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Scavenger Hunt by Stephen Goldin




CHAPTER ONE

Such was the strength of her reputation that Tyla deVrie's presence
was felt in Hunt Hall hours before she set foot inside the building.
The mere suggestion that she would be in attendance was enough to
change the mood of the affair therein; for some, it meant a tendency to
avoid all mention of her, while for others it caused an attempt to
steer conversations back from whatever course they had followed to the
subject of Mistress deVrie. Women preened selfconsciously, knowing that
no matter how resplendent they looked, she would look better.
Men fidgeted (likewise), wondering whether they looked flashy enough to
attract her attention.

When the robot at the door finally announced her arrival, nobody
stopped what they were doing to stare at her; that would have been
insufferably gauche for such a group as this self-acknowledged elite.
Heads turned discreetly in the direction of the door, gazed
with bovine placidness for a moment, then returned nonchalantly to
previous business. But that was not to say that her entrance had had no
effect—juices of excitement were bubbling inside those same
individuals.

What they had seen was Mistress deVrie standing in the doorway to
the balcony that overlooked the hall. Her face had the same expression
of pleasant boredom as everyone else's, but she wore it better than
most. And the outfit in which she was clad was obviously destined to be
the next fashion in the fad-crazed Society.

Thin phosphorescent streaks swirled electrically across her face
much as red and green electrons around a nucleus. Her hair was swept
upward and plaited, with the thick braids of green and red interwoven
skillfully to create a candy cane appearance. This effect added twenty
centimeters to her height. Starting from her shoulders, two wide strips
of plastiglo material, one red and one green, arched down the front of
her body, covering her breasts and making an X right at the crotch,
then twining around the smooth contours of her legs and finally
wrapping themselves around her feet. From there, the bands wound back
up her legs, crossed once again at the buttocks, and continued up to
her shoulders to start the process over again. Around her left ankle
hung a narrow silken band, from which dangled the one piece of jewelry
she had deigned to wear—a piece of heartstone the size of a cherry. The
gem, obtained from the heart of a silicon creature from the planet
Ootyoce, was exceedingly expensive; hence to dangle it so nonchalantly
betrayed a sign of true sophistication. On anyone else, the outfit
would have been outré—on her, it was heart-stopping.

The pair of eyes that looked the longest and hardest at Tyla
deVrie's entrance belonged to a young man seated by himself at a table
in a far corner of the hall. Mistress deVrie did not notice any of
this, nor would she have cared even if she had.

Johnathan R was an android—and as such was considered a nonperson in
the eyes of the Society. As an officially registered contestant in the
Scavenger Hunt, he could not legally be excluded from this party. But
that did not make him welcome here. Everything that had happened to him
so far tonight reinforced his status as an outcast.

Nobody would talk to him. None of the women would dance with him,
despite the fact that he'd been made to look moderately attractive. He
was alone at the center of a no-man's-land circle five meters across—an
intangible cage that moved along with him. Outside the invisible bars,
people stared in at him unabashedly and discussed him among themselves
as though he were some dumb beast in a zoo.

Staring up at Tyla deVrie made him realize the ludicrousness of his
own position. There she was, symbolizing the epitome of Society's
ideals—beauty, grace, wit, intelligence, youth and, not incidentally,
wealth. She had been born to this world of glamor and manners and moved
through it as effortlessly as a springtime breeze.

In contrast, he was an artificially-created human being, only three
years out of the vat, though with a body looking closer to twenty years
old. Nearly every second of his short life had been spent learning what
he would need to know to compete in the Scavenger Hunt—how to pilot a
ship, how to astrogate through hyperspace, how to keep his mind alert
and his body fit for the other arduous trials in store. He'd been given
a thorough grounding in all aspects of the physical and technical
sciences. The only thing he didn't know was how to deal with people.

Why am I even here? he wondered suddenly. My presence
is only making me and everyone around me uncomfortable.

But even as he asked the question, he knew the answer. It had been
drilled into his skull just as rigidly as any of the other principles
of his training. He was here to win, to show human beings that androids
were something more than second-class citizens.

Space, but she's beautiful, he thought, still gazing at the
goddess in the doorway. Then, with a sigh, he turned his attention back
to the drink before him on the table and contemplated his loneliness.

Ignorant of these attentions, Tyla deVrie stood on the small balcony
beside the doorway, looking down on the proceedings in the immense
hall. The floor plan of Hunt Hall was rectangular, five hundred meters
by three hundred, but the walls curved up elliptically to make the hall
seem more like the interior of a giant egg. There were close to a
thousand people down there on the floor, but they were still lost in
the enormity of the hall itself. Crowding would have been too déclassé
for words.

She stood for a long moment eyeing the scene proudly, like a monarch
surveying her domain. Then she walked in long, catlike strides to the
entrance of the transparent gravtube, letting the gravitic field within
it take over and float her gently down to the floor of the hall. She
could have been posing for a marble statue; all the way down, her gaze
remained level and her expression never altered. There was only the
slightest of bumps to inform her that she had reached the floor level.
She stepped out of the tube and began to mingle with the rest of the
company.

Tyla seemed to move at random through the crowd, but her course of
movement was never purposeless. Her sharp mind was working like an
efficient file-card index as she wandered through small knots of
people. Like:

Kontorr, Occla: casual acquaintance—cordial nod, word of
greeting; or

alMassan, Ranso: old family friend—warm smile, exchange of
pleasantries; or

Tens, Arrira: not speaking to her this month—frown of cool
disdain; or

Corbright, Wilferrv never formally introduced—polite
diffidence; or

Danovich, Necor: former lover, about two years
back—friendly smile, stop for small talk.

There were a great many entries like that last, for Tyla deVrie had
cut a very wide swath through the eligible young men of Society
circles. The pattern was always the same—she would take a lover for a
short time, then drop him suddenly without reason. Her perpetual
switching of partners created a source of gossip among the ladies of
lesser stature, of frustration for the lovers she had abandoned and of
hope for the men she had yet to become involved with, each of whom
dreamed that he might be the one to finally tame her.

When she met one of her old lovers, she would never fail to ask
whether he was entered in the Hunt, and invariably the answer was, "Of
course."

Although several young would-be suitors tried discreetly to attract
her attention, nobody volunteered to speak with her before she spoke to
them. Tyla wasn't fooled at all by the maintenance of social distance.
These people knew they were outclassed and respected the fact. Tyla
knew she would be in for an evening of sidelong glances—the women
ogling her dress and the men ogling what was under it. She didn't mind
this attention; in fact, she revelled in it. This was her game, she had
made herself queen of it, and she made the rules to fit her fancy. At
the age of only thirty-three, she had already become one of the
people in the Galaxy.

The droning of the crowd, whose only credo seemed to be loquo,
ergo sum, the genteel politeness and hypocritical smiles—this was
the world she had set out to conquer. And conquer she had, perhaps all
too well. She wrapped the buzzing of the crowd around her like a warm,
familiar coat. Her world, her Society. But she felt a faint touch of
Alexander fever tonight—there had to be another world, somewhere, to
conquer.

Better savor this, girl, she warned herself sternly. This
may be your last party in quite some time.

"Why Tyla, darling, how nice to see you again," came a familiar
voice from the left. Tyla turned casually to see Gentlelady Nillia
Rathering and a clump of other women a few meters away. Inwardly she
frowned—she had hoped to avoid Nillia just this once. But Gentlelady
Rathering had probably been lying in ambush for her all evening.

"It's nice to see you, too, Nillia." In social circles, Tyla could
lie with the pleasantest of smiles.

"Do come over here and let me see that stunning outfit."

Tyla obliged, hating every step she had to take. Nillia Rathering
was harmless in her own way, but such a dreadful bore; one-track mind,
and all that. And, Tyla noticed with distaste as she approached, Nillia
had gained a few more kilos since their last meeting. Some women just
seemed to lose all pride in their appearance once they'd reached a
hundred and fifty. I'll never let that happen to me, Tyla
decided silently. I'm going to be one sexy lady right up until the
day I die.

Nillia examined the dress closely, oohing and ah-ing with delight.
"Oh, to be a hundred years younger. I could really show you a thing or
two, my dear."

"I'm sure you still can," Tyla obliged, supplying the obligatory
compliment Nillia had been fishing for.

"Oh no, no, dear, you flatter me too much. My days of glory are all
behind me, I'm afraid. I'm just an old woman who lives vicariously off
the experiences of you younger girls." That was the truth, but Tyla
doubted whether Nillia actually believed it.

"And what about you, Tyla?" Nillia prattled on. "You've been
something of a hermit these past few months, haven't you? I've missed
your lovely face at all the parties. I haven't seen you since… since
the Maze, wasn't it, on New Crete?" The tone of voice implied curiosity
about her intervening activities.

"Personal affairs became a little too pressing, I'm afraid," she
excused herself simply.

"And speaking of personal affairs, dear," Nillia said, lowering her
voice to a just-between-us-girls tone, "I know it's none of my
business, but have you gotten married yet?"

You know damn well I haven't, you old busybody. Nothing in the
Galaxy happens without your finding out about it. "Now don't be
silly. You know I wouldn't do anything like that without inviting you
to the wedding. You shouldn't worry about it so."

"I know, dear, but I can't help it. I did promise your mother that
I'd look after you, you know."

There it was, the old promise that Nillia kept dragging out of
mothballs at every social occasion to proudly display, like some old
soldier emerging from the attic wearing a uniform that threatened to
burst at the seams. Perhaps it gives her some kind of thrill to
think that she's responsible for me, Tyla thought. Just once,
I'd like to get all the way through a party without its being mentioned
at all.

"You must admit that it's not normal for someone your age not to
have been married at least once," Nillia continued, blithely unaware of
the younger woman's annoyance. "You're completely wasting your best
years. Youth is the time for experimentation, you know."

"I thought I'd been doing quite a bit of experimentation, myself."

Nillia dismissed that with a wave of her hand. "Those were affairs,
dear, not marriages. All shallow. You need something deeper, a lasting
relationship, something more than just a week or two."

"I've yet to find a man I'd even want a lasting relationship with."

"It wouldn't have to be forever, you know," Nillia persisted. "A
year or two would be fine for your first marriage. You just haven't
been looking hard enough. Even your brother was married once, and Space
knows he's…" She caught herself in a faux pas and let her
voice drift off awkwardly.

" 'Odd'?" Tyla supplied, enjoying the feeling of putting her
inquisitor on the defensive for the moment.

"No, of course not, dear, I was going to say 'eccentric.' But if
even
he could find a marriage partner, there's certainly no reason why you
can't. Look around the hall tonight. Every eligible, desirable man in
the galaxy is here. And in that outfit of yours, you should certainly
have no trouble attracting the man you want."

Tyla looked around. Indeed, nearly everyone in the closed circle of
Society was here, but that was only to be expected. The Scavenger Hunt
was the Game, held only once every twenty years. Nobody who
could possibly attend would dream of missing its opening. And, of
course, the Hunt Ball on the evening before the Grand Lift-off would
naturally be the biggest social event of two decades. Her eyes roamed
over the tables set around the perimeter of the dance floor. Every face
was familiar to her from previous parties except…

"Who's that?" she asked, pointing at a good-looking young man
sitting alone and dejected at one table.

Nillia's expression dropped, and her voice became even more
conspiratorial. "Oh. Believe me, dear, you wouldn't want anything to do
with that. It's one of those androids from the planet Hellfire."

Tyla had never met an android before, though she had of course heard
of them. They had been developed on Hellfire to alleviate that planet's
manpower shortage. They were grown synthetically in vats, DNA-tailored
for their desired characteristics, then molded and trained for their
specific tasks. Hellfire had begun exporting them to the rest of the
Galaxy twenty or so years ago; Tyla seemed to recall something a long
time back about their having won some citizenship rights after a
strike, but she couldn't be sure. Such things didn't really concern
her, or influence her life to any great extent.

She peered more closely at the lone figure. It appeared awfully
young to her, more like a boy than a man—and that in itself was
surprising; since androids came out of their processing plants fully
grown and aged very slowly, they were normally made to appear of a more
ripened age—say, sixty or so. This one looked barely twenty. In trying
to fit in with the new Society it was visiting, it had bought some
obviously expensive and well-tailored clothes; but the fashion was last
year's, and consequently the android's ignorance stood out even more.
It had the fashionable shaven part in its hair, but that was barely a
centimeter wide. The android was tall and thin, the limbs greatly
exaggerated. Gawky. As though built to elicit motherly sympathies from
the women while not alienating the men as a threat to their virility.

Not bad looking, really, she thought—adding quickly, for
a thing. "How did it get in here?" she asked aloud.

"You mean to say you hadn't heard about the scandal? My dear, you
have been out of touch, haven't you? That creature has enrolled in the
Hunt."

Tyla was genuinely shocked. "I didn't know they'd let one in."

"They didn't want to, I can assure you of that. But the rules were
quite explicit—any male sentient being who can pay the entrance fee can
enroll. The Hunt Committee members didn't want to look as though they
were excluding aliens, of course. But who would ever have believed an
android could come up with enough money to enter?"

"Where did it get the money?"

"All the androids in the galaxy apparently contributed to pay its
fee and buy it a ship. It's like a cause or something with them—some
nonsense about trying to prove their equality with human beings."

Tyla's eyes narrowed. "Do you think it stands much of a chance?"

"How would I know, dear? I'm certainly not very good at guessing
about these sorts of things. But all the people I've talked to say
there isn't much chance of its winning. It only has an old, third-hand
ship and a robot crew, because no human being would want to work for an
android and no other androids are available with sufficient space
training. No, thank the Vacuum it doesn't stand a chance of winning.
But just the thought of its being in our Hunt is disgraceful.
I can assure you that the entrance Rules will have been changed by the
next time."


Tyla nodded. The android's entry into the Hunt would tend to cheapen
its value somewhat, but the tradition of the Hunt was so glorious that
the damage would be minimal. She was not worried about the android as
competition, either—not if it only had a battered old ship and robots
as a crew. Similarly, most of the other entrants would be no threat.
They had entered solely because a failure to do so would have meant
loss of status, and no one was willing to undergo that penalty. They
would pursue the Hunt lackadaisically, perhaps gather a few of the
objects on their list and lose gracefully, later telling exciting
anecdotes about how they might have won if it had not been
for such-and-such unfortunate accident. There was only one person she
was really worried about, only one who took the Hunt as more than just
a game.

"Hello, Tyla," said a voice from behind her, and she recognized the
sound of the enemy.

"Hello, Master Jusser," she said. "I was just thinking about you."
Then she turned around to face the man who had addressed her.

Ambic Jusser looked the part he played—every inch a debonair,
sophisticated lady-killer. Broad-shouldered, he stood a full two meters
tall and had a handsome, craggy face with a deeply space-tanned
complexion. His mustache and goatee were sprinkled with silver-colored
dust; the shaved strip down the center of his skull was three
centimeters wide and lavishly tattooed by the famous Corinarr himself.
Men's fashion dictated bright, alluring colors to attract the female
eye, and Ambic Jusser was nothing if not fashionable. His shirt was
smooth, semi-transparent plastisilk, swirling in blues and reds and
yellows. The design at first glance might have seemed haphazard, but it
was calculated to direct the eye around his magnificent frame and then
downward toward the waist. His knee-britches were rainbow velvet,
shining in all colors at once, and so tight that they might have been
painted on. His codpiece was grossly padded in immodest advertisement.
His feet were contained in soft leather boots that glided noiselessly
along the smooth ballroom floor. His hands were neatly gloved, the
right in red and the left in yellow.

Jewelry flashed excitingly all about him. A string of diamonds
circled his head, tied at the back of the neck with two tassels. A ruby
earring sprouted from each ear. Tight bracelets encrusted with canary
diamonds circled his wrists. His belt was a row of emeralds, while his
garters were mosaic patterns of colored gems—rubies, emeralds,
sapphires and diamonds. There was a platinum spur on his right boot,
but instead of a rowel there was a small spherical projection that
contained a large star sapphire. And around his neck hung a clear
plastic tube that seemed to glow and sparkle—alive and warm, yet
ever-changing in hue and pattern. Upon closer inspection, Tyla saw that
the tube was filled with hundreds of small, living fire-beetles of all
colors. It was their motion within their crowded enclosure that
produced the almost hypnotic display around Jusser's neck. The
fire-beetles were unbelievably expensive to obtain and could live for
only a few hours inside that tube, making Jusser's necklace as
ostentatious a display of wealth as Tyla's dress was of beauty.

Tyla hated him with a passion so intense it was a fire in her gut.

Jusser's smile was the one he always displayed, the sportsman, the
magnanimous winner, the charitable superior. God on the seventh day. "I
hope they were nice thoughts," he said.

"They were about you," Tyla reiterated quite noncommittally.

"You're looking exquisite this evening, my dear," Jusser murmured.
"But then, you always do."

"And you're just the same as ever," Tyla smiled back at him with
exaggerated sweetness.

Nillia Rathering could sense the upswelling of unpleasantness taking
place and decided that her attentions were wanted elsewhere. With a
graceful apology, she glided casually to a less intense corner of the
hall. Other people surrounding Tyla and Jusser also managed to drift
towards safer areas.

"It's certainly wonderful to see you again," Jusser said. He took
her arm so smoothly that she had no alternative but to let him. "I've
missed you, you know."

"You appear to have managed well enough while I was away."

"Of course I managed. I'm a winner, aren't I?"

"That depends," Tyla said carefully, "on the games you play."

Jusser shrugged. "The only thing I've wanted that I've never had is
you, my dear, and now that I've made up my mind on that, it's only a
matter of time. Why should you waste your energy fighting me?"

As they had talked, he had been leading her towards the center of
the hall. Just as they reached it, the orchestra began playing. "Would
you care to join me in the Zolthen?" Jusser asked before Tyla had a
chance to frame a reply to his previous question.

Tyla hesitated for just a fraction of a second. The Zolthen was an
elaborately choreographed dance. It had been invented by a bored
Society as another meaningless way of passing the time. The moves were
excruciatingly stylized and, once begun, the dance did not end or
repeat a step for half an hour. To perform it correctly was an art that
only the cream of Society could muster. Tyla was reluctant to begin
something that couldn't be finished quickly; the rules of courtesy
would make her Jusser's prisoner for the duration of the dance.

But her second of hesitation was all Jusser needed. He took her
silence as consent and swept her up into his arms in time to the music.
It had been a smooth ambush and timed perfectly. Now she was stuck, for
to break step was considered an extreme insult.

"I suppose you're here to watch the start of the Scavenger Hunt,"
Jusser said as he whirled her gently around him.

"In a manner of speaking, yes." She took her cue from the music,
backed one step away from him while holding his left hand in her right
and ducked under his arm to come up behind him.

"I'll expect you to be down at the Hermes to see me off."
He let go of her hand with his left, took her other hand with his right
and spun once more to face her.

"I'm afraid that will be somewhat difficult," she said, stepping up
close to him and slipping her free arm loosely around his waist.
Together they moved three steps to Jusser's right. "I'm going to be
aboard the Honey B at the time."

"Your brother's ship? Is he in the Hunt?" Jusser pushed her gently
away from him and she did a slow pirouette.

"Yes, he was a last minute entry." She waited the required beat,
then leapt into the air and came down on one leg. Her partner took her
free leg, knelt, and slipped it over his shoulder. Then, grabbing an
outstretched hand, he lifted her into the air.

"Wouldn't you prefer to be with a winner?"

"I intend to be."

He spun her around once, then set her down again. "You don't really
expect that flying bawdyhouse of his to place as a serious contender,
do you?" He turned halfway around, so that the two of them now stood
back-to-back.

"I certainly do," she said. She took five steps backward as he took
an equal number forward, and their backs stayed together. "Because I
am
going to be running the Hunt for him."

"Oho, now it becomes clear. I was wondering why Bred would suddenly
condescend to come down out of his cloud and join the rest of his peer
group." They took three steps to his right, two to his left, then
turned so that they were once more face to face. "It's his sister
pulling the strings."

"Since women aren't allowed to enter by themselves, I asked Bred if
he would enroll in the Hunt as a favor to me. He agreed, as long as I
do the actual work." They grabbed each other's wrists and did two long,
shuffling sidesteps. "He's given me temporary command of his ship."

"And why are you so interested, all of a sudden?" Jusser wanted to
know. "You've always preferred the parties to the Games."

"There's always been a…" At this point, the dance called for a
momentary exchange of partners. They confronted a nearby couple and did
a few light whirls with others before coming together again. "… deVrie
in the Scavenger Hunt," Tyla continued easily. "And we've usually won,
too."

Jusser's smile broadened. "But not the last time."

She was incensed at this cut and barely managed to keep her anger
from bursting through her polite exterior. "You needn't be such a
ghoul. If my parents hadn't died, they would have won. You were lucky."
She was so enraged she almost missed a step. She recovered herself in
time, though, and managed to maintain her dignity by making her
momentary lapse appear to be an individual embellishment on the basic
step.

"Luck had nothing to do with it, my dear." They held each other's
hands loosely and walked around in a small circle. "I simply played
that like I play anything else—to win. And I did."

The rigid requirements of the Zolthen now called for an embrace.
Tyla put her arms reservedly around her partner, but there was nothing
reserved about Jusser's clinch. "My agents have recently obtained for
me some exotic new aphrodisiacs," he whispered in her ear, "and I would
be delighted to share my first sampling of them with you."

They broke from the clinch. At this point the dance called for each
to make one spin on their right foot, then come together again. Jusser
spun perfectly. Tyla simply walked away from him, deliberately leaving
Jusser standing partnerless in the middle of the floor.

Jusser was speechless. What was worse, though no sound had been
made, the insult was instantly noticed by everyone in the hall. Society
took great pains to notice every nuance of action between two such
noted people, and the room was instantly abuzz with conversation on the
subject. Nobody else, however, deviated from the dance in the slightest
while they did so, for dignity and decorum were the watchwords.
Individual faces registered either shock or amusement, depending on
that person's opinions of the people involved.

Tyla's temper was boiling over at Jusser's crude proposition, but
even so there was a cool part of her mind that was weighing her
alternatives. Deserting him in the middle of the Zolthen was a major
insult, but there had to be something more she could do. She first
thought of walking out of the hall altogether, but rejected that idea
at once—it wouldn't be nearly demeaning enough to that egomaniac she
had just left. Tyla deVrie was a noted expert at slipping in the quiet
dagger, and no ordinary insult would do. She'd have to come up with
something that would rock Jusser's ego to its very foundations—and,
after only a split second's thought, she knew exactly what was required.


* * *


Johnathan R had been so lost in his own depression that he didn't
even notice Mistress deVrie's approach. He had not been aware of the
verbal duel between her and Jusser, and the social insult of her
walking out on the dance had gone completely over his head. All of a
sudden she seemed to materialize beside his table. "Would you care to
finish this Zolthen with me?" she asked, her voice glacier-cold.

Startled, Johnathan looked up into the most beautiful face he'd ever
seen. This was all too sudden, and he didn't know what to say. "Me?"

Mistress deVrie repeated her question.

His mind whirling, the android struggled to think of what to do. All
night long he had been shunned and ignored; now, without warning, the
most beautiful woman at the ball was asking him to dance with her. His
first reaction was that she must not have realized who he was. It had
to be a mistake. "But we… we haven't been introduced. Maybe you don't
even know who I am," he protested.

"Is that necessary?"

"No, no, I guess not." Maybe this woman was different. Maybe the
fact that he was an android really didn't matter to her. After all, not
everybody here was necessarily a snob. Looking at her beautiful, if
somewhat stern, face, he wanted to believe only the nicest things about
this particular lady. "All right, fine, I'd love to." He gave her a
bashful grin and stood up.

She took his hand and led him purposefully to the center of the
floor. Inexperienced as he was at dealing with people, he could not
recognize the brittleness in her manner or the cold fire in her eyes.
His only feeling was one of appreciation that the most desirable woman
in the galaxy should ask him for this dance.

He did not notice the glare directed at him from across the hall by
Ambic Jusser. Nor did he notice the hysterical stares of the regular
Society members, who were horrified at Tyla's recognition of the
android after their careful attempts to ignore him all evening.

As they reached the center of the floor, though, Johnathan's warm
glow evaporated in a cloud of panic. Here he was, dancing a Zolthen in
public for the first time, with the most noteworthy lady present. The
Zolthen was an incredibly complex dance, and while he had practised it
a little before coming here, he was no expert. The fear of failure
gnawed at him as he put one nervous arm around his partner's waist and
began to dance.

As he led Mistress deVrie around the dance floor, it became obvious
even to him that he was not doing terribly well. The expression on his
partner's face was one of stoic acceptance; she stared straight ahead,
not even looking at him. He did notice that she made some effort to
cover his own missteps with embellishments of her own, and he realized
what a superb dancer she must be. But other than that, he might as well
have been dancing with a robot.

In an effort to begin some semblance of conversation, Johnathan
cleared his throat and began, "Well, I might as well
introduce myself
at least. My name is Johnathan R."

"How very nice for you." Mistress deVrie's voice purred icily, and
even he could not miss the tone this time. Flushing, he missed two
steps; she appeared not to notice.

"I… I know you're Tyla deVrie," he went on, "because I heard the
robot announce you at the door."

"Clever."

Again that chilly tone. He missed some more steps, and this time she
actually winced. Biting at his lower lip, he finally worked up the
courage to say, "Mistress deVrie, you're very beautiful and I'm sure
you could have had your pick of any of the men here at the ball
tonight. Why did you ask me to dance?"

"I've never danced with an andie before."

Like a bolt of lightning, the realization hit him that he was
nothing but a buffoon to her. This outwardly beautiful woman was just
like all the others here, perhaps a trifle more cruel. Instead of just
ignoring him, she had chosen to make fun of him, humiliating him in
front of everyone. See the funny monkey dance. And he, of
course, had played the naïve fool to perfection, eagerly jumping to
the tune she'd called. Anger welled up inside him, directed partially
at her but mostly at himself for being such an idiot.

He completely stopped dancing. "Oh. Well, I'm sure you found it a
novel and exciting experience. Now if you will excuse me, Mistress
deVrie, I have some important business to transact back at my table.
Thank you very much for the dance." Turning his back on her, he walked
crisply away toward the table he'd staked out as his territory for the
evening.

If an earthquake and a tornado had struck Hunt Hall simultaneously,
they could not have produced a bigger shock than that one action. The
orchestra stopped playing. Dancers stopped in midstep. Conversations
ceased. And all eyes focused rigidly on a single spot within the
enormous hall.

Remotely Tyla could feel the stares focused on her, but even that
registered little in her brain. Her mind had gone numb; this couldn't
be happening to her, not to Tyla deVrie. How could an android dare to
walk out on her? Especially after she had condescended to dance with
it? Its only repayment for her graciousness had been to belittle her in
the eyes of everyone who mattered.

The smile was back on Ambic Jusser's lips. He had been avenged for
the insult to himself without even trying. He started to approach Tyla
again, but she saw him coming out of the corner of her eye. At the
worst—and as far as she was concerned this was the worst—she
would preserve her dignity. With self-control born of years of social
training, she lifted her head proudly and marched to the gravtube. She
entered and felt the field congeal about her feet, lifting her gently
upward until she reached the balcony. She stepped out of the tube and,
with impressive dignity, left the hall.

Once outside, however, her emotional shield broke down completely.
Her vision blurred as her eyes were suddenly filled with tears. She
broke her stately stride and ran in blind panic in the direction of the
taxi stand beside Hunt Hall. Fumbling wildly at the door of the nearest
cab, she finally coaxed it to slide open. "Spaceport," she said in
barely coherent tones as she dove inside. She fumbled around inside her
sandal and pulled out her personal credit card, inserting it in the
taxi's slot only with great difficulty. There was a click and then a
sigh as the card was acknowledged and the taxi door slid shut again.
The cab took off down the darkened street.


* * *


Back inside the hall, Johnathan was more confused than before. He
had thought surely his departure from the floor would be followed by
shrieks and howls of laughter as the Society people mocked him and his
pretensions. Instead, there had been a shocked silence, followed by
Mistress deVrie's stately departure from the hall.

What did I do? he wondered. He wished he had had a little
more time in his training for learning why people behaved as they did.
They could be such a mystery at times.

As he sat there, snatches of conversation drifted by him. "… well of
course there was nothing for her to do but leave. When you're
that humiliated…"

"… personally, I think she got what she deserved…"

"… never should have danced with that thing in the first place…"

"… be surprised if she even dares show her face for months…"

"… impossible to live it down…"

I've humiliated her, Johnathan thought, his anger giving
way to astonishment, then sorrow. Somehow—he was still not quite sure
how these things worked—he had embarrassed her in front of her
friends. He must have misinterpreted her motives and done the wrong
thing. Now that beautiful woman was in disgrace, all because of him.

I'll have to make it up to her, he decided silently. Somehow
I'll have to show her how sorry I am.

 


CHAPTER TWO

Huntworld was a planet that had been settled and populated to serve
one purpose only: the administration of the Scavenger Hunt. It was an
enormous computer complex, staffed by seven thousand people and twenty
thousand robots. Another eight thousand people and fifty thousand
robots inhabited Huntworld, performing services not directly related
to the Scavenger Hunt. Only twenty percent of Huntworld's food and
practically none of its manufactured goods came from on-planet. The
rest was imported from elsewhere. There was but one town, human
population of fiteen thousand, on a planet that was the same size as
Earth.

On a typical day, there might be only one or two spaceships dotting
the enormous expanse of Huntworld Spaceport. Perhaps they would be of
the small one-man scoutship variety that were constantly being sent
throughout the galaxy to provide data for the Huntworld computers. Or
perhaps they would be giant trader ships, arriving with food or
materials and leaving with that much empty space in their holds, for
Huntworld had no exports.

But this was not a typical day. This was the eve of the Scavenger
Hunt, raison d'etre for all of Huntworld. And so the
spaceport, normally an artificial desert, was now crowded to
overflowing with ships of all sizes. The vessels were parked closely
together, pushing safety to the limit in the need to accommodate their
large numbers. A jungle of starships, noses pointing skyward, waiting
eagerly for the order tomorrow that would send them on their way. There
was the Egalité, for example, the android's ship, scarred and
battered and standing a mere ten meters tall, looking terribly
outclassed by its bigger brothers all around it. And there was Jusser's
ship, the Hermes, a sleek needle that looked impatient to be
starbound, built for speed, all twenty-two meters of its height
screaming style and elegance. And there were others, too, nearly two
hundred of them shoved together indiscriminately in hopeless confusion.

But even in this forest of space vessels, Tyla had no problem at all
spotting her brother's ship. The Honey B towered far above
the rest, a beacon for lonely wanderers. With its thirty-seven meter
height and its thirteen meter diameter at the base, it was far and away
the largest private space yacht ever constructed. Three massive fins
reached downward from the sides of this monstrous bullet like roots
sucking nourishment from the ground. A temporary gantry stood beside
the ship, reaching up twenty-five meters along its side to the main
airlock.

Tyla's tears had dried by the time she reached the gantry, and she
was left with an empty feeling of frustration. She stepped inside the
gravtube, becoming only more annoyed at its slowness in lifting her
upwards. She would have tapped a foot with impatience, had such an act
been practical in a gravtube. She sniffled and daubed at her face with
a handkerchief, removing all traces of her recent humiliation.

When she finally did reach the airlock level, she found the hatch
shut. She looked around for some way of opening it, but eventually lost
patience entirely. She rang the buzzer but there was no immediate
answer. She pressed the button more and more fervently, her anger
increasing with each push. Finally a voice came over the intercom. "Who
is it?"

"This is Tyla deVrie, and I want in!"

The hatch swung slowly open. Standing in the doorway was little Dru
Awa-om-anoth, the ship's computer. She was a mere hundred and
fifty-five centimeters tall, and her fifty-nine kilo mass gave her a
dumpy appearance. She had a round, pale moonface, with sad eyes and a
dismal expression that never seemed to change. She was clad in the drab
brown spacer uniform that was the only thing Tyla had ever seen her
wear. The normally smooth material looked wrinkled and hung on her like
a sack.

"What took you so long?" Tyla snapped.

"I was in my cabin, singing my Song of Hope for the new venture. It
is not good to stop in the middle of a Song."

"I stood out here waiting for five minutes." Tyla made a conscious
effort to remain angry, but whatever anger was left in her was rapidly
being absorbed by Dru's sponge of seeming non-emotion.

"The door can be opened from the outside, if you take the time to
learn the procedure. Or you could have used the Engineer's Exit in the
tail. But I will sing my Song of Apology for you anyway."

Tyla squirmed slightly. She simply could not retain her anger
against such an unresisting lump as Dru. "That won't be necessary. I
should really apologize to you for losing my temper. Where's Bred?"

"Down in the High Room with Captain Kirre."

Tyla stepped through the hatchway and into the Drawing Room. A mild
annoyance was beginning to build again, but it was undirected. "Leave
it to my brother to be wenching at a time like, this," she said. But
she could not even direct her anger at Bred, since she knew it wasn't
his fault. "All right, you can go back to your cabin now. I'm very
sorry I disturbed you."

Tyla watched as Dru walked across the Drawing Room to the Core. As
were nearly all the chambers aboard the Honey B, the Drawing
Room was shaped like the sector of a cylinder not quite ten meters in
diameter. The inner wall was one and a half meters wide, the outer wall
was nine meters and the ceiling was four meters high. The walls were
covered with velvet wallpaper in shades of green; "family portraits"
and imitation gaslights hung at intervals. Several large oriental rugs
were scattered across the inlaid marble floor. The furniture was
simulated antique, not because the deVries couldn't afford genuine
Victorian but because this furniture would have to withstand several
gees of acceleration. There was a sofa two-and-a-half meters long
against one wall, and six wildly overpadded chairs spread around the
room. All the furniture was upholstered in heavy green plush. There was
a small spinet in one corner and a fake grandfather clock in another.

Tyla stood alone in this opulence for a long minute, trying to
decide what to do. The inner tension was still there, mounting by the
second, and she had no way to vent it. If it built any stronger, she
felt she would explode. She wanted to do something and go somewhere,
but there was nowhere for her to go and nothing for her to do. She
clenched and unclenched her fists in frustration.

Finally she made a decision. With determined strides, she crossed
the Drawing Room and entered the Core. This was a two meter diameter
tube that ran practically the entire length of the ship, straight down
the center. It was the major method of going from one level to another.
Under weightless conditions, a person could float foreward or rearward
without hindrance; when gravity was present, handholds were used as
ladders to climb between the levels of the ship.

Instead of going forward to Sector II, where the sleeping cabins
were, Tyla climbed rearward, "down" since the ship was under the tug of
gravity. It took just a couple of steps to reach Sector V, the
Specialized Area. She stood on the little ledge that ran around the
wall of the Core at this level. Over to her left she saw the door
marked "High Room." It was the only one closed on this level. Tyla
frowned. That room sported a large, opulent bed and the atmosphere
within was laced with euphorics, giving the occupants a giddy feeling
of well-being that enhanced love-making tremendously. Tyla did not
intend to interrupt her brother; this was her own problem, not his.

Instead, she walked over to the Womb, pulled off her red and green
wig with one hand, unwrapped her body outfit with the other, and hung
them both up on one of the handholds beside the door. Completely naked
now, she took the Womb's airmask off its peg and cupped it over her
face, then slid her body into the tubular opening of the Womb.

The machinery in the Womb sensed the warmth of her body and
responded accordingly. The soft, smooth walls collapsed gently around
her, enclosing her entire form in a sleek comforting embrace. Little
beadlets of aromatic oil sweated through the Womb's skin and coalesced
on her own. Millions of tiny mechanical fingers came to life and began
their work, rubbing, caressing and massaging Tyla's body in a gentle,
relaxing motion. The woman whimpered and felt herself calming as the
Womb carried out its ministrations on her. All the cares of the evening
were put aside. Her mind concentrated on the comfort she was receiving
as wave after wave of massage rolled over her body.


* * *


There was a loud, insistent buzzing at the intercom. Tyla fought her
way through a maze of sleep to reach up above her head and flick the
switch. "Ummnh?" she mumbled.

"Good morning, little sister," Bred's voice bounced cheerily out of
the speaker. "I believe you've got a visitor."

Her hand fell back down to the bed with a heavy thud. "Whoisit?" she
asked, too tired to even attempt to separate the syllables.

"Come on down and see for yourself. I'm in the Drawing Room." And
with that, he shut off the intercom.

Tyla sat up slowly, still not fully awake. She was nude, back in her
own sleeping cabin, though how she had gotten here was a bit of a
mystery. Her memories tended to be indistinct after the moment when the
Womb started its work. The Womb would operate only for an hour at a
time—otherwise it would be too tempting to simply stay in there
forever. She assumed that she had gotten out and climbed up the Core to
her quarters after it had finished. Her wig and plastiglo outfit were
draped carelessly over one of the hammock hooks, substantiating that
hypothesis.

She stood up and stretched herself as best she could in the confined
cabin. Being in Sector II, near the front of the ship, the cubicles
were not very large. There were three meters fore to rear of "height,"
and the "floor" and "ceiling" were both in the trapezoidal pattern that
predominated on board the ship. The trapezoid had bases of 0.7 and 2.4
meters, with an altitude of two-and-a-half. Within this volume
stood a toilet and washbasin, a bed for use under gravity conditions
that folded up into the wall, hooks for zero-gee hammocks and a small
built-in set of drawers for clothes and personal effects. Not much
space was left for living, but that was not necessary—under zero-gee,
space could be utilized more fully. And besides, these cabins were
intended solely for sleeping and personal privacy; the living was meant
to be done in the other, more exotic, rooms.

She went to the washbasin and slapped some water on her face to wake
herself up, meanwhile muttering curses under her breath against her
brother and anyone else who could play guessing games at such an early
hour of the morning. Then she looked at the clock that was part of the
wall—it was five minutes to ten, local time. The Scavenger Hunt would
be starting in just over two hours, and here she was still sleeping.

Quickly, she reached into a drawer and pulled out one of her spacer
uniforms. All spacer uniforms were essentially one-piece jumpsuits that
covered the entire body from the neck down, with boots and gloves built
right in. The uniform was loose enough to give the body freedom of
movement in free-fall, but was tightened by elastic at wrists, waist
and ankles to prevent unmanageable ballooning. It sealed down the front
with a single seam, and transformed easily into a spacesuit with the
simple addition of air tanks and a helmet.

The design of spacer uniforms was standard throughout human space,
but individuals, usually color-coded their own to personal tastes.
Tyla's, for instance, was a Bracht original—royal purple with thin
silver curlicues all over the body and silver bands to simulate
jewelry. She slipped into it, then ran a comb through her hair which,
divested of the red and green wig, was a short-cropped brown. She
opened the door to her cabin and climbed down the Core to the Drawing
Room two levels below.


* * *


At first, the only person she saw in the room was Bred. Her twin
brother was also dressed in a spacer uniform, but that was where he and
convention parted company. Male fashion decreed that men wear bright,
flashy colors to attract a lady's eye; Bred contradicted that fad with
an unadorned outfit of glossy black. Custom required men to shave a
part from front to back along the center of their skulls, at least two
centimeters wide; Bred let his hair grow naturally. It was brown, cut
short and had a tendency to curl unexpectedly down over his forehead.
Goatees were in fashion, but Bred's beard was a full one. Men of wealth
were supposed to display it with ostentatious shows of jewelry; Bred
wore none at all. His eyes peered owlishly out from behind black-rimmed
glasses. In an age when optical microsurgery corrected any visual
defects at birth this was unheard of, but Bred had seen a pair in a
historical microspool and had been attracted by the sheer decadence of
them; although he didn't need them, he was never without them. His body
and features were rounded enough to make him cuddly without being fat.
The corners of his month dimpled when he was smiling, which he nearly
always was.

He was smiling now as he watched his sister enter the Drawing Room.
With his usual perception, he noticed that she was doing her
I-am-a-coldblooded-vixen walk, but even that and the loose spacer
outfit could not disguise the fact that she was an extraordinarily
attractive woman. If I'm going to have a twin sister, Bred
decided, I'm glad it's one like her. "I hope I didn't wake
you up," he said pleasantly.

"You know damn well you did," Tyla retorted. She was in a foul mood
this morning, not at all as she had gone out the night before, full of
joy at the prospect of conquering the social world once more. Bred
wondered what had happened that could have soured her this much.

"You would have had to be getting up in a little while, anyhow," he
shrugged.

"That doesn't make it any more pleasant. Who's this visitor you said
I had?"

Bred jerked a thumb to indicate a robot standing next to the long
sofa. It was a polished ovoid of durasteel no more than a meter high.
It had a grill that served as a mouth and numerous retractable limbs
all over its body. The ovoid was cradled atop three short legs with
wheels, so that it could move about freely in any direction.

"What's that?" Tyla asked suspiciously.

"I, Gentlelady," said the robot, "am your Umpire. I possess the list
of items you must acquire during the Scavenger Hunt, and I am the sole
judge of whether each item has been successfully obtained. I am also
the official arbiter of the Rules of the Hunt, and the final authority
on any matters pertaining to it."

"In other words," Bred interrupted, "it's the Official Spoilsport of
the party."

"As part of my duties," the robot went on, "I am required to
summarize before lift-off the Rules of the Hunt to the entire party
assisting the official entrant, Master Bred deVrie. Is the entire
party now assembled?"

"Not yet," Bred answered.

Tyla looked around, startled. "We're due to take off in two hours.
Where is everyone?"

"That," came a harsh voice from out in the Core, "is something I
would like to know as well."

Captain Luuj Kirre entered the Drawing Room. Captain Kirre looked
like a slightly-larger-than-life-sized marble statue come suddenly to
life. She was a tall, well-proportioned black woman with a short
natural hairdo and a broomstick for a backbone. Her posture was
astonishingly erect and her metallic gold uniform—with its black badge
of captaincy and the black and silver deVrie coat of arms prominently
displayed above the left breast—was so thoroughly cleaned and pressed
that it crackled when she walked. Her face was round and sensuously
beautiful, but the effect was currently marred by fiery eyes and a mask
of righteous anger.

"Take it easy, Luuj," Bred told her with a light-hearted smile.
"They'll show up on time, like they always do."

"Sure," the captain spat. "And no doubt with the same bag of weak
excuses they always have. Master deVrie, if you would only let me take
the proper disciplinary actions, I know I could mold those women into
an efficient flight crew instead of the ragtag band of goldbrickers
they are now."

Bred watched her with interest. It never ceased to fascinate him how
a woman as passionate and tender in private as Luuj Kirre could be so
tough-as-durasteel when there was an audience. In private, she was a
creature of emotions—once, he had even seen her cry. But in her
uniform, there was no trace of the human female she really was. I
suppose,
he thought, we all have our public faces, to hide the weaknesses
we think we have within. If only we'd learn that those "weaknesses" are
really our strengths.

"Why would I want to do a thing like that?" he asked aloud. "You're
already efficient enough for the whole gang of them. One efficient
person aboard the ship is all I can take, I'm afraid. Any more, and I'd
go crazy."

"Dru is aboard," Tyla volunteered. "She let me in last night."

"Yes, and I saw her just a little while ago," Bred added, trying to
soothe his captain's anger. "She was sitting in the Rec Room as usual,
composing her Songs."

"I didn't expect any trouble out of her," Captain Kirre said. "She's
the most dependable of the lot. I only wish the other three were as
conscientious as she is."

"They do their jobs well enough and that's what counts with me,"
Bred said. "But it is getting a bit late. I wonder what's happened to
them."

The buzzer rang before he'd finished speaking, indicating that there
was a caller outside the airlock door. Bred, standing closest to the
wall, flicked the outside intercom switch. "Who is it?" he asked.

"Police."

"Perhaps I shouldn't have wondered," he muttered to himself. He
flipped another switch and the outer hatch opened to admit the visitors.

A small parade entered the Honey B. It began with a human
police officer, looking quite important in his tight-fitting blue
uniform with silver buttons. It ended with two robot patrolmen, big
burly machines two meters tall and at least a hundred kilos apiece. In
the middle, looking bedraggled but unrepentant, were two of the missing
crewwomen.

Sora Benning was the astrogator of the Honey B. She was a
tall, willowy redhead with an angular but attractive face. She had
green, casual eyes and a look of such self-assuredness that it would be
called arrogant if it weren't so relaxed. Her body was almost boyish, a
conglomeration of straight lines where there should have been curves.
But what could have been gawkiness was avoided by the natural
gracefulness of her movements. She never walked—she flowed.

Nezla Lustik, the engineer, was the opposite extreme, a miniature
explosion in female disguise. She was a head shorter than Sora and
built on a chunky scale. Her hair was brown, her face round but firm.
Her body was lush, well endowed with feminine attributes, but not soft.
She was as solid and rugged as a construction robot. Her movements were
fast and lively; she grabbed at life with both hands and kept coming
back for more.

"Do these two women belong to your crew?" the human policeman asked
Bred.

"I don't know anyone else who'd have them," Bred admitted. "What's
the charge against them? Or, knowing them, should I say 'charges'?"

The policeman produced a list from his pocket and began to read.
"Immoral conduct, obscene language, brawling in a public place,
disturbing the peace, resisting arrest, striking an officer…"

"All misdemeanors, I presume?" Bred interrupted.

"Yes, sir."

"And I suppose if their fines were paid, they would be free to go?"

The policeman fidgeted. "Well, normally two women as rowdy as this
would have to serve a little time as well. But we don't want to unduly
interfere with the Hunt, and seeing that it's you involved, Master
deVrie, we'll let it go with just a fine this time."

Bred had already gotten out his credit card and extended it toward
the policeman without even asking the amount of the fines. A deVrie
never had to ask how much. The other man took the proffered card and
inserted it into the slot of one of the robot companions. There were a
couple of clicks, a hum and a green light that lit up on top of its
head, indicating that the deVrie credit was good—a foregone
conclusion, anyway. The robot spit out the card again, and the
policeman handed it back to Bred.

"Thank you, Master deVrie. I'll release these two into your custody,
but you've got to promise that they'll cause no more trouble on
Huntworld."

"We'll be taking off in less than two hours," Bred assured him.
"They'll probably be too busy during that time to cause trouble to
anybody but my captain."

The policeman nodded curtly, and he and the two robots left. As soon
as the hatch door had slid shut behind them, Sora Benning strode
casually over to one of the padded chairs, sat down in it with legs
outstretched, and closed her eyes. This left Nezla standing alone,
surrounded by a questioning audience. The engineer looked around her.
Tyla's expression was one of impatience, Captain Kirre's of boiling
anger. Bred gave her a smile that was impartial at best.

"It wasn't our fault," Nezla began before anyone else could speak.
"We were sittin' in that bar, mindin' our own business, havin' a couple
of drinks—"

"You were having a couple of drinks," came Sora's voice
from the chair. The astrogator didn't even bother to open her eyes. "I
was sleeping."

"Yeah. Well, anyhow, we were sittin' there quietly when this big,
mean-lookin' woman-chaser came over to our table, slapped me on the
back and tried for a free tussle. Now you know I enjoy drummin' as
much, as the next guy, but I just wanted to booze a little, if you know
what I mean. So I told him no, thank you—"

"You told him to mind his own drumming business," Sora interrupted
again from her chair.

"I thought you said you were asleep," Nezla complained.

Sora opened her left eye for a moment. "But I'm not deaf," she said.
The eye closed again.

"Well, anyhow, the bum wouldn't take no for an answer. He started
gettin' pushier—finally, I had to hit him to defend my honor."

"Actually, to defend your reputation. He said you were a frigid—"

"It don't matter what he said," Nezla continued quickly. "Anyhow, I
knocked him down. Then a friend of his came over and started gettin'
noisy about it—you know the bit, girls can hit guys, while they ain't
allowed to touch us. So I had to hit him, too. Then the first guy was
up again and charged at me, but he missed—"

"I tripped him," Sora interjected.

"… and went crashin' into two other jerks at the bar. Then the
fightin' started. There must have been forty or fifty of the
motherdrummers comin' at us—"

"Seventeen."

"Hold it!" Captain Kirre shouted. "I no longer care how you
two misbegotten progeny of a zylothote arrived at your current state
of affairs. You are both hereby placed on penalty duty. During your
available free time you will scrub down Sector III, and I will expect
to see every square centimeter of durasteel shining clean by my next
inspection. Is that clearly understood?"

"But Captain," Nezla started to protest.

"There is no appeal from that decision," Luuj said with an air of
finality.

Nezla looked to Bred, but he just smiled blandly, shrugged his
shoulders and spread his hands slightly. The captain shot him an
appreciative glance.

"You girls had better change into your uniforms and then report back
here," Bred told them. "We're going to be taking off pretty soon."

Sora sprang lithely out of the chair and led the way as the two
delinquents left the Drawing Room for the Core to climb up to their
sleeping cabins.

"Well, now we know where those two were," Luuj snorted. "But there
is still no sign of Dr. Curdyn."

"Do I hear someone taking my name in vain?" rang a cheerful
contralto voice from the Core, and the ship's physician entered the
Drawing Room.

Vini Curdyn was a strawberry blonde, midway in height between Sora
and Nezla. Likewise, her figure was halfway between the astrogator's
flatness and the engineer's abundance, giving her a well-curved,
well-balanced shape. Her eyes were blue, and she had a small nose that
didn't obscure much of her face. She was already in uniform, which was
pale blue with transparent strips in interesting places and a red and
white medical insignia above the left breast. Her walk had a cocky lilt
to it as she crossed the room.

"When did you come aboard?" Luuj demanded.

"Oh, about five minutes ago. I had to change into my uniform, Cap,
which is why I'm so late in reporting."

"You are to refer to me by my full title, Doctor Curdyn.
And how did you manage to come aboard without going through the Drawing
Room?"

"Left the emergency ladder down when I went out last night," Vini
drawled casually. "I figured I might need to get back into the ship in
a hurry undetected."

"It is forbidden to use that ladder when other means of entrance are
available, except in emergencies." Captain Kirre was bristling with
anger.

"Right you are, Cap. It depends on what you call an emergency."

"What do you call an emergency, Doctor?"

"Two sore losers wanting their money back and chasing me through the
alleys with loaded guns. But don't worry; I managed to lose them before
I got back here."

Luuj Kirre threw up her hands, turned to glare at Bred for a moment,
then stalked angrily out of the room. "Go get Dru and tell her to come
over here," Bred called after her. The captain let out a brief harrumph
as she disappeared into the Core.

Bred turned to the doctor. "You really shouldn't do that to her,
Vini. It makes her very unhappy to have her authority undermined."

"Sorry, Boss." Vini's words might have been apologetic, but her face
had a puckish quality that belied their meaning. "I've been a very bad
girl. I suppose you'll have to fire me now, right?"

"What would you do if I did?"

"Why, I could have been a famous brain surgeon if I hadn't let you
talk me into signing aboard this nuthouse. There still might be time
for me to learn how to whack open people's skulls before senescence
catches up with me."

"Sorry, Vini," Bred grinned back at her. "Not this time around. We
just might need you on this cruise."

She shrugged her shoulders and flopped down into a chair. "Well,
can't kill a girl for trying. Why are we standing around in here?
Aren't we supposed to take off soon?"

"This thing here," Bred indicated the Umpire, "wants to give us a
little lecture about the Scavenger Hunt before we go. We're all
supposed to assemble and listen."

Captain Kirre came back into the room, glaring at Vini. Right behind
her was Dru Awa-om-anoth looking, as always, like a kicked puppy. A few
moments later, Sora and Nezla both reappeared in uniform. Sora's,
unlike the ordinary spacer uniform, was skintight, accenting her
angularity. It was bright red with a white stripe running up each side
from boot to shoulder. A thin white line circled her neck and split
into a pair of white arrows pointing from either side to the top of her
front seam. Nezla's uniform was dark blue on the left side and bright
green on the right, with a green and blue connecting design down the
seam.

"All right," Bred said to the Umpire, "the gang's all here. Give us
your spiel."

"The Scavenger Hunt," the robot began in a tinny voice, "is a
contest held once every twenty years. It is open to any male sentient
creature who can meet the required entrance fee. Each contestant
receives a list of objects or experiences that he must obtain during
the course of the Hunt. This list is contained within me, your Umpire.
No two lists are exactly identical, but it has been decided through
computer analysis that all lists are of equal difficulty. The list may
contain between five and ten items, which the contestant must obtain by
whatever means he can. The items are revealed to the contestant one at
a time, and the next item is not revealed until the contestant has
either obtained all the prior objects or waived the right to list them
as obtained. There will also be a stopover at the planet Midway for
rest and relaxation approximately halfway through your itinerary; I
will announce when that is to be.

"It is not mandatory to obtain all items on the list in order to
win; the winner of the Scavenger Hunt is the contestant with the most
successful record who lands back on Huntworld first. I must point out,
however, that of the previous seven Hunts that have been run, only the
first was won without possessing all the items on the list.

"The official contestant may receive assistance from any beings he
chooses during the Hunt, but he must himself participate in the
gathering of objects. Any questions regarding procedures may be
referred to me; as your Umpire, I am the sole arbiter and final
authority on all matters pertaining to the Scavenger Hunt. Being a
robot, I am a totally impartial observer. Any attempt to perpetrate
fraud will disqualify you from the Hunt. Any attempt to physically
alter my circuits will cause me to explode, and will disqualify you
from the Hunt. Are there any questions?"

"What's the first item on our list?" Tyla asked immediately.

"I am not at liberty to reveal that information until after the
Grand Lift-off, when all the entrants' ships are in holding orbit
around Huntworld."

Nezla glanced at the ornately carved real-wood grandfather clock
that stood in one corner of the Drawing Room. "That's only about an
hour from now!"

"One hour and eleven minutes for the initial liftoff, to be
precise," the Umpire agreed.

Luuj Kirre stood up, swearing. "And we've been listening to a
machine while there's work to be done. Astrogator Benning and Computer
Awa-om-anoth, begin work immediately on calculating a course to the
required holding orbit. Engineer Lustik, I shall expect you to have
completed your pre-flight checkout in forty-five minutes."

"You mean I gotta check out the whole drummin' ship in just
forty-five minutes?" Nezla squealed. "It can't be done."

"The Chief Engineer aboard the Explorer once completed a
full checkout in thirty-seven minutes," Sora commented as she rose
easily from her chair. "And the Explorer was ten times the
size of the Honey B."

Nezla's comments on the interesting things Sora could do with her
precious Explorer were lost as the engineer scrambled down
the Core to Sector VI to begin work on the motors and power generators.


* * *


The whole problem, basically, was that human beings, in their
imperfection, had never managed to devise the flawless social system.
No matter how matters were arranged or how many permutations were
tried, some people always kept rising to the top. Those capable of
imposing the most order were society's leaders, whatever the system
under which they operated.

This, in itself, would not be too bad if only it kept itself fluid.
But somehow it never did. Once established, class structures tended to
solidify, shutting off the natural mobility within the society. Only a
force of equal or greater power could topple this solidified class from
its throne, after which the new force quickly became the established
one, starting the cycle over again.

In the early days of human interstellar travel, there was no
established pattern. Power relations began to build—trade empires,
manufacturing conglomerates, banking fortunes; these and more were
built up rapidly, some within the space of a single lifetime. Very
soon, there were some people who were of greater extrinsic value than
other people. And as power tends to cling to power, these valuable
people began to gravitate towards one another.

Normally, Nature is wise enough not to let any system get too far
out of hand, instituting what is known as "checks and balances." But in
this case, the distances were too great: the force that normally would
have kept this Society in check—a strong, centralized government—had
never been fully organized on an interstellar scale. Despite the fact
that ships could ply between various star systems in a matter of days,
weeks at most, no method of communications had been discovered that was
any faster. And even with interstellar trade and banking there was a
high degree of anarchy.

Consequently, there were few laws common to the hundreds of planets
man-inhabited. There were no laws in interstellar space whatsoever. No
suitable extradition agreements between stellar systems had ever been
worked out. Anyone capable of travelling freely from one star to
another could, in effect, place himself above the law, above the rule
of the common men.

The members of Society were the only ones who could afford to travel
freely among the stars. With their enormous personal fortunes they had
in fact little else to do but travel.

Although it strives for it constantly, the human mind cannot accept
infinite leisure. Society had to find something to do with its members,
before they rotted like month-old fruit. It could not be "work" or
anything else that remotely resembled the pastimes of the lesser
people, for the members of Society were above that sort of thing. With
work eliminated, it turned to play for physical relief.

An intricate system of protocol quickly sprang up among the ranks of
Society. To make sure it would be used, numerous excuses to get people
together were devised—balls, parties and other forms of social
entertainment. At one point, it was estimated that there was some sort
of social function occurring somewhere in the Galaxy every second.
These provided a constant excuse for planet-hopping, as well as a
needed change in companionship and atmosphere.

But even more important than the parties were the Games. Elaborate
and often devious games were devised to occupy the minds and time of
this elite group. These provided excitement, a source of conversational
material, and most of all, an outlet for competitive urges that would
otherwise have built up intolerably among Society members. Some of the
games were tests of physical stamina; others were tests of mental
agility; still others were a combination of the two.

The culmination of everything was the Scavenger Hunt. It was THE
Game. All the others that went before it were like micrometeoroids to a
star. It was held every twenty years because people's nerves could not
stand holding it either more often or less. It was so big that interest
in it was not limited to Society circles. Stories of past Scavenger
Hunts sold like wildfire in the common press, and tales were told and
retold to the point of making them legendary. There was fever in the
mere thought of it. There were no great prizes given for winning the
Hunt, of course—unless being considered a demigod could be called a
prize.

Out of the seven Hunts that had been made previous to this one, the
deVrie family had won four.


* * *


There was a natural amount of tension in the control cabin of the Honey
B. There were four acceleration couches up front next to the main
console. At the extreme left, facing the console, sat Dru Awa-om-anoth.
Although the Honey B had several small computers to handle
routine ship's functions, it did not require an electronic calculator.
Dru was what was referred to as a "gifted person"; though her mind was
perfectly normal in most respects, she had the singular ability to
perform any desired mathematical function in her head and come out with
the correct answer every time in a matter of seconds. A human computer,
perhaps not quite as fast as a machine—but split-second timing was not
needed aboard the Honey B.

Next to her sat Sora Benning, the Astrogator. She was speaking in
low tones, quickly but without haste. She read the necessary orbital
equations to Dru, then supplied the parameters to be used for this
particular orbit. After only a second, Dru would shoot the answer back
at her, and Sora would punch the numbers into the astrogation panel.
The two had spent many long hours practising and refining this
procedure until now it was utterly mechanical.

At the right-hand edge of the console sat Nezla Lustik. The board
she studied metered the operation of the myriad systems, mechanical and
electrical, that made the Honey B a functional unit. During
the critical moments of flight operations, it was her job to make sure
that all systems would respond to the controls precisely as they were
intended to—and if they didn't, it was up to her to know how to either
correct them or compensate for them without leaving her seat.

Between Sora and Nezla sat Luuj Kirre, the Captain. She was the
person who had to coordinate all the data that came in, orbital
parameters from the astrogator and ship functioning information from
the engineer. It was she who would take these separate elements and
weld them together, so that the Honey B would actually fly in
the desired direction. She had to play the control panel like a
musician at a keyboard. Any slight error she made would be greatly
exaggerated in the final result.

Behind the four acceleration couches for the flight operations crew
were five other couches. Only four of them were currently in use. Bred
lay comfortably in the center couch, only half watching the performance
of his crew in front of him. He'd seen it all before. To his left was
the other crew member, Vini Curdyn, but the doctor took no part in the
actual operation of the ship and so was relegated to a passenger couch
in the Control Sector. Seated at Bred's right was his sister, Tyla,
biting her lips in nervous anticipation. On her right, the Umpire had
been strapped awkwardly into one of the couches, even though it did not
require protection from the acceleration the Honey B would
experience during lift-off.

The room itself was a technological masterpiece. The Control Sector
was located in the nose of the ship, right where it narrowed into a
bullet point. Windows were totally impractical for a space-faring
vessel, so Bred had settled for the next best thing. The whole interior
wall, except for the control console, was one enormous trivid screen.
Three dozen tiny cameras, placed around the outside of the ship's hull,
relayed images of the ship's surroundings that overlapped on this
screen. The total effect was of no walls at all, as though the
acceleration couches were out in the open, unprotected by the thick
durasteel hull. Out in the depths of space the effect was literally
awe-inspiring; the occupants of the cabin could feel alone in a black
starry void. The immensity of the universe was all too easily apparent
at such times. Now, however, with the Honey B still sitting
at the Huntworld Spaceport awaiting the Grand Lift-off, the only sight
visible was kilometer after kilometer of space ships pointing skyward
and waiting for the same cue to be on their way.

The Grand Lift-off was a sequenced event. As winner of the previous
Hunt, Ambic Jusser had been given the ceremonial honor of being the
first to lift off. The deVries, because of their family's longstanding
prowess in the Hunt, had been allotted the second lift-off spot. The
exact order of lift-off had no real bearing on the race, since none of
the contestants would be told of the first object on their list until
all the ships in the Hunt had reached orbit. But since having all the
ships take off at once from Huntworld would be catastrophic, some
method had had to be found for putting them into space in order. To the
status-crazed Society, the Grand Lift-off was the perfect solution.

Fifteen minutes before the lift-off was to commence, Vini's sharp
eyes spotted something that registered on the trivid screen. "Look at
that."

Bred and Tyla followed her gaze. Down on the ground about
thirty-five meters below, a lone figure could be seen running amidst
the sleek shapes of the ships waiting to take off. He was approaching
the Honey B, and as he drew nearer, he could be seen to be
carrying something. He was waving and shouting but the ship was not
equipped with external microphones and the people inside could not
hear what he was saying.

"I don't know who he is," Vini continued in her sarcastic drawl,
"but he's obviously got suicidal impulses. If he's out there when
lift-off starts, he'll be cooked alive."

"Looks like he's trying to tell us something," Bred observed.
"Anyone know who he is?"

Tyla frowned and looked away. "Yes," she said distastefully. "It's
an android that's managed to enter the Hunt. Johnathan R, I believe
it's called."

"What's he want with us, I wonder?" Vini mused.

The android had reached the gantry that stood next to the Honey
B and had begun the ascent up the gravtube. "We'll be finding out
in a minute or so," Bred said. He started unstrapping himself. "I'd
better go down there to let him in."

"You're crazy," Tyla exclaimed. "There's less than fifteen minutes
before take-off."

"Well, if Master R can risk his life by running across the spaceport
field at a moment like this, the least I can do is find out what he
thinks is so important." Bred opened the doorway at the back of the
cabin and climbed down the Core to the Drawing Room.

He arrived there almost simultaneously with the ringing at the
airlock. He opened the outer hatch and looked the visitor over. The
android was also in a spacer uniform, plain gray and patched in several
places. Rather shabby, but a pleasant enough looking chap,
Bred thought. But since when have they started being concerned
about how an android looks?'"'Hi," he said aloud. "And to what do
I owe the honor of this visit?"

"I… I have something to give to Mistress deVrie," stammered the
android. He looked distinctly uncomfortable, shifting his weight
nervously from foot to foot.

"She's busy at the moment, preparing for take-off. I'm her brother,
Bred. If you'll give whatever it is to me, I'll see that she gets it."

The android hesitated a moment, then held out a bouquet of
flowers—real ones, too; Bred could tell by the subtlety of their aroma.
"These are for her," Johnathan said. "As an apology. Tell her I'm sorry
for the way things turned out last night. I had no desire to insult her
or hurt her feelings. It's just that I sometimes get a little
over-emotional." Bred took the bouquet. The android turned abruptly and
went back down the gravtube.

Bred stared bemusedly at the flowers for several seconds. Then he
climbed back up the Core to the Control Sector.

"Well, what's it all about?" Vini asked the moment he poked his head
into the room.

"He came to deliver something," Bred answered. He tossed the bouquet
lightly into his sister's lap. "Here. These are for you."

Tyla reacted as though he'd thrown her an opened can of cockroaches.
"I don't want anything from that creature."

"Why not? Real flowers are hard to come by, these days."

"Why would an android be bringing you flowers?" Vini asked. Her
perverse sense of curiosity had been aroused.

Tyla's face had turned bright red. She brushed the flowers hastily
off her lap and they fell to the back wall of the cabin. "How should I
know why an andie does things?"

"He said they were as an apology," Bred added, more to fuel Vini's
fire than to edify his sister. "He didn't mean to insult you or hurt
your feelings."

"What went on between you and that android?" Vini prodded Tyla.

Tyla wanted to melt through the floor. "Nothing. Nothing."

Up to this point, the four Flight Operations officers had ignored
the goings-on behind them, concentrating on the crucial business of
running the spaceship. Now, however, the disturbance had gotten out of
hand. Captain Kirre turned around to glower at the passengers. "I
expect to have silence during the pre-lift-off routine."

"He also said," Bred continued mercilessly, "that he was sorry about
the way things turned out. He sometimes gets a little over-emotional."

"What did he do to you?" Vini was thoroughly hooked now.

Tyla had by this time gone way beyond the normal blushing stage and
was,far into the infrared. Captain Kirre inadvertently came to her
rescue by hollering, "Quiet!"

All activity in the room stopped as her shout gained everyone's
attention. She glared at the troublemakers for a moment, then said,
"Master deVrie, I cannot operate this ship with such distractions going
on. If you want to lift off on schedule, then you will have to be quiet
while flight operations are being carried out."

"Sorry, Luuj," Bred apologized as he strapped himself in once more.
"You're the boss." He took a quick glance over to his left. Vini's face
was bubbling over with barely restrained curiosity. He smiled.

Across the field, he could see Johnathan R racing back to his own
battered ship. He reached it and got inside just minutes before the
Grand Lift-off was to begin. Bred shook his head slightly at the
foolishness of the android's melodramatic gesture.

The moment for the Grand Lift-off came. Half a kilometer away,
Jusser's ship, the Hermes, raised itself smoothly into the
air. The Hermes was a racing ship, small and sleek and built
for speed. It required only two men to handle it—Jusser and his
associate, Kor Znalenkov. There was no billowing of flames, no mighty
roar, no thunderous vibration shaking the ground. Instead, the gravitic
motors seemed to lift the dart-like vessel effortlessly skyward. But
the serenity of the scene was only a visual effect. If the human eye
had been capable of detecting radiation from more extreme parts of the
electromagnetic spectrum, a scene of incalculable violence would have
been witnessed. An incredible interplay of gravitational, magnetic and
electrical forces was taking place within the Hermes'
backwash. Any living creature caught in that field would burn up in a
fraction of a second. Any mechanical device would either short out or
melt. Many were the stories of people and machines accidentally caught
in a spaceship backwash, and all were far from pleasant.

It took two minutes for the Hermes to vanish into the
azure sky. Then it was the Honey B's turn. Captain Kirre
flicked a switch and the artigrav generators hummed quietly to life. By
a strange paradox of physics, it was necessary to build up an
artificial gravity of two gees within the ship in order to generate an
antigravitational field outside. The occupants of the cabin were
pressed deeper into their couches. When Nezla announced that the
internal field had built up sufficiently, Luuj flicked another switch.
The ground outside, as seen through the trivid screen all around them,
seemed to fall gently away while the sky overhead turned a lighter
blue. In the planetarium atmosphere, each individual felt as though he
were personally leaping for the stars. The women in Flight Operations
kept their eyes glued to their consoles; they could not afford to be
hypnotized by the changing panorama outside while there was still work
to do.

Sora, metering her board of instruments, at last announced that the
desired orbital parameters had been established. Captain Kirre cut off
the drive circuits. Nezla, monitoring the equipment, replied a moment
later that the external drive had indeed cut off and that it was now
possible to remove the arti-grav field. Luuj flipped back the internal
switch, cutting off the field inside except for those portions of the
ship that were permanently artigravved.

The shift was abrupt—one second earlier, the passengers of the Honey
B had been experiencing an acceleration of two gees, and the next,
they were completely weightless. The springs in the acceleration
couches exerted a mild forward push, and everyone drifted slightly
forward against their straps. The sensation resembled being hit by a
slow-moving car and falling over a cliff.

Now that they were out in space and the flight operations had ceased
for the moment, Vini could restrain her curiosity no longer. "What
happened between you and that android?" she quizzed Tyla.

With tears in her eyes, Tyla was fidgeting with the straps that held
her in the couch. "Leave me alone!" she cried. She rose from her couch
and lurched drunkenly around the room as the free-fall exaggerated her
every wild attempt to right herself. Her mind panicked; with the
planetarium-like walls, it was all too easy to believe that she might
just drift away forever into that void. More by accident than design,
her hand caught at the door handle. Sniffling madly, she swam rearwards
to her cabin.

Vini looked around perplexedly at the faces of her companions. "What
did I say?" she wondered.

It took nearly six hours to complete the ceremony of the Grand
Lift-off, owing to the large number of entrants in this Hunt. The last
ship to take off, naturally enough, was Johnathan R's. But eventually
it, too, reached a holding orbit around Huntworld, and all the entrants
turned to their respective Umpires to hear what the first item on their
lists would be.

Tyla had not returned to the Control Sector, and Bred was beginning
to worry about her. That business with the android must have cut
awfully deep, he thought. This Hunt means a lot to her, and
she wouldn't ordinarily want to miss a moment like this.

The Umpire, which had gone through the entire procedure of the Grand
Lift-off sitting placidly in its ill-fitting acceleration couch,
suddenly began clicking. "Be prepared to record the coordinates of the
first destination," it announced.

Sora had a recorder-calculator all ready in her hand. "Go," she said.

"1,021; 0.2471; 0.6735; 7; 6.2913; 0.10194; current epoch. Second
planet." Sora had her books of tables out almost before the robot had
finished, checking the various equations she would need to compute a
course from here to there. The robot continued its instructions. "The
planet has been given the common name of Lethe. The item you are to
obtain is a Dream."

 


CHAPTER THREE

"Boy, it feels good to be out in space again," Nezla exclaimed,
stretching vigorously. "I hate gravity."

"What you hate," Sora put in, "is bras. If you didn't have to carry
those around, you'd have no problems." She was floating in one corner
of the Rec Room with her eyes closed, apparently napping but not
entirely out of the conversation.

"I suppose," Nezla retorted, "you're tryin' to make a virtue out of
your lack of a full set of equipment."

Captain Kirre appeared in the Rec Room at that moment and scotched
what could have been the resumption of the long-standing friendly feud
between the flat-chested astrogator and the overly-stacked engineer. "I
thought I placed you two on penalty duty," she said.

"Aye, aye, Captain," Nezla said sullenly.

"Then get to work, both of you. I expect to see Sector III
glittering by tomorrow at 1300." The two miscreants left the Rec Room,
Nezla in a cloud of gloom and Sora with the same quiet acceptance that
she always affected.

Huntworld was now two hours behind them. Using the coordinates the
umpire had given them, Sora and Dru had worked out the proper course to
take the ship to Lethe, and Luuj had set these parameters into the
ship's controls. With the Honey B safely in hyperspace, there
was little that needed to be done until they neared their destination
in about nine days' time. The crew was now settling into its standard
routine of relaxed boredom.

Luuj turned to her employer. "Will you be needing me further?" she
asked.

Bred gave her a cursory glance, but he was too worried about his
sister to become interested in anything else. "Not right now," he said.

"Then I'll be standing duty in the Control Sector if I'm needed."
She swam out the door. Even in free-fall, there was a certain rigid
quality about her that set her apart from the others.

Bred turned his attention back to Vini, who was floating opposite
him across the games table, employing her overactive imagination to the
situation between Tyla and the android. "Or maybe they were having some
sort of orgy," she was saying.

In spite of his worries, Bred smiled. "You've never been to one of
these affairs; I have. If there's one thing they're not, it's orgies. I
doubt whether there's a single genuine emotion allowed to escape during
the entire evening."

Vini was not even listening. "Sex with androids," she mused to
herself. "I wonder if it could be done. Shouldn't be any problem… they
are biological rather than mechanical. Probably have all the necessary
qualifications. I wonder what it would be like. Have to check it out."
She stretched herself out of her casual floating position and into a
swimming crawl. "See you later, Boss. I've got some research to do in
the Library." She swam eagerly out of the Rec Room and across the Core.

Only Bred and Dru were left alone in the Recreation Room. When not
sleeping or not on duty, Dru could almost invariably be found floating
alone in one corner of the Rec Room with a pad and a stylus, thinking
and writing. If asked, she would say that she was composing her Songs.
At the moment, however, she was examining with intense fascination the
slightly battered bouquet that Tyla had discarded so vehemently. Bred,
feeling in a soul-baring mood, went over to her. "Dru," he said, "I'm
worried about Tyla."

Dru looked up when he spoke her name, but she did not say anything.
She rarely did. She put aside the flowers and devoted her full
attention to Bred.

"Something happened to her at the party last night that shook her
pretty badly. I don't know what it was, but it probably had
something to do with that android. She was all fluttery and excited
before the ball, and then this morning she was on a razor edge. I'm
afraid I didn't help matters any by teasing her, either. Now she's
boarded herself up in her cabin, probably crying her eyes out for some
reason that no one understands."

Dru's eyes were deeply sympathetic. "I shall sing my Song of Tender
Concern," she said.

Bred slapped her lightly on the leg. "You do that. In the meantime,
I think I'd better go over there and cheer her up." He straightened up
and swam to the exit. He could feel Dru's gaze on him all the way to
the Core.

He floated forewards from Sector IV, where the Rec Room was located,
to the sleeping quarters in Sector II. The door to Tyla's cabin was
closed, and the little red and yellow sign outside warned him that the
cabin had been artigravved. He gave a light knock on the door.

"Go away," came Tyla's voice from the inside. "I don't want to talk
to anybody."

Bred entered anyway. He experienced a weird shock as he stepped from
the free-fall Core to the artificial gravitational field in Tyla's
cabin. He closed the door behind him. Tyla was stretched out on the
bunk with her face buried in the pillow. She looked up at him and
snarled. "I'm not one of the girls on your payroll. I'm entitled to a
little privacy, aren't I?"

"You're my little sister, and I have to look after you."

Tyla wiped at some of the tears on her face with a fist, then
propped herself up on her elbows. "So help me, if you came in here just
to remind me that you're sixteen minutes older than I am…"

Bred sat down easily on the edge of the little bureau that was built
into the wall of the cubicle. "No, actually I came to find out why you
turned on the artigrav in here."

"Because I can't cry worth a damn in free-fall," Tyla sniffled. "Now
leave me alone."

"We've just hit the heart of the problem, though, Tillie. Why are
you crying?"

"I thought I'd made it perfectly clear that I didn't want to talk
about it. And stop using that ridiculous nickname."

"You're only making things worse by not talking about it, you know.
It lets people use their imaginations too much. Vini is reconstructing
all sorts of lovely possibilities, including human-android orgies—"

"Bred," Tyla said from between clenched teeth, "I want you to fire
her."

"Huh? Who?"

"That doctor. I want you to fire her immediately."

This is serious, Bred thought. "Why should I do
that?"

"Because she irritates me, that's why. She drives the captain
crazy, too. Besides, she's always asking you to fire her, isn't she?"

"That's just a game we play. Neither of us means it. And this is my
ship—I will man it in any way I like."

"I thought you said I could be in charge of the Hunt."

"Sure," Bred agreed. "Because I don't give a damn about these silly
games your friends out there in Society play. If it weren't for the
Scavenger Hunt, Mom and Dad would be alive today." He saw her wince at
that underhanded blow. / came in here to cheer her up, not hurt
her more, he thought, and immediately changed his tack. "But
you're in charge of the Hunt only. I still pay the crew's salaries. And
even if I were to fire her, I couldn't just kick her out into
hyperspace—we'd have to set her down somewhere, and that would take
time away from the Hunt." He grinned impishly. "Besides, where would I
find another doctor around these parts who's such a good lover?"

Despite herself, Tyla found a smile forming on her face. She made a
concerted effort to keep the corners of her mouth from twitching, and
almost succeeded. "All right, Bred, you win. She can stay. But keep her
out of my sight."

"Okay. I just hope you don't get sick. Will you promise me that
you'll be coming out of your cabin sometime within the next few months?"

Tyla closed her eyes for a second, opened them and looked at her
brother with her head cocked at a funny angle. "Bruder mein,"
she sighed, "there are times when I just do not understand you at all."

Bred stood up and moved towards the door. "Don't even bother to try,
Tillie," he said. "I'm not worth it."

"And stop calling me that!" she shouted as the door closed behind
him.

Lethe was an old world, and had been circling an M-type dwarf star
when Earth's sun had been little more than a diffuse cloud of gas
waiting to condense into starhood. This star was cool, leisurely,
almost miserly in its emission of radiation. Lethe, as the second
planet out from it, orbited its primary at a mere eighty-five million
kilometers.

Life had evolved a bit more slowly here, but then it had had a lot
more time in which to do so. Intelligent life first appeared somewhere
between the time Earth's sun had finally begun to shine and the time
when the Earth itself coalesced. And as intelligent life is wont to do,
it developed a civilization to try to bring a semblance of order to an
otherwise chaotic world. There was the usual course of history during
which this civilization struggled forward, fell back, regrouped and
moved ahead again with more faltering steps. The cycle was repeated any
number of times but, on the average, progress was made at a steady pace.

This civilization had differed markedly from most of the other
civilizations that had/have/will develop in the Galaxy, in that the
Letheans did not show great prowess with mechanical devices. They never
invented self-propelled means of transportation, relying on native
beasts to carry them where they were going; they consequently never
managed to conquer space. And if they did not discover long-range
methods of communications, neither did they learn of weapons of mass
destruction. Theirs was a peaceful world, comparatively, and life went
on at a leisurely pace.

They cultivated the arts as well as the observational, social and
psychological sciences. Perhaps they did so well at these since the
technical sciences were somehow closed to them. Their urban centers
were all small—none over a hundred thousand in population, most below
ten thousand. There were many small farms scattered blissfully about
the face of the planet and, with no large-scale manufacturing, there
was no worry about environmental pollution. The cities were exceedingly
well planned for maximum physical and psychological comfort. There were
plenty of broad streets with room to handle all the meager traffic
there was, and vegetation bloomed wherever one looked—trees planted
along the streets and many beautiful parks scattered throughout the
city at strategic points. Lethean architecture was a marvel of
perfection, houses that were built to last, not for centuries, but for
millenia, all graceful and aesthetically pleasing to the viewer. And
even in the houses, Nature was not forgotten, for nearly every house
had a rooftop garden as well as many windows to let in sunlight and a
wide yard to separate it from other houses. Nobody could have felt
cramped in a Lethean city.

The Letheans made their world into as perfect a paradise as finite
beings could ever hope to attain.

Then they committed racial suicide.


* * *


Vini was explaining. "It was probably the Dream Booths that did it.
I found an advanced psych spool that talked about them in great
detail—or at least as great as anyone can."

The crew of the Honey B, with the exception of Captain
Kirre, who was again on duty in the Control Sector, had assembled in
the Library for a pre-landing strategy meeting. The wedge-shaped
Library was smaller than the other rooms in Sector IV, being right
afore of the Drawing Room. All of its walls, including "ceiling" and
"floor," were lined with microspools on every conceivable subject. Bred
liked to brag that he had the most complete spacegoing library in
history, and with the possible exception of the DSS Explorer,
he was most likely correct. The Honey B's library even
rivalled those of some of the smaller planets. The many microspools
provided one method of diversion for the crew during long flights.

The six people and the Umpire floated serenely in the free-fall.
Although Lethe was still one day away, there was a lot of planning to
do. Everyone, particularly Tyla, had been doing research into the
problem over the past eight days, and they were now attempting to work
out a plan of attack.

Tyla was looking annoyed at Vini's presence, and Bred frowned. He
had warned the doctor that she had best keep out of his sister's way
until her emotions had cooled a bit, but there was no way to avoid a
confrontation of sorts here. He only hoped that Tyla, with her rigid
training in etiquette, would at least remain civil during the meeting.

"Human explorers found these booths in every major city," Vini went
on. "Apparently, they were quite popular. Most of them are still in
working condition, too—those Letheans built to last. Somehow, the
mechanism in these booths works on the mind of whoever is inside,
inducing dreams. The Letheans were masters of psychological science, so
they presumably knew all about the mind. Or at least enough to free it
from reality.

"The only way we know about this, of course, is from sorry
experience. The first humans who entered those booths got caught up in
the induced fantasies. They couldn't be roused from the dream-state.
They were fed intravenously for awhile, but they still died. That was
probably what happened to the Letheans, too—they would go into the
booths, get caught up in a Dream, and slowly die. Literally dreaming
their lives away."

"Didn't they know the booths would kill them?" Bred asked.

"They must have. I don't see how they could have missed the fact
that there were no repeat customers. But maybe they wanted to die. Or
maybe they just didn't care. Perhaps they made their world a little too
perfect and needed diversion at any cost. We have our human analogues,
you know. Back in the nineteenth, twentieth and twenty-first centuries,
when hallucinogens were still in the experimental stages and you
couldn't predict the specific effect you would get on any particular
occasion, there were people who took the drugs anyway for the sheer
thrill of it or to escape from an oppressive reality. Sometimes they
died, but that didn't really deter anyone else from trying it. And if I
were in the mood to commit suicide, the Dream Booths would be probably
the most pleasant way to go about it."

"I think it's unfair," Nezla said. "That robot's sendin' you to
certain death."

Sora, who had so far gone through the meeting stretched out with her
eyes closed, now chose to speak. "People have lived through it," she
said.

"Have they?" Nezla turned to Vini for confirmation.

"Yes, but would to Hippocrates that I knew how. Just pulling a
person out of the booth doesn't do any good—once the Dream patterns are
set up in the brain, they form a self-perpetuating cycle. Maybe the
booth alters brain patterns slightly to make the Dream a permanent
thing. Our own knowledge of the way the human brain works is so
comparatively shoddy that we can't reverse the process ourselves.

They've tried inducing electrical impulses into the brain, but that
had no effect. They've tried lobotomies and other forms of surgery
without success. They tried shock therapy—if the shock was too light
nothing happened, and if it was too strong the patient died in
convulsions almost instantly."

"But you said that people had survived it," Nezla repeated.

"Yes, two people, but they pulled themselves out of it. In
psychological tests they took afterward, they were shown to be
individuals with abnormally high willpower. What's worse, they refused
to describe exactly what had happened to them while they were under the
booth's influence. They said it was too personal an experience to ever
be shared with an outsider. They did confirm that they had had Dreams,
but they refused to say what they were about. And, as for coming out of
it, their stories were similar—they just made up their minds that they
wanted to be awake, and they were. These were exceptionally
strong-willed men, remember. Far stronger, probably, than anyone aboard
this ship."

"What exactly is expected of us to fulfill this requirement?" Bred
asked the Umpire.

"You, as the official contestant, and any others of your crew who
may wish to do so, must enter one of these Dream Booths that is in
working order and allow the Dream process to be started. Once it has, I
will go in and administer tests to make certain that you are actually
in a dream-state. If I certify that you are, then this item will be
considered obtained and we may proceed to the next item on your list."

"And you don't care whether we ever come out of the trance or not,
correct?"

"That is not my concern," stated the Umpire. "I am merely along to
make sure that you fulfill the necessary
conditions of the Hunt."

"But if we don't come out of the trance," Tyla argued, "we won't be
able to go on with the Hunt."

"In that case," the robot said flatly, "you will lose."

"Drummin' lot of help that is," Nezla grunted.

"Little sibling," Bred said to Tyla with a wry smile on his face,
"what have I let you talk me into?" He stretched his arms out before
him in a lazy gesture. "All right, gang, the question before the house
is, what do we do about this?"

"Speaking from a purely medical point of view," Vini said, "your
best alternative would be to run like hell in the opposite direction.
It would be the healthiest course of action, and you'd still have a
chance of winning if no one else gets all the objects on their
list."

"Never!" Tyla said vehemently. "Ambic Jusser is going to get all his
items, you can count on that. We can't quit on the first one, or we'll
have lost before we've begun."

"All right," Bred said in quiet tones, trying to calm his sister
before she flew completely to pieces. "We've resolved that I will go
into one of these booths."

"And I'm going with you," Tyla insisted. "It's because of me that
you're in this Hunt, and I did promise I would do most of the work.
Besides, you're too weak-willed to be able to come out of it alone."

Bred shrugged. "Fine. Then the two of us will go in together."

"Me too," Nezla chimed.

"No," Bred said firmly. "Just Tyla and myself.

The rest of you will have to stand on the sidelines and try to help.
What about getting us out?"

"I can rig up some sort of waldo to drag the two of you out of there
without havin' to go in myself," Nezla sulked, unhappy at being unable
to accompany them. "But Vini said that wouldn't do much good."

"It's better than leaving us in there to rot," Bred said. He turned
to the doctor. "Vini, what do you think you can do to help us?"

"Who knows? This is a problem for a physiological psychologist,
which I am not. I'm just a lovable internal medicine-type person. I
admit I'm out of my depth here. Maybe you should fire me and get
yourself a specialist. There's a good one on Tartarus I could
recommend."

Bred shrugged his shoulders. "Can't you think of anything?"

"Try drugs," Sora said from down at the other end of the room
without opening her eyes.

"Huh?" Vini and Bred said together.

"A crewman on the Explorer once came down with a nervous
disease he contracted on a planet we visited," the astrogator
elaborated. "Had long fits of delusion… couldn't tell dreams from
reality. Ship's Doctor Haffiel treated him with hallucinogens and
eventually cured him."

"What kind of hallucinogens?" Vini demanded.

"Couldn't say," Sora answered, drifting back to her usual state of
semiconsciousness.

"What about it, Vini?" Bred asked. "Do you think it would work?"

The doctor went into one of her speculative moods. "It might. Hm.
Fighting one set of dreams with another. I could try mixing up some
psychedelics. But what should I use? Which ones?" It was obvious that
she was lost to the normal world while she contemplated the
possibilities.

"Well, it looks like Vini may be on to something," Bred said. "When
she starts thinking like that, there's usually a concept around
somewhere to back it up. Does anyone else have any ideas?"

He looked down the length of the room. Everyone fidgeted
uncomfortably except Sora, who slept on. "I suppose that wraps up this
war council, then," Bred continued. "Nezla, you start on that waldo of
yours, and we'll leave Vini to work out her problem here." He started
to swim toward the door and everyone except the doctor followed his
example.

"Oh, Boss," Vini said, snapping momentarily out of her trance, "I
followed up on that android bit. They can have a normal sex life—and
they're fertile. They can intermarry with natural humans and even breed
true. Of course, that's no guarantee how well they do in bed."

Tyla glared at her, then rushed angrily out of the room.


* * *


The wind blew warmly at their backs as the party from the Honey
B walked down the deserted street. There was no exact way of
knowing how long it had been since the last Lethean had died. Centuries
at least, judging by the ruins of their once-beautiful city. Possibly
even millennia.

The street, once lined neatly with trees, was now choked with
vegetation, a minor jungle, and the only way it was identifiable as a
street at all was because it was lined with buildings on either side.
Underfoot, what had originally been hard-packed earth for animal
transport had erupted into a fountain of grass and weeds coming up to
the intruders' waists in some places.

The buildings still stood, mute testimony to the genius and
craftsmanship of their builders. But time had not been thwarted
altogether. Nearly every house had half a dozen large cracks running
almost the length of the building. Rooftop gardens that had once been
the pride of the inhabitants had gone wild; vines now covered the walls
of most of the homes, wrapping them in a loveless embrace. The paint
had faded from the houses under the feeble but constant glow of the red
sun above, and had been replaced instead by the stains of countless
bird droppings.

The city was still the abode of life, but of a different sort than
had once populated it. Insects swarmed in profusion, taking angry
affront at the invasion of the humans. Small rodent-like animals could
be seen watching timidly from safe little burrows. Not-so-small animals
also roamed these streets; the members of the party occasionally caught
a glimpse of something large moving through the underbrush, but
fortunately nothing approached them.

The party from the ship consisted of Bred and Tyla, the Umpire,
Vini, and Nezla and Luuj, who were carrying Nezla's hastily
rigged-together contraption to pull Bred and Tyla out of the booth once
the Umpire had confirmed that they were dreaming. They all walked
silently through this ghost town, awed both by the grandeur that once
was and by the quiet devastation that had occurred since then. They
didn't say much, perhaps afraid to stir up any of the ghosts that they
knew intellectually could not exist, yet seemed even so to haunt this
city.

The Dream Booth was easy to spot. It alone of the city had held
itself aloof from Nature. It stood by itself in a barren park, devoid
of the vegetation that filled the rest of the city. A few tufts of
grass straggled valiantly to fill the breach, but for some unknown
reason the ground for three meters around the booth was dead and
wasted—a desert in the midst of a jungle. The booth was cubical in
shape, six meters on a side, and looked to be made of blank concrete.
Its walls, like those of other buildings in the city, had cracks and
were caked with bird excrement. In the center of the wall facing the
street was an enormous entranceway, three meters high and two broad. It
had not been entered for ages.

"Wow!" Nezla whispered. The engineer in her was reacting to the
entirety of the city that had been. "They really knew how to build."

Bred nodded. "Too well. If these Dream Booths hadn't stood up all
this time, we wouldn't have had to come:" He clapped his hands together
suddenly. The sharp noise reverberated through the quiet ruins,
startling some birds that had been nesting in one of the trees nearby
and setting them to flight. "Well, let's get started. Is your machine
working all right?"

"As always."

"Vini, have you figured out yet what you're going to do to us?"

"Not completely, Boss. I wish you'd give me a couple more days to
work on it."

"We don't have the time," Tyla interrupted testily. "We've got to
beat Jusser."

Vini shrugged. "It's your lives. I only work here."

Bred turned to his sister. "You don't have to come with me, you
know. I'm the only one who has to go in there."

Tyla shook her head. "I'm going. You know you can't ever do anything
right without my help."

"All right," Bred sighed. He turned back to the others. "Make sure
you don't pull us out of there before the Umpire has verified that
we're actually Dreaming. I wouldn't want to have to go through the
whole thing a
second time."

He walked without hesitation up to the doorway and stopped. Tyla
followed right behind him, stride for stride. "I hope you won't think
it unchivalrous of me, little sibling," he said, "but I'd like to go in
first."

They went inside. It was dark, the only light filtering in through
the open door. When their eyes became adjusted to it, they could see
that the building was essentially just a hollow cube, with walls half a
meter thick and the rest open space. The interior was the same gray
concrete as the outside, dull and featureless. Across the back wall,
there was a concrete bench, formed to fit the backsides of the original
builders and much too narrow to accommodate humans. Bred sat down on
the dusty concrete floor and Tyla, after a moment's hesitation, sat
down beside him.

They waited in silence for the wondrous event to occur. They stared
at the walls, at the ceiling, at the floor, at anything but each
other. "Why doesn't something happen?" Tyla said finally. "You don't
suppose we happened to pick a booth that wasn't working, do you?"

"Let's just give it a little while longer," Bred answered. "If
nothing happens in the next five minutes, we'll

VIOLET

leave."

"What was that?"

"Oh, then you

BLUE

felt it, too? There it was again. I think the

GREEN

process is beginning to work."

Tyla shivered. "But what's

YELLOW 

the purpose of these flashes of

ORANGE 

color?"

"Seems to me like the

RED

thing is trying to get the hang of our nervous systems

BLACK 

to see how we'll react to different

BLACK 

stimuli."

Tyla got the point. "Oh, like a

COLD 

musician will tune his instrument before a

HOT

concert or a singer will try the scale before a performance."

"Exactly."

PAIN

"Well," Tyla conceded, "it's doing a pretty impressive

PLEASURE 

job. All these things feel real to me at the

SMOOTH 

time." She shi

ROUGH

vered again. "Bred, I'm scared." Her voice was little-girlish. She
moved over next to him and he put his arm around her for comfort.

BITTER

"Don't worry," he soothed. "Big brother is,

SOUR

SWEET

LOUD

SOFT

STRONG

WEAK

FAST

SLOW

LIGHT

DARK


* * *


The small red sun was fighting its daily battle with the gathering
mists of evening and, as usual, was losing. Off somewhere in the trees,
a lassadet chirped softly in welcoming the approaching darkness. In the
distance could be heard the slow clippity clop clip-clip of
some latecomer straggling home on his weary norstan. The air was clean
and tasted deliciously of ornandarny wine.

Bredakon peered down the mist-laden avenue. There, right at the
limits of perception. It was Tyladerm come back, returning after all.
He wanted to yell, to dance, to vaska with wild delight, but he knew
that such a display would be unseemly. So he just stood there in the
middle of the street, waiting impatiently as its marvelous
purple-splotched body approached.

"Hurry!" he called when it was at last within earshot. "The
malathin's already started. We don't want to be too late."

Tyladerm sidled lazily up and glanced at him coyly. "Is that the
sort of welcome home I get?" it asked.

In response, Bredakon raised his tendrils to its, and the two of
them stood tenderly for a moment with their tendrils intertwined. It
was like that first night of pleasure, come rushing back to mind all at
once. Both could feel the aura, both clung to the moment, reluctant to
let it go again.

Eventually, they parted from the embrace and together began moving
toward the building. "Great is the Zethos," sighed Tyladerm wistfully,
its four eyes sparkling with the happiness of reunion.

"And greater are we who make the Zethos flad," Bredakon answered in
soft, gentle tones. And together they


* * *


Fierce, burning pain in his left foreleg. Akkabred turned in panic
and looked in every direction, but it was all the same. Fire, the
universal enemy, had not done with him. Flames sprouted up all around,
destroying the house and turning his land into a field of fire.

"Help!" he heard Nastyla cry behind him and he whirled again. There,
in the hottest part of the inferno, her carapace cracked from the heat
and her eyes slitted with fear. "Please help!"

He moved towards her, determined to save her when suddenly, between
them, appeared a mad lapdabeast


* * *


On a springtime hill, a couple snardling among the plants

* * *


"Watch out!" shrieked one as the mard-beast leapt at the other

* * *


"What were those things about?"

"I think the booth was trying to fit us into some standard patterns
it had on tape. We didn't fit them."

"Obviously. But it seems to have stopped now. Is it giving up, do
you think?"

"No, it'll probably keep on trying patterns until it hits one that
we do fi

A relaxing day at home on the family estates, somewhere out in the
gardens that surrounded the mansion. They were called gardens, but then
so were the landscaped forests that had surrounded Versailles. A
picnic, Naija deVrie had said, and her husband Orren had smiled
agreement. The twins, eight years old, had both shrieked with delight.
So the elder deVries, the children and Nurse had found a spot in the
planned forest that was shady without being overly cool, the perfect
weather for playing in the woods.

"Can we go looking for birds' nests?" Bred and Tyla asked their
parents.

Naija deVrie: long silky blonde hair down to her shoulders, a face
of sunshine, lips of laughter, a voice of fresh fruit waiting to be
picked and eaten. "Make sure Nurse goes along with you. We don't want
you getting lost."

Orren deVrie: purposeful but warm, strict but loving, a strong,
healthy body in the prime of physical condition, deep voice and sparkly
eyes. "Enjoy yourselves. Don't stay away too long."

A walk in the woods, slowly at first, with Nurse trailing behind
unobtrusively (let the children have fun, don't let them get hurt).
Then faster; Nurse began falling behind. (A robot nurse, of course,
could have kept up with anything; human nurses were more stylish.)
"Wait," she called. The twins laugh and run away into the woods, until
Nurse is completely lost from view. Just her cries echoing distantly
through the trees.

Meandering for awhile, enjoying the day and the place, not doing
anything important. Then, "Let's spy on Mommy and Daddy," Bred
suggested.

Sneaking up through the bushes, careful not to make the slightest
sound that would betray their approach. They looked. Their parents
naked, wrestling on the ground. Naija's hands clawing at Orren's back,
a soft whisper from Orren, a laugh from Naija. They kiss. They laugh.

Then backing away, wondering, marvelled at what they saw. They go to
another place, try it for themselves. Naked, immature bodies writhing
in mock passion, giggling as the encounter becomes a tickling match.

"You two should be ashamed of yourselves." Nurse, caught up with
them at last, looming over them like a disapproving ogre. "Put your
clothes back on."

Being dragged back to the house without a chance to explain to their
parents. Up the gravtube to the third floor. Into that room with the
big door, the punishment room. Crying does no good, not on an angry and
frustrated Nurse. The big door swings shut and blackness envelops them.

The big door, not quite so big any more, opens. Nurse is standing
there, crying. She looks slightly older now, but the twins are,
too—they are thirteen. Grown up, almost.

"Your parents are dead," Nurse wailed. "I just got the message. They
were killed during the Scavenger Hunt. I don't know how."

It took a moment to sink in. No more Orren deVrie. No more Naija
deVrie. No more Mommy or Daddy. Not ever. An encapsulated moment,
suspended in the flow of time. Bewilderment, confusion, disbelief.

"No!" Tyla screams. She runs down the hall and into her bedroom,
slamming the door behind her. Bred standing there wanting to cry,
knowing he shouldn't, not sure what is expected of him. Just standing.

"Happy birthday to you," sang the assembled guests, "Happy birthday
to you, Happy birthday Bred and Tyla, Happy birthday to you." They had
to hurry the third line a bit so that "Bred and Tyla" would fit into
the scansion, but it was the thought that really mattered.

There were fifteen candles on each of the two cakes. Aunt Nillia—she
wasn't really their aunt, of course, but she insisted that they call
her that—had specified two, so that there wouldn't be any argument
between the twins as to whose cake it really was. They had
fought a lot in the two years since their parents had died—arrested
development and lack of authoritative figures, the analysts said—and
Aunt Nillia wanted nothing to mar this occasion.

A picnic had been planned for the birthday party this year because
of the party's necessary size. Bred's and Tyla's birthday was a great
social occasion, since they were the only direct deVrie heirs, and last
year's experience with the hall had convinced Nillia that only an
outdoor site would do. She had rented the entire Bermuda Park for the
occasion. The weather she had ordered was as perfect as it could
possibly be; money, particularly deVrie money, worked wonders.

In Nillia's opinion, Tyla was trying hard to make herself into a
perfect little lady; it was that mischievous and uncontrollable Bred
who was causing all the trouble between them. But Bred was the older,
if only by a few minutes, and so deserved respect according to the
elaborate rules of Society. Tyla was dressed fashionably and neatly,
walking erect and making polite conversation. Bred had kept to himself
for most of the party, and had already managed to get his clothes dirty.

Relatives and friends and total strangers gathered around after the
cutting of the cakes, bestowing their superfluous presents on the
twins—superfluous because the deVrie children already had anything
they could possibly want. But presents were traditional; so presents
there would be. Tyla went through the ritual of opening all of hers and
thanking the donors; Bred just let his sit in a heap and ignored them.

Then everybody took a piece of one or the other of the cakes and
settled down to adult talking. Bred and Tyla were the only children at
the party—children were not encouraged at social functions, but the
twins could hardly have been excluded from this one.

"Damn it, Bred, you give that back!" Tyla's high shriek pierced
through the staid buzz of conversation. Heads jerked around to see what
was the matter.

Bred was dancing teasingly just out of his sister's reach, holding a
plate with a piece of cake on it. Tyla, her face as red as a cherry,
was grabbing futilely for the plate. Her arms swung wildly as her eyes
were clouded with incipient tears, and Bred had little trouble keeping
just beyond her grasp.

"What's the matter, Tyla?" Aunt Nillia called.

"Bred stole a piece of my cake," Tyla cried. "Make him give it back."

"Aunt Nillia told me that both cakes belonged to both of us," Bred
said in defense. He was still smiting and eluding his sister's enraged
lunges.

Some of the women shook their heads. "To judge from their behavior,
you wouldn't think they were fifteen today," one unidentified lady
said. "They're acting just like spoiled five-year-olds."

"They're only playing," Aunt Nillia said in a tone that seemed to
indicate that she knew what she was talking about. "They feel left out
of our circles and there's no one of their own age to play with. Leave
them alone. They won't hurt themselves. They never do."

Tyla had now taken after Bred in earnest, and the boy was having to
run to evade her. He ran in and out among the adults, still laughing,
and she followed close behind, never quite able to catch up with him.
Her tears had turned to relentless determination to catch the cake
thief and make him pay for his heinous crime. Bred taunted her on with
cries of "Tillie can't catch me." Dodging her, he ducked behind some
trees, out of the picnic area and over the hills… and soon, both
children were lost from view.

"Aren't you afraid they'll get lost?" someone asked Aunt Nillia.

She shook her head wisely. "No, this is a planned park. It's
impossible for anyone to get badly lost in a planned park."

Meanwhile, Bred and Tyla were still involved in their chase. It
ended abruptly when Bred's foot caught on a clump of dirt and he went
flying forward. Tyla, unable to stop in time, tripped over her brother
and the two of them went rolling down the grassy hill in a tangle of
limbs. A little bush at the bottom stopped their roll, out of view of
the rest of the world. Bred landed on top of his sister.

"Will you give me my cake now?" she demanded.

Bred pointed to the spot where the piece had fallen in the grass.
"If you want to eat a piece of dirty cake, be my guest."

Tyla's rage flared to uncontrollable intensity. She clenched her
fists and began pummelling them against her brother's shoulders. He
propped himself up on his elbows and caught her hands, holding them so
that she could not hit him. She struggled uselessly against his greater
strength. Then, suddenly, she stopped struggling. They looked into each
other's eyes.

Orren—Naija amid the bushes

Within a few minutes, today became more than just a birthday party.


* * *


He rolled over on his back, his eyes little slits as they watched
the gray clouds gathering ominously overhead. He nudged his sister in
the ribs with his elbow. "Come on, wake up."

"Mmmmpf?"

"We'd better be heading back. They're going to start worrying about
us soon."

"Mmmmpf!"

"You know how Aunt Nillia gets when she's mad." He stood up and
grabbed one of her arms to pull her to her feet.

A flash in the sky, followed seconds later by a peal of thunder like
divine wrath. A cold, biting wind picked up, blowing leaves against
their skin. Tyla opened her eyes. "I thought Aunt Nillia ordered good
weather for today."

Rain started pelting them, large sticky drops of it. Within a
second's time, it was a deluge of bitter cold water. "Somebody goofed,"
Bred said. "We'd better get up."

The hill had turned to glass by the time they had regained their
feet. Smooth, slippery glass that allowed no friction for footing. They
tried climbing it, but only managed to go a meter or so before sliding
back down to the bottom.

The rain was coming down harder, and visibility was difficult. All
the hills had turned to glass, flat cliffs rising hundreds of meters
above the twins' heads, sheer glass, totally unclimbable. They were in
a narrow canyon, with just a little pathway at their feet leading them
farther down the floor of the abyss.

The rain was blinding now in its intensity. It was impossible to see
more than a meter ahead. The wind redoubled its strength and dropped
its temperature still lower. Bred took Tyla's hand. "Come on, we can't
just stand here like this."

Running along the bottom of the ravine, the only path open to them.
The rain made the road slippery. They fell, rose, and fell again as
their footing failed. The rain kept coming, drenching them without
letup, and their clothes were clinging to them like a second skin.

Tyla doubled over. "Oooh. Ow."

"What's the matter?"

"I've got a stomach cramp." She stood bowed over, holding her
stomach and moaning softly.

Bred felt it too, hot pincers tearing right through the muscles and
skin and searing the pit of his stomach.

Water filled their little chasm. Already it was up to their ankles.
He reached out and took his sister's hand once more. "We've got to keep
moving."

The rain turned to hail. Big hailstones smashed into their bodies,
and the hailstones were on fire and they burned the skin when they
touched and they arrived with mind-numbing impact. Bred and Tyla ceased
thinking, began reacting instinctively.

Then the flood. It came roaring down the canyon like a giant's fist,
catching them from behind and sweeping them off their feet. The canyon
walls were high and smooth, and the sky was only a pitch-black rumor
suspended above them somewhere, if they had dared look all the way up.
Water bubbled in cold fury all about them. They paddled furiously to
keep their heads above it. Hailstones like hens' eggs battered their
skulls.

A hole in the glass wall beside them. Bred grabbed at it, caught it,
reached back and pulled in his sister behind him. Outside the little
cave, the flood waters raged past and the storm continued.

Inside, there was little relief from the torment. The cold was a
monster, biting through them with teeth of icicles and wrapping them in
hands of frost. Almost before they could think, the water that covered
their bodies was freezing over into a blanket of ice. Despite their
desperate need for oxygen, they picked themselves up and kept moving
deeper into the cave, fighting with all their strength to keep from
becoming frozen statues. Deeper into the dark recesses of the
passageway they ran.

Red eyes, little beady red eyes, watching, watching them as they
run. Always in pairs, unblinking, those tiny red eyes. Watching.
Filling up the crannies and holes in the walls of the cave with their
red pinpoints. Small cluttering noises. Rodents, an army of tiny
invisible rodents, invisible except for those red, red eyes. Watching.

The stomach cramps doubled in intensity. Tyla fell to the floor in
pain. Her body started freezing up. Bred knelt beside her, fighting to
keep the ice from forming on himself as he chipped it off her with his
fingernails. He picked her up and they both resumed running, bent over
though they were with pain. The tunnel was dark, and they couldn't see
a centimeter in front of them—just those red eyes at their sides.
Watching.

Without light, they ran into the wall at "the end of the passageway.
Above them, a shaft rose upward… and, at the end of it, they could see
a small circle of light. Very high, very far away. They turned around
and looked behind them. An army of red eyes, advancing hungrily. "Up we
go, then," one of them—neither was sure which—said.

The climb out of hell was almost as bad as hell itself. Scraping
knuckles and fingers against rocks that were colder than ice. Fire in
the pit of the stomach. Inhaling air that burned with cold and seared
the lungs. Exhaling breath so foggy that it clouded the vision. But
there was a light up there. Move. Move towards the light. See, it gets
brighter. Climb. The circle gets bigger. Climb, damn it! Reach. Reach
your drummin' hand out, you can get it if you try. Expanding circle.
REACH…


* * *


"Well, Boss, if this is all the gratitude I get for saving your
life," Vini's cynical voice said a million parsecs away, "then I'm
quitting."

Bred realized that he was staring up at a light-plate. His hand had
reached for it and instead had grabbed the doctor's neck. He blinked as
the brightness of the light made his eyes water and, with great pain
and stiffness, turned his head. He was lying on one of the couches in
the Sick Bay of the Honey B. A thin cloth sheet was draped
over his otherwise naked body. Tyla lay shivering on the couch next to
his, also clad in just a sheet. She was moaning at the lower Limit of
audibility and making feeble motions with her hands.

Bred took his hand away from Vini's neck. He tried to say something,
but his throat was so dry and scratchy that nothing came out. Vini
noticed his dilemma. "I'll bet your throat's pretty bad," she said,
taking a bottle of distilled water and squeezing some of the contents
into his mouth. "You haven't drunk any fluids in about four days."

Has it been that long? Bred swished the water around in his
mouth, letting it soak into the parched tissues. "Vini," he rasped
after he'd managed a painful swallow, "I don't think you've ever looked
more beautiful than you do right now."

"Flatterer. I'll bet you say that to all the girls who save your
life." She turned her professional attentions to Tyla, who had just
opened her eyes and was gazing at the lightplate with the same dazed
confusion that her brother had. "Easy sister," the doctor said. "You're
back in that fairyland called reality." She applied some more of the
distilled water. Tyla sucked at it greedily.

"We were dreaming all right, then?" Tyla croaked when she'd drunk
all she could.

"Right on schedule. The Umpire verified it—there were the proper
brainwave patterns, the Rapid Eye Movement, even some somnambulation."
Vini turned, from the patient for a moment to put the water bottle down
on the desk top.

Tyla's eyes widened. She tried to sit up, but her muscles, weakened
from lack of solid food, refused to obey her. She slumped back down on
the couch and stared at the doctor.

Vini turned back to her with a hyposprayer in her hand. She
rearranged the sheet that had partially undraped itself during Tyla's
attempted movement. "I'm going to give you both a sedative now. You
might have gotten a lot of sleep in the past four days, but very little
rest. This should let you get some normal sleep."

"But the Hunt," Tyla started to protest.

Vini sprayed Tyla's forearm. "The Umpire told us what the next item
is and we're already on our way. Sora says it'll take about nine more
days to get there. Sounds like an easy one this time, too—some sort of
flower." She turned to Bred and administered the spray to him, too.

"Just for the sake of curiosity, Vini," he asked, "how did you get
us out of that trance?"

"I thought you'd never ask," the doctor smiled. "I took Sora's
original idea of using hallucinogens and added my own inimitable
touches. Remember what I'd said about the early history of the
psychedelic drugs? Well, I went back to the medical history spools and
found what I was looking for. I needed something that would make you
want to wake yourselves up—fight Dreams with Dreams. So I concocted a
drug that would give you nightmares, dreams so horrible that even
reality would be preferable. I believe they called it a 'bummer' in the
parlance of those early days."

She walked to the door and opened it, then turned out the Sick Bay
light. For a moment, she was a dark silhouette framed by the doorway
and the light from the Core outside.

"Pleasant dreams," she said cheerily as she closed the door behind
her.

 


CHAPTER FOUR

Physical laws, unlike human ones, cannot be broken; they are
similar, however, in that they can be circumvented—if one is willing to
go to the trouble of doing so.

For example, it is a physical law that no matter can travel faster
than the speed of light in a vacuum. Despite repeated attempts to
violate this premise, it remains one of the staunchest rules of Nature.
But man is a stubborn beast; he wanted to go to the stars without
having to spend generations in the process. Since the Universe did not
provide him with a key, he went outside the Universe for his solution.
Hyperspace was the answer he found.

Hyperspace, so the physicists tell us, is a fiction. It does not
exist. It is as impossible as the so-called "tunnel effect" whereby an
electron passes through an energy barrier and appears unscathed on the
other side, without possessing the necessary energy to get there. But
like the tunnel effect, hyperspace can be harnessed and utilized. It
can be mathematically described through the intricate use of complex
numbers and that other handy fiction i, the square root of
minus one.

The engineers, of course, laugh at the physicists' discomfiture in
describing hyperspace. They prefer operational definitions, describing
a thing by its characteristics rather than by the physical laws it should
follow. From their pragmatic point of view, travelling through
hyperspace is no more difficult than designing a bridge. There are
certain characteristics that must be taken into account, but once that
is done, the task becomes routine.

Hyperspace is, in some regards, a reversal of our own universe. In
it, matter must of necessity travel at many times the speed of
light—relative to our own universe, naturally—and only small
expenditures of fuel are required for braking. Electromagnetic
radiation, on the other hand, travels at the same rate through
hyperspace as through normal space. The speed of light is the limit in
both spaces; in ours it is the upper limit, while in the other it is
the lower limit. It was this inherent nature of the two spaces that
doomed the chances for a galactic government, for messages would never
be able to travel faster than a ship between one planetary system and
another, and the lack of rapid communications makes a strong central
authority impossible.

Another surprising fact about hyperspace that was quickly discovered
is that it is a viscous medium. It offers resistance to objects moving
through it, proportional to their speed and shape. Consequently,
spaceship designers had to take a new look at their plans.

The strange, pragmatic shapes that had dominated the early period of
planetary exploration—when ships travelled through the vacuum of
normal space—were no longer suitable for interstellar travel.
Streamlining was necessary for maximum efficiency, and so designs had
to be redrawn. Ships were now needle-shaped, cigar-shaped,
bullet-shaped. The sleek, phallic rocket forms that had characterized
early speculation about space travel became the eventual pattern that
Man would use in his expansion into the Universe.

At present, the bullet-shaped Honey B was plowing its way
through the useful, "fictitious" medium of hyperspace. Its destination
was a planet known to humans as Eclipsiascus, and the goal of its crew
was to obtain a specific type of flower known as an Eclipse Rose.


* * *


With the artigrav off in her cabin and the cot folded away into the
wall, Tyla floated motionless, wrapped securely within her zero-gee
hammock. Free-fall was marvelously conducive to idle thoughts, since it
allowed the body to relax more completely then it could under gravity
conditions. It was now one day since she had awakened from the Dream,
and there was a lot for her to think about.

The Hunt was only one item old, and already it was nothing compared
to what Tyla had imagined. For one thing, the shipboard attitude was
all wrong. The crewwomen seemed to treat the whole affair as though it
were some gigantic picnic instead of a deadly serious game. What was
worse, her own brother seemed to encourage them in that attitude. Bred
was a clown, and she'd known she would have trouble with him, but
somehow she had thought she would get more cooperation than this. She
was glad she'd made him promise to accept her decisions about the Hunt;
Bred might be a wastrel, but at least he always kept his word. She'd
just have to make sure she kept him on a tight rein for the next few
months.

Nor did she like the way the adventure had started. The
embarrassment at the Hunt Ball still smarted on her ego. That, and the
added embarrassment of the android's "present" the next day, had not
been good omens. The fact that they had only narrowly managed to
survive their first item added to her feeling of foreboding. It seemed
to her as though some sort of curse were following her around, trying
to weaken her resolve.

And then there was the Dream itself. Even touching that
sensitive memory made her tremble. She could well understand why
neither of the other people who had survived the Dream Booths had
wanted to talk about it. It had been so intense, so personal an
experience that sharing it with anyone else was unthinkable. But she
had shared it: with Bred. And that did not put her greatly at ease.

There was a knock on her door, and Bred, entered without even
waiting for her response. She did not acknowledge his presence, but
continued to stare blankly at the wall. Bred looked unsure of himself,
which was quite uncharacteristic. He cleared his throat nervously and
said, "Well, we got through that one all right."

She allowed an awkward silence to follow, pretending she hadn't
heard him. He looked at her uncertainly and was about to repeat himself
when she turned her face to him and answered, "Yes, we did."

He fidgeted with his glasses. "It was certainly an interesting
experience."

He has a gift for understatement, she thought. She breathed
deeply, but did not choose to answer him.

"I suppose we both dreamed the same thing," Bred went on.

So, it was bothering him, too. Somewhere deep inside, Tyla felt a
perverse sense of gratification. It was possible for
something to break through that cool shell of his, though it might take
something as strong as that Dream to do it. At least she was not alone
in her discomfort at the shared experience. "I think we did," she said.

Bred seemed to be waiting for a further reaction from her; but she
didn't give him any. Finally, he sighed and grabbed the door handle to
leave. "Well, I just wanted to make sure."

Just as he opened the door, she called softly to him. "Bred."

He turned back to look at her. She hoped he could read the plea in
her eyes. "You're not going to tell anyone what we dreamed, are you?"
she asked. Despite her best efforts, her voice sounded desperate.

"I see no reason to," he said slowly. "It's nobody else's business,
really."

Tyla gave him a slight nod and turned her face back to the wall. She
barely noticed the click as her brother closed the door behind him.


* * *


The Recreation Room of the Honey B was as unique as the
rest of the ship. Usually it was left in free-fall when the ship was in
space; there were several tables that would hold magnetized game boards
for the crew's enjoyment, and at the wide end of the wedge-shaped room
stood a space billiards unit. Since the activities aboard even as
diverse a ship as the Honey B were necessarily limited,
off-duty crewwomen could usually be found either here or in the Library.

The walls of the Rec Room were trivid screens, as were the walls of
the Control Sector. But these did not depict scenes from real life;
instead, they displayed designs of kaleidoscopic patterns. Colors
shifted in and out, melted, blended, faded with other colors, creating
a never-repeating abstract movie. If a person did not wish to play
games in here, he could always spend his time staring fascinated at the
walls.

Tyla paused outside the entrance to the Rec Room. It's not
going to be easy, she thought. Apologies never are. But she
did save my life, and I should thank her. Besides, condescension from
my level to hers should be natural.

Face it, girl, she added as an afterthought, you're
basically a snob. But then, so are most people if you give them
something to be snobbish about.

She came self-consciously into the Rec Room and looked around.
Blissfully unaware of the world around her, Dru was over in her usual
corner with a stylus and pad, composing her Songs. The only other
person there was Vini, who was over at the billiards unit practising
her talents. Tyla took a deep breath and swam in her direction.
"Hello," she said.

Vini looked up and gave her a quick visual examination. "Well, you
look like you survived. I thought you might. Bred's down in the Mirror
Room with Sora."

The Mirror Room, in Sector V, was a spherical chamber whose inner
surface was completely lined with mirrors. As Bred had often remarked,
"It's nice to go in there and reflect." It was another of the
specialized rooms that the Honey B boasted.

But Tyla hadn't come here to ascertain her brother's whereabouts. "I
wasn't looking for him," she said.

"Nezla's standing watch this shift and the Cap's on laundry detail."

Tyla shook her head. "I wanted to talk to you."

Vini shrugged, then had to compensate as that motion caused her to
drift. "Suit yourself. Care to join me in some billiards?"

"I'm not very good at it…"

"I'll spot you fifteen points in a fifty point game and give you
odds of two to one. We can play for money, just to make it more
interesting. How does fifty quints sound?"

"All right," Tyla said. The money mattered little to her; she was
nervous for other reasons.

"Great." Vini pressed a button on the side of the unit and the balls
were pulled by magnetic fields into their starting positions. She
grabbed a second cue off the rack and handed it over to Tyla. "Here.
You can break."

Tyla tried to concentrate on her shot. The space billiards unit was
a box with transparent walls, two meters by one-and-a-half by one.
Inside, sixty-four tiny spheres were arranged in a cube. The black cue
ball was set in front of her. She took aim, mentally calculating the
necessary angles. When she was set, she pressed the stud on the end of
her cue, which was a modified form of laser. A quick beam of light
darted out and struck the highly absorptive cue ball. The
light-pressure propelled the ball forward, and it hit the formation of
target balls. The targets promptly scattered and began banging
themselves against the walls of the unit, imparting more of their
energy with each collision until at last they all came to rest within
the box once more. During the melee, the cue ball had come in contact
with three targets.


"Not bad," Vini said. "Three points. That gives you eighteen." She
studied the pattern before making her own shot. The cue ball caromed
off one target and managed to hit another before eventually coming to
rest. "Two!" Vini said with disgust. "Maybe I should quit while I'm
ahead."

Tyla's next shot was also a two, which raised Vini's spirits a
little. The doctor started talking as she angled out the next shot.
"That brother of yours is really something, you know? I mean, he's
really dedicated to what he likes. Not too many guys have stamina like
that without drugs." She shot, and this time the cue ball ricocheted
off five other balls. She gave a little whoop of triumph.

"Dr. Curdyn," Tyla began awkwardly.

"Only the Cap has a right to call me that," the doctor said
good-naturedly without taking her eyes from the box.

"Vini, then."

"Your shot."

Tyla looked quickly back to the game and did her best to concentrate
on her next play. The doctor continued talking all the while.

"I hope you won't think I've got a voyeur's mind, but I always
wondered what it was like when Bred and Sora were drumming. I mean,
they're down there in the Mirror Room right now, floating free
surrounded by all those reflections. I wonder if Sora even notices. You
know, I'll bet that girl sleeps through the intense parts of sex and
wakes up just in time for the end."

Tyla's shot completely missed everything. Vini shook her head. "Too
bad. Minus five."

"Vini, I… I want to thank you for saving my life."

The doctor peered into the unit, studying the layout of the balls.
The transparent sections of her uniform revealed bare skin in
interesting areas underneath. "That's what I'm aboard for," she said
casually. "To keep everyone on the ship hale and hearty. Did you think
your brother was paying my salary merely for my redoubtable feminine
prowess?" She shot and got a four. She smiled, feeling the fifty quints
already in her bank account. "Besides, I think you're included
somewhere in my Hippocratic Oath. Come on, quit stalling. It's your
shot, and I'd like to win that money before I have to go fix dinner."


* * *


The planet Eclipsiascus earned its human name because of the unique
placement of its single moon. This satellite moved in an almost
perfectly circular orbit around its primary, precisely within the
planet's ecliptic plane. This meant that there were invariably two
eclipses every month—an eclipse of the sun at every "new moon"
position, and an eclipse of the moon at every "full moon." The solar
eclipses were annular rather than total because of the moon's size and
distance from its primary, but nevertheless the planet was regarded as
a statistical anomaly because of the perfection of its satellite's
orbit.

The surface of the planet was nine-tenths covered with water. There
was only one land mass large enough to be called a continent, with the
rest of the land in the form of islands of various sizes scattered over
the face of the world.

There lived, on Eclipsiascus, not one intelligent race, but two. The
Lithuw had developed first. They were a race of beings that lived in
the planet's vast oceans and breathed through gills. Individuals
averaged about two and a half meters in length, a hundred kilos in
mass, and resembled nothing so much as a dolphin eating an octopus. The
tentacles on their heads enabled them to manipulate objects. Normally,
an underwater race was handicapped by its inability to work with fire,
but the Lithuw were lucky in this respect—undersea volcanoes were
plentiful, giving them a source of heat with which they were eventually
able to work metals and start a progressive civilization. They tapped
these volcanoes for power as they continued with their development and
eventually learned to harness crude nuclear energy; fire, meanwhile,
remained to them an isolated laboratory phenomenon.

The other intelligent race, the Grosstem, developed independently on
land. Members of this race were slightly smaller than human beings,
ursine of form and feline of face. They were more primitive than the
Lithuw because they had evolved later, but they had had the advantage
of fire, which is easier to tame than volcanic heat, and so developed
at a faster pace.

Perhaps these two races might never have learned of each other had
not the Lithuw been so incredibly prolific. With so much ocean to
expand into, they bred their numbers beyond all reasonable limitations,
until the entire livable ocean space was one large Lithuwaan complex.
By the time they realized what population pressure would do to them, it
was too late to avert the tragedy. Sheer bulk of numbers was working
against them.

In desperation, they decided to expand onto the land. Their
scientists rapidly developed crude "air suits" that would allow
individual Lithuwaa to survive out of the water. It was hoped that huge
colonies could be established on the land to take care of the rapidly
growing population, while some other means were found as a more
permanent solution.

But they had reckoned without knowledge of the Grosstem, who had not
yet reached the stage of gunpowder when the first contact between the
races was made. It was debatable as to which race was more surprised at
the discovery of the other. The air breathers naturally became upset
when they learned that the sea-dwellers wanted to turn their land into
a model of the ocean, while the Lithuw were dismayed to find their
plans blocked by this hitherto unsuspected race. Naturally, a war
developed between the two races.

As wars go, it was not a particularly exciting one. Because of the
environmental differences between the two species, neither could make
forays of any depth into the enemy's territory. The primitive Grosstem
had only their natural lungs, aided by crude snorkels, with which to
invade the ocean, while the Lithuwaan air suits were too clumsy to be
maneuverable on land for any great length of time. The Lithuw knew
something of explosives but little of aerodynamics, and so had no
effective means of delivering bombs to desired inland targets.

So the war—which was, in reality, a series of skirmishes—dragged
indecisively on, with neither side able to gain a victory and neither
side willing to concede to the other. The coastlines of the continent
became one long battlefield, with fighting likely to erupt at any
moment and at any point. And it was along one section of coastline that
the Eclipse Rose, the next item on the list for Bred and Tyla, grew.


* * *


The planet turned lazily beneath them as they watched, a sphere of
brilliant blue spoiled only by one large splotch of brown. The Honey
B hung in a stationary orbit above the planet's equator and all
personnel, strapped into their acceleration couches, were gazing down
on the surface of Eclipsiascus. It was a beautiful view, but the Flight
Operations crew-women could not be concerned with that.

"Where do I take us down, Master deVrie?" Captain Kirre asked. "In
the ocean or on the continent?"

Bred turned to the robot. "Umpire, can you make any suggestions?"

"Most human contact with this planet has been among the Lithuw,
since they are the more advanced race," the robot stated. "Of late,
contact has been frequent enough that they have cleared a space for
ships to land in, so that the backwash will not cause excessive damage
to population."

"I guess we go for the ocean then," Bred said.

"Umpire, what are the coordinates of the space-field and the
longitude reference?" Sora asked matter-of-factly. It was easy enough
to determine latitude references on a planet—a short period of
observation would reveal the direction of its rotation and hence the
planet's polar axis. From this, the equator could easily be found, and
latitude measured from there.

But longitude was another matter; it was defined in relation to an
arbitrarily chosen meridian, and there was no way of knowing the
convention a priori.

"Zero longitude on Eclipsiascus is denned as the meridian passing
through the southernmost point of the continent," the robot replied.
"The coordinates of the spacefield are 32° 12' 37.98" north latitude,
48° 2' 19.03" west longitude."

Sora punched the numbers in quickly, then took a sighting on the
continent to observe its southern tip. When she had that in view, she
keyed in the guidance system and the coordinates. A series of numbers
appeared on the board in front of her, indicating the parameters of the
Honey B's orbit relative to this system and the ship's present
position. Sora began her muttering to Dru, quoting first the proper
equations and then the given parameters. Dru's answers came back almost
instantaneously, and Sora punched the new numbers into her board. "All
set," she told the captain.

Under Nezla's control the artificial gravitational field came on
again within the ship as the Honey B started its descent.
Interstellar vessels were too large to come straight down; atmospheric
friction would burn them up if they did. Landings were always made on a
course that spiralled gradually planetward. On the planetarium walls
the planet expanded as the minutes passed. When the ship circled down
around the planet, the continent disappeared for a time on the other
side of the world, only to reappear twenty-five minutes later on the
horizon. It seemed almost as though they were going to land on the
continent after all, but Sora informed them that their destination lay
about three kilometers off the coast. Then the water rushed up to meet
them. With an expert touch, Captain Kirre slowed the descent at the
last moment, so that there was
only a faint jar as the ship hit the water and continued to descend.

The Honey B had no difficulty travelling under the ocean.
Water, like hyperspace, is a viscous medium, and so the resistance
problem was one that had been solved. The ship was already sealed to
prevent leakage of air to space, and the durasteel hull was not
bothered by such trivial matters as corrosion. Since the Honey B
did not burn chemicals, there was no danger of fuel contamination or
dilution. The vessel plunged fearlessly into the ocean and became, to
all intents and purposes, a submarine.

The Control Sector took on a turquoise hue as the ship submerged and
the light filtered through the sea-water around them. Nezla switched on
the sonar, and the beeping quickly informed them that the landing field
was about seven hundred meters below. The captain continued their
descent at a slow pace.

As they sank deeper into the ocean, the Control Sector grew darker.
More and more of the natural light was being absorbed by the water
above them, and the only artificial light in the cabin came from the
control console. The dark blue lighting gave the cabin a haunted
quality; the temperature seemed to drop slightly, even though the crew
knew that the climate inside the ship was kept constant. Dead fish
floated upward past them. These poor creatures had been unlucky enough
to be caught in the ship's backwash and had been killed instantly.
Bubbles went up also as the ship's drive boiled the water around it.
These effects only increased the eeriness the passengers felt within
the ship.

Vini's sharp eyes spotted the landing field first. "There it is,"
she said, pointing below them. "And it looks like we're not the only
ones who need a flower."

Tyla's eyes followed the direction that the doctor had pointed.
There were already two ships sitting on the small field. Her initial
hope that they might be trading ships faded as she recognized one of
them as the Hermes—which meant that she'd have to face Ambic
Jusser once more. That thought tightened the muscles of her face and
made her stomach feel decidedly queasy. She hadn't seen Jusser since
her humiliation at the Hunt Ball, and he was not the sort to let her
forget the episode very easily.

She didn't recognize the other ship at first, but as the Honey B
dropped lower, she could see that it was the Argo Navis. It
belonged to Necor Danovich, one of Tyla's numerous lovers several years
back. He had been married and divorced at least twice since then, to
the best of her knowledge, but he would at least provide a friendly
face, a possible refuge from Jusser's egotistical scorn.

A slight bump indicated that the Honey B had reached
bottom and was sitting on the ocean floor. Luuj Kirre flicked off the
drive and the internal artificial gravity. The crew was now in the
natural field of Eclipsiascus, slightly higher than Earth standard but
still a relief after the two gees of acceleration on the downward ride.

"Nezla," said Bred, "why don't you set up communications with those
other ships and find out what's been going on around here lately?"

"Right away," Nezla answered. She handled this new task as she
handled everything she did—with a burst of frenetic energy. Her hands
moved over her section of console like a swindler with his pea and
shells. Radio communication was impossible underwater, but that was not
the only method available. Most ships also had laser communicators for
use in straight line underwater or emergency communications. The Honey
B sent out a sonar bleep to let the other ships know that they
wanted communication, then aimed two laser beams at the receivers on
the other ships.

"Hello, this is the Honey B calling," Bred said. "We're on
the Scavenger Hunt at the moment, and I suspect you are, too. What's
the situation around here?"

After a moment's silence, a familiar voice answered. "Well, well, if
it isn't my old friend, Bred. It had been a long time, hasn't it? This
is Ambic Jusser over here on the Hermes. Is Tyla there, too?"

"Yes," Bred answered before Tyla could stop him.

"Hello, Tyla," Jusser said, and Tyla could just imagine the leering
grin that would be on his face. "Has your dancing improved lately?"

Tyla's social reflex took over. "It couldn't help but improve," she
riposted. "I've had a much better partner since my last dance with you."

That answer did not sit well with Jusser. In the silence that
followed, as he tried to think of an appropriate retort, a new voice
came over the communicator. "Tyla, is that you? This is Necor. Remember
me?"

Relieved that she could move on to another conversation, Tyla said,
"Yes, Necor darling, how could I possibly forget you? How have you
been? Is the Hunt going well for you?"

"Well enough. I got my first item. Trouble is, we've all got to wait
here for two more days before we can continue."

"Two days? Why is that?"

There must already have been a communications linkup between the
other two ships for Jusser answered that question. "The Umpire says we
have to obtain an Eclipse Rose while it's in bloom. They
only bloom during eclipses, and the next one won't be for two more
days. So in the meantime, we wait and enjoy the hospitality of our
hosts, the Lithuw. They've treated us quite well so far. I've been here
for two days already, and Necor for one, and they've been as helpful as
they can be. They've invited us to take a tour of their city tomorrow
and they've even offered us free transportation to the tidelands where
the Roses grow. They'll probably be getting in touch with you soon,
too."

"I have an idea," Bred said. "As long as we're all here with time on
our hands, why don't we get together for dinner? I know we're all a
little tired of seeing just our own faces; some company would be a
welcome diversion. Our Dining Room is big enough…"

There was a flicker of light from the control console, and the
captain moved quickly to see what it was. She conferred a moment with
Nezla, then announced, "It looks like another ship's coming down."

"Great," Bred said. "The more, the merrier."

In a few minutes the ship became visible as a small spot above their
heads. As it came down, it could be seen to be a small, very
battered-looking vessel. It did not take long for Tyla to recognize it
as the Egalité—the android's ship. She felt a small cold lump
grow in her stomach.

Within a short time, the fourth ship had set down and a
communications linkage had been established between it and the others.
"Bred," Tyla whispered fiercely, "don't invite that android to the
dinner."

"Why not?"

"I don't like him."

"You didn't object when I invited Jusser, and you're not exactly
fond of him, either."

"Just don't invite the android."

"Listen, little sibling, you may be running the Scavenger Hunt, but
this is my party and I'll invite whomever I damn well please." And
aloud, he said, "Johnathan, we're all having a meal over here a little
bit later. Would you care to join us?"

The android accepted gladly. Since all four ships were operating on
different relative times, a short discussion followed as to when would
be the most convenient mealtime for all concerned. Bred assured the
others that dinner would be informal, and that they could dress in just
their spacer uniforms. Tyla sat numbly through the discussion. If she
could have picked two people in the entire galaxy that she did not want
to see, they would have been Ambic Jusser and Johnathan R. And yet,
both of them were going to be here, seated at the same table with her,
in just a few hours. And there she would be, Tyla deVrie, squarely in
the middle of an emotional crossfire. But there was no way to get out
of the dinner politely; Society had its rules. Grimly resolute, she
decided that, while she might have to have dinner with the rest of
them, there was no force in the Universe that could make her enjoy it.


* * *


The Dining Room of the Honey B could more appropriately
have been termed a banquet hall. The floor of the wedge-shaped room was
covered wall-to-wall with a Persian carpet, woven in intricate patterns
of red, blue and gold. In the center of the room stood a large table
shaped like an isosceles triangle. Five people could sit along the
short side and eight people along each of the other two sides. At first
glance the tabletop appeared to be transparent, revealing the carpet
beneath it; but closer examination showed that the top was tiled in the
identical pattern as the carpet. The table was set with golden
flatware, crystal goblets and fine Eonan china rimmed with gold. An
"Electric Susan" rotated the keep-temp dishes of food in a slow
triangle so that each dish passed each place-setting once every five
minutes. In the exact center of the table was a large epergne of blue
crystal, within which was a miniature alien landscape complete with
carved ivory creatures and a "stream" composed of emeralds. The chairs
around the table were of dark wood with their backs, arms and seats
padded and covered with heavy gold embroidery.

The ceiling was six and a half meters high; it pretended to be a
vaulted blue sky in which a bright blue sun was suspended directly
above the table. In the corners of the room, draperies painted on the
walls were drawn aside to reveal a landscape that mirrored the one in
the epergne. The room was a trompe l'oeil that gave the
visitor the effect of being in an open-topped tent surrounded by the
pageantry of an alien Nature.

Johnathan R's reaction on entering the Dining Room had been to
stare, awe-stricken, at the chamber. Bred had clapped a friendly hand
to the android's shoulder and said, "Just because we have to be in
space doesn't mean we have to abandon the simpler comforts."

Bred had relented enough to let his sister prepare the seating
arrangements. As a result, Jusser, Danovich and the deVries were
placed at the short side of the table and the crews along the other
sides. Johnathan R ended up being seated at the far vertex, away from
the socialites.

Nezla and the Captain had been on food detail that day and had
prepared the entire meal in the Galley, which was immediately afore of
the Dining Room. The food had then been brought via a gravtube to the
Dining Room and placed on the table in keep-temp dishes before any of
the guests had arrived. The feast ranged all the way from Rabali eggs
as an appetizer to frozen crême bleu for dessert, with a full
fourteen courses in between. Three terrestrial and two alien wines
completed the menu.

Jusser, looking resplendent as usual even in his spacer uniform, was
seated on Tyla's left and Danovich on her right, with Bred on the
other side of Danovich. Tyla was being polite but cool to Jusser,
showing him the minimum amount of attention that Society's rigid
standards would allow her to get away with, while at the same time
flirting with her former lover outrageously and making it quite
apparent that, after dinner, she would be willing to take up their
relationship where it had left off several years before.

Jusser, as usual, had been monopolizing most of the dinner
conversation. At present, he was criticizing what he considered to be
the inefficiency of Bred's ship. "Wenching is fine, in its place," he
was saying, "but a ship is meant for business. My own crew is the
pinnacle of perfection; Znalenkov and myself are all that's needed. I
don't believe in frills."

"I do," Bred said owlishly. He fiddled with the frames of his
black-rimmed glasses.

"But you let the frills interfere with efficiency. For instance, I
understand you don't have a computer aboard."

"Of course I do," Bred said. He pointed at Dru down at the end of
the table. "She's right over there."

"I meant an electronic computer."

"You can't play with an electronic computer," Bred declared evenly.

"But what do you do if she gets sick or dies?"

"The same thing you'd do if your computer broke down, I imagine. My
astrogator would have to do the calculations out longhand."

Jusser had no immediate retort, and the head of the table lapsed
into momentary silence. Finally, to fill the conversational void, Tyla
said to Danovich, "This is your third Hunt, isn't it?"

"Yes, it is. I've never won, of course, but I have come rather
close. Once I got all but two of my objects, and I would have gotten
one of them if my ship hadn't threatened to explode on me."

Jusser looked up at Danovich. "Since you've been in more Hunts than
I have, I'd like to know how you'd rank this one in comparison to the
others."

"How do you mean?"

"It's probably too early to tell, but I have the feeling that this
Scavenger Hunt is somehow not as difficult as the previous ones."

"I'd thought," Bred said, "that they were trying to make them
harder, to compensate for advances in equipment and technique."

"But they may not have compensated fully," Jusser argued. "I know
the first item on my list seemed ridiculously simple to obtain."

Danovich cleared his throat. "I'm not sure I'm a fit judge," he
apologized, "since I only got four of the items on my list last time
around. That hardly makes me the equal of a gamesman of your stature,
Ambic. But it does seem to me that this Hunt, so far, is just as hard
as the last two."

Jusser shook his head. "I disagree. Here we all are, four different
parties about to try for the second item after having obtained the
first successfully. All our groups are intact, not a single casualty.
Statistically, that doesn't translate very well. There should have been
a death, or at least an injury, somewhere in our midst by this time."

"You sound positively ghoulish," Tyla said, leaping at the chance to
enter the conversation and simultaneously take a shot at Jusser. "As
though you wanted people to die."

"Not at all, my dear," Jusser said without the slightest deviation
in his condescending smile. "But it does serve to prove my point that
the Hunt is less difficult this time, and that will tend to cheapen the
tradition. The last Hunt had more than its share of
casualties—including, of course, your parents."

Tyla went dead white at Jusser's remark. It brought back sudden
flashes of a big door opening, of Nurse crying, of pain and indecision
and chaos. Bred felt the muscles tighten in his own neck, and he was
about to try framing a polite rebuke when Jusser noticed Tyla's
reaction.

"Oh, I'm sorry if I've brought up a painful subject," he apologized,
with all the false sincerity of a prosperous undertaker. "I didn't mean
to imply that I was happy about that tragic event. It was a terrible
sight."

Bred started. No one had ever told the twins how their
parents had died; they had merely been informed that the elder deVries
had been killed during the Hunt, and it had been too painful a subject
to pursue actively. But Jusser had just laid the matter on the table,
and Bred could not let it drop. "Did you actually see it?" he asked,
trying to keep his voice level.

"I'm afraid I did. It was far from pleasant."

"How… where did they die?" Tyla asked. Her voice was suddenly
little-girlish, and even Bred was startled at the change.

"It was on Gondra," Jusser continued, apparently without
embarrassment. "That's the planet with those ferocious dragons. One of
the objects of your parents' list and on mine was a dragon's egg. I had
gotten mine and taken off, but they were a little slow. Before they
could get their ship off the ground, the dragons had reached it and
knocked it over. They're fantastically large and powerful creatures,
you know. They were in the process of tearing the ship apart when I
passed out of visual range."

"And you didn't do a thing to help them," Bred said slowly.

"What could I have done against those monsters? And besides, I was
trying to win the Hunt."

Tyla was struggling valiantly to regain her composure. "And winning,
then, ranks above all standards of human compassion."

Jusser was brutally blunt. "Yes, of course. All life is a game. If
you don't win it, then you lose, and nobody cares about a loser.
Nobody."

There was an awkward silence as this philosophy was absorbed by the
other three socialites. Finally, to fill the void, Danovich started
relating his adventure in obtaining his first item for this Hunt, a
kilogram of the semi-solid surface of a gas giant planet. Within a few
minutes, the appearance of polite conversation had been resurrected.
But down below the facade, an uneasiness was bubbling. Bred could feel
it in himself and he noticed telltale signs in his sister. All was not
well. It was a hard blow, after twenty years, to discover how their
parents had died. It was not something that could easily be shrugged
off, and he made a note to keep an eye on his sister for some time, to
make sure that ill effects were kept to a minimum.

Along the other two sides of the table, the banquet was proceeding
with varying degrees of success. Luuj Kirre had ended up being seated
between Kor Znalenkov and the captain of the Argo Navis. She
knew the latter vaguely and was able to maintain a friendly
conversation with him. Znalenkov, however, made no attempt to
communicate. Jusser's associate was a small man, but powerfully built.
His hair was dark, his complexion swarthy and his eyes, black and
glowering, seemed disdainful of whatever they viewed. He wore his
uniform—black with short streaks of dark green—like armor against the
outside world, and he never said a sentence where a word would do. He
ate quietly, oblivious to his elegant surroundings, and seemed to be
constantly brooding over some private hell.

Sora and Nezla had been seated among the four other crewmen from
Danovich's ship. While Sora exhibited but a moderate appetite, Nezla
had gulped her food down as though it had been scheduled to vanish any
second. And while stuffing herself, she kept up a constant stream of
chatter. "Do you like the food?" she asked her dinner companions. "I
fixed it all myself, with a little help from the captain."

"Of course," Sora commented acidly, "if you hadn't broken it in the
first place, you wouldn't have had to fix it."

In the comparatively short time so far, Nezla had managed to arrange
assignations with two of the Arga Navis's crewmen and was
working on a third. The fourth man had propositioned Sora, who gave him
a polite no, thank you, she wasn't interested right now. Then she went
to sleep and took no further part in the festivities.

Johnathan R had been seated along one side by a vertex of the
triangle, as far away from Tyla as she could put him. She had ignored
him all evening and, down at the far end of the table, he could not
even participate in the discussions of the other "Hunt participants.
Across from him, at the other side of the vertex, sat Dru, obviously
ill at ease at being among so many strange people and picking at her
food in glum silence. Vini Curdyn sat on Johnathan's left. Normally,
she would have joined in the rowdy activities of the other crew members
to her own left, but the android beside her raised a universe of
unsolved mysteries. Her eyes were intent and glowing—a sure sign, to
anyone who knew her, that her greedy curiosity was working overtime.

"I understand you were at the Hunt Ball," she opened, hoping to
prompt Johnathan into telling her exactly what had happened there to
affect Tyla so badly.

"Yes, I was there… for all the good it did me."

"Those things are supposed to be a lot of fun."

"It probably was. I didn't notice."

This was of no help at all. The android was reacting to his social
isolation by withdrawing further into himself. Vini pressed on. "What
did you do there?"

"Not terribly much."

All right, Vini thought stubbornly, when all else
fails, try honesty. "I was wondering specifically what went on
between you and Tyla."

Johnathan looked up from his plate to stare at her. "How much did
Mistress deVrie tell you about it?"

"Nothing. That's why I'm asking you."

"Well, if she didn't say anything, I probably shouldn't, either. I
wouldn't want to hurt her any more than I already have."

For just a moment, Vini was seriously tempted to mayhem, and to
Space with her Hippocratic Oath. Johnathan was being too frustrating,
dropping tantalizing fragments that led nowhere. Just what I needed,
she thought. An android with principles. She continued eating
in silence for awhile. Obviously, this line of conversation had reached
a dead end; any further attempts to discover what had happened at the
Hunt Ball would be pointless. The subject was closed as far as
Johnathan was concerned. Of course, she could always ask Ambic Jusser;
he would no doubt be delighted to tell her. But Vini had some
principles of her own, and talking to a man like Jusser violated at
least half of them. She resigned herself to possibly never knowing what
had happened and mentally placed the subject under indefinite
suspension.

There was still, however, the matter of an android's sexual
abilities. She had learned that they were capable of sex, and even of
breeding with true humans, but that was no guarantee of how proficient
they were at it. She made a spot decision to write a paper for the
Interstellar Medical Journal on the quality of android sexual practices
and concluded that there was no better opportunity for research. So,
midway through the dessert, she said to Johnathan, "I hardly know
anything about you."

"All that seems to be important to people is that I'm an android."

"There must be more to you than that," she persisted.

"My name is Johnathan R, I come from Hellfire, and I'm three years
out of the vat. Is that enough?"

The admission of his age shook her slightly, but after only a
second's hesitation she was able to continue, "Look, Johnny, we're not
all bigots here. I'm a doctor, and I'm trained to care about
humanoid-shaped protoplasm, whatever its origin. I don't care whether
you came from a womb or a vat. I know that you're physically no
different from a naturally-born human—"

"I am, actually," he interrupted.

Her train of thought broken, Vini could only say, "Huh?"

"Well, it's not much of a difference, really, but it is one. It's my
skin."

Vini eyed him critically. The spacer uniform left only his head
bare; his face was deeply tanned, but otherwise looked normal. "What's
different about it?"

"It can endure more heat and radiation than normal skin. It's got
several times the resistance of the natural product."

"Fascinating," said Vini, who had been waiting for an opening. "May
I touch it?"

"That's not necessary," Johnathan said. "I've been told it doesn't
feel any different." But that did not stop Vini. She moved her chair as
close to his as she could and proceeded to touch him—first his
forehead, then his cheeks and finally his neck. Johnathan began
fidgeting uncomfortably.

"You're right," she said at last. "It does feel the same. Why don't
you come along up to the Sick Bay with me so I can examine it in more
detail?"

"Well, I… uh, I could give you the chemical formula, if you'd like.
This special skin is a feature all androids are given."

"Really?"

"Yes." Vini had not taken her hands away from him, and Johnathan was
showing distinct signs of nervousness. "That's the, uh, the reason we
were developed in the first place. You see, the planet Hell-fire was
settled early, before people learned that there were plenty of F and G
stars to colonize. Hellfire orbits an O star, a blue-white giant, and
the radiation is strong. The heat killed off a number of settlers
immediately, and they found that the constant radiation was reducing
their fertility rate. They were facing a manpower shortage, so in
desperation, they started creating androids."

Johnathan was warming to his subject now, and by concentrating on
the field he knew he didn't have to think about Vini's hands, which
were producing interesting—but disturbing—sensations. "The early
androids had the same problems as the normal people, and at first they
had about as high a mortality rate. Then the scientists developed the
new skin formula, and that helped tremendously. Being more resistant to
heat and radiation made us better adapted to life on Hellfire. The
natural-born humans took to living in underground Cities that were
shielded from the bulk of the radiation, and they left us androids to
do the topside work."

"I see," Vini said. The history lecture did not interest her at all,
but she was taking a perverse amusement in Johnathan's discomfiture.

"They treated us like slaves at first. They had created us and they
felt they owned us. They made us chattel property. But they were afraid
of us, too, because we were more fertile than they were under Hellfire
conditions and they didn't want to be too badly outnumbered. They tried
creating sterile androids, but they were useless eunuchs. So they made
us fertile and just restricted our breeding with forced contraception.
When they started becoming prosperous, they actually exported us to
other worlds where people were needed. And we were enslaved all over
the galaxy.

"We felt we deserved better. The people of Hellfire may have made
us, but a parent still has no right to enslave his child. Fifteen years
ago, we staged a general strike. You may remember it. I'm told it got
pretty violent at times, but in the end we won some concessions. Most
worlds granted us legal recognition as sentient beings. We could no
longer be enslaved, and we had to be paid wages for the work we did.
Hellfire still manufactures and distributes us, but as indentured
servants now, with the option of buying our freedom."

Vini was starting to become impatient with Johnathan's stubborn
refusal to respond positively. "I'm sure that's very good for you," she
said.

"But not good enough," Johnathan continued. "We're just as human as
any natural-born person, yet there are aliens who get better treatment
than we do. We're paid substandard wages, there are still restrictions
on our breeding, and we're given serial numbers so they can keep us in
check at all times." He held open his right palm to show her the
numbers that were genetically a part of his body. "This is how they
keep track of us—and Space help any android woman who gets pregnant."

"What happens to her?"

"She and the baby are put to death," Johnathan said grimly. "And
there are plenty of other harassment laws as well. We're treated with
contempt because we come from vats instead of from human mothers.

"That's why I'm here in the Hunt. The Android Council decided that
if an android were to win the Scavenger Hunt, it would prove to the
rest of the Galaxy once and for all that we're not some sort of clever
caricatures, but human beings in our own right. So they had me
tailor-made for them, and they trained me and managed to scrape up
enough money to buy me a ship and enter me in the Hunt. And here I am."

His speech came to an abrupt end, and Vini was not sure whether to
congratulate him or merely applaud. From across the table, Dru, who had
been listening silently to Johnathan's story, spoke up for the first
time that evening. "I will sing my Song of Sympathy for your endeavor,"
she said.

Johnathan looked at her, puzzled at first. Then a smile crossed his
face. "Why, thank you," he said. "Go ahead. I'd love to hear it."

Dru's face changed suddenly. It reddened, and its expression became
one of shock and horror. Her fork dropped to the plate with a clang
that the entire room could hear. She pushed her chair back away from
the table and hurried out of the Dining Room, leaving a very perplexed
Johnathan in her wake.

"What did I do wrong?" he asked.

Vini saw her chance. "Come with me and I'll explain."

They got up from the table and she led him out of the Dining Room
into the Core. "You see, Dru is only physiologically human;
psychologically, I'd say she was sixty percent alien. When she was very
small, her parents' ship was wrecked and the lifeboat crashed on a
planet called Nokre, which was unknown to humans at that time. Her
parents were killed, but the Nokreans took her in and raised her as one
of their own. Seven years ago, human explorers found the planet and
managed to convince Dru to come back and live among her own kind; I
think she realized her future among physically quite different aliens
would have been bleak. But she was having trouble fitting into human
society, too, until Bred took her in and made her a part of the crew."

They had begun climbing down the handholds from Sector IV, where the
Dining Room was located, to Sector V. Johnathan did not know where they
were going, but Vini obviously did and so he followed her lead. "The
Nokreans," Vini went on, "do not believe in public displays of emotion.
It's considered quite shocking to force one's private feelings on
someone else. They write Songs to express their emotions, and they sing
them to relieve their feelings—but only in the strictest privacy. As
they get older and more experienced, they're constantly adding new
verses to the Songs."

"You mean they put all that work into Songs that no one ever hears?"

They had reached the level of Sector V, and Vini led Johnathan
around the small walkway to the door marked "Fur Room."

"That's right," she said. "But when you consider it's the only
method they have for expressing their feelings, it's really good
therapy. Take off your clothes."

Johnathan, startled by the abrupt change of subject, could only ask,
"Why?"

"Because it's against the rules to wear clothes in there." She
indicated the Fur Room.

The answer did not make a great deal of sense to Johnathan, but
since Vini had already opened the front of her pale blue spacer uniform
and was stepping out of it, courtesy demanded that he obey the customs
of the ship. He started to take off his own gray uniform.

Vini hung up her suit on a peg by the side of the door and eyed the
android critically as he undressed, nodding approval. Not a bad
body, she decided. "That's much better," she said aloud, then
opened the door and stepped through. Johnathan meekly followed her in.

"When Dru feels any emotion," Vini was saying, "she goes to her
soundproofed cabin and sings that particular Song. That's how she lets
it out. Nobody is supposed to listen. To a Nokrean, sharing your Songs
with anyone else is an act of the greatest personal intimacy, closer
even than marriage. So your asking to hear her Song was the equivalent
of a very crude proposition, and it probably embarrassed the Space out
of her."

She closed the door behind him. The room they were in was spherical
in shape, three meters in diameter, and the surface was entirely lined
with fur. There were many colors and various textures over the sphere,
but they were blended so skillfully that the change from one to another
was unnoticeably gradual. Aside from the fur, an intercom panel, and
the two of them, the room was entirely empty. "What are we supposed to
be doing here?" Johnathan asked nervously.

"That depends." She stood in front of him and placed her arms
loosely around his body. "You were talking a little bit ago about the
humanness of androids. Let's just say I'm giving you the opportunity to
prove your equality with men."

She hooked a leg behind him, pulling him off balance, and the two of
them went sprawling down onto the fur-lined floor.


* * *


The next day, a group of Lithuwaa came calling on the Honey B.
The Umpire, acting as translator, informed the crew that their alien
hosts were inviting Bred and Tyla, as owners of the spaceship, to take
a tour of the local portion of the city. Since the deVries would have
to wait anyway until the next day to get the Eclipse Rose they needed,
they decided to accept the Lithuwaan offer. They were even a little
relieved at being able to get away from the ship; the tour would
provide a welcome break from the boredom of shipboard routine.

The tour group consisted of the five top Lithuwaan leaders from this
area, the four Umpires, and five spacesuited visitors—Bred, Tyla,
Danovich, Jusser and Johnathan. The Umpires, who seemed
interchangeable, served as interpreters between the Terrans and their
alien hosts. Throughout the day, Tyla stayed very close to Danovich,
giving Jusser as little attention as she could. Bred decided to
cultivate the android's friendship and stayed toward the back of the
group with him. This left Jusser usually alone, but if he was annoyed
at this state of affairs, he refused to show it.

The group rode along in what seemed to be an underwater bus. It was
open-topped, so that water and small fish streamed past them as they
rode, but they moved slowly so that it didn't become a problem. The bus
was large enough to hold them all with plenty of room to space
themselves out. The "seats" were more like divans, since the
porpoise-like Lithuwaa did not sit, and the humans were able to stretch
out comfortably and view the scenery.

Dark blue was the universal color here, seven hundred meters below
the surface of the ocean, as though this world were in perpetual
twilight. The humans had to strain to see things in the dimness, while
the Lithuwaa were perfectly accustomed to the lack of light. To human
eyes, this was a world of shadows and wavering shapes that lacked color
and reality.

All the Lithuwaa, their guides explained, lived in one enormous
complex that covered the entire floor of the planet-wide ocean.
Sections of the city that were in the deeper parts of the ocean had had
to be covered by pressure domes for survival, but generally the seabed
had been transformed into a single metropolitan unit. The Lithuw did
not build their city—they grew it. All the homes and structures that
the visitors saw were composed of a coral-like material that had been
shaped and persuaded to grow properly. One continuous reef stretched
limitlessly along the sea bottom and reached upwards for hundreds of
meters toward the surface.

And everywhere they looked, there were Lithuwaa. Sometimes the sea
was black from the crowding of their bodies, and once the bus was
brought to a complete halt as a swarm of the busy aliens went past,
surrounding them without an avenue of movement. Large Lithuwaa, small
Lithuwaa, Lithuwaa with variously colored skins, old ones and young
ones swam about them in profusion. Surprisingly, very few of them paid
any attention to the humans. That, the guides explained, was because,
in a society as crowded as theirs, privacy was a necessity and
curiosity was stifled. Fighting and disagreements were the penalty
usually paid for excessive nosiness.

At one point during the tour, one of the Lithuwaan guides came over
to talk privately with Bred, who had gone to the back of the bus to sit
by himself for awhile. An umpire—Bred couldn't tell whether it was his
own or not—came along to translate. "I'm afraid," the alien said, "that
I have what might be rather bad news for you."

"What is it?"

"It concerns the stretch of coastline along which the Eclipse Roses
grow. Word has just been received that a battle has begun there between
our forces and those of the Grosstem."

"That is too bad," Bred said, but his tone was noncommittal. He was
pretty sure that the Lithuwa hadn't come back here just to tell him
that. There was something else on the alien's mind; Bred waited
patiently to find out what it was.

"There is, of course, no way of knowing how long the battle may
last. Sometimes they are over in a matter of hours, sometimes they go
on for days."

Bred nodded. "I see."

"If such a battle were going on, it would be difficult for you to
obtain one of the Roses, wouldn't it?"

"Yes, I suppose so. I'd still have to risk it, though. It's very
important."

"So I understand." The alien settled back on the divan next to
Bred's. "It's those cursed Grosstem," the Lithuwa sighed. "First they
make life difficult for us, and now they do the same for you."

Bred shrugged, even though he knew that the other would not
understand the gesture. "Well, if they didn't, someone else probably
would. Life is one series of setbacks after another. I've learned to
take what comes and make the best of it."

"Most sane sentient beings do, I suppose. Still, it would be
advantageous for all concerned if the Grosstem were not there."

"But they are there," Bred pointed out.

The alien leaned closer. The Umpire could not translate its tone,
but Bred suspected that it was being conspiratorial. "There might be a
way," it said, "of removing them as an obstacle."

"How, exactly?"

"You are the owner of the biggest of the ships?"

"Yes."

"I am told that the backwash from a human space vessel is very
deadly."

At last it was out in the open. The alien was suggesting that Bred
turn the Honey B into a weapon to be used against the
Grosstem. Such an act was not only possible, it had been done numerous
times in wars between planets. There was simply no living being or
machine that could survive more than a couple of seconds' exposure to
the deadly radiation that was the byproduct of a starship's grav-drive.
In the wrong hands, a spaceship could indeed be extremely lethal.

"I suppose," Bred said slowly, "you are about to suggest that I use
my ship to help you exterminate the Grosstem."

"It would be so easy," the alien agreed. "You would need only to fly
over their major settlements. Whatever survivors remained would be
unable to put up organized resistance."

Bred could picture just how easy that would be. The Honey B
would soar low but noiselessly over the countryside at night. Below it,
fires would possibly start if combustible materials were placed under
the right conditions. Grosstem who were sleeping would be broiled alive
in a matter of seconds by the backwash. Those who weren't killed
directly might die in the fires that would trail in the ship's wake; or
they might wander around for days in shock, until they dropped of
hunger or thirst.

"You're prepared to pay me for this act of genocide, I presume."

"Your species has traded with us in the past. They seem to covet
certain minerals which we could obtain for you in quantity. And, of
course, you would be able to find an Eclipse Rose without being
molested by the arrows of the Grosstem."

"I have no need of material things, since I already have more than I
can use," Bred said, no longer able to control his temper. "And as for
getting that silly flower, I think I'll take my chances with the
arrows."

"But there is no effort required on your part—"

"I will not allow my ship to be used to kill innocent people. That's
final!"

The alien, detecting Bred's vehemence, moved quickly away, muttering
something that may or may not have been an apology. The subject was
not brought up again, nor was Bred bothered by further proposals during
the rest of the tour.

He did, however, keep an eye on proceedings as the group went along.
He saw an alien approach Danovich, talk to him for a short while, and
then be rebuffed with almost as much vehemence as Bred had displayed.
Another Lithuwa approached Johna-than, who recoiled with undisguised
horror at the proposition. Bred had felt certain he would; he had the
android pegged as an unblemished idealist.

But it was Ambic Jusser whom Bred was really worried about. He
watched as Jusser and the Lithuwa had a very long, serious discussion,
and when the alien finally moved away it was not possible to deduce
what the outcome had been. Bred was sure that Jusser would have no
moral qualms whatsoever about killing millions of beings, if it would
bring him the prize he wanted. That thought preyed on Bred's mind all
through the journey back to the ships.

As they were debarking from the bus and thanking their hosts for the
tour, Bred managed to move beside Jusser and put his helmet in contact
with the other's. "Did you accept the alien's proposal to kill off the
Grosstem?" he asked bluntly.

Jusser was equally blunt. "No. That would have made things too
easy." And he moved away again.

Bred tried to follow that reasoning. Jusser had been complaining
last night at the dinner that the Scavenger Hunt seemed too simple this
time around. To him, a prize had to be difficult to be worthwhile. He
might even welcome the additional spice that the battle would supply.
Moreover, he would be supremely confident of his own ability to get a
Rose safely… but he didn't have as high an opinion of his opponents. He
wouldn't mind at all if the Grosstem killed any of the other Hunt
contestants; they would merely be ridding him of some competition.

The logic of that seemed slightly twisted, but it would fit
perfectly with Jusser's character. It ought to be reassuring to
know what he's going to do, Bred thought. But he did talk to
that Lithuwa for an awfully long time—much longer than it
takes to say "no." I wonder what he is up to.

There was nothing he could do now, though, and so, shrugging his
shoulders, he followed his sister into the airlock of the Honey B.


* * *


The coming of day at those depths was barely noticeable, indicated
only by a gradual increase in the amount of available light. But the
clocks aboard the ship said that it was daytime, and that was all the
evidence that was needed. The crew of the Honey B was all
spacesuited and ready to go fifteen minutes before the time appointed
for the Lithuwaa to pick them up.

There had been a major squabble as to who would go on the
expedition. Bred, of course, had to go, as did the Umpire. Tyla
insisted on going, and since it was her Hunt, Bred could do little but
agree. Then Nezla insisted that she be allowed to go, since she had
missed the fun on Lethe; Bred gave in to the forcefulness of her
demands. And where Nezla went, it was taken for granted that Sora would
go, too. Then Vini said that if there was a battle going on there might
be need for a doctor, and Captain Kirre stated flatly that if all the
misfits were going, she would have to accompany them to see that they
stayed out of trouble. That left Dru to remain behind alone and stand
watch over the ship, but she didn't mind. Solitude didn't bother her;
it seemed, in fact, to be her best friend.

More of the open buses came to pick them up and take them to the
shore. Bred wondered why the Lithuwaa were being so helpful to the
humans, and finally decided that they were trying to score points of
friendship, so that they might later ask again for human aid against
the
Grosstem.

A separate bus had been assigned to each of the four ships, so that
they could return independently. Jusser took only his Umpire with him,
leaving his associate, Kor Znalenkov, to keep watch over their ship.
Johnathan also went alone except for his Umpire; the robots that helped
him run his ship stayed aboard it. Danovich brought two of his own
crewmen with him, leaving the other three at home. And the Honey
B's bus carried six humans and their Umpire.

Even with everyone in spacesuits and the radios unable to work
underwater, the tension within the bus was evident. Even the unruly
members of the Honey B's crew were uncharacteristically
orderly. The danger on Lethe had been a psychological one, and
therefore easy to understate. The arrows of the Grosstem were real,
they were physical, and they could kill. That fact was all too easy to
understand.

The trip from the landing field to the coast took approximately half
an hour. As they approached the beach they could see the Lithuwaan
defensive lines. Running parallel to the shore as far as could be seen
in either direction was a wall, of the same coral-like material of
which the city was made, rising right up to the surface of the water.
Every few hundred meters along the wall stood a guard house, which
supposedly would contain enough defensive weapons to hold off any
Grosstem underwater attack. There were gates in the wall, through which
the Lithuw could launch their own vehicles of war.

The buses took their occupants up to the wall. "I am sorry, but we
can officially go no farther," the Lithuwaan driver apologized to Bred.
"The Grosstem attack persists. It is frequently this way when an
eclipse occurs. The low tide exposes more of our territory and allows
the enemy to make encroachments deeper than he ordinarily could."

I suppose it works both ways, Bred thought. At high
tide, you can go deeper into his territory. Aloud, he said,
"That's all right, we can take it from here. I trust you will wait here
by the wall until we return." The alien agreed.

Bred gave the signal to move out, and the crew of the Honey B
debarked from the bus and swam through a gate in the wall. The scene
was brighter here, less than a dozen meters below sea level, and they
could even see sunlight streaking the water above them. The Lithuwaa
had told them that this spot was not along the path of totality of
today's eclipse, and that consequently they need not worry about a loss
of light; the eclipse would only be partial, and the dimming would not
even be noticed.

As they swam silently through the wall, they caught their first
glimpse of the Lithuwaan war equipment. It looked awkward from a human
standpoint, but then it had been constructed for different physiology
and different circumstance. The Lithuwaan air suits looked more like
torpedoes with arms. They were long, slender cylinders that moved
horizontally over land on motorized treads. At the front of the torpedo
were flexible extensions where the Lithuwa inside could put his
tentacles. Tanks of pressurized air were strapped on the top of the
suit to oxygenate the water inside and keep the occupant alive.

Aside from the many air-suited figures, there were several Lithuwaan
war machines that could only be described as tanks. These also moved on
motorized treads, but they were large rectangular metal boxes that
could each hold a crew of three Lithuwaa. On the front was mounted the
barrel of a small cannon. The air-suited Lithuwaa were armed with
projectile rifles and grenades.

The humans swam closer to the shore. As they neared the combat zone,
they saw several air-suited bodies floating freely in the water with
thin shafts of wood protruding from their front ends. That would be the
weak spots in those air suits, Bred realized. The body of the suit
could be tough and rigid, since the occupant didn't have to move it,
but the section for the tentacles would have to be flexible, leaving
the head vulnerable to arrow attack. It was the exact reverse of a
human suit, with its hard helmet and flexible body.

Bred reached the shore first, poked his head out of the water and
looked around. At first glance, everything seemed peaceful. The beach
was rough, liberally strewn with rocks and boulders. Several bodies
were scattered over the sand a few meters away—Grosstem bodies as well
as Lithuwaan. The Grosstem looked vaguely bear-like, but possessed
feline facial features. Their bodies were clothed in white fabrics that
were now blood-stained. They were too far away for him to be able to
make out any more detail. Fifty meters from the shoreline, a forest
began abruptly. A few live Lithuwaa crawled cautiously over the land,
but no living Grosstem were in evidence.

The Umpire surfaced beside him and the human members of his party
emerged to either side; together they moved slowly forward toward the
beach. Farther down the shore, the other Hunt contestants had also
emerged and were making their way out of the water. Even though their
suit radios would now work again in the open air, nobody spoke. Perhaps
there was a general fear of breaking the peace that hung fragilely in
the air above them.

What they were looking for was a small red flower known as the
Eclipse Rose. Twice each Eclipsiascus month, at the two low tides,
these flowers would be uncovered by the ocean in which they normally
resided, dormant. On contact with the air, they would suddenly blossom
forth with their brightly-colored petals and would emit perfumes that
were all but irresistible to the local varieties of insects. Some of
the little creatures would be eaten at once by the carnivorous Roses,
but as time passed and the Roses grew sated, more and more of the
visitors would survive. In crawling over the surface of the plants,
they would pick up pollen grains which they would then carry to the
next Rose they visited. Seeds from the Roses' last fertilization would
also stick to the backs of the insects and be disseminated along the
beach, hopefully to sprout into new Roses. Most of these seeds would be
eaten by the local equivalent of birds, but a few would fall into
crannies between rocks and take root. After about a day, the water
level would rise again, covering the Roses; then they would fold up and
lie dormant for three more weeks, until the next eclipse and low tide.

As Bred's group spread out, they could hear a series of splashes
dimly through their helmets. Turning, they saw that a row of Lithuwaan
tanks had emerged from the water. The tanks lumbered slowly up the
beach and headed for the trees fifty meters away. Behind the tanks were
rows of Lithuwaan soldiers. Apparently, the Lithuwaa were not about to
stop their military operations merely because a bunch of humans were
foolish enough to want to pick flowers in the middle of a battlefield.

Bred concentrated on looking for a Rose. The sooner he was away from
here, the safer he would feel. He'd been told that the Roses grew
mostly in cracks between rocks, and there were many boulders strewn
around the beach; there ought to be plenty of opportunity of finding
one of the Roses somewhere. The flower itself would probably not be
visible; instead, he would have to look for the swarm of insects that
were almost certain to be clustered around it.

Waves of arrows flew suddenly out of the forest, aimed primarily at
the Lithuwaan tanks. Slowly, the ponderous machines swivelled in that
direction. There were loud explosions that Bred could make out
distinctly even through his helmet as the tanks fired projectiles at
the unseen archers. A crashing among the trees showed where the
projectiles had landed, but there was no indication as to whether they
had had the desired effects.

The Lithuwaan infantry swarmed up behind the tanks. Apparently, the
standard fighting procedure was to send the tanks in first and let the
armored vehicles attract the arrow fire, then send in the faster, more
maneuverable—and also more vulnerable—air-suited soldiers to complete
the job. Bred wondered how the Grosstem managed to stop the tank
offensive. Their bows and arrows would seem to be pitifully inefficient
in dealing with the metal behemoths.

His question was answered almost instantly. A group of Grosstem
broke out of the woods, ran almost directly up to the tank and fired a
volley of arrows at the soldiers behind it. They stood their ground in
front of the tank, knowing that they were safely inside its minimum
range, and continued firing arrows at the Lithuwaan ground forces. They
used the very body of the tank to protect themselves from the Lithuwaan
rifle fire.

The tank driver apparently was not pleased at being used as a weapon
against his own side. The Grosstem might be too close for him to shoot,
but there was still
the chance that he could run them over and crush them beneath the bulk
of his machine. The ponderous tank started forward, and the Grosstem
fled before it… and then suddenly, the front end of the tank seemed to
collapse into the ground. The Grosstem had dug a pit and camouflaged
it, then led the tank over it. Now the tank was completely stuck, its
gun pointed uselessly at the earth. There was no way the Lithuwaa would
be able to right it short of using a crane, which they didn't have.
Bred grinned as he admired the resourcefulness of the Grosstem.

"Bred!" Tyla's voice rang in his ears. "He's got one!"

Bred looked up, spotted his sister's purple and silver spacesuit and
followed in the direction she was pointing. Ambic Jusser was holding a
small object in his hand, and he and his Umpire were walking quickly
back into the water. Apparently, while everyone else had been busy
watching the battle action, Jusser had single-mindedly searched for and
found one of the desired flowers. His job was finished while everyone
else was just beginning to look.

"Okay, everybody, spread out. Let's find that thing and get out of
here," he called to his crew. "And keep under cover, whatever you do,"
he added as an afterthought.

Arrows were beginning to fly around him now but they were erratic
and fell short; he supposed this was because he was at the extreme
range of Grosstem fire. He moved quickly and took advantage of any
boulders along the way to find shelter. He moved in a low crouch, which
served to reduce his size as a target as well as helping him
look for the small Roses.

"Sir, I've found one," came a masculine voice over the radio. Bred
was tempted to look up, then realized it must have been one of
Danovich's men. That meant that two contestants would now have their
prizes. He didn't stop in his own search.

"Over here!" It was Sora's voice this time. Bred looked up and
spotted her bright red and white space-suit about twenty meters over to
his right. She was crouched behind some rocks and waving at him. "I've
got one for you."

Bred bent low and ran in that direction. Sora was keeping one eye on
him and one on the forest from which the arrows were coming. Just
before he reached the safety of the rocks, she shouted, "Look out!" and
dove in front of him. When she hit the ground, there was an arrow shaft
protruding from her right shoulder.

Bred stopped, picked her up, and lugged her back behind the boulder
with him. Fortunately, it was a good-sized rock and afforded ample
protection from the arrow fire. "Are you okay?" he asked as he sat her
up with her back to the rock.

"Yeah," she said. "It's just the shoulder."

That was true, but there was still some blood leaking from the
wound. "Vini!" Bred called. "Sora's got an arrow in her arm. She'd like
to have it extracted."

"Coming," the doctor said calmly. "You know, I'll bet you ten quints
that I'm the only doctor in my graduating class who's been called on to
tend an arrow wound."

The Umpire came racing up now beside Bred, and the latter remembered
the reason he was here. "Where did you see that flower?" he asked Sora.

"Up there, in a crack near the top of the rock."

Bred looked, and sure enough there was something under a
swarming mass of insect bodies. "Umpire," he asked, "is that an Eclipse
Rose?"

The Umpire examined the flower carefully and answered, "Yes."

"Good." Bred plucked it from its spot. The insects, disturbed,
started crawling on the spacesuit glove. Several even tried to sting
him, but their tiny darts could not penetrate the suit's material.
"Then I have now satisfactorily obtained the second item on my list,
correct?"

"Correct."

Bred dropped the flower into a small waterproof container at his
waist just as Vini ran up to them. "It's lucky for you," the doctor
said looking at Sora, "that I make rock calls."

"Have you got it, Bred?" Tyla's anxious voice called.

"Yep. As soon as Vini gets the arrow out of Sora's shoulder, we can—"

A scream cut him off, followed a second later by another one. Bred
looked around quickly. It was impossible, over the radio, to tell from
what direction the screams had originated, and there was no way to
judge whether it had been a male or female voice that had uttered them.
For a long, breathless second he could see nothing but the continuing
battle between the Lithuwaa and the Grosstem. Then he spotted the
source of the noise.

Two human bodies lay still on the beach, right at the water's edge,
with arrows sticking out of their backs. A third person crouched behind
a rock nearby, not knowing what to do. None of the suit patterns looked
familiar. That must be Danovich's group, Bred thought.
"Vini, can you take care of Sora by yourself?"

"Sure thing, Boss. I'll have her back in the water just as soon as I
pull out the arrow, stop the bleeding, and patch the suit."

"Okay, do that. The rest of my people, get into the water at once,
on the double. I'm going to see what's the matter."

"Don't be an idiot, Bred," Tyla called to him. "Let's get out of
here."

"I'll just be a minute, little sib," he called back. Then he was
running down the beach to the scene of the tragedy, crouching low and
once more taking advantage of the rocks along shore to protect himself
from the arrow fire.

He reached the fallen bodies just seconds after Johnathan R got
there. By unspoken agreement, they dragged the two bodies behind the
rock where the third man had hidden. "He'd gotten the Rose," the
survivor explained, "and we were heading back when they got hit."

The bodies were of Danovich and one crewman. Bred knelt and quickly
checked for heartbeats through the suits. He didn't find any. "They're
dead," he said.

The survivor nodded. Johnathan R looked down at the corpses, stunned.

"We'd better get out of here," Bred said to Johnathan.

The android could not stop looking at the bodies. "They're dead," he
repeated in a hoarse whisper. "But this is just a game…"

"Not just a game, but the Game," Bred corrected him. "The
ultimate game—life or death. Why do you think Jusser plays it so hard?
Why do you think the honor is so great for a winner?"

"I didn't…" Johnathan gulped. "I didn't think…"

Bred took the Eclipse Rose gently from Danovich's dead hand and gave
it to the android. "Here. He won't need this anymore."

"But—"

"Get out of here." He gave Johnathan a push that landed him in the
water. The android got up, looked back indecisively at the bodies for a
moment, then finally turned and went back out to sea.

"You, too," Bred told Danovich's crewman. "You might as well take
your ship home now."

The crewman nodded. "It's just as well: not that he's dead, of
course, I'm sorry to see that. But I wasn't particularly happy, risking
my life for his glory." And he ran off into the waves.

Bred sat for a moment with his back against the rock. He looked down
at Danovich's body and he thought about what the crewman had just said.
On the beach behind him, the arrows and bullets continued to fly. With
a sigh, he also got up and ran into the ocean.


* * *


The start of the trip back to the ship was silent. In case some
complications might arise, Vini had laid Sora down in the back seat and
was staying close to her, and Nezla went back to be with her friend and
oversee the doctor's work. The captain sat alone in the middle of the
bus, quiet and erect. Tyla sat next to her brother. She should have
been triumphant, but instead she looked sullen. Bred knew better than
to try to talk to her when she was in a mood like this.

After they had driven for ten minutes in silence, Tyla touched her
helmet to Bred's. "Bruder mein, was that absolutely necessary?"

"Was what absolutely necessary?" Bred asked, feigning naïveté.

"That heroic trip over to Necor's body. You could have gotten
yourself killed."

"I could have gotten myself killed at any time up there, under the
circumstances. Necor wasn't a bad sort—I thought I might be able to
help him."

"There are necessary and unnecessary risks. You had to be up there
to get the Rose; that was necessary. But once you had it, you should
have left immediately, without all that pointless and dangerous
gallantry. If you get killed, it means we've lost the Hunt."

"Your concern overwhelms me, Tillie," Bred said softly. "You're
beginning to sound like our mutual friend Ambic."

To judge from the look she shot him, it was a good thing she needed
him to complete the Hunt; nothing else could have restrained her from
dismembering him. She attempted several answers, each time closing her
mouth just before the words emerged. Finally she contented herself with
a long stare and said, "Bruder mein, don't ever compare me to
that man again."

Bred eyed his sister with wonder and not a little disgust. Whether
she liked the comparison or not, she was turning into a
miniature version of Ambic Jusser. He had never before known her to be
as cold and heartless as she'd been since the Hunt started. Despite
their numerous little fights, they had always been extremely close,
even before their parents' deaths, and Bred had been certain he had
known every nuance of her character. Now he wasn't so sure. If
this
is what competing does to her, he thought, I might do her a
bigger favor by losing. The transformation was frightening, and he
wasn't at all sure he wanted to continue the Hunt. But he had
promised her he would do it, and he couldn't break his word. Not to
Tyla.

As they rode on in silence, Bred pushed the distasteful thoughts of
his sister's deterioration to the back of his mind and concentrated
instead on other subjects. One of "them was the battle he had just
witnessed on the shore. He found himself harboring a secret admiration
for the Grosstem, even though they'd been shooting at him. Despite
primitive technology, they were managing to hold their own against the
more advanced Lithuw. It was a shame that such a valiant people were
going to be destroyed, but he knew that their doom was inevitable.
There would be more human-Lithuw contacts in the future. This present
group had been immune to Lithuwaan offers—Danovich, Jusser and the
deVries because they had all the money they needed, and Johnathan
because he was too highly principled—but eventually some ship would
come here whose captain lacked both money and principles. And on that
day, the Grosstem would cease to be. Bred sighed. He would not be a
party to such action himself, but he was powerless to prevent others
from attempting it.

After five minutes, the captain came over and tapped Bred on the
shoulder. They touched helmets. "Doctor Curdyn wants you to come to the
back at once."

"What's the matter?"

"She wouldn't tell me. She just asked for you."

Bred went to the back of the bus. Vini was looking down at Sora, but
at Bred's approach she turned toward him. "I don't like this," she said
when they were in contact.

"What's the matter?"

"Oh, about ten minutes ago, she started complaining that the area of
the wound was numb. Now the numbness has spread through her whole arm.
Then she said she had chills, but I don't have the equipment to check
her temperature through the suit. Now she's getting a headache and
dizziness. I'm no expert on such primitive medicine, but I have a
definite hunch that an ordinary arrow wound would not cause those
symptoms. Would you have someone check with our driver to find out
whether the Grosstem ever use poison on their arrows?"

Bred dispatched the captain up to the front to ask. Luuj came back a
minute later with the reply, "He says they always do. It's usually
instantly fatal, and frankly he's surprised that our comrade has lasted
this long."

Bred repeated this message to Vini, who swore briefly. "Frankly, I'm
surprised that they gave a moron like him a licence to drive this
contraption. He could at least have told us. I suppose it's having a
slower reaction on her because she's got a different body chemistry
from a Lithuwa; the Grosstem would naturally tailor their poisons to
fit their enemy."

"Can you do anything?"

"Not here. I'd have to take a blood test to analyze the poison, then
concoct a specific antidote. All the equipment is back aboard the ship.
It'll be child's play once I get her there, but how long will that
take?"

"Probably about another ten minutes," Bred told her.

"Well, that shouldn't be too bad. For all I know, this poison might
not even be deadly to humans; she may just be sick for awhile and then
get over it. But I wouldn't like to take that chance." And, as an
afterthought, she added, "You might tell the driver to hurry if he can,
though. Vomiting is frequently one symptom of poisoning, and that can
be rather messy—not to mention slightly lethal—if she does it inside
her spacesuit."

The ride to the landing field continued, and Bred's worry over Sora
increased with each minute. The astrogator's heartbeat was becoming
irregular and she seemed to be having trouble breathing. When they
reached the landing field, there was even more indication of trouble.
Dru was standing at the edge of the field, and with her was a Lithuwa
who appeared to be holding her, though she wasn't struggling. Knowing
that Dru would not have left the ship except in an emergency, Bred
started wondering what else had gone wrong.

As he left the bus, the Lithuwa and Dru approached. "I am sorry to
have to tell you this," the Lithuwa said via the Umpire, "but since you
were unwilling to cooperate with us voluntarily, we found it necessary
to take your ship by force. Our best scientists are in there now, and
when they have deciphered your controls they will take off and use the
backwash of your vessel to destroy our enemy."

"How did they get in?" Bred asked Dru, touching her helmet with his.

"Jusser was helping them. His crewman, Znalenkov, called over the
laser circuit and said he had an emergency, that there was some sort of
leak aboard the Hermes—he was not specific—and he needed help
quickly to stop it. I went out to go help him. As I opened the airlock
I was grabbed by some Lithuwaa and they boarded the ship. I shall sing
my Songs of Embarrassment, Humility, Regret and Sorrow for my error."

So this was the treachery that Jusser had plotted with the Lithuwaa
yesterday. Bred should have known that their opponent would not ignore
an opportunity to foul them up. He looked out across the field. The Hermes
was still there, and probably would be for a few minutes yet—there was
a long, involved pre-lift-off procedure that starships had to follow.
Bred wondered whether Jusser was laughing at them as he prepared to
take off.

"We regret having to take this action," the Lithuwa went on. "We
have no wish to antagonize any humans, as we welcome your friendship,
but we feel that this course is justified to save the lives of many of
our own soldiers. As soon as this task is accomplished, the ship will
be returned to you with our apologies."

"One of my crewwomen is suffering from Grosstem arrow poisoning,"
Bred said angrily. "She needs the medical facilities that are aboard
the ship."

"No one can go down there now," the alien told him. "To do so would
be suicide. Our scientists may take off at any moment, and anyone down
there would be killed by the backwash."

Bred turned around and explained the situation to the others one at
a time. Then he joined in a three-way helmet-touching consultation with
Luuj and Nezla. "They've got the ship," he said, "and even if we went
down there they wouldn't let us in."

"They may have possession, but they'll never be able to control it,"
the captain insisted. "It's too complex for beginners. They'll probably
end up ruining the controls. Or, if they do manage to lift off, they'll
never be able to land without crashing."

"But what can we do?" Bred asked.

"Well, I know drummin' well what I'm gonna do," Nezla
exclaimed. She whirled quickly around and clobbered the Lithuwa over
the head with her fist. Then, without hesitation, she began swimming
off toward the Honey B.

The alien was more surprised than hurt by Nezla's sudden action. It
floated away from the humans for a moment, expecting a general attack.
But the rest of the crew was just as surprised as the alien, and
nothing happened. The Lithuwa came back and asked Bred, "Is that one
insane? It may be killed by the backwash. And if it isn't, there are
half a dozen of my people in there; it cannot fight them all."

"We're all mad here," Bred said. "I don't know what she has in mind,
but what's a little insanity between friends?"

Nezla swam on. Naturally, she was worried that the Lithuwaa inside
would get lucky and be able to turn on the drive. As an engineer, she
knew better than anyone what would happen to a person caught in the
backwash—the idea had been impressed upon her over and over during her
training. But something had to be done, and Nezla had never been able
to stand by and just let things happen; she made them happen.
She put the thought of personal danger out of her mind and tried to
concentrate on Sora's plight Her friend's life might be seriously
endangered if she couldn't be taken to the Sick Bay in time.

The Lithuwaa would be controlling the main hatch and possibly even
the Emergency Hatch in Sector III. But down at the tail of the ship in
Sector VI, the Storage and Drive Area, was the Engineer's Exit. It was
there so that the engineer could leave the ship quickly in an
emergency, rather than having to climb forewards and use the regular
hatches. The engines were the most dangerous part of the ship, and the
possibility of a rapid exit was always a factor. Nezla saw no reason
why an exit couldn't be turned into an entrance as well.

The Lithuwaa inside would be in the Control Sector, and they would
undoubtedly be able to see her approach on the trivid screens. But once
she got close enough to the ship she would be out of their range of
sight. They would wonder what she was going to do, but they would not
be able to see her enter at the ship's tail, nor would they be able to
correctly interpret the tiny light that would flash on the control
console to indicate that the Engineer's Exit was in use.

She reached the tail of the ship and pressed the button that would
start the hatch opening. She clambered into the tiny airlock and
waited. The water began to pump out of the chamber, which was a good
sign. She had been worried that the Lithuwaa might have flooded the
ship to make working conditions easier for themselves. But that would
have destroyed all the ship's systems, and the aliens had probably
realized that. The rest of the ship was still filled with its normal
atmosphere, which meant that the Lithuwaa would be working in their air
suits. That was all to the good.

The last of the water finally drained out, and Nezla opened the
inner seal and began scrambling up the ladder. Within seconds, she was
in familiar territory, amid the engines and generators that were her
responsibility. Her chunky body was dwarfed by the nine-meter-tall
machines, but she was at home here and gave their looming bulks
scarcely a thought. The threat of the backwash was gone now, and she
knew she was safe to take the offensive against the invaders.

She looked around first for something she could use as a weapon, and
decided on a small welding torch. Then she made a hasty check of the
ship's plans and went over to the wall where the control wiring was.
Working with rapid efficiency, she unscrewed the plate and compared the
circuits underneath it with the wiring diagram. "These three over here,
two down there, and this whole area right here," she muttered to
herself.

She carefully disconnected one set of wires and crossed two of them
over to short-circut several other connections. After a moment's
thought, she reconnected several of them, disconnected some others and,
finally, jumped one circuit completely.

The effect was instantaneous. The ship's artificial gravity
generators switched on silently and the downward pull increased with
breathtaking abruptness. Nezla almost fell to the floor even though she
had been prepared for the changeover. She had hyped the generators up
past their normal function, and now the entire inside of the ship was
under four gees of gravity. She felt as though a giant claw had emerged
from the floor and was trying its damndest to pull her down with it. But
if it's rough for me, she thought with a cheerless grin, it'll
be hell for those motherdrummers up there.

Slowly, fighting the tremendous pressure of the gravitational field,
she made her way to the ladder near the center of the room. This was
the bottom of the ship, end of the line, and the Core here was just a
hole in the ceiling. Nezla looked up automatically and regretted it For
one thing, it unbalanced her and she nearly fell over, which in that
high gravity could have had serious consequences. And for another, it
made her all too aware of the distance she would have to climb. The Honey
B was thirty-seven meters long, roughly the height of a
twelve-story building. The aliens were undoubtedly in the Control
Sector, which meant that she would have to climb all the way to the
top, fighting the increased gravity every step of the way.

Selecting some of her choicest obscenities for the Lithuwaa, she
began her climb. Each step upward was a struggle, each step reminded
her that she was dragging the weight of three other Nezlas as well as
herself. Her head was beginning to ache, and her muscles complained
that they should not be forced to work under this strain. She paused
every few rungs to catch her breath, then remembered Sora's predicament
and pushed herself onward.

She began to mark her progress by the sectors of the ship. First she
reached the top of Sector VI, the Storage and Drive Area. Now she was
in the Core proper, and continued making her way up the handholds in
the wall. A climb of eight more meters brought her to the end of Sector
V, the Specialized Area where the various love-making rooms were
located. She was beginning to feel slightly dizzy. Seven laborious
meters more and she had passed Sector IV, the Living Area that
contained the Drawing Room, Rec Room, Dining Room and Library.

Her head was throbbing now, and veins stood out at her temples. The
muscles that had been complaining before were now shrieking in protest,
threatening to go on strike if this abominable behavior did not stop at
once. Her vision was starting to double, and she had to concentrate
hard to focus. She dared not look either up or down. She repeated the
curses she had directed against the Lithuwaa earlier and now began
including their ancestors in the soliloquy, as she steeled herself to
continue.

Five more meters got her past Sector III, the Essential Services
Area that included the Sick Bay, Laundry, Waste Recycling, Galley and
Lifeboats. Her breasts felt like two lumps of lead tugging at her
chest, and for just a moment she envied Sora's flatness. She could feel
every beat of her heart like a cannon firing inside her. Her muscles,
she was sure, had turned to jelly by this time, but she continued on.

She made her way slowly through Sector II, the Sleeping Quarters.
She was stopping to rest at every rung now, and the rests were getting
longer. Her head had gone beyond the aching stage and was feeling very
light, while her feet were exceptionally heavy. My brain must have
fallen down into my toes, she decided. Her eyes could no
longer bring things into focus, no matter how hard she tried. Her
diatribe against the invaders and their ancestors had now gone beyond
the fifth generation, and she was having difficulty keeping the
relations straight, particularly the myriad of incestuous ones. So she
switched tactics and began contemplating the descendents of the aliens
above her and what their characteristics, or lack of them, would be
like.

Finally, she made it to the top and poked her head, which was almost
numb, through the opened door of Sector I. The scene inside looked
surrealistic, and the effect was enhanced by her double vision. The
Lithuwaa lay sprawled helpless—and for all Nezla knew,
unconscious—along the floor in various uncomfortable poses. They were
creatures of the water, used to being able to float about freely. The
motorized treads on the bottoms of their air suits enabled them to move
horizontally out of the water, and they could pull themselves upward
with their tentacles. The climb up the Core to the Control Sector must
have been as hard for them as Nezla's climb under four gees. But even
their motorized treads could not help them now; the suits had been
constructed for Eclipsiascus's gravity, not for an acceleration of four
gees. The aliens were pinned flat, totally unable to move, possibly
even dead.

By summoning up some hidden reserve of strength, Nezla pulled her
whole body into the cabin. Outside, she could see the other three
ships, still sitting on the field. Both Jusser and Johnathan would by
this time be completing their pre-flight checkouts and be almost ready
to take off, but that was not Nezla's immediate concern. She staggered
between and over the fallen bodies of the Lithuwaa and managed to reach
the Engineer's Control Console. There was one particular switch that
occupied all her thoughts, and it took both hands to flick it off.

The artigrav field ceased abruptly. The relief of the excess weight
was so strong that Nezla felt as though she were about to float upward.
Her heartbeat sped up and she gulped enormous lungsful of air. Her
headache returned as a dull pounding, her feet were pins and needles.
But, as bad as she felt, the Lithuwaa looked worse.

At first, they couldn't move, and when they did their tentacles
waved drunkenly about in an uncoordinated and almost comical confusion.
It took them several minutes to begin to regain their senses, and by
that time Nezla was well in command of the situation.

"All right, you motherdrummin' wormheads," she began in a
conversational tone, "I doubt whether any of you understands a word I'm
sayin', but I'll bet you can understand this." She turned on the
welding torch she had brought, and let the aliens all see that she
could point the blue-white flame anywhere she wanted. These were
scientists, so they knew what fire was and what it could do. The
message was not lost on them.

"The simplest thing to do," she went on, "would be to kill you, but
I'd have to puncture your suits to do it and that would get water all
over the ship. So I'll let you stay alive, if you behave yourselves.
Now, we are all goin' back down to the Drawing Room, and you are goin'
to leave the way you came in."

She motioned for the aliens to climb back down the Core and added
another demonstration with the welder for good measure. The Lithuwaa
understood her meaning and proceeded silently to climb out of the
cabin. Nezla waited until the last of them had gone down, then followed
after them.

The descent was a pitiful spectacle to behold. Not a one of Nezla's
muscles wanted to cooperate with her, and each step was a chorus of
fatigue. The captives looked just as groggy as she was and, what was
worse, they were not really constructed for climbing. They had to grip
the rung they were on with half their tentacles and reach down below
them with the rest to find and grab the next rung, then lower
themselves gently to avoid falling, easing up on their higher grip as
they did so. Then the process would begin again.

They finally did make it, though, and Nezla pushed them brusquely
through the Drawing Room. The oriental rugs were soaked with water and
the marble floor was smeared with mud from the Lithuwaa's entrance.
"Bred's not goin' to like this," Nezla muttered.

The airlock was large, but the Lithuwaa were long rather than tall
and only three of them could fit in it at once. Nezla booted them out
in two groups, then went out herself and waved to the rest of the
humans, who were still at the edge of the field, watching. Bred talked
for a few moments to the alien who had met them there, and finally the
rest of the crew came swimming out unharmed to the ship, with Vini and
the captain carrying Sora between them.

Since humans stand vertically rather than horizontally, the entire
party was able to enter the airlock at the same time. Even before all
the water had drained out of the chamber, Bred said over the radio,
"That was great, Nezla! How'd you do it?"

"Just turned on the artigrav and immobilized them. Nothin' to it."
Then she collapsed in Bred's arms.

Bred clucked a little when he saw the mess that had been made in the
Drawing Room, but his major concern was for the two sick crewwomen. As
Vini and Luuj carried Sora past him to the Core, Bred said, "Tyla, help
me get Nezla up to Sick Bay."

His sister balked. "We've got to take off at once. Jusser and the
android are going to get ahead of us. Can't the doctor give her
something to keep her going?"

"A few minutes more or less isn't going to matter," Bred began. He
looked down. Nezla's eyes were fluttering open again.

"I'll be all right," the engineer said, but the weakness in her
voice belied her words. "Just tired, is all. How's Sora?"

Bred had been prepared to argue with his sister, but if Nezla
thought herself fit to perform her duties no force in the Universe
would be able to keep her from them. "We're not sure," he said quietly.
"The right side of her body is paralyzed and she's been
hallucinating—shouting something about a hole. Now you lie back and
relax until Vini can check you out." Then he yelled out into the Core,
"Vini, when you've got a minute come on down and look Nezla over."

Tyla did help him carry Nezla over to the sofa, where they laid her
down gently. "I'm sure you'd be happy to know," Bred said
conversationally, "that Vini was giving everyone seven-to-two odds that
you'd make it, and she didn't have any takers."

Nezla smiled wanly. "Of course not. They knew I'd kick the hell out
of them if I found out they were bettin' against me. What were you
talkin' about with that Lithuwa before you came over here?"

"Oh, he came up with the bright idea of trying to hold us as
hostages if you didn't give them the ship back. I told him that if
anything happened to us, you'd fly the ship over their city
and kill millions of Lithuwaa. He finally saw the light and decided to
let us go."

Captain Kirre returned from the Core, crossing the Drawing Room in
long strides. "How's this one?" she asked Bred.

Tyla stepped in between them. "Shouldn't you be up in the Control
Sector, starting the pre-flight checkout?"

Luuj bristled, her gold uniform coming stiffly erect. "I am not in
your employ, Mistress deVrie, and I do not take orders from you. I obey
the wishes of Master deVrie, and I have not yet heard him express a
desire to take off. Besides, I cannot control the entire ship
myself—it's too big. And I can't lift off with both my astrogator and
my engineer missing. One or the other of them will have to recover
before we can continue on."

Vini came into the room, and all attention went suddenly to her.
"I've got a sample of her blood in the machine, but it'll take a couple
of minutes to analyze it. I think we made it in time, though. What's
all the fuss here?"

"What can you do for Nezla?" Bred asked.

"Would you care to see a price list? I can do anything from swabbing
out her throat to replacing her liver."

"Can you keep her awake long enough to get us out of here?" Tyla
asked.

Vini went over and got a quick resume from Nezla on what had
happened. "Essentially overexertion," the doctor muttered. "Yeah, I can
fix her up with a pep-shot that'll keep her going for a couple of
hours. But it'll play hell with her system; she'll have to have
complete rest for at least a week, maybe two."

"Do it," Tyla said.

Vini shot a glance at Bred, who nodded resignedly in agreement.
"Okay. But I'd better go up and check on Sora first." She left the
Drawing Room again at a fast walk.

"Would you care to have me start the pre-flight checkout, Master
deVrie?" Luuj asked, pointedly ignoring Tyla.

"That sounds like a good idea," Bred agreed. "We might as well get
out of here before the Lithuw think up some other nasty tricks."

Luuj and Dru departed for the Control Sector, leaving Bred and Tyla
alone with Nezla, whose eyes had closed again. "Bred," Tyla said
softly, "you're making it very difficult for me."

Bred noticed with surprise that there were tears in his sister's
eyes. "What do you mean?"

"You're not taking the Hunt seriously enough, and you're encouraging
the crew to insult me."

"How seriously should I take it? I saw Danovich's body lying there.
Is there anything more serious than life-or-death?"

"But you act like you don't even care if we win. This is the Scavenger
Hunt, and we're deVries. We've got an obligation to try to win it.
And especially for Mom and Dad. Don't you at least want to make their
deaths seem a little more important?"

"Their deaths were twenty years ago! I'm doing my damnedest to avoid
mine right now!" Bred was startled at the vehemence in his own voice,
and even Tyla did a doubletake. Bred forced himself to calm down,
taking three deep breaths before speaking again.

When he did so, his voice was low and measured. "Don't push me,
Tyla, that's all I ask. I promised you I'd go through with this silly
game, and I will. But I never told you I'd like it—or what it's doing
to you. You're rapidly becoming someone I'm not even sure I'd like to
know,
let alone be related to."

Tyla was saved from having to answer by Vini's reappearance. The
doctor was carrying a hyposprayer in her hand. "Sora will be all
right," she announced. "It was a more or less routine
neurotoxin—instant death on Lithuwaa but not quite as serious for
humans. The machine's synthesizing an antidote now, and I'll get it
into her as soon as it's finished. But she's still going to be mighty
sick for the next three weeks."

She turned her attentions to Nezla on the couch. "Now as for Muscle
Maiden over here, I think this should do the trick." She sprayed the
engineer's arm and waited. Within half a minute, Nezla's eyes fluttered
open. "Feeling better?" Vini asked.

Before Nezla could answer, the captain's urgent voice came over the
intercom. "Master deVrie! Come up here, quickly!"

Bred loped across the Drawing Room and clambered up the Core to the
Control Sector, with Tyla right on his heels. They both knew Luuj did
not panic easily. "What's the matter?" Bred asked when he got there.

"The Hermes took off about a minute ago," the captain
informed him through tightened lips, "and the Egalité rose a
few seconds later. They were far enough apart so that there should have
been no interaction between their drive fields. Then the Hermes
swerved."

"Swerved?" Bred asked. He was starting to get a sinking feeling in
the pit of his stomach.

"Deliberately," Luuj emphasized. "There could be no other
explanation for the maneuver. It veered out of a normal, vertical
flight course and cut in front of the Egalité."

Bred and Tyla gasped simultaneously. There could be little doubt of
what the result of that action could be. So this is how low Jusser
will stoop, Bred thought bitterly. Murder. The android looked
as though he might be too tough an opponent, so Jusser gets rid of him.
And he could always call it an accident later—that is, if
anyone else even cares about the death of an android.

"I'd like to request permission," Luuj continued, "to interrupt my
activities and search for survivors."

"Granted, of course," Bred said. The captain started out of the
cabin to the lifeboats.

"Wait a minute," Tyla said. She grabbed the captain by the sleeve.
"That's pointless. We all know it's impossible for anyone to survive a
starship backwash. We're already far enough behind Jusser without
wasting any more time pulling a dead andie's body out of some wreckage."

"Mistress deVrie," Luuj said sternly, "the rules of space courtesy
demand that a captain search for survivors of any space mishap he may
encounter. As long as I am captain of this ship, I will abide by those
rules." She shook Tyla's grip on her sleeve and continued down the Core.

"Do you see what I mean?" Tyla asked Bred. "You've infected all of
them. Because you don't appear concerned about the Hunt, the crew is
unconcerned. Not only that, they're positively insolent. The only
living thing aboard that ship was the android, and it couldn't have
survived the backwash. The captain is wasting time just to spite me."

"Luuj is a very proud woman," Bred said, trying to hold his temper,
"and the rules she lives by give order to her life. The regulation book
is at least as important to her as the Scavenger Hunt is to you. Even
if all she finds is a dead body, at least give her the satisfaction of
looking. It'll only cost you a few minutes."

Tyla dropped roughly onto her acceleration couch, still fuming
silently. On the trivid screen, she, Bred and Dru all watched as the
captain took Queen, one of the Honey B's three
lifeboats, away from the ship and out into the dark blue that
surrounded them. The wreckage of the Egalité could not be
seen from their position; soon even the small shape of the lifeboat had
faded into the darkness of the ocean. Then all there was to do was wait.

Damn Bred! Tyla thought. I don't know why I put up
with all this. This has got to be the most haphazard way the Hunt has
ever been conducted. Can't he see how much this means to me, how much
it means to us? Everything's going to Space, and he just
stands around, uncaring.

Nezla reported in, and Bred told her what had happened. The engineer
swore at Jusser and said it was a pity about the android, then went to
her panel and started getting things in shape for the takeoff.

And then they saw it, the little speck of the returning lifeboat.
All eyes in the Control Sector were glued to it, and everyone was
silently wishing that their radio equipment would work underwater so
that they could find out at once what had happened. Bred allowed
himself a faint gleam of hope that the android might still be alive,
then quashed it mercilessly. There was no point to prolonging the
agony; there could be no survivors of a backwash.

Nevertheless, they all went down to Sector III and stood outside the
Lifeboat Dock door while the compartment was repressurized. Even Tyla
didn't complain that Nezla was being taken away from her console; she
was resigned to the fact that this disruption of the Hunt was going to
take place whether she liked it or not, and was eager to at least get
it over with as quickly as possible.

The door opened and two figures stepped forward. There stood the
gray spacesuited figure of Johnathan R, still obviously alive, leaning
on Luuj for support. His face was contorted with pain; his complexion
was bright red, and much of his hair had been singed away. But he was
still alive, and that fact alone shocked everyone present.

"I found him in the wreckage," Luuj said simply. "His robots and the
ship itself were unsalvageable."

Bred called for Vini. The Sick Bay door, which was just across the
Core, opened and the doctor's head stuck out. "Yeah, what… Space, what
happened?"

"He apparently survived a starship backwash," Bred told her.

"But how did he do it?" Nezla wondered.

"Skin," Johnathan moaned softly. "My skin—"

"Shut up," Vini said sternly. "You're in no condition to talk. Those
are second degree burns at the least, maybe third. I'll have to peel
your suit off to see how the rest of your body is."

"But what about his skin?" Nezla persisted.

"Androids were developed for use on Hellfire," Vini said absently as
she continued to examine Johnathan. "Their skins were specially
designed to withstand higher levels of radiation than ours. He spent a
great deal of time telling me about it at the dinner night before last."

"I was only in the backwash for a second," Johnathan said weakly.
"Pulled out quickly…"

"Didn't I tell you to shut up?" Vini said. "Even you couldn't take
more than a second or so in the backwash, but at least you were quick
enough to save your life. You'd better come into the Sick Bay and lie
down while I get the treatment ready."

"Wait," the android said. "I… Master deVrie, my ship is gone and my
Umpire is destroyed. That takes me officially out of the Hunt, doesn't
it?"

"I'm afraid so," Bred nodded.

A different sort of pain appeared on the android's face. "They… my
fellow androids… had such high hopes for me. I would win the Scavenger
Hunt and bring honor to us all. And here I am, washed out after only
two items. I wonder… Master deVrie, could you allow me to join your
crew and help you win the Hunt?"

"I don't see any reason why not. We can't very well leave you here."

"Thank you. Of all the ships I've seen, I think yours has the best
chance of beating Jusser. There might still be some honor salvaged if
an android was in the winning crew."

"Hey, now just a minute," Tyla protested. "We can't go taking an… an
android around with us."

"Why not?" Bred asked, turning to stare calmly at his sister through
his black-framed glasses. "What do you propose we do with him?"

Tyla fished for an answer. "We could leave it somewhere on the land
with enough food to keep it alive until we could send help back for it."

"Who would come back here just to rescue an android?" Bred pointed
out.

"Well, and besides, we have no room for it."

"The Honey B was built to house nine people comfortably,"
Luuj Kirre said. "At present, we have seven people and a robot. There
is plenty of room."

"But there can't be enough supplies—"

"What we've got'll last eight people for over a year," Nezla spoke
out.

"But it just won't fit in with us," Tyla said desperately. "There
wouldn't be anything for it to do; it would be useless."

"Oh, I'm sure," said Vini with an enigmatic smile, "that I
can find
some uses for him."

Tyla looked around her. The collective mood of the crew was
definitely for accepting Johnathan into their ranks. Vini was smiling
that infuriating smile of hers, as though chuckling at some private
joke. Bred just gave her an owlish gaze that was no help at all. Very
well, Tyla decided. Nothing's been going right on this Hunt,
anyway. If I'm destined to lose another argument, I might as well make
it seem as trivial as possible.

"Do what you think best, Bred," she said evenly. "You know your own
ship better than I do. There are more important matters that need
tending to at the moment. Captain, I believe you were in the process of
a pre-flight checkout before the disruption occurred."

Vini let Johnathan lean on her so that the captain need no longer
support him. Luuj went up the Core to the Control Sector, with Dru and
Nezla behind her. Tyla followed them, as though to ensure that they do
a thorough job. Pointedly, her back was to the android.

Vini helped Johnathan around the perimeter of the Core to the door
of the Sick Bay. She stopped at the threshold, turned, and looked back
at Bred. "You know, Boss," she said, "I have the feeling that this is
going to be a most interesting Hunt indeed."

Bred winked at her, and the doctor went into the Sick Bay, laughing.

 


CHAPTER FIVE

The next place they must visit, the Umpire stated, was the planet
Ootyoce. It was an oddity among planets—or at least among those known
to humans—because it was the only place where life had evolved around
a silicon base rather than a carbon one. As a result, Ootyoce's life
forms were totally different from any others in the realm of human
experience. The "siliplasm," as it had been popularly termed, gave its
possessors a crystalline appearance—and, in fact, the planet's very
name was an old Slavic word for "stone."

Among the various life forms on Ootyoce were animals known as
"stoneys." They were the biggest animals on the planet, about the size
of small deer, and lived mostly in mountainous, forested terrain. They
were herbivorous creatures that moved about on six legs and had a pair
of small manipulating pincers with which to trim low-lying leaves. They
had four short eye-stalks that worked independently of one another and
could scan three hundred and sixty degrees at once. Of greatest
interest to most humans, though, was the fact that the stoneys had a
circulatory system analogous to those in carbon creatures… and that the
pump was a hard, pinkish crystal known as a heartstone. Within Society,
these heartstones were valued as gems, and occasional stoney-hunting
expeditions were made to obtain them. But stoneys were hard to find
and, although not exceptionally fast, were very wily when being chased.
Consequently, heartstones were quite rare; Tyla had one—in fact, had
worn it to the Hunt Ball—and the buying of it had diminished the
fortunes of her would-be suitor at the time catastrophically.

Naturally enough, the Hunt object that Bred was supposed to obtain
from Ootyoce was a heartstone.


* * *


The journey from Eclipsiascus to Ootyoce would take approximately
sixteen days. There was little activity aboard the Honey B
during this time since three of the ship's company were recuperating
from injuries. The android seemed to be recovering the fastest; Vini
was not sure whether this was because his skin was more receptive to
the medication or whether some unknown regenerative process was helping
the special skin heal itself. But whatever the reason, the android was
healing so rapidly that, by the eighth day, she was almost ready to
pronounce him cured.

Vini and her three patients were seated around a small table in the
Sick Bay, where the artigrav had been turned on for convenience. Sora
was feeling well enough to sit up, and Nezla, though she should have
been resting, was overdoing herself as usual. Vini was teaching
Johnathan to play some of her favorite card games—poker, blackjack and
marino—while the other two women kept adding their own choice comments
from time to time. The android learned the rules quickly enough, but
that was about all that could be said for him—his bluffing was
abominably transparent. To make matters worse, he didn't have any money
and they were forced to play without stakes; Vini won hand after hand,
and had nothing to show for it but a frustrated wallet.

As Vini and Johnathan played, Nezla related for the fourth time how
she had saved the Honey B from the Lithuwaan invaders.
"Weren't you even the tiniest bit scared?" Johnathan wondered.

"Well," Nezla admitted, "maybe a little—"

"She was afraid she'd miss dinner," Sora put in.

Nezla was accustomed to Sora's interjected barbs and didn't even
slow down. "… but mostly I was too drummin' mad at them wormheads to
think about myself. Not only did those vacuumdrummers butt in where
they weren't invited, but they wanted to use the ship to kill people,
just like Jusser tried to kill you."

"Speaking personally," the android said, "I've never been so scared
in my entire life as when I was up on that beach trying to get one of
the Roses. Of course, I've only been out of the vat for three years and
I'm not very experienced, but still…" He shivered. "It all seemed so
senseless. Intelligent beings were killing other intelligent beings,
and there was always the chance that one of the arrows would hit me. I
suppose I knew intellectually that the Hunt would be dangerous, but I
never thought the danger could be so real."

"I saw lots worse," Sora said lazily, "when I was on the Explorer."

Johnathan turned to stare at her, his expression close to awe. "You
served on board the Explorer?"

"Sure," Nezla interrupted, with a chance for a wisecrack of her own.
"Everything was better there than it is here."

"Well," Sora admitted, "the Chief Engineer there was much
more mature. I was Assistant Astrogator."

"Why did you leave?"

"Bred offered me more pay, a position of full Astrogator, and more
chance for relaxation. Plus, of course, fringe benefits. I was lucky, I
got off just in time. I came here four years ago, just before the Explorer's
last voyage."

The DSS Explorer was a legend even in its own time. It was
a large interstellar ship that had been built for the sole purpose of
exploring the uncharted mysteries within the galaxy. With no
interstellar governing body capable of financing a venture of that
scope, funds had had to be solicited privately on every planet of
human-inhabited space. But the undertaking had fired men's
imaginations, and contributions and help poured in. The most brilliant
scientists and technical people volunteered to serve aboard her, and of
these only the cream were chosen. Generally the ship had carried a crew
of a hundred and fifty, but the number had fluctuated from time to
time. Four years ago it had disappeared on a voyage and had not been
heard from since. It was now presumed lost. But over its twenty-year
lifespan, the Explorer had made a dozen separate forays into
unknown territory and visited hundreds of exotic worlds. There were
thousands of stories told about the fabulous places it had visited and
the marvelous exploits it had achieved. Most of them, of course, were
apocryphal, but even the ones that had been verified were fantastic
enough. The names of the ship's chief officers—Captain Church, Science
Officer Benj, and all the others—were known to every school child. The
very name Explorer was synonymous with the adventurous and
the exotic.

"Could you tell me something about it?" Johnathan asked. "What it
was like, where you went—"

"Don't worry," Nezla assured him. "She will."

At that moment, Bred stuck his head through the doorway. "May I come
in?"

"If you've got more patients for me," Vini said, "the answer is no.
First you and Tyla with those Dreams, then Sora and her arrow
poisoning, then Nezla's physical strains and Johnny's burns. I haven't
been so overworked since the hospital where I interned accidentally
used live cultures instead of vaccine. If it gets any busier around
here, I swear I'll quit and open an abortion clinic on New Dresden."

Bred entered, followed by Dru and the captain. "Johnathan," he said,
"I'd appreciate it if you would go elsewhere for a little bit. I've got
something that has to be said between just the crew and me."

"I understand," the android said, getting up from his seat. "I'll be
in the Library." He closed the door behind him as he left.

"I guess this is the first chance I've had to talk to all of you
privately since the Hunt began," Bred said. "I've been thinking hard
about something since Eclipsiascus, and I wanted to check it out with
you."

He. fidgeted nervously with his glasses, stroked his beard and went
on. "When I was on the beach beside Danovich's body, his crewman said
something that disturbed me. In effect, he was saying that he was
almost glad Danovich was dead, and he was certainly glad he was out of
the Hunt, since he didn't see any reason he should be risking his life
so that his boss could have all the glory. I thought about that, and I
realized he was right—there was no reason why he should be. And then I
started wondering about you.

"The Scavenger Hunt is a very silly game, and no one realizes that
more than I do. But it's also a very important thing to Tyla. If she
could have entered it by herself, she would have; but the Rules say
males only, so I had to do it for her. The only reason I'm in it is
because she caught me in a weak moment and made me promise to help her.
There seemed to be a lot of good personal reasons—to make up for our
parents' deaths, and the fact that there's always been a deVrie in the
Scavenger Hunt. I realize now it was a mistake and I'd get out of it if
I could—but a promise is a promise. I'm stuck here in spite of myself.

"But what about you girls? I never asked your opinions; I just told
you one day, 'We're going on the Scavenger Hunt,' and that was the end
of it. Here I am, asking you to risk your lives playing a silly game,
and I'm not giving you any say in the matter. I don't think that's
quite fair to you. So I'm giving you your chance now to back out if you
feel like it, before you have to take any more risks."

"Tyla wouldn't like it if we quit," Vini pointed out.

"No, she wouldn't," Bred agreed. "It would take precious time away
from the Hunt while I searched for other crew members. But she doesn't
have a vote in this room; I can handle her somehow. It's entirely up to
you. There's no stigma attached to your quitting; your lives are
valuable to you, and to me as well. I love you all and I don't want to
see you killed. If you decide to leave, we'll head for the nearest
civilized planet and let you off. I'll even guarantee that your jobs
will be available again if and when I get back from the Hunt." He
looked around at the five silent faces. "Luuj?"

The captain spoke slowly. "A captain's job, by its very nature, is
hazardous. You pay me to fly the ship where you want; it makes no
difference to me where we go. You'll need a pilot no matter what, and I
know the workings of this ship better than anyone. I'll stay."

"Sora?"

"If the Explorer isn't around, I suppose this ship is the
next best thing. I'll stay."

"Nezla?"

"Space yes, I'll stay. It was just startin' to get fun."

"Dru?"

"My entire life is this ship. I have nothing without it."

Bred's eyebrows narrowed. "Vini?"

The doctor looked around her. "Well, if you're going to surround
yourself with clumsies like these, you're going to need a
doctor. They have enough abortionists on New Dresden anyway. And
besides, if things keep going as they have been, I'll probably get a
chance to perform all those little obscure operations I've only read
about so far."

Bred stood up and looked at the crew gratefully. "Thank you all very
much," he said. "This was something I had to get clear in my own mind
before I endangered you anymore. I'm glad you're all staying—the ship
wouldn't be the same without any of you—and I hope none of you will
live to regret your decision." Then he reconsidered. "Or better yet,"
he said, "I hope you all live to regret it."

The landing on Ootyoce was uneventful. Captain Kirre spiralled the
ship down onto the larger continent in the southern hemisphere, in open
but rocky terrain near a large forest. The site was chosen because it
was right on the daybreak line, and the hunting party would have a
maximum of daylight—only eight hours a day on Ootyoce—in which to
hunt. The gravitational pull here was less than what they were used to,
only nine-tenths Earth standard. It was enough to hold an oxygen
atmosphere so that the crew would not need helmets to go outside, but
it was light enough to add a springiness to their steps and a buoyancy
to their spirits.

The survival packs within the Honey B's three lifeboats
contained a number of laser pistols, and it was these that would be
used for hunting the stoneys. Nezla and Sora wanted to go along on the
expedition, but Vini vetoed that idea on the grounds that they were
still recovering. She herself stayed behind to keep them company and
Dru, as usual, elected to remain with the ship. The hunting party
therefore consisted of Bred and Tyla, Luuj, Johnathan and, of course,
the Umpire.

They wandered through the forest, looking for stoneys and gaping at
the scenery. Ootyoce was an eerie place, the most alien that any of
them had experienced. Since the energy curve of Ootyoce's star peaked
in the infrared portion of the spectrum, the local equivalent of
chlorophyll was a reddish substance that all the plants contained. The
effect was of walking through a forest stained crimson with blood. The
trunks of the trees were sturdy crystalline structures that caught the
red sunlight and reflected it in rainbow patterns all around, but the
dark red still predominated. The forest looked delicate and fragile, as
though a single sharp noise would shatter it, even though the crew knew
the trees were sturdy and alive. The ground plants—which they could
only think of as grass—crunched under their feet as they walked. At one
point Johnathan stopped and, with great effort, managed to snap the
stem of a small white flower. He started to present it to Tyla, then
thought better of it and handed it, without ceremony, to Captain Kirre.
Luuj accepted it with a trace of a smile at the edges of her mouth, but
said nothing.

They kept their eyes open for animal life of any kind. On the
ground, what looked to be funny little pebbles moved constantly along
at varying speeds. Most of these were also red, to blend in with the
vegetation around them, but a few of the bigger ones dared to have
colors that were distinctly their own. There was even one creature,
relatively flat and about as large as a man's hand, that wore a rainbow
pattern on its back, as though it were one of the rainbow images of the
crystal trees.

They saw no birds or other flying creatures. None of them knew why
this was the case, but Johnathan surmised that perhaps the silicon body
was so heavy that it made flight impractical. It was not a very good
guess, but no one could offer any better conjecture so it was allowed
to stand unchallenged.

Three times, they caught glimpses of stoneys, but in each case the
beasts were far out of pistol range. The stoneys' bodies were ovoid,
about a meter long and a little more than that high. They moved about
on six short legs that kept them close to the ground. Their bodies
seemed to be translucent crystal with a pinkish cast to it. They
apparently grazed on the crunchy grass and munched on low-lying leaves.
At the sight of the intruders, the stoneys fled in terror, scabbling
off at surprisingly fast speeds considering the shortness of their legs.

The sun moved rapidly through Ootyoce's sky, and with its setting
the hunting party returned to the Honey B. Nezla greeted them
as they climbed up the rope ladder to the entrance in Sector III. "Any
luck?" she asked.

Bred shook his head.

"I told you to take me along. I'd've gotten somethin' for you. Come
on, let's eat—I built up an appetite just waitin' for you."

They proceeded to the Dining Room where Vini, cook for the day, had
the meal all prepared. As they ate, there was the usual light banter
around the table; and, as usual, Johnathan did not participate. Despite
the fact that he had been accepted by the crew—and had even been
especially accepted by one of them—he did not yet feel a part of them,
or comfortable in their conversations. He supposed that would change as
he grew to know them "better, but for the moment he still felt awkward.
And then, there was Tyla. The female deVrie had made her opinion of him
unmistakably clear. She ignored him whenever he spoke and carried on
her routine of living as though he weren't there at all. If he were to
join in the conversation, she would either pretend she hadn't heard him
or else leave the room entirely. Johnathan was used to such treatment
and it did not particularly disturb him, but he didn't want to make
Mistress deVrie dislike him any more than she did. She was quite a
beautiful woman, and an aristocrat, and it would not be fair to her to
put her on the defensive.

Midway through the meal he decided to go over to Dru, who was, as
usual, sitting by herself at one end of the table. Johnathan sat down
opposite her and cleared his throat nervously. She looked up at him
calmly.

"I haven't had a chance yet," he said, "to apologize to you for the
remark I made on Eclipsiascus."

"There is no need to apologize. I realize that there was no way for
you to know that what you said could be offensive. I have, in fact,
already sung my Song of Apology for you, since it was wrong for me to
run out on you that abruptly."

"Thank you," Johnathan said. He didn't know quite how to react to
this seemingly non-emotional woman. "I… I seem to offend a lot of
people simply by existing, by being what I am, and then I offend
everyone else by saying or doing the wrong thing at the wrong time. I'm
quite young, and I'm still learning how to act. When I came out of the
vat three years ago there wasn't much time to teach me the social
arts—I had to learn science and math and astrogation and piloting so I
could participate in the Hunt. I'm still very much an apprentice
person."

Dru accepted his statements without comment. She continued to watch
him with an unreadable expression.

"I… I don't like offending people," he went on, "and I'd like to
know a little more about you so that I don't accidentally do something
wrong again."

Dru took a long time to answer as she chewed a mouthful of food
thoughtfully. Finally she said, "It is hard to know what to tell you.
How should I go about explaining my whole life? I do not remember my
human parents at all. All my conscious recollections until I was
twenty-three are of the Nokreans."

"Then tell me something about them," Johnathan pressed. "What were
they like, how did they live, how did they treat you? Vini told me
about the Songs, but what was the rest of their society like?"

"The Nokreans are a small race," Dru explained. She spoke slowly and
deliberately, as though choosing each word with difficulty. "They
average about a hundred and fifty centimeters in height, and maybe
sixty-five kilos in weight. They're round-bodied and covered with fur,
and they have long pointed snouts. They have four limbs as we do and
walk erect on the hind two. They live in a style that we would call
primitive, still mostly agricultural but with a growing amount of heavy
industry. They are usually quiet and hard-working, but with a sharp
division between the sexes. There are no families; the women raise all
children together in large complexes, and the men do all the work, and
no two people necessarily belong together. They have managed to build
their culture back up almost to the level it was at when the Great Ones
left."

"Who were the Great Ones?" Johnathan interrupted.

"They were our teachers and our benefactors." Dru closed her eyes as
she spoke, and her voice took on an entirely new quality akin to holy
rapture. "They were a race of enormous reptilian creatures who visited
our planet and took pity on the savages they found there. It was
several centuries ago when they arrived, and they stayed for about a
hundred and fifty years. They taught us some elementary science and how
to live in tune with our surroundings and ourselves. They brought us
civilization and internal peace. Above all, they were our friends.

"Then came a time when they had to leave suddenly. They could not
explain fully why, only that there was some great emergency and they
were needed elsewhere. When they were gone, our culture underwent a
trauma from which it is still recovering. There is still the belief
that the Great Ones will return someday and bring their friendship and
peace back to us. In the meantime, we go on as best we can, as we know
they would want us to."

"That sounds mythical to me," Johnathan said.

Dru shook her head. "No, they were too recent for that, only about
seven generations back. The exact dates of their arrival and departure
are known. I have seen paintings of them, and I have seen the artifacts
they left behind. They did exist, though where they went is still a
mystery."

"What was your life like there?"

Dru slipped back into her slow, deliberate speech pattern. "Because
of the Great Ones, the Nokreans knew that there were other races in the
galaxy that could travel through space. So when they found me in the
lifeboat wreckage, they accepted me as an intelligent creature and
raised me as one of them. I spoke their language, I learned their
history, I played with their children, I adopted their behavior. But I
was never completely a Nokrean, and that fact was always in front of
me. It was not too bad at first, but when I reached puberty the
knowledge that I was the only one of my kind became a heavy burden,
both to me and to everyone around me.

"Then an exploratory ship came and 'discovered' the planet, and
there were other humans for me to associate with. The Nokreans felt I
might be happier among my own kind, so they sent me back with the
humans. I went to a special school on New Crete, where they discovered
my mathematical talent. But I did not fit in with normal human society,
either; I was too different for it and it was too frightening for me. I
was miserable. Then I got the job here on the Honey B. Bred
has taken care of me and given me a home. I am more accepted here than
I was either among the Nokreans or among the rest of humanity, so I
stay here."

Johnathan felt a strange kinship with this small, moonfaced girl,
almost as though she were his sister. They were both of them outsiders
as far as the human race was concerned, both of them gazing into the
store window at the wonders inside but both of them forbidden to enter.
Johnathan was part of a movement to fight back, to try to get in. Dru,
because of her emotional and cultural background, seemed apathetic to
the ostracism. Perhaps she was tired of fighting for acceptance and
resigned to her position, or perhaps she had a Song of Self-Pity that
she could sing to relieve the feelings. But whatever her attitude, the
kinship bond between them was definitely there.

The meal was breaking up now. The dishes were put into the recycling
slot in the wall. Bred and Nezla had already disappeared, undoubtedly
down into Sector V for some swiving. Tyla announced she would be in the
Library if needed, and Captain Kirre said that it was her turn to stand
watch. Vini was helping Sora back to the Sick Bay.

"Please excuse me," Dru said. "It is now time for me to retire and
sing my Songs for the day." She stood up and left the Dining Room.

This left Johnathan by himself, and served to emphasize exactly how
alone he felt on this big ship. He had been accepted by everyone
aboard, with the exception of Mistress deVrie, as an equal—but there
was an enormous gulf between being an equal and being a friend. There
was still an awkwardness when he spoke to them, a thin veil between
himself and the rest. So far, only Vini had bridged that gap
significantly that night on Eclipsiascus. He supposed that time would
dissolve the barrier between himself and the others, but meanwhile he
was left by himself outside the circle.

He decided to go over to the Rec Room and watch the walls.


* * *


Following the eight-hour night, the hunting party assembled outside
the ship, prepared to try their luck again. "I think," Captain Kirre
suggested, "we might have better luck if we split up and search
individually. We made so much noise as a group crunching through the
forest that we scared the stoneys off." The other three agreed, and
they fanned out separately to continue their hunt.

It was impossible to walk silently over the brittle grass, and Tyla
eventually gave up trying. There were many things to think about as she
crunched through the forest. If she recalled correctly, Society's Alien
Ball would be taking place about now. It was a masquerade at which the
attendees came as other-than-human creatures. Instead of trudging
through this eerie underbrush on an unhuman world, she could be dancing
the intricate steps of a Zolthen and experiencing the talents of some
new partner. She imagined the buzz of conversation around her, the
polite vacuities that disguised the backstabbing status-scramble of
Society. She could be the center of attention instead of simply one
more person aboard a spaceship…

You asked for it, girl, she reminded herself harshly. This
was all your idea, as that stupid brother of yours would be the first
to point out. You demanded that he enter, and you decided you were
going to win. That's why you're here now.

But it was my duty, she countered herself. A deVrie
must enter the Scavenger Hunt. Mom and Dad would have wanted it.
If only things would work the way they're supposed to.

But that was just the problem—nothing was working the way she had
planned. It was as if the hand of fate were pushing against her. One
thing after another had gone wrong, and it had left her feeling wobbly.
First that absurd android had insulted her, not just privately but in
front of everybody in the Galaxy who mattered, turning what should have
been a triumph at the Hunt Ball into a devastating defeat. Then he… it
had embarrassed her again the next day with those flowers, stirring up
ashes that she would rather have let burn out. Then the Dream… she
shivered again at the reality of it, and at the nightmare that had been
required to bring Bred and herself out of it. Then Eclipsiascus, the
worst experience of the lot, what with having to see Jusser and the
android, the debacle on the beach, Necor's death, the attempted
shipnapping and the final crushing blow of having to accept the android
as part of her crew. This Hunt was not an adventure; It was a
carefully designed series of tortures. Tyla's mind was constantly
cringing as she kept waiting for fate to drop the other shoe.

The red sun had made its rapid climb to the meridian and had started
down the other side of the sky when Tyla caught sight of a quick
movement out of the corner of her eye. She froze and held her pistol
ready, then turned with extreme slowness to examine the creature that
had alerted her.

It was a small stoney, only three-quarters grown, grazing beside a
tree thirty meters away. It seemed unaware of her existence but it kept
one of its eyes alert as it ate, as though having been warned of human
activity in the area. Tyla was thankful that her normally purple spacer
uniform looked even darker under this red light, making her almost a
shadowy figure. She started to move slowly towards her quarry, trying
to get within shooting range before it could sense her.

But even that slight movement was enough to alarm the stoney. Its
eyestalks jerked up and swiveled around, then caught sight of Tyla. The
creature made a ridiculously small bleating sound and started running
off on its short legs through the forest.

Tyla swore and started after it. The stoney was actually a little
slower than she was, but it was closer to the ground and less likely to
trip, and also had a thirty meter lead. Tyla ran doggedly after it,
unable to shoot while running at full speed and refusing to give up and
find another victim. The stoney fled along a twisting route through the
forest, and Tyla followed as best she could, having to run painfully
through the bushes that the stoney could duck under easily. But the
creature's lungs had less capacity than hers and tired earlier. Slowly,
she began to catch up with it.

A rise appeared in the land before them. The stoney topped it and
disappeared over the other side. Tyla ran up it at full speed, only to
find herself falling as she crossed the ridge. The sensation of
free-fall hit her stomach as she realized that the stoney had tricked
her by leading her over the edge of a cliff. Her mind was a jumble of
panicky thoughts as she fell, and then the ground came up to meet her
and jarred all thoughts from her head.

When she returned to consciousness she became aware of a sharp,
stabbing pain in her right leg just below the knee. She could tell,
even through closed eyelids, that it was still daylight. She tried to
move, but that only increased the pain in her leg, making her gasp. She
opened her eyes and looked around.

She was lying on her back in an open area devoid of vegetation
except for an occasional small bush. In front of her was the
six-meter-high cliff she had fallen over in her chase for the stoney.
There was no sign of her gun; it must have flown from her hand when
she'd fallen. And there was the stoney itself. It was able to cling to
the almost vertical face of the cliff; that must have been how it had
tricked her. It was watching her now with all four eyestalks, and made
her feel distinctly uneasy.

The red sun was noticeably closer to the horizon than it had been
when she had first spotted the stoney. Taking Ootyoce's rapid rotation
into account, Tyla estimated that she'd been unconscious for about half
an hour. Darkness would be coming very soon; already the shadow of the
cliff was reaching out toward her. The thought suddenly struck her
that, without her helmet and its radio, she had no way to contact the
ship to let anyone know her condition and where she was. And it was
going to be night in an hour or so. She shivered as she realized the
extent of her predicament.

The stoney clung to the cliff face, watching her. No expression
could be read into the fixedness of the eyestalks. Tyla stared back at
it for a moment, then turned away frustrated. The object she wanted sat
so tantalyzingly close, and yet she could not get at it. What was
worse, it looked as though it were mocking her with its silent watching.

"Help!" she called. The stoney started at the sudden sound, but held
its ground when it saw that no other action was forthcoming. Tyla
yelled several times more. This was a big forest, and she had no idea
of how far from the ship or from the other searchers she was. There was
no guarantee that her yells would be heard.

She stopped after a few minutes to rest her throat. The shadow of
the cliff could be seen creeping along the ground in a slow red march.
Sudden terror struck Tyla. In the darkness, a whole army of the stoneys
could come after her, walking on her, tearing her apart with their
teeth or ripping at her with their sharp little pincers. She had a
sudden recollection of the nightmare part of the Lethean Dream, of the
dark tunnel with the red eyes advancing on her. She started shouting
again for help.

The cliff's shadow had marched halfway up her body when, during a
momentary respite from her calling, she heard a noise up near the top
of the cliff. She glanced over at the stoney. It had not noticed the
noise from above, seemingly too intent on watching her.

"I'm down here!" she called to whoever was at the top of the cliff.
"Be careful."

A form appeared at the top and looked down at her. In the gathering
dusk it was difficult at first for Tyla to make out who it was, but
then she recognized with dismay the tall, thin figure of Johnathan R.

"Mistress deVrie!" he called down. "Are you all right?"

She tried to shush him, to motion him to be quiet so he could take
the stoney by surprise, but he interpreted her gestures to indicate
desperation. He started climbing noisily down the face of the cliff.
The stoney, aware at last of the newcomer, scrambled sideways like a
crab and disappeared into a hole in the cliff face a meter above the
ground.

Johnathan had just made it to the bottom when Tyla's temper
exploded. "You idiot! You let it get away!"

"Huh? What are you talking about? We've all been looking for you—"

"The stoney, damn you! It was on the cliff watching me. You could
have shot it—"

"A stoney?" Johnathan looked back at the now-empty cliff.

"Yes, you stupid andie! It ran into that cave while you were busy
being melodramatic."

Johnathan's fists clenched and Tyla could see his body stiffen. "I
thought you were the most important thing," he yelled back at her. "I
guess I was wrong. All right, I'll get your drumming stoney for you,
you conceited bitch." He raced back to the cliff and climbed through
the small aperture into the cave where the stoney had gone.

Tyla lay on the ground, stunned. Her leg was throbbing worse than
ever and her body was covered with bruises, but all that passed
unnoticed. He had yelled at her. The android had yelled at her! She
couldn't quite bring herself to believe it. Nobody had yelled at Tyla
deVrie since… she couldn't remember exactly when; it was probably
sometime as a 'teenager, Nurse more than likely, and it was long since
buried under a mountain of polite Society mannerisms.

She lay on the ground staring at the cave and sputtering
incoherently as the twilight settled across her.


* * *


Johnathan crawled along the passageway in the dark feeling terribly
foolish. At first, his anger at Mistress deVrie had blinded him to
everything else, but that had passed quickly. As his usual temperament
reasserted itself, he could look at their short dialogue in a
reasonable manner. Mistress deVrie had been hurt in the fall, she was
probably in pain and couldn't move. The pain and frustration, combined
with his own rash action, had provoked her to anger. She had sunk a
couple of barbs particularly deep into his artificial skin and he had
responded in kind. It was a foolish thing for him to have done, but he
was stuck with it now. He had told her he would come back with a stoney
and he would have to do so; if he didn't, she would be more derisive of
him than ever.

The tunnel was small, barely high enough for him to be able to crawl
along on all fours. The floor was smooth, as though well-travelled, but
the walls were rough and uneven, and occasionally a small outcropping
of rock snagged his much-worn spacer uniform. All around him was total
darkness, and he again wondered at the wisdom of this move. If he were
to corner the stoney in this tunnel it might turn on him and attack,
herbivore though it was.

He bumped his head against a wall in front of him and realized
belatedly that the tunnel made a slight turn to the left. It also
seemed to be sloping downward at a gentle angle. There was a very faint
spot of grayish light far ahead of him. He wondered whether it was an
optical illusion and continued on more cautiously. The spot grew as he
approached, indicating that it was genuine.

The skin on his hands had been rubbed raw by the time he reached the
end of the corridor. He found that the tunnel opened out into a large
cavern, from which the dim grayish light came. As he looked into it, he
had to stifle the gasp of astonishment that came naturally to his lips.

The cavern was not very high; its rough ceiling averaged only about
four meters above the floor. But this was the only unimpressive
measurement about the place. At its narrowest spot, the width was fifty
meters, and it extended on for such a length before him that Johnathan
could not see the end of it. On the floor, arranged in a double row
that ran the length of the cavern, were pyramids made of stones piled
one atop another. Some of the pyramids consisted of only a couple of
rocks, while others reached nearly to the ceiling. The double row
looked for all the world like the boundaries of a street. And in the
rock walls to either side of the pyramids were holes that looked like
doorways. There was one doorway per pyramid, and each doorway was
marked by short lines of various colors of daubed clay. The walls of
the cavern itself were composed of some phosphorescent material, and it
was this that emitted the grayish light.

Johnathan backed into the shadows of the corridor, stunned. The
things he'd seen in the cavern were not the works of unintelligent
herbivores. There were patterns there, and patterns signified
intelligence. The holes in the wall were doorways, obviously to
dwelling units. The smears of colored clay by the doorways might be a
form of identification or perhaps held some religious significance. The
pyramids could be totems of the various householders, or indications of
rank, or some entirely incomprehensible symbol; but that they were
symbols of some sort he had no doubt at all. In thinking back to all
the research volumes he and the other crew members had read on the trip
out here, he could not remember in any of them a single reference to
intelligence tests given to stoneys. There were several accounts of
their cleverness and how they managed to elude traps, but no one had
ever performed tests to determine whether the stoneys were indeed
sentient creatures. People had just seen the small herbivores grazing
and come to the conclusion that, since they did not use tools, they
couldn't be intelligent.

But here was definite evidence of intelligence—the avenue of
pyramids, the regularly spaced doorways, the clay smears. True, it was
all at a primitive level, and only the doorways gave any evidence of
tool-work, but it was a pattern, and that was what counted.

He knelt in the shadows of the corridor and watched for awhile the
events that transpired in the stoney city. Tyla's injuries were
momentarily forgotten in the glow of his discovery. He saw stoneys
moving back and forth within the cavern, coming into or going out of
doorways, sometimes stopping beside one another in apparent
conversation.

At last he remembered his mission. He had come crawling down the
tunnel to capture a stoney for Mistress deVrie so that they could
continue on with the Scavenger Hunt. But these were no longer animals,
they were people. Did he have any right to kill one of them and cut out
its heart? On the other hand, he wanted to win the Hunt as
much as anyone; the hopes of all androids were on him, and he couldn't
fail them. He was caught in a moral dilemma—to kill an innocent
sentient being or to betray his own people. Which was the better course?

He finally decided that the answer was too important for him to
decide alone. This was something he would have to talk over with Bred
and the others. He had promised Mistress deVrie a stoney when he came
in here, but he hadn't said he would kill it. He could kidnap one of
the silicon creatures and bring it out alive. If the group's final
decision came out in favor of the stoneys, they could let the captive
go without undue physical harm.

He waited for a moment when none of the stoneys were looking in the
direction of the entrance, then slipped silently into the cavern. He
stuck close to the wall, his eyes darting back and forth warily, his
body ready to freeze if any attention were directed his way. But the
stoneys did not seem as alert as they had been when they were outside
grazing; perhaps they felt more secure here in the midst of their city
where no human had ever before penetrated. He inched his way along the
wall to the nearest doorway on his left and, with a decisive move,
entered.

He had been expecting more elaboration within the tiny cubicle and
was disappointed. Not only was there no inhabitant in here, but there
were no furnishings either. The cubicle was little more than a
rough-walled cave two meters in diameter. The floor was bare, and the
only adornment on the walls, a few more smears of the colored clay.
There was a musty odor that he couldn't identify, and he couldn't tell
whether it signified recent occupancy or long disuse.

He left as soon as it seemed safe and proceeded on to the next
doorway. He was successful here—a single stoney lay curled up in the
middle of the floor with its eyestalks folded inside its body,
apparently asleep. It did not stir as he entered. He knelt beside it
nervously, wondering whether it would sound any alarm when he touched
it and whether it would struggle against him. He looked at it, judging
its mass and size. There would be no easy method for carrying it, and
any way he tried would prove to be awkward. Steeling his nerves, he
grabbed it and began to take it out of the cubicle.

The creature was heavier than it looked, easily massing twenty
kilos. It awoke instantly at his touch, looked at him with a pair of
eyestalks and then retracted them rapidly. It started up a plaintive
bleating that made Johnathan feel terribly guilty, but fortunately it
was not loud and did not carry far. Jonathan didn't see a mouth on the
creature and couldn't determine precisely where the noise was coming
from, so he couldn't shut it up. He could only hope that no one else
heard the alarm.

It was difficult dragging both himself and the heavy stoney out the
doorway again without letting go, but he managed it. The stoney was not
struggling, but Johnathan was sure that if he were to let go even for
an instant, the creature would escape. He abandoned caution and ran
across the cavern to the tunnel he'd come from. He heard a couple of
bleats behind him that might have been a general alarm, but he didn't
stop to make sure. He squeezed into the passageway with his captive and
started back outside.

It was a long crawl upward through the cramped tunnel, and the
stoney was dead weight as far as Johnathan was concerned. He kept his
hands on it, pushing it ahead of him and then crawling after it. It was
a slow, tedious process, and he was sweating profusely inside his
uniform. His imagination started taking hold of him; he could almost
hear an army of indignant stoneys behind him, rushing up to rescue
their comrade and kill the insolent intruder. With each meter he moved,
the threat grew. But nothing came after him. The thought occurred to
him that perhaps he had scared the stoneys so badly that they were all
hiding in their individual holes, braced for a major onslaught by the
humans. But whatever the reason, there was no pursuit.

It was dark outside when he emerged, and he nearly fell out of the
hole to the ground. He managed to regain his balance and look around.
He didn't see anything in the darkness, so he called, "Mistress deVrie."

"Over here," came a voice tinged in bitter sarcasm. "Did you
actually manage to capture something?"

"Yes," he said, ignoring her tone. "There's a whole city of them
down there. I think they're intelligent." He went over to where the
voice had come from and stood beside her.

"Then how did you ever manage to catch one?"

"Can you walk?"

"No, my leg's broken."

Johnathan gave a slight sigh. "Then hold this," he said, giving her
the stoney. "It's a stoney and it's heavy. Don't let go, or it'll get
away. I'll run back to the ship and get help for you."

"If you're sure you can even find the ship," she called
after him as he started away. Johnathan bit on his lower lip and
suppressed the anger that was rising inside him once more.


* * *


Tyla said, "I don't see what the problem is. People have killed them
before, and nobody's made a fuss."

The entire crew was in the Drawing Room of the Honey B,
after Johnathan had directed one of the lifeboats back to pick up Tyla.
Vini had injected her leg with regeneratives and had sprayed it over
with a fixative so that it couldn't be bent, then proclaimed that Tyla
would be walking as well as ever in two weeks. They had locked the
unresisting stoney in one of the storage rooms in Sector VI, and were
now in the process of trying to decide what to do with it. Everyone
showed an active interest, with the exception of Sora who was sleeping
in one of the padded chairs with her legs propped up on a small table.

"But it's never been known that they were intelligent before,"
Johnathan pointed out.

"What difference does that make?"

"It means we have a moral obligation not to kill them, now that we
know they're sentient."

" 'Moral obligation'," Tyla snorted derisively.

"He's right," Bred put in. He had been observing the argument
silently so far, but now he decided to join in.

Tyla shot her brother a dirty glance. "I should have known you'd
side with him against me."

Bred noticed with wry amusement the personal pronoun she had used
for the android—"him" rather than "it." Subconsciously, she was
starting to think of Johnathan as a person. "It's always been a primary
rule of exploration not to kill other sentient beings."

"But how can we be so sure the stoneys are sentient?" Tyla persisted.

"They have a city, there are those pyramid structures, the smears of
color…" Johnathan began.

"There are animals on all planets, even Earth, that do things like
that by instinct," Tyla said. If she didn't get that heartstone the
Hunt would be lost, and she was not about to let anyone talk her out of
it.

"She's right," Vini added, coming to Tyla's defense much to the
latter's surprise. "Ants and bees live in regulated cities. Honeycomb
is built in hexagonal cells which I've been told are quite structurally
efficient.

Some ants have even 'domesticated' termites as cattle for their own
use."

"See," Tyla said.

"However," Vini went on, "the achievements of the social insects are
all extremely practical, and their uses are obvious. The meanings of
the pyramids and color smears are not obvious, at least not to me. That
could mean intelligence."

Tyla felt as though she'd been kicked from behind. Once again,
everyone seemed to be against her. "We're not equipped to test the
stoneys, anyhow. I understand there's a whole battery of tests that
have to be run before even the experts are certain."

"The safest course, then," Bred said, "would be to consider them
intelligent until proven otherwise."

"They might be intelligent as a race, like the social insects," Tyla
admitted, giving ground to try to gain a surer footing, "but we're not
killing a race, just one dumb individual."

"Killing a sentient creature is murder," Luuj Kirre said brusquely.

Tyla whirled to face the attack from this new directon. "You can't
use that term, not here. 'Murder' is the name for a crime, and a crime
is something that is illegal. There is no human settlement here, and no
government to define laws. We all know very well that there are no laws
in space, because nobody can enforce them. There's no such thing as
murder here, and so we can't commit it. We can only kill something."

"There are rules of space courtesy—"

"Informal and again, unenforceable," Tyla dismissed them. "There's
no one who can stop us from doing anything we choose here."

Luuj's pride had been touched. "As long as I am captain of the Honey
B," she said, "those rules will be enforced aboard ship. If they
are willfully violated, I will either be allowed to punish the offender
or regard it as my dismissal and you will have to find someone else to
assume the captaincy."

Tyla sputtered at the unbelievable stubbornness of that woman. She
turned to her brother, glaring. "You said I would be in charge of the
Hunt, that I could run it any way I liked."

"Yes I did," Bred admitted. "But we also need a captain if we're
going to continue. Johnathan, you can pilot a ship, can't you?"

"Yes," the android admitted hesitantly. "But I feel the same as
Captain Kirre. The rules of space courtesy are important."

"I suppose," Bred said to his sister, "you could go outside the ship
and kill the stoney. That would be all right, wouldn't it, Luuj?"

The captain scowled but did not object

"Me kill the stoney?" Tyla protested.

"Who else?"

"Well, I… I thought you'd have one of the crew do it."

"I wouldn't ask my crew to do anything like that," Bred said flatly.

"You're the contestant, you're supposed to get the object," Tyla
said rapidly. "You'll have to be the one to do it."

Bred shook his head. "All it says is that I've got to get the
heartstone myself. I don't have to do the killing. It's up to you."

"But we'll lose the Hunt if we don't get the heartstone."

"If it means that much to you, then kill the stoney yourself. Here."
Bred handed her a pistol.

Tyla took it as though it were coated with acid and turned it over
in her hand distastefully.

"Go get the stoney," Bred said, and Neda went down the Core to
comply. In a few moments she was back, carrying the twenty kilo mass of
inert stoney in her arms and puffing from the exertion of carrying it
up the Core. She laid the creature on the floor and stepped back.

"Now," Bred told his sister, "all you have to do is go outside and
shoot it with the pistol. One beam should do it, but you might want to
use two or three to make absolutely sure."

Tyla stared at the stoney. The large lump lay unresisting on the
rug, bleating occasionally from fear. She wondered how it felt, being
captured by strange monsters and taken to an alien place and an
uncertain fate. The plastic of the gun in her hand seemed to burn its
way into her skin. "But… but I've never killed anything before. It's
different when you're out in the forest hunting it, but when it's just
sitting there, waiting to be shot—"

Bred shrugged. "You'll have to start somewhere, I suppose. This is
as good a place as any."

Tyla's eyes fastened on the stoney. Was it only her imagination, or
was the crystalline mass actually trembling? She looked up at the
people around her and saw no traces of sympathy in their faces. They
were daring her to slaughter this harmless creature.

Tears welled up in her eyes as she threw the gun across the room in
disgust. "All right, Bred, you did it. You finally succeeded in
humiliating me totally. I can't kill that drumming thing, which means
we can't get the heartstone, and Jusser will win the Hunt. Does that
make you happy? You've been fighting me all along, ever since we
started. Now you can quit; there's no way you could ever win anything.
A Hunt with you would be useless, anyway. You're a failure as a brother
and as a man. I… I disown you."

Overcome by her emotions, she ran out of the Drawing Room into the
Core, leaving seven stunned people behind her.

 


CHAPTER SIX

It was several seconds before anyone spoke again. Finally Bred took
a couple of deep breaths and said, "Well, that seems to be that."

"She was wrong, though," said Sora, opening one eye but otherwise
not moving from her comfortable position.

"About what?"

"You wouldn't have to lose. You've already got the heartstone—it's
inside the stoney."

There was an eight heartbeat count of silence, and then Bred burst
out laughing at the irony. Tyla had given up too soon. "Sora, you're a
genius."

"Of course," the astrogator agreed, going back to sleep.

Johnathan stared at Bred. "This means we can still go on."

"Possibly," Bred said. He didn't want to commit himself to anything
at this point. Turning to the Umpire, he said, "Does the container in
which I keep the heartstone matter?"

"No," the robot answered flatly.

Bred lifted the stoney from the rug and held it up to the Umpire.
"Then here it is, my heartstone, all neatly encased within its stoney."

"The original intent was that the stoney be killed and the
heartstone extracted from it," the Umpire said.

"I'm not talking about original intent. You yourself stated that the
container did not matter. I have in my hands a heartstone, and it is
still inside its original container. As long as I have this heartstone,
it shouldn't matter one iota how it's packaged."

The Umpire did not answer immediately. Its body froze as its
electronic brain quietly contemplated the problem. Finally it said,
"Official ruling: the heart-stone may be considered obtained if it is
within the body of the stoney, provided the stoney is in the possession
of the contestant."

Bred allowed himself a grim smile, while Johnathan burst out with
enthusiasm. "This is great. We still have a chance. We'd better make
provisions, though, to care for a live stoney. It'll need food for
several months if it's going to be travelling with us. Let's see, it
just eats the local grass and leaves, doesn't it? Why don't I organize
an expedition to gather some vegetation for it? Maybe we could even
transplant some living bushes."

Bred's mind was not really on what the android was saying. With a
wave of his hand, he gave an abstracted okay to Johnathan's proposals.
The android asked Luuj and Nezla to accompany him on a foraging
expedition.

Bred, meanwhile, retired to his cabin to think.


* * *


Three hours later, he still had not reached any clear decision.
Needing someone to talk to, he left his sleeping quarters and went down
to the Rec Room. Dru, as usual, was in her corner composing her Songs.
Walking directly up to her, he said without prelude, "I've got a
problem."

Dru looked at him with her large brown eyes, so silent and so
unfathomable. She said nothing. Bred wondered why he chose her to tell
his problems to; maybe it was the knowledge that she would never betray
him or laugh at him. Whatever the reason, she was always his prime
confidant.

"I made a promise to my sister," he went on. "I believe in keeping
my word, especially to her. She and I have always been extremely close.
I'm the only one who's ever been able to fully understand her, and I
feel a great responsibility to look after her. Against my better
judgment I let her talk me into joining this Hunt, and I was prepared
to go through with it, all the way. I suppose I would have died for it
if necessary. That's how much she means to me.

"But I don't like what the Hunt's been doing to her. As we've gone
along she's become more and more shrewish, more and more heartless—and
less and less the sister I love. Something about this Hunt is changing
her, ruining her. As I told you all before we even landed here, I
wanted to get out if I could, yet there didn't seem to be any way.

"Then she gave me the way, just a couple of hours ago. You heard it,
everyone did. She told me to quit the Hunt. I don't suppose Johnathan
will like that; he wants so badly to win for his people. But I can't be
concerned about him. I've got my own life to live, haven't I?" He
looked deeply, searchingly, into Dru's eyes.

After a moment, the girl said slowly, "Your life is your
own."

Bred smiled and let out a great sigh of relief. "Dru, I love you.
Talking to you always clears my mind and makes me feel good. Now I just
have to go find Tyla and tell her the news."

"I will sing my Songs of Resolution and Sympathy for you."

"Thank you." He kissed her lightly on the lips. "I don't know what
I'd do without you." Standing up then, he walked out of the Rec Room to
look for his sister.

He found his knees shaking as he stood outside her cabin. Easy
there, she's only your little sister, he thought to calm himself.
He knocked, but there was no answer. Opening the door, he peered
inside. The room was empty.

He began systematically exploring the rest of the ship, and the fear
grew in him that she might have done something melodramatic like
running outside and getting lost or throwing herself off a cliff. But
those horrid fantasies vanished as he opened the door to the Library
and saw her sitting there on one of the fold-down benches with a viewer
in front of her. She did not look up as he entered, but made a great
pretense at reading the reel that shone on the screen.

"I've been looking for you," he said hesitantly.

"Indeed?" She still did not look up from the viewer.

"Ah, the Indifferent Bitch. You can play that role extremely well; I
know, I've seen you do it. Only we're not at a Society party now and
that game won't work with me, Tillie."

"Stop calling—" Her head swivelled around on reflex, and a flush
crept into her cheeks. When she realized he'd tricked her into
reacting, she dropped her eyes hastily.

"I know I can always get a rise out of you with that nickname.
Sorry, but I had to cut through the mask and talk to you as a person.
We've reached a crossroads, little sibling, and I think we should
discuss it."

Tyla kept her eyes averted, refusing to look at his face. "Vini told
me a little while ago that you found some way of getting around the
Umpire."

"For what it's worth, yes. Did Vini also tell you that our next stop
was Midway, for the Midway Ball?"

Now Tyla looked at him. Her eyes were big and shining, radiant with
renewed hope. "That means we're halfway done! We still have a chance."

"Wrong. We're completely done and we have no chance."

It took several seconds for his words to penetrate to her mind.
"What do you mean?" she asked, knowing perfectly well what he meant.

"I mean I'm out of the race. Finished. Over. Done."

"Oh now, Bred, I know I said some harsh things in there, but it was
anger and frustration talking. You don't really think I could disown
you, do you?"

"I know better than that. We shared a womb for nine months; a couple
of words can't change that. Neither of us will ever be completely rid
of the other."

"Then what—"

"But you did tell me I could quit. I heard those words very clearly,
and I choose to believe them. I'm going to take you back to Midway and
leave you to your friends. I'm sure you'll manage to survive there."

"But the Hunt—"

"The Hunt is a crock of dung. The more I think about it, the more
ridiculous it sounds. Grown people risking their lives to pick up some
ridiculous objects, for no reason whatsoever. It's insanity—and what's
worse, it drives the contestants insane. Just look what it's done to
you."

"It hasn't done anything to me."

"Yes it has. Aside from shattering a few reputations and crushing a
few egos, you never would have considered hurting anyone before the
Hunt. Now you get raving mad when I try to approach one of your former
lovers lying dead on a beach with an arrow through his back. You try to
drive my crewwomen at a superhuman pace, even when they're exhausted.
You want to kill a perfectly innocent creature that has never done you
any harm, and you get embarrassed when you find you don't quite have
the nerve. That's psychopathic behavior."

Tyla's eyes filled with tears. "You don't really care about me," she
sniffled. "You use expressions like 'psychopathic' very glibly, but you
only do it to hide your lack of concern." As her eyes continued to mist
over she looked away again.

Bred could feel the muscles of his stomach knotting up, but pushed
brutally onward. "The crying won't work either, I'm afraid. I know you
can turn it on and off like a faucet." Her tear-stained cheeks now
flushed with anger, Tyla glared up at him. "If you won't do it for me,
what about for Mom and Dad? Don't you want their deaths to mean
something? Or didn't you love them, either?"

"You know how much I loved them," Bred said, taking off his glasses
and staring directly into his twin's face. "But winning this ridiculous
Hunt won't bring them back. And what if one of us gets killed? It's not
worth it, Tillie. I'm stopping before this thing destroys you and me
both." He settled his glasses back on his face.

"You promised—"

"I promised something to my sister, whom I haven't seen in quite
some time. Maybe I'll meet her back on Midway. I hope so."

"You won't stop me, Bred. If I don't go with you, I'll find someone
else to complete the Hunt with. I will win."

"Maybe so, though I'm beginning to hope not. But the one thing I do
know is that it won't be with me." He turned and walked out of the
Library.

The Core felt somehow cooler, its atmosphere less charged. Bred
leaned back against the wall and closed his eyes, giving his nerves a
chance to recover from the showdown. It was done; the nightmare was
over. With the weight of the Scavenger Hunt off his shoulders he felt
ten kilos lighter.

Tyla was furious with him; well, she'd been mad at him before. In a
couple of years, at most, the storm would be over; it would be easy
enough, after Midway, to stay out of her path until she calmed down.
Their relationship would survive, somehow.

Johnathan? Bred felt a tug of pity for him, but only a small one.
The android would certainly be disappointed that they weren't going on,
but he, too, would survive. Bred decided to let him take the stoney and
the Eclipse Rose back with them to Midway, as some tribute to his
abilities; that would certainly count for something.

Meanwhile, Bred still had the Honey B, the finest ship
sailing the starways. He still had his crew, five of the greatest women
it had ever been his pleasure to know. And he still had the Universe to
roam around in, his own private toy. Who knew what fun awaited him just
across the starfield?

He actually whistled as he climbed up the Core to the Galley to see
if Vini needed any help fixing dinner.
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