perhaps other posts
that | ooked vul nerable to them They night be wondering. whether the Tuvela would presently cone
out of the water and start doing sonething about those posts.

How open were the sentries to attack?

The otters had been considering the point when Sweeting picked up Nile's signal. The Parahuans
were stationed above water |evel, at varying heights. One pair squatted on a floatwod. . stub not
much nore than fifteen feet above the lift of the waves. There was no visual contact between nopst
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of the posts.

Ni |l e had seen Spiff and Sweeting drive up twenty five feet fromthe surface of the sea to pluck
ski mm ng kesters out of the air....

"If you can pick off that one pair before they squawk," she said, "do it. It will keep the rest of
theminterested in that side of the |lagoon for a while. Stay away fromthere afterward ... and
don't bother any other waddl e feet until you hear fromne,"

They agreed. "Wat you doing now, Nile?"' Sweeting asked.
"CGetting a fire started so Dan can find us."
Chapter 9

SHE MOVED steadily upward. The, ancient floatwood trunks swayed and creaked in the wi nd; |esser
growt h rustl ed and whi spered. The uneasy | appi ng of the ocean receded gradual ly bel ow.

When she had conme hi gh enough, she turned toward the sea-haval rookery. The thickest sections of
the oi |l wood- stand rose sonewhat beyond it, A swirl of the wi nd brought the rookery's stenches

si mrering about her. Vague runblings rose through the forest. The area was quieter than it had
been in early evening, but the gigantic feedings and the periodic uproar connected with them would
continue at intervals through the night. She kept well above the rookery in passing. It was like a
huge dark cage, hacked and sawn by great toothed beaks out of the heart of the forest. Intruders
there were not viewed with favor by the sea-havals.

She was perhaps three hundred feet above the rookery and now well over toward the southern front
of the forest when she cane to an abrupt halt.

Thr oughout these hours her senses had been keyed to a pitch which automatically sl apped a danger

| abel an anything which did not match nornal patterns of the overall forest scene. The outline

whi ch suddenly inpressed itself on her vision was nore than half blotted out by intervening
thickets; but her mind Iinked the visible sections together in an instant. The conposite inmage was
that of a very |l arge pal e object.

And that was enough. She knew in the same nmonent that another tarm had been brought to the island
by the Parahuans.

Ni | e stood where she was, frozen with disnmay. There was no i nmedi ate cover avail able here; the
slightest notion mght bring her to the tarms attention. The massive latticework of the forest
was fairly open, with only scattered secondary growth between her and the clusters of thickets

al ong the great slanted branch where the giant thing lay. The wild otters had reported seeing two
of the creatures when the Parahuans first arrived. This one nust have been kept aboard the big
headquarters ship since then; it bad been taken back to the surface to be used agai nst her, had
approached the island through the open sea to the south -

What was it doing in the upper forest levels? . . . Had it already di scovered her?

The answer to the first question came imediately. The wind carried the scent of all |ife passing
through the area to the west and along the lagoon up to the tarm It was lying in wait for an

i ndi cation that the human eneny was approachi ng the big bl ockhouse. A defensive nmeasure agai nst
the Tuvela and. it was possible that it had in fact, nmade out her shape, approachi ng al ong the

fl oat wood branches in the night gloom but hadn't yet defined her as human because she didn't
bring with her a human scent.

Nile took a slow step backward, then another and a third; keeping her eyes fixed on what she could
see of the tarm As she reached the first cluster of screening growmh, the great body seened to be
hunchi ng, shifting position. The bushes cl osed behind her. Now the tarmwas out of sight . . . and
it was difficult to avoid the thought that it had waited. only for that instant to cone sw nging
cunni ngly through the floatwood in pursuit, grappling branches with its tentacle clusters, sliding
al ong the thicker trunks. She ran in |ightweight bal ance toward a huge central bole, rounded it

qui ckly, clutching the gnarled surface with hands and gripsoles, hesitated on the far side, eyes
searching the area bel ow.
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Forty feet down was a tw sted branch, thickets near its far end. N le pushed off, dropped, |anded
in nonents; knees flexing, ran along the branch and t hreaded her way into the thickets. From
cover, she | ooked back. Nothing stirred above or behind her. The tarm hadn't foll owed.

She noved on |less hurriedly, stopped at |ast to consider what she could do. She was still stunned
by the encounter. Scentlessness woul d have been no protection if she had cone nuch closer to that

| urki ng sea beast before she discovered it. And how could she get to the oilwod now? The tarm | ay
so near it that it seenmed suicidal recklessness to approach the area again. She scanned nentally
over the weapons the floatwood of fered There was nothing that could . stop a great creature like
that qui ckly enough to do her any good. The UWs beam would only enrage it.

She had an abrupt sense of defeat. The things might very well lie there till norning, nmaking it
i npossible to start the beacon which was to identify the island to Parrol. There nmust be sone
thing she could do to draw it away fromits position

Al nost with the thought, a vast bell ow ng erupted about her, seeming to conme frominches beneath
her feet, jarring her tight-drawn nerves again . . . . Only a sea-haval from the rookery bel ow.

Nile's breath caught.

Only a sea-haval ? Fromthe rookery bel ow - She, went hurrying on down through the forest.

Presently she returned, retracing her forner route But now she gave every section of it carefu
study - gl ancing ahead and back, planning it out, not as a |line of ascent but of a head- |ong
descent to follow Wen she came back along it, she would be noving. as quickly as she could nove,
unable to afford a single msstep, a single nmonent of uncertainty about what to do; or which way
to turn. A good part of that descent woul d be | ow wei ght junping; and whenever one of the
prospective junps | ooked at all tricky, she tried it out before clinbing farther

She reached a point at |ast where she nust be within a mnute of sighting the tarmif . . . if it
had stayed where it was. For it m ght have been having second thoughts about the upright shape
whi ch had been conming toward it and then backed away, and be prowl i ng about for her now N le
nmoved as warily and stealthily as she ever had in her life until she knew she was within view of
the branch where the tarmhad |ain. She hadn't approached it fromthe previous direction but had
climbed up instead along the far side of the great bole which supported nost of the fl oatwood and
other growmh in the area.

When she edged around the bole, she saw the tarmimmedi ately where she had judged it would be -
flattened out on the branch, the head end of the big worm body turned toward her. A great |idless
pal e eye di sk seened fixed on the bole. Sonething thick and lunpy - the nmass of retracted
tentacles - stirred along the side. There was a deceptively sluggi sh heavy | ook about the thing.

Ni | e gl anced back and down al ong her imediate line of retreat. Then she took the UWfromits

hol ster and stepped out on a branch jutting fromthe nmassive trunk. Waving tips lifted abruptly
fromthe tarms clunped tentacles. Oherwise it didn't nmove. Nile pointed the gun at the center of
the horny eye |l ens and held down the trigger

The tarm s body rose up. Nile snapped the gun into the holster, slipped back around the bole.
Turned and sprang.

There was a sound of sonething |ike tons of wet sand snmashing agai nst the far side of the bole as
she darted through a thicket thirty feet down. She swung out bel ow the thicket, dropped ten feet,
dropped twenty-five feet, dropped again, descending a stairway of air

A deep howling swept by overhead, nore |ike the voice of the stormthan that of an animal. Nile
turned, saw the tarm contracted alnost to the shape of a ball, hurtle through smashing growh a
hundred feet above, suspended from bunched thick tentacles. She pulled out the UWand held the
beam centered on the bul k, shouting at the top of her lungs. The awesonme cry cut off and the big
body jerked to a stop, hung twisting in mdair for an instant; attached by its tentacles to fifty
points of the floatwood. Then the tarm had | ocated her and swiftly canme down. N le slipped behind
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a trunk, resuned her retreat.

She was in and out of the tarms sight fromnonent to noment, but the next series of zigzagging
downward | eaps did not draw her away fromit again. She heard its crashing descent, above and to
this side or that, always follow ng, cutting down distance between them- then stench and noi se
expl oded about. Strain blurred her vision, but there was a wi de openi ng anong the branches bel ow
and she darted toward it. A horizontal branch came underfoot - a swaying narrow bridge, open space
al | about the beneath. Sea-haval stink roiled the air. Heavy stirrings below, angry runble.

A great thunp behind her. The branch shook violently. The tarmis howl swelled at her back, and
furious bellow ngs replied. The branch creaked. Ahead to the right were the waving thickets she
remenber ed

Nile flung herself headlong off the branch into the growh, clutching with arms and | egs. An
expl osively |l oud crack, not yards away - another. Then, nmoments later, a great thudding splash
bel ow.

Then many nore sounds. Rather ghastly ones .

Nile scranbled farther into the thicket, found solid foothold and stood up, gripping the
shrubbery. She fought for breath, heart pounding |like an engi ne. The racket bel ow began to settle
into a heavy irregular thunping as the beaks of the sea-havals slamred again and again into the

rubbery nonster which had dropped into their rookery; gripping a branch of floatwood . . . a
branch previously al nost cut through at either end by the beamof N le's gun. The tarm was
finished; the giant kesters wouldn't stop until it had been tugged and ripped apart, tossed in

sections about the evil-snelling rookery, mashed to nud under huge webbed feet.

Nerves and | ungs steadying gradually, N le w ped sweat from her eyes and forehead, then | ooked
over her gear to nmake sure nothing of inportance had been lost in that plunging chase. Al itens
seened to be on hand.

And now, unless she ran into further unforeseen obstacles on the way, she should be able to get
her oilwood fire started

There were no further obstacles.

For the fourth or fifth time Nile suddenly came awake, roused perhaps by nothing nore than a
change in the note of the wind. She | ooked about quickly, A dozen feet bel ow her, near the
waterline, an otter lifted its oval head, glanced up. It was the wild fenmale, taking her turn to
rest while her mate and Sweeting patroll ed.

"Is nothing; Nile . . " The otter yawned, dropped her head back on her forelegs.

Nile turned her wist, |ooked at her watch. Still about two hours till dawmm . . . . She'd been
dozing uneasily for around the same length of tine at the sea edge of the forest, waiting for

i ndications of Parrol's arrival. Current conditions on the island had the appearance of a
stalemate of sorts. On the surface, little happened. The Parahuans had withdrawn into their
installations. An occasional boat still nmoved cautiously about the |agoon, but those on board
weren't |ooking for her. |If anything, since the |ast devel opnents, they'd seemed anxious to avoid
renewed encounters with the Tuvela. There was underwater activity which appeared to be centered
about the ship beneath the | agoon floor. If she'd had a jet rig, she would have gone down to

i nvestigate. But at present, the ship was out of her reach; and while the otters could operate
confortably at that depth, their reports renai ned i nconcl usive.

In spite of the apparent lull, this remained an explosive situation. And as she calculated it, the
bl omup woul dn't be del ayed nuch | onger

It must seemto the Voice of Action that it had nmaneuvered itself into an inpossible situation. To
avoid the defeat of its policies, it had, by its own standards, commtted a nonstrous crine and
danger ousl y weakened t he expeditionary force's command structure. Porad Anz woul d condone the

sl aughter of the opposed Great Pal achs and Pal achs only if the policies could be successfully

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry...ames%20H.%20Schmitz%20-%20Demon%20Breed.txt (58 of 75) [2/24/2004 10:48:08 PM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol der/James%20H.%620Schmitz%20-%20Demon%20Breed.txt

i mpl ement ed.

And now, by the Voice of Action's own standards again, the policies already had failed conpletely
to neet the initial test. The basis of their argunment had been that Tuvel as coul d be defeated. Her
death was to prove it. Wth the proof at hand, the fact at |ast established; the attack en the

pl anet woul d fol |l ow.

Hours |l ater, she not only was still alive but was in effect disputing their control of the upper
i sl and areas. They nust have armanent around which coul d vaporize, not only the island but the
entire floatwood drift and her along with it. But while they remai ned here thensel ves, they

woul dn't enploy that kind of armament. They couldn't use it at all without alerting the planet -
in which case they mght as well begin the overall attack

Their reasoning had becone a trap. They hadn't been able to overcone one Tuvela. They couldn't
expect then that an attack on the Tuvel as of the planet would result in anything but failure. But
if they pulled out of Nandy-dine without fighting, their crine remai ned unexpi ated, unjustified
unforgivable in the eyes of Porad Anz.

Ni | e thought the decision eventually nmust be to attack Understaffed or not, their confidence
shaken or not, the Voice of Action really no | onger had a choice. It was sinply a question now of
when they would conme to that conclusion and take action on it.

There was not hing she could do about that at present. At |east she'd kept them stalled through
nost of the night; and if the Sotira racer had caught her warning, the planet m ght be grow ng
ware of the peril overhanging it. Nile sighed, shifted position, blinking out through the branches
before her at the sea. Starshine gleanmed on the surging water, blended with the ghostly Iight of
the | um nous weed beds. O oud banks rolled through the sky again: Fitful flickering on the nearby
surface was the reflection of the oilwod. |If Parrol would only get here

She slid back down into sleep

Sonet hi ng very wet was nuzzling her energetically. She shoved at it in irritation. It came back
"Nile, wake up! Spiff's here!"

G oggi ness vani shed instantly. "Huh? \Were are -"

"Coming! " laughed Sweeting. "Conming! Not far!"

She' d picked up the tiny resonance in the caller receiver which told her Spiff was in the sea,
within three miles, homing in on her. And if Spiff was coming, Parrol was with him Linp with
relief, Nile slipped down to the water's edge with the otter. Al nost daybreak, |light creeping into
the sky behind cloud cover, the ocean bl ack and steel-gray, great swells running before the

i sl and.

"Whi ch way?"

Sweeting's nose swung about |ike a conpass needl e held due south. She was shivering with
excitement. "Close! Cose! W wait?"

"We wait." Nile s voice was shaky. "They'Il- be here fast enough . Parrol had done as she

t hought - read the oilwod nessage fromafar, set his car dowmn to the south, worked it in
subsurface toward the floatwood front. He'd be out of it noww th Spiff, coming in by jet rig and
with equi pnent.

"Where are your friends? has anythi ng been happeni ng?"
"Heh? Yes. Two ships under | agoon now. Big one."

"Two - Has the comand ship nmoved up?"

"Not that big. Waddl e-feet carrying things."

"What kind of things?" Sweeting snorted. "Waddl e feet things, heh? Maybe they | eave. Ho! Spiff's
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here .

She whistled, went forward into the water Nile stood watching intently. Against the flank of a
great rising wave two hundred yards out, two otters appeared for an instant, were gone. again.

"You | ook sonething of a ness, Dr. Etland!"

She'd jerked half around on the first | ow pitched word, had the gun out and pointing as his voice
regi stered on her consciousness. She swore huskily. "Thought you were a - forget it""

On the surface twenty feet to her right, straddling the saddl e of a torpedo-shaped carrier, Parro
shoved bl ack jet rig goggles up on his forehead, reached for a spur of floatwood to hold his
position. A UWrifle was in his right hand. He grinned briefly. "Dr Cay?" "All right for the

monment, " Nile said: She replaced her gun, hand shaking. "Did you run into trouble com ng in?"
"None at all. The inmmedi ate area's clear?"
"At present."”

Parrol had left the mainland in response to Nile's first call for help nine hours previously. Most
of the interval he'd spent being batted around in heavy typhoon weather with a static- bl ocked
communi cator. He was within two hours of the island when he got a cl ose-contact connection with

sl edman fleet units and heard for the first tinme that Dr. Etland neanwhile had got out another
message. The Sotira racer. had received her chopped-off report about Parahuans, carried it within
range of other sleds. It was relayed through and around di sturbance areas, eventually had reached
the mainl and and apparently was reaching sled fleet headquarters all about Nandy-Cline. Parrol's
informants couldn't tell himwhat the overall effect of the warning had been if anything,

communi cati on conditions had worsened in the neantine. But there seened to be no question that by
now t he pl anet was thoroughly alerted.

They specul ated briefly on the possibilities. There might or might not be Federation warships

cl ose enough to Nandy-Cline to take an inmediate hand in the matter. The pl anet-based Federation
forces weren't large. If they were drawn into defensive positions to cover key sections of the
mai nl and, they woul dn't hanper the Parahuans nuch ot herw se. The mainland police and the Citizens
Al ert Cooperative could put up a sizable fleet of patrol cars between them They should be
effective in ground and air encounters, but weren't designed to operate agai nst heavily arned
spacecraft. In general while there were weapons enough around Nandy- Cine, relatively few were
above the caliber required to solve personal and busi ness probl ens.

"The sl eds have unwrapped the ol d spaceguns again," said Nile. "They'l|l fight, now they know what
they' Il be fighting."

"No doubt," Parrol agreed. "But the Navy and Space Scouts are the only outfits around organi zed
for this kind of thing. W don't know if they're available at present, or in what strength. If
your web-footed acquai ntances can knock out communications conpletely -"

"Evidently they can."

Parrol was silent a nmonent. "Could get very nessy!" he remarked. "And in spite of their heavy
stuff, you figure they' re already half convinced they'|ll lose if they attack?"

"Going by their own brand of logic, they nust be. But | don't think it will keep themfrom
attacking."

Parrol grunted. "Well, let's talk with the otters again .

The wild otters had joined the group. They confirmed Sweeting's report of the arrival of a second
ship beneath the lagoon. It was nore than twice the size of the first, anchored directly behind

it. Parahuans were active about both. Parrol and Nile asked further questions and the picture grew
clear. The second ship seenmed to be a cargo carrier, and the Parahuans apparently were engaged in
dismantling at |east part of the equipment of their floatwood installations and storing it in the
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carrier.

"So they're clearing the decks;" Parrol said. "And not yet quite ready to nove. Now, if at this
stage we could give themthe inpression that the planet was ready - in fact, was |aunching an
attack on them-"

Ni |l e had thought of it. "How?" she asked. "It would have to be a drastic denonstration now. Not
bl owi ng up their bl ockhouse. Say something like hitting the command ship."

"We can't reach that. But we can reach the two under the | agoon. And we can get rather drastic
about them™

"Wth what?"

"I mpl osi on bonmbs," Parrol said. "Your nmessage suggested | should bring the works, so | did. Three
Zel |l - El even two pounders, tactical, adherent." He nodded at the equipnment carrier in the water
below them "In there with the rest of it."

"Their ship |l ocks are open," said Nile, after a nonent.

"Two should do it. One in each | ock."

"Spaceships. It may not finish them But --
They gl anced over at Spiff. He'd been watching themsilently, along with the other three.
"Like to do a little bonb hauling again; Spiff?" Parrol inquired

The big otter's eyes glistened. He snorted, Parrol got to his feet.

"Brought, your rig," he told Nile. "Let's go pick up Dr Cay and get himout to the car. He'll be
saf est there. Then we'll take a | ook at those ships . "

Trailing Parrol and the carrier out to the aircar, Nile darted along twenty feet bel ow the surface
the twin to his UWrifle clasped against her, luxuriating in the jet rig's speed and
maneuverability. They'd left the otters near the floatwood; fast as they were; Sweeting and her
conpani ons couldn't have maintained this pace. It was |ike skinmng through air. The rig's
projected field nearly cancelled water friction and pressure; the rig goggles clanped over Nile's
eyes pushed visibility out a good two hundred yards, dissolving murk and gl oominto apparent
transparency. Near the surface, she was now the equal of any sea creature inits own elenment. Only
the true deeps renained barred to the jet rig swimer. The Parahuan rigs she'd seen had been
relatively prinmtive contrivances.

Parrol, riding the carrier with Ticos Cay asl eep inside, was nani pul ating the vehicle wth al nost
equal ease. it too had a frictionless field. He sl owed down only in passing through the denser
weed beds. By the tine they reached the aircar, riding at sea anchor in the center of a floating
thicket, a blood-red sun rim had edged above the horizon

They got Ticos transferred to the car, stowed the carrier away, |ocked the car again, nade it a
subsurface race back to the floatwod and gathered up the otters. Spiff and Sweeting knew about
tactical bombs by direct experience; their wild cousins knew about human expl osives only by otter
gossip and were decidedly interested in the operation. Roles were distributed and the party set
of f. Spiff, nine-foot bundle of supple nuscle, speed, and cold nerve, carried two of Parrol's

i mpl osi on devices strapped to his chest in their containers. He'd acted as underwater denolition
agent before. Parrol retained the third bonb.

And shortly Nile was floating in a cave of the giant roots which fornmed the island floor, watching
t he open | ocks of the two Parahuan spaceships below. A fog of yellow light spilled fromthem Two
poi nts of bright electric blue hovered above the smaller ship, lights set in the noses of two

m dget boats turning restlessly this way and that as if maintaining a continuous scan of the area.
There were other indications of general uneasiness. A group of jet-rigged Oganoon carrying the
heavy guns with which she had becone faniliar, floated between the sentry boats; and in each of
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the I ocks a pair of guards hel d weapons ready for inmedi ate use.

Al other activities centered about the lock of the larger ship. Parahuans mani pul ati ng packaged
and crated itens were noving into it fromthe sea in escorted groups, energing again to jet off
for nore. Like the guards, they carried guide lights fastened to their heads.

Ni |l e gl anced around as Spiff came sliding, down out of the root tangles above. The otters had
returned to the surface to saturate thenselves with oxygen before the action began. Spiff checked
besi de her, peering out through the roots at the ships, then tilted his head at her inquiringly.
Hi s depth-dark vision wasn't equal to hers but good enough for practical work. Nile switched on
her rig speaker. "Dan?"

"I read you."
"Spiff's back and ready to go."

"My group's also on hand," Parrol's voice told her. "W'l|l start the diversionary action. Sixty
seconds, or any tine thereafter -"

Nile's muscles tightened. She gave Spiff a nod, watched himstart off anpbng the roots. Resting the
barrel of the UWrifle on the root section before her, she glanced back and forth about the area
bel ow. Her position placed her nidway between the two ship locks Spiff was shifting to the right,
to a point above the lock of the cargo carrier, his first target. \Wiere Parrol and the other three
otters were at the monent she didn't know.

A group of Oganoon approached the cargo | ock again, guiding a burdened transport carrier. As they
nmoved into the lighted area, the one in the | ead | eaped sideways and rolled over in the water
thrashing violently. The next in line drifted linply upward, |long | egs dangling. The ripping sound
of Parrol's UWreached Nile's audio pickup a nonent |ater

There was abrupt milling confusion around and within the |ock. The rest of the transport crew was
struggling to get inside past the guards. Thunping noises indicated that a nunmber of Parahuan
weapons had gone off. A nedley of water voice sounds filled the pickup. Then one of the little
boats was suddenly in purposeful nmotion, darting at a slant up fromthe ships toward the root
floor of the island. The other followed.

"Boats have a fix on you and are coning Dan!"
"I"'mretreating."”

The boats reached the roots, edged in anong them The patrol above the snmaller ship had

di sappeared, was now regroupi ng. Sonmebody down there evidently was issuing orders. Nile waited
heart hammering. Parrol's rifle snarled, drew a heavier response, snarled again. Anbng, the roots
he had a vast advantage in nobility over the boats: A swarm of arned Parahuans jetted out fromthe
smal l er ship's lock. One of them shifted aside, beckoned inperiously to the patrol above. They
fell inline and the whol e group nmoved quickly up to the roots. Their comrandi ng of fi cer dropped
back into the | ock, stood gazing after them

"The infantry's getti.ng intv the act;" Nile reported.
"Leavi ng the ships clear?"
"Cl ear enough."”

The transport crew had vani shed inside the carrier. Its two guards floated in the |lock, shifting

their weapons about. The pair on duty in the other lock nust still be there, but at the nonment
only the officer was in sight. Nile studied him Snall size, slight build-a Palach. He mght be in
charge of the local operation. . . . Parrol's voice said "lI've given the otters the go-ahead

They're hitting the infantry. Mve any tine!"

Nile didn't answer. She slid the rifle barrel forward, sighted on one of the carrier guards,
| ocked down the trigger, swung to the second guard as the first one began a back sonersault. In
the sane instant she saw Spiff, half the distance to the carrier already behind him doubling and
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thrusting as he drove down in a hunting otter's awesonely accel erating sprint. He'd picked up his
cue.

Now t he Pal ach at the smaller ship floated in the rifle's sights, unaware of events at the
carrier. Nile held fire, tingling with inpatience. The two guards there hadn't showed agai n; she
want ed them out of the way before Spiff arrived. The Pal ach gl anced around, started back into the
| ock. She picked himoff with a squeeze of her finger - and sonething dark curved down over the
hul | of the ship, flicked past the tw sting body and di sappeared in the |ock

Nil e swal | owed hard, slipped forward and down out of the cover of the roots. There were thunping
sounds in the pickup; she couldn't tell whether sonme of them came now fromthe ship. Her mnd was
counting off seconds. Parrol's voice said something, and a nonent |ater she realized she hadn't
understood himat all. She hung in the water, eyes fixed on the lock entrance. Spiff might have
deci ded his second inplosion bomb woul d produce a better effect if carried on into the spaceship's
guts --

A Par ahuan tunbled out of the lock. Nile's hand jerked on the rifle, but she didn't fire. That
Par ahuan was dead! Another one . . . . A weaving streak energed fromthe | ock, rocked the turning
bodies in its passage, seened in the sane instant a hundred feet away in the water, two hundred -

Nil e said shakily, "Bonbs set, Dan! Jet off!"

She swung about, thunbed the rig's control grip, held it down, became a gl assy phant om rushi ng
through the dimmess in Spiff's wake.

Lunatic beast -

Presently the sea made two vast sl apping sounds behind t hem

There was light at the surface now. Sun dazzle shifted on the lifting waves between the weed beds.
The front of the floatwood island | oomed a quarter of a mile to the north. Flocks of kesters
circled and di pped above it, frightened into the upper air by the inplosions which had torn out a
central chunk of the | agoon fl oor

"Can you see nme?" Parrol's voice asked.

"Negative, Dan!" Nile had shoved the rig goggles up on her head. Air sounds rolled and roared
about her. "Too much weed drift! | can't get far enough away fromit for a clear |ook around."

"Sane difficulty here, We can't be too far apart.”

"Nobody seens to be trailing us,
we try to get together."

Nile said. "Let's keep nmoving south and clear this jungle before

Parrol agreed and she subnerged again. Spiff and Sweeting were around, though not in view at the
monent. The wild otters had stayed with Parrol. There was no real reason to expect pursuit; the
little gunboats night have been able to keep up with them but the probability was that they'd
been knocked out anmpong the roots by the bonbs. She went |ow to get under the weed tangles, gave
the otter caller a twist, glanced at her rig conmpass and started south Parrol had a fix on the
aircar. She didn't; but he'd said it lay al nbost due south of them now.

Sweeting and, Spiff showed up half a minute |ater, assunmed positions to her right and left then
there vas a sound in, the sea, a vague di mrunbling.

"You getting that, N le?"
"Yes. Engine vibrations?"

"Shoul d be sonething of that order But it isn't exactly like anything |I've ever heard. Any
i mpression of direction?"

"No." She was watching the otters. Their heads were turning about in quick darting notions.
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"Sweeting and Spiff can't tell where it's conming fromeither . . . ." She added, "It seens to be
fading at the nonment."

"Fadi ng here too," Parrol said. "Let's keep noving."

They maintained silence for a mnute or two. The matted canopy of weeds still hung overhead. The
strange sound becane al nost inaudible, then slowy swelled, grew stronger than before. There was a
sensation as if the whole sea were shuddering faintly and steadily about her. She thought of the
great spaceship which had been stationed in the depths below the floatwood drift these nonths. |If
they were warnming up its drives, it mght account for such a sound.

"Nile," Parrol's voice said.

"Yes?" "Proceed with sone caution! Qur wild friends just showed up again. They indicate they have
sonmething significant to report. I'mshifting to the surface with themto hear what it is."

"All right," said Nile. "W'll stay awake."

She moved on, holding rig speed down to her conpanions' best traveling rate. The di m sea thunder
about themdidn't seemto change. She was about to address Parrol when his voice canme again.

"Got the report,"” he said. "There's a sizable subnmersi bl e noving about the area. Evidently it is
not the source of the racket we're hearing, It's not nearly |arge enough for that. The otters have
seen it three tinmes - twice in deeper water, the third tine not far fromthe surface. It was
headed in a different direction each tinme. It may not be interested in us, but | get the
inpression it's quartering this section. That seens too nmuch of a coincidence."

Nile silently agreed: She said, "Their detectors are much nore likely to pick up your car than
us."

"Exactly."
"What do we do, Dan?"

"Try to get to the car before the sub does. You hold the line south, keep near cover if you can
Apparently |'m sonewhere ahead of you and at the nonment, closer to the sub. The otters are out
| ooking for it again. If we spot it on the way to the car; I'Il tag it."

"Tag it?"

"Wth bonb nunber three,"” Parrol said. "Had a feeling it m ght be useful before we were through .

" Nile gave Spiff and Sweeting the alert sign. indicating the area before them They pulled
farther away on either side, shifted to points sone thirty feet ahead of her. Trailing weed
curtains began limting visibility and the overhead bl anket | ooked as dense as ever. The runbling
seenmed | ouder again, a growing irritation to tight nerves. . . . Then soggy tendrils of vegetation
suddenly were all about. Nile checked rig speed; cursing silently, pulled and thrust through the
thicket with hands and feet. And stopped as she nmet Sweeting conbi ng back

Sonet hing ahead. . . . She followed the otter down through the thicket to the edge of open water.
O her drift thickets in the mddle distance. Sweeting's nose pointed. Nile watched. For a instant
then, she saw the | ong shadow outline of a subnersible glide past below Her breath caught. She
cut in the rig, cane spurting out of the growh, drove after the ship -

"Dan! "

"Yes?"

"If you see that sub, don't try to tag it!"
"Why not ?"

"Because it's ours, idiot! | was |ooking down on it just now It's a Narcotics Control boat! And
at a guess the reason it's been beating around here is that it has its detectors | ocked on the
Par ahuan conmand ship -"
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The receiver nade a nuffled sound of surprise. Then, quickly "It's probably not al one!"

"Probably not. How far do you register fromyour car?"

"N ne hundred yards,
m ght -"

Parrol's voice said. "By the tinme we get together and make it there, we

"W might be in the mddle of a hot operation!"
"Yes. Let's get back upstairs and see what we can see."

Nile jetted up through the water, trailed by darting otter shapes, broke surface in a surging
tangle of drift growth, began splashing and crawling out of the ness. Mrning sun blazed through
wi nd- whi pped reeds about and above her.

"Nile," snapped the intercom "their ship's here!"
"Their ship?”

"It's got to be the Parahuan. Sonething beneath nme - lifting! Looks like the bottom of the ocean
com ng up. Keep out of the way - that thing is big! |I'mscranbling at speed.”

The intercomwent silent. Nile stunbled across a pocket of water, |unged through a |ast tangle of
rubbery brown growth, found open sea before her. The drift was rising sluggishly on a great swell.
She shoved the goggles up on her head. Sonething shrieked briefly above. An aircar swept past, was
raci ng back into the sky. Hi gher up, specks glinted nonmentarily, circling in the sun. A chain of
patrol cars, lifting toward space, cutting through the aliens' comrunication bl ocks -

The swell had surged past; the weed bed was dropping toward its trough, shut off by a sloping wal
of water to the south: Nile knifed into the sea, cut in the rig, swept upward, reached and rode
the shifting front of the wave.. View unobstructed.

"Sl eds coning, Dan! Three of them™

Hi s voice said sonething she didn't catch. Of to the right, less than half a nile away, the black
hul I of the Parahuan command ship lifted glistening fromthe sea. Rounded back of a giant sea
beast. Nile tried to speak again and couldn't. Wnd roar and sea thunder rolled about her. Qut of
the west, knifing lightly through the waves like creatures of air the three sleds cane racing in
line on their cannon drives. On the foredeck of the one in the |ead, the nassive ugly snouts of
spaceguns swi vel ed toward the Parahuan ship, already a third clear of the water and rising
steadily. Pal e beans w nked into existence between the sled' s guns and the ship, changed to spouts
of smashing green fire where they touched the dark hull. The followi ng sleds swng left, curving
in; there were spaceguns there too, and the guns were in action. About the spaceship the ocean
exploded in steam Geen fire glared through it. A ragged, continuous thundering rolled over Nile.
The ship kept lifting. The sleds' beans clung. There was no return fire. Perhaps the first |ash of
the beans had seal ed the ship's gunports. It surged heavily clear of the sea, fled straight up
into the sky with an enornous how i ng, steam and water cascadi ng back fromit. The beans lifted
with it, then winked out in turn, ceasing their thunder.

Nile's ears still rang with the din. Lying back in the water, she watched the ship dwindle in a
brilliant blue sky. Run, Palachs, run! But see, it's too |ate!

Two thin fire lines converged in the blue on the shrinking dot of the Parahuan ship. Then a new
sun blazed in white fury where the dot had been. The fire lines curved away, vani shed.

Federati on warshi ps had cone hunting out of space .

She swung about in the water, saw a section of a broken fl oatwood bough twenty feet away, caught
it and cl anbered aboard. A wave lifted the bough as she cane to her feet, sent it rushing south.
Nile rode it, balanced against a spur, gaze sweeping the sea . . . a world of brilliance, of
dazzling flashes, of racing wind and tunbling whitecaps. Laughter began to surge in her, a
bubbling rel ease. One of the great sleds knifed past, not a hundred yards away, rushing on humm ng
drives toward the island. A formation of CA patrol cars swept above it, ports open. Jetchutists
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woul d spill fromthe ports in mnutes to start cleaning the abandoned children of Porad Anz from
t he fl oatwood.

Details mght vary considerably. But as norning rolled around the world, this was the scene that
was bei ng repeated now wherever floatwood drifts rode the ocean currents. The human denon was
awake and snarling on Nandy-d i ne.

"Nile --"
"Dan! \Were are you?"

"On the surface, Just spotted you. Look southwest. The aircar's registering. Dr. Cay's all right.

Flick of guilt - | forgot all about Ticos! Her eyes searched, halted on a swell. There he was.

She flung up an arm and waved, saw Parrol return the salute. Then she cut in the rig, dived from
the fl oatwood, went down and fl ashed t hrough the quivering crystal halls of the upper sea to neet
hi m

Chapter 10

"YOQU ARE not," said the blonde enphatically, "Dr Ticos Cay. You are not Dr. Nile Etland. There are
no great white decayed-| ooking nonsters chasing you through a forest!"

Rion Glennic blinked at her. She was an attractive young creature in her silver-blue uniform but
she seened badly worried

"No," he told her reassuringly. "OF course not,"

The bl onde brightened. "That's better! Now, who are you? I'll tell you who you are. You're
Federation Council Deputy Rion Glennic."

"Quite right," Glennic agreed

"And where are you?"

He gl anced about. "In the transmtter room"

"Anybody can see that. Were's this transmtter roonf"

"On the flagship. Section Admiral Tatlaw s flagship. Ch, don't worry! When |'mnyself, | remenber
everything, it's just that | seemto slide off now and then into being one of the other two." "You

told us," the blonde said reproachfully, "that you'd absorbed recall transcriber digests |like that
before!"
"So | have. | realize now they were relatively mnor digests. Snmall doses.”

"She shook her head. "This was no snmall dose! A double dose, for one thing. A twenty-six mnute
bit, and a two minute bit. Both | oaded with enotion peaks. Then there was a sex crossover on the
two mnute bit. That's confusing in itself. | think you' ve been rather |ucky, Deputy! Next tinme
you try out an unfamliar psych nmachine, at |east give the operators straight information. On a
rush job like this we had to take some things for granted. You could have stayed m xed up for
weeks! "

"My apologies,” said Glennic. Then he nade a startled exclamation
"Now what ?" the bl onde asked anxi ously.

"What tine is it?"

She checked her watch. "Ship or standard?”

"Standard."
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She told him Glennic said, "That |eaves ne sonething like ten mnutes to get strai ghtened out
bef ore Council man Mavi g contacts ne."
"l can give you a shot that will straighten you out in thirty seconds,"” the bl onde offered.

"Then | won't remenber the digests."

"No, not entirely. But you should still have the general idea."

G l enni ¢ shook his head. "That's not good enough! | need all the details for the conference."
"Well; | understand the Council man's absorbed the digests too. He may not be in any better shape
"That' Il be the day!" said Glennic sourly, "Nothing shakes the Council man."

She reflected, said, "You'll be all right, I think. You' ve been conmng out of it fast. . . . Those

two subjects had some remnarkabl e experiences, didn't they?"
"Yes; remarkable. Where are they at present?"

She | ooked concerned again. "Don't you renenber? They |eft ship al nbst an hour ago. On your order
Dr. Etland wanted to get Dr. Cay back to the planet and into a hospital."

G lennic considered. "Yes, | do renmenber now. That was just before this stuff began to take effect
on me, wasn't it? | suppose--"

He broke off as the entrance door slid open. on~ the transmtter stand, placed a sheaf of papers
on it, and switched on the screen. She gl anced about the other items on the stand and | ooked
sati sfi ed.

"These are the reports you wanted for the conference, M. Glennic," she announced. "You'll have
just tinme enough to check them over."

"Thanks, Wl ." Glennic started for the stand
"Anyt hi ng el se?" Wl asked.

"No," he said: "That will be all."

Wl | ooked at the blonde. "W'd better be |eaving.

The bl onde frowned. "The Deputy isn't in good condition!" she stated. "As a Psychol ogy Service
technician, | have a Cass Five clearance. Perhaps --"

Wl took her arm "Come along, dear. I'mM Glennic's confidential secretary and have a Class Two
clearance. That isn't good enough to let ne sit here and listen."

The bl onde addressed G lennic, "if you start running hallucinations again-"
He smiled at her. "If | do, I'll buzz for help. Good enough?"
She hesitated. "If you don't put it off too long, it will be. I'lIl wait beside the buzzer." She

left the roomwith WIl, and the door slid shut.

Rion G lennic sighed and sat down at the stand: Hs brain felt packed - that was perhaps the best
way to describe it. Two sets of menories that weren't his own had been fed in there in the time
span of fifty seconds. He gathered that the enptional effects they contained were danped out as
far as possible; but they renmained extra- ordinarily vivid nenories as experienced by two
different sensory patterns and recorded by two different and very keen nminds. For the next severa
hours; a part of himwould be in effect Dr. Ticos Cay, able to recall everything that had occurred
fromhis first realization of a search party of alien beings closing in stealthily on the

fl oat wood hi deout to the nonment consciousness drained fromhimin the incubator pod. And anot her
part would be Dr. Nile Etland, scanning at will over the period between her discussion with the
Sotira slednmen and her return to the mainland with Danrich Parrol, Dr. Cay, and a pair of nutant
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otters.

By now Gllenic's nmnd seened able to recogni ze these inplants for what they were and to keep them
distinct fromhis personal nmenories. But for a while there'd been confusion and he'd found hinsel f
runni ng colorful floatwood nightnmares in a w de-awake condition, blanked out nmonentarily on the
fact that he was not whichever of the two had experienced that particul ar sequence. He'd really
been much | ess upset about it than the two transcriber technicians who evidently blamed thensel ves
for the side-effects. A recall digest, in any case, was the fastest and nost dependabl e net hod
known to get all pertinent information on a given set of events froma person who'd lived through
them and a few hours fromnow the direct inpressions would fade fromhis m nd again. No problem

t here, he deci ded.

He flicked through the reports Wl had left. Among them was one fromthe surgeon's office on the
condition of Dr. Ticos Cay - a favorable prognosis. In spite of his age Dr. Cay's recuperative
ability remained abnornmally high. He'd been near total exhaustion but should recover in a few
weeks of treatnent. Glennic was glad to see the nmeno; he'd been worried about the old nman.

The | atest report on mlitary devel opnments had nothing of significance. Myst of the fighting been
concluded five hours ago, al nost before the Etland party reached the nminland. Space pursuit
continued; but the nunber of targets was down to twelve. G lennic considered. Call Tatlaw and tel
himto let a few nore get away? No, two shipl oads were enough to carry the bad word to Porad Anz.
Too many |ucky escapees woul d | ook suspicious - the Parahuans had | earned the hard way that Fed
shi ps could run them down. Sone ei ght hundred Oganoon, holed-up in a floatwood island, had been
taken alive. The Pal achs with them were dead by suicide. No value to that catch -

The other reports weren't inportant. The=s Psychol ogy Service was doctoring newscast sources on
Nandy-Cline. He'd hear nmore about that in the conference.

G lennic sat a nmonent reflecting, smled briefly. Not a bad setup, he thought. Not bad at all!
"Ship's comm section to Deputy Glennic," said the screen speaker
"Go ahead," he told it.

"Transm ssion carrier now hot and steady, sir! Orado is about to come in. Wien | switch off, the
transm ssion roomwi || be security-shielded."

"Doubl e check the shielding,”" Glennic said and pushed down the screen's ON button

"What decided you to give the order to all ow two Parahuan warshi ps to escape?" Federation
Counci | man Mavi g asked.

G lennic |ooked at the two nen in the screen with Mavig was Tol m Si ndhis, a Psychol ogy Service
director - publicity angles already were very nmuch a part of the situation, as he'd expected. The
di scussion wasn't limted to the three of them Mvig had said others were attending on various
extensions on the Orado side. He hadn't given their nanes and didn't need to. Top departnent heads
wer e judgi ng the Federation Council Deputy's actions at Nandy-Cine. Very well.

Glennic said, "Section Admiral Tatlaw s fleet detachnent was still approaching the system when we
pi cked up a garbled report from Nandy-d ine indicating the fighting had started there. Tatlaw went
in at speed. By the time the main body of the detachnent arrived, Parahuan ships were boiling out
into space by twos and threes. Qur ships split up, and began picking them off.

"I't was clear that sonething drastic had happened to the eneny on the planet. The colonial forces
were in action, but that couldn't begin to account for it. The eneny wasn't in orderly retreat -
he was breaking fromthe planet in absolute panic. Whatever the disaster was, | felt it was likely
to be to our advantage if Porad Anz were permitted to receive a first-hand account of it by

i nfornmed survivors.

"The flagship had engaged the two | argest Parahuan ships reported so far, approximately in our
cruiser class. It was reasonable to assune they had hi gh-ranki ng Parahuans on board, W know now
that except for the headquarters ship, which was destroyed before it could escape fromthe
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pl anet's atnosphere, they were in fact the two | argest ships of the invasion. There was no tine to
check with Orado, even if it had been possible in the infernal conmunication conditions of the
system W were in a running fight, and Tatlaw woul d have cut the eneny apart in mnutes. | was
the | eading representative of the civilian governnent with the detachnment. Therefore | gave the
order."

Mavi g pursed his lips. "The Adnmiral didn't entirely approve of the nove?"

"Naturally not," said Glennic. "Froma tactical point of viewit nmade no sense. There were sone
monents afterward when | was inclined to doubt the wi sdom of the nove nyself."

"I assune," Mavig said, "your doubts were resolved after you absorbed the digest of Dr. Etland's
recall report."”

"Yes. Entirely so."
Mavi g grunt ed.

"Wl |, we know now what happened to the invasion force," he remarked. "Its command echel ons were
subjected to a concentrated dose of psychological warfare, in singularly appalling form Your
action is approved, Deputy. What brought Dr. Etland and her conpanions to your attention?"

"I went down to the planet at the first opportunity,” Glennic said. "There was still a great dea
of confusion and | could get no i nmedi ate expl anation for the Parahuan retreat. But | |earned that
a warning sent out by a Dr. Etland fromone of the fl oatwood islands had set off the action. She
reached the mainland at about that time, and | found her at the hospital to which she'd taken Dr.
Cay. She told nme in brief what had occurred, and |I persuaded her to acconpany ne to the flagship
with Dr. Cay. She agreed, on condition that Dr. Cay would renmai n under constant nedical attention
She took himback to a mainland hospital a short while ago."

Mavi g said, "The people who know about this --

"Dr Etland, Dr. Cay, Danrich Parrol," said Gllenic. "The two recall transcriber technicians know
enough to start thinking. So does ny secretary."

"The personnel will be no problem The other three will maintain secrecy?"

"They've agreed to it. | think we can depend on them Their story will be that Dr. Etland and Dr.
Cay di scovered and spied on Parahuans from hiding but were not seen by them and had no contact
with them There' |l be no nmention nade of the Tuvela Theory or of anything else that could be of
significance here." Mavig glanced at the Psychol ogy Service director Sindhis nodded, said,
"Judgi ng by the personality types revealed in the recall digests, | believe that's safe. | suggest
we give those three people enough additional information to nmake it clear why secrecy is essentia
fromthe Federation's point of view"

"Very well," Mavig agreed: "It's been established by now that the four other water worlds. which
m ght have been infiltrated sinultaneously by Parahuans are clear. The runored eneny action was
concentrated solely, on Nandy- Cline. W're proceeding on that basis."” He | ooked at Tol m Si ndhi s.
"I understand your people have begun with the publicity cover work there?"

"Yes," Sidhis said. "It should be sinple in this case. W' re devel oping a popular local line."
"Whi ch is?"

"That the civilian and nmilitary colonial forces beat the fight out of the invaders before they
ever got back to space. It's already nore than half accepted.”

Glennic said thoughtfully. "If it hadn't been for Dr. Etland's preparatory work, I'minclined to
believe that's what woul d have occurred. Not of course, w thout very heavy hunan casualties. The
counterattack certainly was executed with sonething |ike total enthusiasm"

"It's been a long time between wars,'
overal|l Hub reaction, Director?"

Mavi g said. "That's part of our problem How about the
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"W'll let it be a three day sensation;" said Sindhis. "Then we'll release a series of canned
sensations which should pretty well crowd the Nandy-Cline affair out of the newscasts and keep it
out. | foresee no difficulties.”

Mavi g nodded. "The followup then. | rather like that term‘grongorru.' We can borrowit as the
key word here."

"Grongorru and Tuvel a- Guardi ans," said Tol m Si ndhi s.

"Yes. The two escaped cruisers reach Porad Anz. The sole survivors of the invasion present their
story. The top echelons of the Everliving have a week or two to | et new Tuvel a-fear soak through
their marrows. "There is no word of a significant reaction in the Federation. Wat happens then?
Deputy, you've shown conmmendabl e i magi nati on. How woul d you suggest concluding the natter?"

"How woul d Tuvel a Guardi ans conclude it?" said Glennic. "Dr. Etland set the pattern for us,
think. The attitude is not quite contenpt, but not far fromit. W' ve taken over a thousand | ow
grade prisoners for whom we have no use. Guardians don't kill purposelessly. In a week or two the
prisoners should be transported to Porad Anz."

"By a Fleet detachnent?" Mavig asked,

G |l enni ¢ shook his head. "One ship, Councilman. An inpressive ship - |1'd suggest a G ant Scout.
But only one. The Guardian Etland cane alone to the floatwood. By choice, as far as the Parahuans
know. The Guardi ans woul d not send a fleet to Porad Anz. O nore than one Guardian."

"Yes quite right And then?"

"Fromwhat Dr. Cay was told," Glennic said, "there are no surviving human captives on Porad Anz.
But we'd make sure of that, and we'd let them know we're making sure of it. Half dead or insane,
we don't |eave our kind in eneny hands."

Tol m Sindhis said; "The Service will supply a dozen xenopaths to the expedition. They'll nake sure
of it."

Mavi g nodded. "Wiat el se; deputy?" "Men were nurdered on Nandy-Cine," said Glennic. "The actual
murderers are al nbst certainty dead. But the authorities on Porad Anz need a | esson for that, and
simply for the trouble they've made. They're territory greedy. How about territoria
restrictions?"

Mavi g said, "Xeno intelligence indicates They've occupi ed bet ween ei ghteen and twenty water

pl anets. They can be told to evacuate two of those planets permanently - say the two closest to
the Federation - and given a linted tine in which to carry out the order. W'll be back presently
to see it's been done. Wuld that sumit up?”

"I think," said Glennic, "a Guardian would say so." He hesitated, added, "I believe the terns
Tuvel a or CGuardi an should not be used in this connection by us, or in fact used by us at all. The
Everliving of Porad Anz can formtheir own concl usions about who it is that issues themorders in
the nane of the Federation. As far as we're concerned, the superhumans can fade back now into
mystery and grongorru. They'll be nore effective there." Mvig nodded, glanced aside: "I see," he
remarked, "that neanwhile the selection of the person who is to issue the Council's orders to
Porad Anz has been nade." He pressed a button on the stand before him "Your transm ssion
duplicator, Deputy -"

Rion Glennic slid a receptacle fromthe stand duplicator, took a card fromit, saw w thout too
much surprise, that the nanme on the card was his own. "I'mhonored by the assignment," he said
soberly.

"You can start preparing for it." Mavig shifted his gaze to Tol m Sindhis. "W shoul d expect that
sone weeks fromnow there'll be individuals on Nandy-Cine taking a discreet interest in the
backgrounds of Dr. Etland and Dr. Cay. It might be worth seeing what | eads can be devel oped from
them" The director shrugged. "W'll watch for investigators, of course: My opinion is, however,
that if the | eads take us anywhere, they'll show us nothing new. . . ."
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CONCLUSI ONS OF THE EVALUATI NG COMM TTEE OF THE LORDS OF THE SESSEGUR, CHI EFS OF THE DARK SHI PS
SUBJECT: THE HUVAN- PARAHUAN ENGAGEMENT OF NANDY- CLI NE

The conmittee net in the Purple Hall of the Lord Il daan. Present besides the Lord Il daan and the
per manent nenbers of the Conmittee were a Wrrollan delegation led by its Envoy Pl enipotentiary.
The Lord Il daan introduced the Envoy and the nenbers of the delegation to the Committee and
referred to the frequently voiced demands of Wrolla and its associ ated species that the Aliance
of the Lords of the Sessegur should agree to coordinate and spearhead a unified attack on the
Federation of the Hub. He explained that the conclusions to be expressed by the Comittee m ght
serve as a reply to such demands. He then requested the Lord Toshin Hi gh Anbassador of the
Alliance to the Federation of the Hub, to sumup intelligence reports conpiled in the Federation
foll owi ng the Parahuan defeat.

The Lord Toshin: The overall inmpression left in the Federation by the attenpted Parahuan conquest
of the world of Nandy-Cline is that it was an event of alnpbst no significance. In the relatively
short period before | left Orado to confer in person with other nenbers of this Commit- tee, it

appeared that the average Federation citizen had nearly forgotten such an attenpt had been nmde
and certainly would have found it difficult to recall nmuch nore than the fact. W nust understand,
of course, that this same average citizen in all likelihood never before had heard of the planet
of Nandy-dine. The sheer number of Federation worlds blurs their individual significance.

On Nandy-Cline itself the conflict with the Parahuans naturally has renmained a topic of prine
interest. Wiile we may suspect that the bul k of the Parahuan force was destroyed in space by
Federation nmilitary, the continental population takes nost of the credit for its defeat. No
opi ni ons have been obtained fromthe sizable pelagi c popul ati on known as sl ednen, who appear to be
secretive by habit and treat Federation news personnel and other investigators with such scant
civility that few attenpt to question themtw ce.

There has been no slightest public nmention in the Federati on of the Parahuan Tuvel a Theory. The
person referred to in the reports of Parahuan survivors to Porad Anz as "the Guardian Etland.” and
believed by themto be a nmenber of a special class of humans known as Tuvel as, does exist. Her
nane is Dr. Etland and she is a native of Nandy-Cline. My office had a circunspect but very

t horough investigation nade of her activities and background. Most of you are familiar with the
result. It indicates that Dr. Etland is very capable and highly intelligent, but in a normally
human manner. She is a biochem st by training and profession, and there is nothing to suggest
overtly that she m ght be one of a group of perhaps mutated humans who have made thensel ves the
secret rulers and protectors of the Federation. A sinultaneous investigation nade of her
associate, Dr. Ticos Cay, believed by the Parahuans to be possibly another Tuvela, had simlar
results. W have no reason to think that Dr. Cay is nore or other than he appears to be.

O particular interest is the fact that there is no public knowl edge in the Federation of the role
ascribed to these individuals by Parahuan survivors in bringing about the evidently panic stricken
retreat from Nandy-Cline. On the planet Dr. Etland and Dr. Cay are generally credited with having

given the first warning of the presence of alien intruders, but it is assumed that this is al

they did.

Under the circunmstances, | felt it would be unwise to attenpt to have Dr. Etland questioned
directly. It would have been inpossible in any case to question Dr. Cay. After a period of
hospitalization, he appears to have returned to his research on one of the many floating jungles
of that world; and it is believed that only Dr. Etland is aware of his current whereabouts

The Lord Il daan: The Lord M ngolm recently the Alliance's Anbassador to Porad Anz, will coment
on di screpanci es between the Federation's publicized version of the Parahuan defeat and the
account given by Parahuan survivors.

The Lord M ngolm As the Committee knows, only two of the Parahuan invasion ships escaped
destruction and eventually returned to Porad Anz: Aboard those ships were eighty-two Pal achs and
Great Pal achs; twenty-eight of whom had been direct w tnesses of the encounter between the
Everliving and the fermal e hunan referred to as the Guardi an Etl and.

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry...ames%20H.%20Schmitz%20-%20Demon%20Breed.txt (71 of 75) [2/24/2004 10:48:08 PM]



file:///ID}J/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol der/James%20H.%620Schmitz%20-%20Demon%20Breed.txt

Al of these twenty-eight were nmenbers of the political faction known as the Voice of Action and
under sentence of death for their conmplicity in the disastrous revolt of the faction on Nandy-
Cine. Al were gquestioned repeatedly; frequently under severe torture. | attended a nunber of the
i nterrogations and on several occasions was pernmitted to question the subjects directly.

Their stories agreed on every significant point. Both Dr. Cay and Dr. Etland had stated openly
that Dr. Etland was Guardi an of the Federation and that the designation of Tuvela applied to her.
Such statenents woul d not have convinced the Voice of Action, which had argued vehenently agai nst
the inmplications of the Tuvela Theory in the past, and particularly against the claimthat Tuvel as
appeared to have supernatural powers. However, the chain of events which began with the arrival of
Dr. Etland in the area where they were holding Dr. Day did convince them There seened to be

not hing they could do to check her. She canme and went as she chose, whether in the sea or in the
dense floating forests, and was tracel ess as a ghost. Mreover, those who had the m sfortune of
encountering her did not report the fact. They sinply di sappeared. The list of the m ssing

i ncluded an advanced G eat Pal ach, renowned as a deadly fighter and the | eader of the Voice of
Action, and two battle-trained tarns; which are nost efficiently destructive giant beasts. \Wen a
majority of the Everliving voted to parley with the Guardi an, she cane voluntarily into their
forest stronghold, spoke to them and ordered them off the planet. The Voice of Action realized the
nerve of their coll eagues had broken and that the order would be obeyed. In frenzy and despair
they struck out at the yielding majority and gai ned control of the invasion forces.

But now the situation sinply worsened. The Voice of Action had nmade its nove under the assunption
that the Guardian Etland, in her willingness to speak to the Everliving; had allowed herself to be
trapped. At the tine she was still in a guarded conpartment of the stronghold, disarned and in the
conpany of Dr. Cay. But when a detachnent was sent to execute her there, it was destroyed in a
horribly vicious attack by native life fornms which until then had appeared conpl etely innocuous.
Deadly fumes infested other sections of the fort; and there was so nmuch confusion that
considerable tine el apsed before it was discovered that the Guardian had | eft the stronghol d,
evidently unharned, and had taken Dr. Cay with her.

Nei t her of the two was seen thereafter, but there were continuing nanifestations of the Guardian's
presence in the area, The Geat Pal achs and Pal achs of the Voice of Action, nowin furious dispute
anong thensel ves as to what might be the best course to follow, retreated to the expeditions
command ship and to two other space vessels in the vicinity. The ships were stationed at depths
bel ow the surface of the sea which seened to place them beyond the reach of the Guardian, but
presently the conmand ship received a fragnentary report that she was attacking the other two
vessels. This was foll owed by violent explosions in which the two ships evidently were destroyed

It was enough. The command ship broadcast an order to all divisions on Nandy-Cine to withdraw at
once fromthe planet. As we know, this belated attenpt to escape was not successful. The genera
human attack al ready has begun. The command ship apparently was anni hilated in the planets
atnosphere and in a short tine the entire expeditionary force was virtually w ped out.

| nmust enphasize strongly the oppressively cunul ating effect these events produced on the

Par ahuans during the relatively short period in which they occurred. As related by the survivors,
there was a grow ng sense of shock and dismay, the conviction finally of having chall enged
sonething like an indestructible supernatural power. At the tine they were questioned, the
survivors still seemed nore disturbed by this experience than by the practical fact of their own
i npendi ng demi se on the orders of Porad Anz, of which they were aware. It is not only that at the
end there were no Parahuan di sbhelievers in the Tuvela Theory on Nandy-C ine but that the Tuvel as
seermed to have proved to be nonstrously nore dangerous than had been assuned. The i npression was
strengt hened by the fact that Guardian Etland appeared to be a young femal e. The Parahuans are
aware that in the human species as in many others it is the male who is by biological and psychic
endowrent as well as by tradition the fighter. What a fully mature nal e Tuvel a mi ght have done to
themin the circunstances staggered their imagination. Evidently the Guardi ans had considered it
unnecessary to enploy one of their nore form dable nenbers to dispose of the invasion forces; and
evidently their judgnment was sound.

I nmust conclude that the account of the surviving Parahuan witnesses was objectively correct. Wat
they reported did occur. The interpretation we should put on these events nmay be another natter
But the reports circulating in the Federation obviously were distorted in that the true cause of

t he Parahuan rout at Nandy-Cine - that is, the appearance and actions of Dr. Etland - was not
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made public. | offer no opinion on the possible reason for this falsification
The Lord Il daan: The Lord Toshin will comment.

The Lord Toshin: | agree with the Lord M ngol mi s conclusion. W can assune that the Parahuan
survivors told the truth as they knewit. W nust ask, then, why the Federation’s official version
of the Parahuan defeat did not refer to the Tuvela Theory, why Dr. Etland’ s nane was barely
nmentioned, and why she is credited only with having warned of the eneny presence.

The sinpl est explanation mght seemto be that she is in fact as she clainmed and as Dr. Cay
clained, a Tuvel a-Guardi an. But that confronts us with the other question of why a Guardi an shoul d
reveal her nobst secret identity and expose her group to the eneny. To that question there is no
reasonabl e answer.

Further, | see no roomin the structure of the Federation's. Overgovernment for a class of hidden
rulers. It is a nultilayered conplex in which the Federation Council, though popularly regarded as
the central seat of authority, frequently appears to be acting nore as noderator anmong nunerous
powerful departments: That all these organizations, |ed by very capable beings, should be the

unwi tting tools and pawns of Tuvel a- Guardi ans may not be inpossible but is highly questionable.

Therefore, | say we should not accept the possibility that Dr Etland is a Quardian as a
satisfactory explanation. | ask the Lord Ildaan to poll the conmttee.

The Lord Ildaan: | poll the Commttee and the Conmittee agrees. The Lord Toshin will resune
conment .

The Lord Toshin: The second possible explanation is that Dr. Etland, while not a Guardi an and not
in the Parahuan sense a Tuvel a, has paranornal abilities and enployed themto terrorize the

i nvasion force to the point of precipitate retreat. | refer to what is known as the U d powers. To
this, | can say only that there is nothing in her record or reputation to indicate she has such
abilities. Beyond that, |acking sufficient information on the human use of U d powers. | shal

of fer no opinion. The Lord Ildaan: The Lord Gulhad will coment.

The Lord Gul had: At one tinme | nade an extensive investigation of this subject in the Federation.
My purpose was to test a theory that the enmergence of a species fromits native world into space
and the consequent inpact of a wide variety of physical and psychic pressures | eads eventually to
a pronounced upsurge in its use of Ud powers. The hunman species, of course, has been in space for
a very short tine in biological terns. Because of the recent acute disturbances in its politica
history, | was unable to obtain confirnation of the theory. The avail able records are not
sufficiently reliable.

However, | could establish that the humans of our day nake use of U d powers nore extensively than
nost other intelligent species now known to us. Humans who do so are called psis. There is little
popul ar interest in psis in the Federation, and there is considerable msinformation concerning
them It is possible that several branches of the Overgovernnment are involved in psi activities,
but | found no proof of it. It is also possible that the Federati on has advanced the non-

bi ol ogi cal harnessing of Ud powers to an extent considerably beyond what is generally known, and
is therefore relatively indifferent to its usually |ess exact control by |iving mnds.

The question is then whether Dr. Etland, either directly or with the aid of U d devices could have
used U d powers to produce the disconcerting manifestations reported to the Cormittee by the Lord
M ngolm Did she incite normally harmess lower |ife forns to attack the Parahuans? Did she nake
hersel f invisible and generally untraceabl e? Did she cause opponents to di sappear, perhaps into
the depths of the sea, into space-even into dinensions presently unknown to us? Did she nadden the
nmi nds of the Voice of Action, forcing theminto their disastrous revolt? Was the expl osion of the
two submerged ships which triggered the abrupt retreat brought on by a manipulation of Ud powers?

Al'l this is possible. W know or suspect that human psis and other users of Ud have produced
phenonena whi ch parallel those | I|isted.

However, it is inprobable. In part because there is no record that any one U d user could enpl oy
the powers in so nany dissimlar ways. Even if we assune that Dr Cay was al so an acconplished ps
and that the two worked together it remains inprobable.
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It is further inprobable because we cannot say that Dr. Etland could have achi eved what she did
only through the use of Ud power. Considered individually, each reported event might have had a
nornmal cause. And since the deliberate control of Ud to a significant extent remains exceedi ngly
rare al so anong humans, its use should not be assumed when ot her expl anations are avail abl e.

The Lord Ildaan: | poll the Comttee and Committee agrees. The Lord Toshin will coment.

The Lord Toshin: There remains, as the Lord Gul had indicated, a third possibility. I find it
perhaps nore disquieting than the two we have considered. It is, of course, that Dr. Etland is
preci sely what she seens to be an exceptionally capabl e human, but one with no abnormal qualities
and no nysterious authority. Qur investigation indicated that she is thoroughly famliar with the
floating forests of her world and the life forms to be found there, is skilled with weapons and on
a nunber of occasions, has engaged successfully in conbat with her kind. Dr. Cay was a Parahuan
captive | ong enough to have gai ned detailed informati on on the Tuvela Theory. It is difficult to
see how he could have transmtted this know edge to Dr. Etland. But if we assune he found a way of
doing it, it seens we should accept, as the nost probable explanation of the events reported by

t he Parahuan survivors, that Dr. Etland used the information and her famliarity with the area and
its tactical possibilities, along with physical conpetence and ordi nary weapons, to denoralize and
eventual |y rout the eneny.

O course, we cannot prove this. And evidently that is precisely what the Federation's
Overgovernment intends, in seeing to it that no mention was nmade of Dr. Etland's role or the
Tuvel a Theory in the accepted reports on the Parahuan invasion. Any investigators who were aware
of the Parahuan version of the affair woul d know sonet hi ng was bei ng conceal ed but could only
specul at e, and perhaps specul ate uneasily, on what was conceal ed. For note that it is not of nmjor
significance which of the possibilities considered here contains the answer. To an eneny, the

i ndi vidual we know as Dr. Etland would be as deadly in one aspect as in another. W should regard
the silence of the Federation's authorities on the point as a warning directed to those who ni ght
base their actions on too definite a conclusion such as the one nade by Porad Anz. It inplies that
a hostile intruder cannot know i n what shape disaster may confront hi manong humans, that if he
comes he will face the unexpected - perhaps the uncal cul abl e.

The Lord Mngolm Still, we nust calculate. W have established only that Dr. Etland was a
danger ous i ndividual. What information does the Parahuan ni stake give us about the species?

The Lord Toshin: It confirms that the species is extrenely variable. The Parahuan eval uati on was
based on the study of a few thousand individuals, plucked secretly fromspace over a |ong period
of time and tested to destruction. No doubt Porad Anz |earned a great deal about these humans in
the process. Its mstake was to generalize fromwhat it learned and to calculate fromthe
generalizations. To say that the human is thus and so is alnobst to lie automatically. The species,
its practices and phil osophies remain unpredictable. Individuals vary, and the species varies with
circunstances. This instability seema main source of its strength. W cannot judge it by what it
is today or was yesterday. W do not know what it will be tonorrow. That is the cause of our
concern.

The Lord Ildaan: It is, indeed, the cause of our concern. And it seens from what has been said
that the human Over governnent must be considered now as a prine factor. The Lord Batras will
coment .

The Lord Batras: The function of the Overgovernnent is strategy. In part its strategies are
directed at the universe beyond the Federation. But that is a snall part.

Regard the Federation as the object of an invader's plans. It covers a vast area of space. Its

i nhabi ted worl ds appear al nost |ost anong the far greater nunber of worlds which support no human
life. Below the central level, its political organization seens tenuous. Federation military power
is great but thinly spread.

The area of the Federation would thus appear open to |imted conquests by a determ ned and wel |
prepared foe. But we are aware that during nmany star periods every such attenpted thrust has
failed, W have seen nore subtle plans to weaken and cripple the human civilization fail as
completely, and we still do not know specifically why sone of themfailed. However, on the basis
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of what we have observed, we can say in general now that the Federation is a biological fortress
armed by the nature of its species The fortress nay be easily penetrated. Wen this occurs, it
turns into a conpl ex of unpredictable but always deadly traps.

This being true, we nust ask why the Overgovernnent persists in acting in a manner whi ch appears
al nrost designed to conceal the strength of the Federation's position. W have seen that its policy
is to treat hostile activities as being of no inportance and that it provides no nore information
concerning themthan it can avoid. W may assune it genuinely believes its present gal actic

nei ghbors do not constitute a serious nilitary threat. However, the great restraint it shows in
retaliating for planned attacks nust have a further reason. In the |atest instance, it has not
even forced Porad Anz to disarm as it easily could have done.

| believe we have anmassed sufficient information at last to explain the matter. The
Overgovernnent's main concern is with its own popul ations. Wat plans it has for the species we do
not know. As yet, that defies analysis. But we know what plans it does not have for the species
and the nmeans it enploys to keep it fromturning into directions regarded as undesirable.

Consi der the creature again as the Lord Toshin described it. Individuals vary in attitude and
behavi or, but the creature as a class is Eminently dangerous. It is, of course, inherently
aggressive. Before the structure of the Federation was forged, humans fought one another for many
star periods throughout that area with a sustained fury rarely observed in other species. Since
that time they have remained technically at peace. But the aggressive potential remains. It
expresses itself now in many ways within the confines of the human cul ture.

| said that we know what the human Overgovernment does not want. |t does not want its unstable,
vari abl e, dangerous species to devel op a phil osophy of space conquest fromwhich it could gain
nothing it does not already have, and through which it mght return eventually to the periods of

i nterhuman conflict which preceded the Federation. Possibly the Overgovernnent is influenced by
addi tional considerations in the matter. W do not know that. W do know that the human species is
oriented at present to deal with other intelligent beings in a nonhostile manner. There, are
crimnal exceptions to that rule - we and others have clashed with them But those exceptions are
regarded as crimnals also by their kind.

This general attitude could change of the present humans of the Federati on gai ned the inpression
they were being seriously challenged by outside enenmies. So far, they have been given no reason to
believe it. The Parahuan invasion was a serious challenge only in the mnds of Porad Anz. W
anticipated its failure but believed we could gain information fromit - as we have done.

| submit to the Cormittee that we now have gai ned information enough. The Overgovernment has shown
it is afraid of the effects continuing irritations of tbe kind might have on its species. W too
shoul d be wi se enough to be afraid of such effects. If the Federation is |aunched on a pattern of
retaliatory conquests the pattern mght well becone an established habit. That is the real danger

The Lord Il daan: The Conmittee agrees. | speak then as the Lord Il daan, representing the Alliance
of the Lords of the Sessegur, Chiefs of the Dark Ships. | address the Wrrollan del egation and al
those they represent. To the ends of the area through which the influence of the Alliance extends
there will be no further hostile action prepared or planned agai nst the human Federation. The
Alliance forbids it, and the Dark Ships enforce our ruling as they have done in past star periods.
Be war ned!

The Conmittee concurs. The neeting is closed.
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