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FirstText

Changes...

After a long summer filled with
plenty of changes for us here at
InterText, | can honestly say that it's
good to be back.

Sincel wrotelast, it’ sbeen quitea
ride. | sent out the issue and promptly
packed up my stuff in a U-Haul truck and made the long
drive from San Diego to my home in Northern California
Once there, | spent aday unpacking and promptly went to
work as areporter for the Union Democrat newspaper.

As you might imagine, that pretty much ate up my
summer. | still occasionaly logged in to my computer
account in San Diego from home, updating the Inter Text
mailing list and receiving a few story submissions. The
relatively dight size of this issue is partidly due to my
absence from electronic communication for most of this
summer. Hopefully now that I’ m back intouch, thesubmis-
sion numberswill pick up.

Speaking of being back in touch, let me explain my
situation now. I'm beginning my first of two yearsat UC
Berkeley’' s Graduate School of Journalism, whereI’ll end
upreceivingaMastersof Journalism. Inadditiontothegrind
of my classes(including Journalism 200, thecorecourseand
supposedly the school’s hardest), I'm also working as a
Teaching Assstant in Berkeley’'s Mass Communication
program. Undergraduates, now might beagood timetorun
for your lives.

Oh, and editing Inter Text on top of all of that. We'll see
how it goes.

In any event, my new internet mail address is
jsnell@ocf.Berkeley.edu. You can also still send mail to
intertxt@network.ucsd.edu for the time being, and that’s
where the FTP siteis still located.

For Geoff Duncan, my assistant editor, this summer
marked theend of hisjob at Oberlin College. He scurrently
trying to track down a jab in the computer-rich ream of
Seattle. As it is, he's working in Ohio as a fredance
Macintosh consultant. If heendsup in Washington, | might
actually evenget achancetomeethim, sinceafriendof mine
goesto schoal at the University of Washington.

Sothisisthebeginning of thesecond phaseof InterText,
and the nature of the magazine may change along with the
changesgoingoninour lives. | hopethat our readerswill be
able to help us aong, continuing to submit stories and
helping out in other ways. (One of those ways would be if
therearereaderswhouseAldusFreehand or Adobelllustra-
tor tomake PostScript illustrations. .. I’ vegot afew old M€
Marcelo graphics around, including thisissue’s cover, but
they’relimited in number and I’ d like to have other artists,
if at all possible. | know PostScript artists are out there —

JASON SNELL

witness the nice covers that Quanta has had recently.)

I’ve got afew ideasfor different waysinter Text might
changeinthefuture, includingthepossibility of distributing
printed editions or diskswith theissues on them, bothon a
cost-recovery basis. I’ veasogot anideafor a“themeissue’
of the magazine, which might come to pass by early next
year.
Oh, and two proud notes: Inter Text won two awards
over thesummer. The magazinewas named first runner-up
for the Disktop Publishing Association’s Digital Quill
Award for best Literary (what, me literary?) Publication,
and | was named as one of four winners of the San Diego
Supercomputer Center’ s1992 Crestive Computing Awards
because of InterText.

In the Disktop award race, we were up against tough
international competition, includingQuanta (which earned
asecondrunner-upaward), and I’ mvery proudthat wewere
even given a mention. Congratulations to Del Freeman,
Editor of Ruby' s Pearls, thewinner of theaward. I’ ve seen
afew issues of Del’s magazine and will try to get more
information about it to include next time.

| shoulda somentionthat another Disktopaward—this
onefor first runner-up for Best Computer/Technical Publi-
cation — went to our friend Rita Rouvalis, for editing
EFFector. Rita, of course, aso editsCORE.

The SDSC award usually goesto high-tech scienceand
math projects, as well as computer music projects; it was
nice to see something like this magazine get some recogni-
tion. Much thanksto Hassan Aref and therest of theawards
committee at the San Diego Supercomputer Center.

Before | go, | thought I’d share a brief mail message |
received over the summer from aprofessor of mine, Wade
Chambers. He'sfrom Deakin University in Australia, but
was visiting UCSD when | took a class of hisin science
writing (Warren Ernst’s “One Person’s Junk...” was a
product of that class.)

H! Sorry to be so long getting back to you. By
now you’ ve probabl y gone of f surfing for the sunmer.
M/ assistant Andre is a happy subscriber to your
el ect roni ¢ nagazi ne, whi ch you menti oned but whi ch |
didn't pay much attention to at the tine. However |
was nost inpressed when he showed ne your picture in
hisfiles. And heinturnwas inpressed when he heard
you were in ny class at UCSD. (That is, | think ny
status went up a notch or two.)

I’ mstarting towonder just how small aworldthisis, and
just how many peopleseelnter Text. | know themagazine's
on CompuServe now, but it's aso been turning up in the
weirdest places. If you get Inter Text by some means other
than mail from me, FTP, or CompuServe, I’d appreciateit
if you' d drop mealine, either viaemail or redl-live mail, at
the address listed in the indicia on page two.

Widll, that’ senoughfromme. Until nexttime, enjoy this
somewheat-truncated issue. By next timethings should bea
bit more settled. They’ d better be!
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Neuterality
PHiLLip NoLTe

“Such beautiful animals! Soagile, sograceful! What are
they?” One of the animals in question was, even then,
rubbingitsforehead ontherough, pebbly chinsof Hagedorn
Twee.

“They'recalled‘cats,’ " said Theresa. “ They’'re natives
of old Earth, Sol system. They’ re quite common on Human
worlds. Y ou mean you' ve never seen one before?’

“Perhapsinaholovid, Captain, but neverinreal life. The
body coveringisso soft and so subtly colored!” Twee, abig
blue-skinned native of Heard’s World, was completely
taken by the little creature. Apparently the feeling was
mutual. Theresacould hear the loud purring of thelittle cat
from clear across the room. The Hearder made an instant
decision. “I simply must have them! Both of them.”

Captain Theresa Helms of the merchant ship Jupiter
quickly ran down amental list of reasonswhy sheshouldn’t
sl the little animals and found that list to be surprisingly
short. Both of the animals— the lovely littlefemale calico
currently rubbing up against the formidable chins of Mer-
chant Twee and the long-haired male tabby rubbing affec-
tionately against theaien’ sscaly, tree-likelegs—belonged
to her and her husband Tim, who was aso her business
partner and the only other crew member of theJupiter.

On the plus side, the little animals were a welcome
diversionduring thelong periodsof inactivity that were part
of FTL travel and they did find and destroy the occasional
pest that somehow dlipped onboard no matter how rigid the
inspections, but Theresa and Tim had found that the cats
required alot of attention and often asked for affection at
inopportunetimes. Therehad al sobeenacoupleof incidents
during free-fall regarding their food and litter that had been
downright unpleasant. Besidesthat, about halfway through
their current voyage she had begun to suspect that Timwas
alergicto thelittle beasts.

“I'm afraid that you wouldn’t like the price, Merchant
Twee. We transported them a long distance and both my
husband and | have become rather attached to them.”

“Attached?’ said thebigalien, lifting thelittlecalico up
andlookingit over carefully withall threeof hislargegreen
eyes. Eyesthat, coincidentally, had vertical pupils, just like
those of the contented little beast he was examining.

Theresa chuckled, “ Sorry, Merchant Twee,” she said,
shaking her head. “* Attached’” means emotionally bound.
My apologies.” Thebig bluealien laughed, asort of boom-
ing chortle that sounded quite a bit like ahorsein distress.

“Never fear about theprice, CaptainHelms. Somethings
arebeyond merecredits. These animalsaresimply wonder-
ful! My offspring will adore them. Name your price!”

“I havetotakitover withmy partner. Wedidn't getthem
withtheintention of selling them,” said Theresa. Of course,

that was before we knew that someone wanted to buy them
a an extravagant price, she thought. “We'll give you an
answer tomorrow. Isthat okay?’

“That will befine, Captain Helms. If you do not mind, |
would liketo keep the small animal with mefor awhileyet.
The rumbling sound it makesis very soothing.”

Together, Theresa and the big, blue, amiable Hearder
checked off the lists of cargo alotted to the Hearder mer-
chant. All thewhilethelittle female cat sat contentedly on
the Hearder’ s broad shoulders, next to his lopsided head,
purring loudly.

With the day finally over, the docks quiet, and the ship
sealed upfor thenight, thetwo humanssat downinJupiter’s
small stateroom to discuss the day’ s business before bed.
Theresaflopped her dight framedowninasoft lounger next
to the computer station where Tim was checking over the
daysbusiness. Sheran oneof her delicate handsthrough her
short black hair. Her husband, by way of contrast, was a
large, blond Nordic type, gone a little to fat, who was
surprisingly graceful in spite of hissize. Hetyped in alast
notation, hitthereturnand swivelled hischair aroundtoface
hiswife.

“Not abad day at all, Hon,” he said, as he stretched and
yawned. “How’ re you doin’ 7’

“Not bad. Infact, | had an interesting conversation with
Hagedorn Tweetoday,” she said. “Onethat could make us
alot of credits”

“Hey, makin' credits is what we're here for!” he said
eagerly. “Aslong asit’s not too illega! What' ve you got,
Terry? ’'mall ears”

“Hewantsto buy our cats.”

“Huh?Our cats?1 thought you said something about al ot
of credits?’ Tim’'slook could only be described as disap-
pointed.

“Let mefinish! Youwouldn’tbelieveit, Tim. I’ venever
seen anything like it! Those two cats were al over him. |
don’t know, maybe it's the high body temperature of the
Hearders or some subtle scent that humans can't detect, but
thosecatsjust adored him!” Somewhat mollified, Timgotto
the root of the question.

“How much?’

Shetried not to sound too excited. “He said, and | quote,
‘Never fear about the price, Captain Helms!’” Tim came
halfway out of his chair and winced as he bumped hisknee
on the computer console.

“Say again?’ asked Tim, rubbing hiswounded knee.

“He said that money was no object.”

“Sold!” said Tim. He gave Theresa a calculating |ook.
“How much do you think we can get?’

“Well, considering that we transported them all theway
from Earth and that they’ d be the only two animals of their
kind inthisentire planetary system, | think the price should
be high. Besides, Hagedorn Twee is one of the wesalthiest
merchants on the planet.”

“What did we pay for the cats, Terry?’
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“I’'mnot sure, honey. Not alot. Let’ssee, ten creditsfor
each cat, five credits for immunization tabs and another
twenty apiecefor neutering—I’ d say forty creditseach max.
Total, about eighty.”

Tim thought for a moment. “What do you think about
four hundred apiece?’

“The only two animals of their kind in the system? The
wesl thiest merchant inthesector? Comeon, Tim, think big!
| say, nolessthantwenty-fivehundredfor thepair. Hmmm. ..
I think we should gtart at five thousand!”

“Fivethousand! That’safourth of what we still owe on
thisold tub! With what we stand to make on the rest of this
trip, we could bein damned good shape!”

“That’skind of what | thought,” said hiswife, smiling.
“The sooner we pay off the Jupiter, the sooner we can get
down to making some real credits!”

“You're the sdlesman on this team, Terry. Do your
stuff!” said Tim, standing up to embrace her, his injury
apparently forgotten.

Hagedorn Twee' sfirst offer took Theresacompletely by
surprise. It was for ten thousand credits — apiece! Fortu-
nately she recovered her composure in time to haggle the
price up a little more. They finally settled on twelve-
thousand- five hundred each, but only after Hagedorn Twee
extractedtheHelms' promisenot to bring any other catsinto
the system. It seemed like a strange request, but the lucky
husband-wifeteam could morethantripletheir proceedsfor
the entire voyage and pay off the loan on their old but still-
serviceable cargo ship. They agreed.

Since there were offworld animals involved, the legal
work on transferring ownership of the two cats had to be
handled by the Regional Officefor the Importation of Non-
indigenous Flora and Fauna. Theresa met Hagedorn Twee
at the huge Regiona Government Complex in downtown
Heardhome, thespaceport and capital city of Heard’ sWorld.
Thedidtrict rep wasanother of thebig easy-going Hearders,
Ottobon Kurr, who, it just so happened, was a relative of
Hagedorn Twee. Hisbrother-in-law, or the Hearder equiva-
lent, in fact.

“Doyou havethepapers, CaptainHelms?’ said Ottobon
Kurr in his deep, booming Hearder’ s voice.

“I have them right here,” said Theresa, putting the
documents in front of the officiad. Kurr read from the
documents.

“Let me see... Planet of origin: Earth, Sol system....
Classification: Mammal.... Species: Felius domesticus...
Immunizations: okay.... Testsfor antibodiesto contagious
diseases—all negative. Good, good! Havetheanimalsbeen
sterilized? They cannot be alowed to remain here unless
they have been sterilized.”

“Turn the certificate over, Representative Kurr,” said
Theresa. “ They were neutered before they left earth.”

“Everything appearsto bein order,” said Ottobon Kurr.
“Place your palmprint here.”

Hagedorn Twee was the proud owner of the only two
cats on Heard’ s World, a planet with five hundred million
inhabitants. Theresa and Tim Helm were considerably
wedlthier than before. Everyone, includingthetwo cats, was
deliriously happy.

TheJupiter returned to the Heard' sWorld system some
ten months later with a fresh cargo of hard-to-get and
expensiveitemsfor saleandtrade. In spiteof her age, theold
ship shifted smoothly out of Whitney psuedospace, fading
easly back into norma space-time some three AU’ s out
from Heard’ sworld. Ten monthsship’ stime, becauseof the
vagaries of the Whitney Overdrive FTL System that pow-
ered the old Jupiter, trand ated to about twenty-two months
of Heard' s World time. Within two weeks, the little trader
shipwouldleavewithaload of local productsfor saletothe
planets on Jupiter’ sroute through the inner system stars of
thegalaxy. Theseproductsincluding Hearder artsand crafts
and, most importantly, several hundred small, carefully
packed vials of Nardeezium.

Nardeeziumwasarareand val uabledrug madefromthe
skin excretions of the rare and exotic Nardeezy dragon.
“Dragon” was somewhat of a misnomer since the animals
wererealy morelikesmall, dow-moving salamandersthan
dragons. Not only weretheanimal ssuggish, they werea so
stupid and dow to reproduce. What's more, they had stub-
bornly resisted all attemptsto get themtothrivein captivity.
Asaresult, thefastidiouslittle beastswere carefully tended
in special preserves and their precious Sweat was very
carefully harvested.

Nardeeziumwasthemost val uablesubstanceonHeard' s
World, and very important to her economicwell-being. The
drug was non-addictive and gave a mild high when used
sparingly butitsmost sought-after featurewasthat it greatly
increasedtheintensity of themammalian sexual experience.
As you might expect, demand far exceeded the supply
among the wealthy on the human-settled planets.

Theresaand Timwerehailed by Hagedorn Tweewithin
fiveminutesof groundfall. It susually difficult for members
of different racesto read another’ semotions, but even over
the videocom, both Theresa and Tim could tell that Mer-
chant Twee was agitated. Maybe it was the nearly painful
volume of a voice that was, even normally, too loud. Or
maybe it was the fact that Twee was swesting.

“I must talk to you immediately, Captain Helms. Itisa
matter of the utmost gravity!”

“Please, cdm down, Merchant Twee,” said Theresa.
“We'll meet with you as soon as possible.” The Hearder
seemed to relax, but only alittle. They signed off.

“Tim, helooked really upset,” said Theresa, nervoudly.
“Hewas sweating! Tim, do Hearders sweat?’

The two humans got a groundcab and went directly to
Hagedorn Twee's huge merchant complex, where they
wereimmediately usheredinto Twee' sprivateoffice. Twee
looked up and downthecorridor suspiciously beforeclosing
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and carefully locking the door. Ottobon Kurr was aready
there, looking, if possible, even more upset than his some-
what larger brother-in-law. The two Hearders were both
sweating, or something much like it. Fortunately, Hearder
biochemistry is somewhat different from human and the
atmosphereof theofficehad taken on afragrance somewhat
reminiscent of nutmeg and basil, which didn't bother the
humansin the least.

“Something most unfortunate has happened,” said
Hagedorn Twee, till obviously upset.

“Just what isthe problem?’ asked Theresa.

Tweemotioned with one of hislarge, bluethree-digited
forepaws to Kurr, who was across the room.

Ottobon Kurr reached into a small cargo box that was
down on thefloor, next to his huge, black hind hoof. There
was no mistaking what he pulled out.

“Where in dl of space did you get a kitten?’ said
Theresa, asthelittleanimal climbed up Ottobon Kurr’ sarm,
itssharp, littleclawsnot affecting thethick, scaly hideof the
Hearder intheleast. Thelittle beast began to purr loudly as
it rubbed itself luxuriantly under the big alien’s chins.

“There are now a least twenty-four immature sol-
system cats like this one on Heard's World,” said Twee,
mopping hisnarrow forehead with alarge ultravel vet swab.
“And it looks like there is the potential for many more.”

“We'reruined!” gaculated Kurr, his eyesraised to the
ceiling. “Ruined!”

“How can this be?" asked Theresa, ignoring Kurr's
outburst.

Hagedorn Twee couldn’t meet her eye. “Wehad thetwo
original animalscloned. Therearenow two thousand copies
of each. We sold them, as quickly aswe got them, for five
thousand creditsapiece.” Hegavean embarrassed shrug, an
action that amost made the floor move. “We made an
enormous profit.”

Theresa shook her head in disbelief.

TheHearder brought histriple gaze back to the humans.
“But, within a few months some of the clones began
behaving strangely—irrationally. Wedid not suspect that it
wasreproductivebehavior until itwastoolate. Sofar, atleast
four of them havereproduced and many othersappear about
to.”

“Y ou had them cloned?’ said Theresa. “ That was not a
part of our original bargain.”

“Check thecontract, CaptainHelms,” said Kurr. “ Clon-
ing was not mentioned. As such, it was not strictly forbid-
den.”

“You shouldn’t have cloned them, Merchant Twee,”
said Tim.

“Thereismore,” said Hagedorn Twee.

“We'reruined!” shouted Kurr, again. “Ruined!”

“Y ou mean this getsworse?’ asked Theresa.

“Yes,” said Ottobon Kurr, somewhat calmed after his
latest outburst, “several twelves of the origina four thou-
sand cloneshave escaped and goneinto thewild wherethey

may bereproducingevenaswespeak. Y ouseewhat | mean?
We'reruined! Ruined!”

“That's not so bad,” said Theresa, over the wailing.
“Y our speciesseemstorealy get longwell with cats.” The
two Hearders looked nervoudly at one another.

“They seemto have developed atastefor theflesh of the
Nardeezy Dragon,” said Twee, miserably. “Nardeezium,
evenincrudeform, hasthesameeffect ontheanimal ssexua
performance as it does on yours. Not only are they eating
some of the dragons, they are probably reproducing more
rapidly as aresult.

“Couldn’tyoujust destroy thewildones?’ asked Theresa.
Both of the alienslooked horrified. Kurr made a strangled
noise.

“Out of the question!” Twee was almost shouting.
“Heardersdonot takethelifeof any cresture! Itisagainst our
most basic principles.”

“It appearsthat we have no choice,” said Kurr, “Weare
not going down to ruin alone. You humans are certainly
liable. Weshall haveto call inthe4th Quadrant authorities.
Y ou may consider your ship impounded and quarantined,
and yourselves confined to the ship until this situation is
resolved! Good day!”

Tim looked at hiswife and partner, thinking that it had
been niceto own their own ship, evenif it wasfor just afew
months. They went back to their grounded, impounded ship
and waited nervoudly for thetwo and ahalf daysthat would
be required for the authorities to arrive from Quadrant
Headquarters on New Ceylon.

TheQuadrant Supervisor for HazardousFloraand Fauna
was abeing by the name of Aaber T verberg, aL otharian.
Lotharians were short, dender, bipeds native to Lothar, a
small, neat planet in the first quadrant. Their bodies are
covered with short yellowish fur, except for their heads,
which are bare and pink. Lotharians are intelligent but not
inquisitiveand eminently fair, if somewhat boring. They are
aso very good with numbers. In fact, they are a race of
natural certified public accountants.

In the Regional Office for the Importation of Non-
indigenous Flora and Fauna an argument was in progress.
Againtheatmospherewastinged with thesmel| of basil and
nutmeg.

“| can't believethat you had thoseanimalscloned,” Tim
Helms, wassaying, with somehesat. “Wenever intended for
that to happen.”

“Wehavegotten of f thesubject, Master Helms,” replied
Ottobon Kurr, with equal hest. “ Asthe Regional Officer for
the Importation of Hazardous Flora and Fauna, | wish to
know why the cloned animals are reproducing. Y ou swore
that the originals were sterilized.”

“Isthat correct?’ lisped Aalber T'verberg, trying with-
out much success to take control of the situation.

“That'sright,” said Theresa. “They were neutered.”

“Why, then, are the clones reproducing?’ asked Kurr.
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“Well, that explainsit,” interrupted T’ verberg, sensing
his opportunity. Finally, the combatants turned their atten-
tion to the sibilant tones of the little Lotharian. “These
animalswere sterilized by having their reproductive glands
removed, aprocesstraditionally referredtoas neutering.” It
isasmple and common procedure that renders the animal
sterileand haltsmuch of theundesirabl ebehavior associated
withreproduction. It must beemphasized, however, that this
is a surgical procedure and doesn't change the anima
genetically.”

“What a barbarous operation,” said Kurr, in disgust.

“Not redly,” replied T'verberg. “It depends on your
viewpoint. On Earth, where these animals originated, the
genetic alterations that are practiced elsewhere in the Gal-
axy, arenotonly consideredimmoral, they arehighly illegal.
Earth’ sauthoritiesare very strict about the genetic purity of
their native animals. I’'m not so sureit’s such abad idea”

“I dtill do not understand,” said Hagedorn Twee.

“It'squitesmple,” said T’ verberg. “When you had the
felines cloned, the clones were grown from a single cell,
usually anepithelia cell takenfromtheliningof theanimal’s
small intestine.” Here the two Hearder’'s looked at each
other. Kurr wrinkled his huge nose in disgust. T’ verberg
continued. “This technique utilizes the animal’s inherent
genetic patterns. Simple surgery, such asthe amputation of
the sex glands, would have absolutely no effect on the
animal’s genes. If that were o, clones produced from an
animal that had accidentally lost afoot or aneyewould have
the same defects. Such is not the case.”

“What doesit mean?’ asked Hagedorn Twee.

“It means that the clones are dl fertile,” said thelittle
Lotharian. “Who did this cloning job for you anyway?’

“We went to Jakob' s Genetics, on Titus Five. He came
highly recommended,” said Twee, somewhat defensively.
Now it wasthe Lotharian’ s turn to show disgust.

“More like he gave you a low, low price!” snorted
T’ verberg. “ Jakob Hochsteter is an amateur, nothing more
than a part-time gene hacker!” He shook his round, pink
head. Y ouwent to Jakethegenejockey. Nowonder you're
in such amess!”

“What arewetodo?’ asked Twee, intertwininghisdigits
in agitation. One of the objects of his discomfort, akitten,
was even then rubbing affectionately against the Hearder’ s
double chins. He reached over absently, to stroke the little
animal. It began to purr audibly.

“Thereareanumber of reputabl e genetic engineerswho
may beabletohelpyou,” said T’ verberg, “but I’ mafraidit’s
going to cost.”

The two Hearders looked at each other. After a few
moments, Twee's huge shoulders drooped visibly. They
looked resignedly at the Lotharian and nodded their huge
lopsided heads rel uctantly.

Genetic engineers from Cornucopia Genetic Services
scratched their headswhen confronted withtheproblembut,

after ashort consultation, came up with an elegant solution.
After a three-week waiting period the head engineer, a
middle-aged, uncharacteristically paunchy L othariannamed
Stimon P teragon presented the Hearders and the Helms
with the answer.

“Thisshouldsolveyour problem,” saidthedeek L otharian
as he handed Hagedorn Twee asmall neoplex vial.

“What isit?" asked Twee, looking somewhat doubtful.
Obvioudy the solution to such a huge problem as theirs
could never comein so small of a package.

“Itisaconstructed feline rhabdovirus,” camethe smug
reply.

“A what?" asked Tim Helms.

“Itisavirusthatwill only infect aterrestrial cat. Wehave
designed it to infect and destroy the gonads which will
render the animals sterile. It is aso non-antigenic so the
animal’ simmune system cannot fight off the infection.”

“Thatisal well andgood,” said Ottobon Kurr, “ but what
about the attacks on our priceless Nardeezy Dragons?’

“Ahhh,” smiled P teragon, showinghisflat, herbivorous
teeth, “hereiswherethe extracost comesin. Thevirusaso
affects the olfactory apparatus of the infected animasin a
subtle way that makes the Nardeezy dragon smell like
something inedible. Thisis aso the method by which the
virus is spread, much like the human cold or the Hearder
flux.”

“Theanimasmust not bekilled!” said Kurr adamantly.
Hearders were good a being adamant.

“There is no danger to the infected animals. Once the
target tissueshave been attacked thevirusbecomesdormant
until it encounters fresh, uninfected tissue. This extends
your protection indefinitely.”

“Will it work?" asked Twee.

“Itisguaranteed,” said P teragon.

“Just aminute,” said Tim.

“Yes?' said P teragon.

“What if one of these infected cats somehow gets back
to Terra? What' sto protect all the cats on my homeworld.”

“Thatisagood question, Mr. Helms,” replied P teragon,
“but Cornucopia Genetics hasthought of that possibility. It
isjust another of thereasonsthat we offer the best service of
this kind in the Quadrant. None of our engineered viruses
will survive the jump through hyperspace. Once the virus
has replicated inside its anima hogt, it will fal apart in
Whitney pseudospace.”

Tim nodded his head in approval.

“One morething,” said Stimon P teragon.

“Yes?' asked Twee.

“Stay away from gene jockeys. They're nothing but
trouble.”

The Cornucopia people were as good as their word.
Withinafew months, therewere till just asmany feral cats
on Heard's World, but al of them had a mild case of the
sniffles and none of them were reproducing. The treatment
had not comecheaply but, fill, thecostshad only cut Twee's
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enormous profits on the venture by about a tenth.

TimHelmspicked up afew morecreditsby designinga
livetrap to capture the loose cats. Baited with an old-Earth
weed called “catnip” (of which the Helms had a small
supply), the traps were an immediate success. Recaptured
animalswerereturnedtotheir original ownerswithacaution
and, of course, asomewhat more-than-nominal fee or sm-
ply sold as new, on the open market. Profits soared. Tim
added catniptotheproductsthat heand hiswifewouldbring
on their next trip, mentally rubbing his hands together in
anticipation of the credits they would make. The lucky
couple were back in business.

Timand Theresastood next to the now-released Jupiter
getting ready to head out ontheremainder of their somewhat
delayed merchant foray. Hagedorn Twee, withacat purring
on each of his massive shoulders stood before them.

“I dmost hateto do this,” said Theresa. “But | do have
something elseyou might beinterested in, Merchant Twee.
Withall theruckusover thecats, wedidn’ t havetimeto show
thisto you.”

“Yes?" asked Twee, expectantly.

PHILLIP NOLTE nolte@iduil.csrv.uidaho.edu

“Okay, Tim,” Theresa called out.

Tim released a white and brown-spotted anima with
four legs, ashort, pointy tail and apair of droopy ears. Tothe
delight of the two humans, the creature went immediately
over and sniffed the big alien’ sfoot. After abrief investiga-
tion, thelittle animal’ s ears perked up and itstail began to
wag. It then put its two front legs up on the big dien’s
elephantineleg. Thealien reached downinwonder totouch
thesmall animal whobegantolick thehugehandwithawet,
pink tongue.

“What anadorablecreature!” said Hagedorn Twee, with
obvious Hearder ddlight. “What isit?’

“It's an Earth-native animal cdled a ‘puppy,’” sad
Theresa.

Twee picked the dog up and laughed his booming,
strangled-horselaugh asthelittle creaturelicked his pebbly
face. Obvioudy, the two cats on the Hearder’ s shoulders
weren't nearly as pleased as the Hearder with this most
recent turn of events.

Asif in anticipation, Theresa answered the Hearder's
next question.

“Yes, Merchant Twee, it has been neutered. ..”

Is a contributing editor to InterText, in addition to being an extension professor at the University of Idaho and an
expert on potato diseases. He lives in Idaho Falls with his wife and daughter.

Back From the West

MARK SMITH

“Go thisway, asshole.”

“No, you miserable smp.”

“That's aone-way street for chrissakes.”

For over adecade, through adozen housesin two states,
I have kept these eight pages: double-spaced, typed on the
back of scrap paper, fastened together with a rusty staple.
Some phrases and even paragraphsrepeating like an echo,
or likewereallylivedit morethan onceeventhat night. Now
here they are again, beside my keyboard, the rambling,
incoherent | og of thenight of January 1, 1980, thefir st night
of a bygone decade. Start again, middle of page three.

“Go thisway, asshole.”

“No, you miserable smp.”

“That's aone-way street, for chrissakes.”

The car careens across three lanes of the empty avenue
andupaone-way street. Almostimmediately, asirensounds
behind us: the same cop that has followed us since we
stopped the car in the middle of Guadalupe at three 0’ clock
in the morning.

Bobalouie, huge and imperturbably drunk, has been
driving. Hepullsover tothecurb cautiously. Thestop lights
at most of the intersections are set to flash at this hour.

Guadalupelookslikeacarniva with no people. Noneof us
— Riddleinthefront seat with hisbrother Boba ouieand me
in the back — say anything.

Black cop, young guy, climbsout of hiscar andwalksup
tous, thefaint edgeof uncertainty or fear showingaroundhis
eyes. I'm thinking, this must be a textbook drill in the
academy: carload of drunks cruising deserted streetsin the
middle of the night.

He asks for Bobaloui€' s license, which is forthcoming
without aword. He shineshishuge cop flashlight onit. “ Let
meseeyoursaso, please,” hesaystoRiddle. Andthentome:
“You too.”

| reach for my back pocket.

“Hold it!” he says, thinking of guns, | guess, afraid he
might already be dead. He says:

“Y ou guys get out of the car. All of you.”

Hetdlsustostand onthecurb. ItisJanuary 1, 1980, and
cold as hell. I'm wearing jeans and a shirt, no Sweater or
jacket. | start to put my handsin my pockets.

“Don’t put your handsin your pockets.” Then he adds,
“Please.” Hispolitenessinthefaceof adversity isadmirable.
Asl pull my handsslowly out of my pockets, | think, | should
write to the mayor and commend this officer’s damn fine
manners. | forget to note his badge number.

Next thing | know, Riddleisjabbering like Lear’ sfool.
He s saying,

“Lissen, gr, thisistheway itis. . . Wejust drove all the
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waly acrossthewholefuckin” — oh, excuseme—thewhole
damn state. All theway back from Big Bend. Ever been out
there? Oh, it's beautiful country, sir. And we've been
drinkingall day. | guess| shouldn’ ttell youthat, butit’ strue.
Christ, you haveto drink when you drive out therein West
Texas, you can't survive any other way. Anyway, well,
we' ve been looking around for our friend’s house. . .”

| tuneRiddleout, | figurehe' ssealed our fatenow. | stare
into the hypnotic spin of the red and blue flashers on top of
the cop car. For aminute | forget how cold | am. | figureif
| can keep till for aminuteand not say anything, maybethe
cop’ll throw Riddleinthecanfor standing thereonthestreet
corner andtryingto behonest and Bobalouieand | cangoon
home.

Then, son-of-a-bitchif thecop hasn't cracked asmile. A
smile! And he'stelling Riddle, “Well, | can see you fellas
havehad alittletoo muchtodrink. Areyousureyou canfind
your way home now?’

| break for thecar, my only hunchall night paid off. | had
followed my mind and kept quiet and not said one single
thing. Neither had Bobal ouie, but then hehasn’t said aword
all night. Now I’'m piling back into the car hoping my beer
isn't cold.

Yes. That partisexactly as| remember it. Just the same
way. They haddrivenall dayfromBig Bend, unhinged by the
combined forces of drinking, drugs and the long road
through thevast TransPecos. But | don’t remember feeling
nervouswith the cop there. Just cold. Cold asfreaking hell.

“Brrr. I’'m cold. Aren’t you cold?’

“It'Il bewarm in aminute.”

Bobalouie fiddles with the heater controls. We're till
looking for this woman Aurora s house. Some crazy artist
friends that Riddle says are the only people he knowswho
never go to deep.

“But areyou cold?’

“Naw, not really. Maybe alittle in my toes. It was ten
degreesin the desert last night.”

“What did you learnonyour trip that you can usein your
book?’

Book? | vaguely remember Riddle had it in his head to
writeabook. Abookabout birdwatching. Herambled about
it for months. Hehadwrittenthefirst chapter, even: awhole
chapter on binoculars, how to pick them out, what the
differentlensnumbersmeant. All that stuff that Riddle knew
about. That was why we gravitated toward him. He knew
about thingstherest of usnever eventhought about. Science
and nature and sports and food. Solid, physical things
which, at that time, wethought weweretoo cerebral tothink
about. Things that I’ ve learned to appreciate more since
then. I wish| had asked moreabout thosethingswhenhewas
here, when | had the chance.

“What did you learn onyour trip that you can usein your
book?’

Riddlebegins, “| learned that the second most abundant
largeraptor in the desert isthe Marsh Hawk. Therearefour

orders of hawkish predators with talonsin the desert. They
are one, falcons; two, buteos—buzzard hawkslike the Red
Tail; three, the accipiters. . .”

| think about getting up to find abird book to check this,
but keep reading instead.

“. . thetrue hawks, they are built like buteos with tails;
four, kites, represented by one species, the Marsh Hawk.
Doesn'tit strikeyou asodd, Stetson, that the most abundant
hawk intheChihuahuadesertistheMarshHawk?Y es, | can
use al of that in the book. | can make it a parenthetical
remark. It wasten degreesinthedesert. Did | tell youthat?’
I nod, and hesays, “Wdll, did | tell you that my brother dept
in the car? In the car, that pigfucker.”

Bobalouielooksover at Riddleand shakeshishbig head.
Riddlecontinuestoraveat meover theback of thefront seat.

“He took a hit of acid this morning before we started
back. Ten o’ clock in the freaking morning. Do you believe
that? We stopped at this place in Sanderson. . .”

Sanderson. | keep amap of Texastacked tothewall over
my desk. | stand up and check thetiny print of the index for
Sanderson. K-8. Thereit is, right whereit’ s suppose to be.
Junction of 90 and 285, middle of nowhere.

“.. .for coffee and his eyes are little dits. I'm scared to
death he's going to freak out and push over a table or
something. Nothing but mobile homes out there in the
middle of the Trans Pecos, just awater tower with cars al
around it and that’ sthe whole damn place and Bob' strying
to start afight.”

Bobalouieturnstoward Riddleand | actually think heis
about to say something, set therecord straight, givehisside
of the story, when Riddle says, “Here' s the place. Pull in
here.”

| flipaheadtofindthenext part that makesany sense: the
part about Aurora. The paintingwasreal. | remember that
exactly. And Aurora was her name. But | don't remember
any of therest of it. Jesus. It'sall in front of meand | have
to say it happened, but damnedif | remember it. | especially
don’t remember Bob being therewith us. But hewaswith us
all night so he had to be. | just can’t remember. What else
have | forgotten?

Riddle barges in without knocking. Nobody seems to
mind. Severa people are sitting on the floor of the small
living room, but the only one | know is Aurora, a skinny
woman with baggy jeans, whoisan art major at the Univer-
sity. Thisisacoffeecrowd and thereare severa cupssitting
around their knees and ankles and abig crystal ashtray full
of butts. Thereisacloud of smokein theair.

“Hi, everybody. Happy New Y ear! Riddle, I'mgladyou
came by,” says Aurora.

“I thought it might betoo late,” saysRiddle, pulling out
acigarette.

“No, not at al. How wasyour trip?’

Riddle startsin on hisfamiliar patter we' ve been listen-
ingtoal night sol takethetour of theliving room. Asl turn
around, | amfacing apeculiar painting which | recognize at
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once. It isacanvas, about threefeet tall and two feet wide,
onwhichispainted apicture of adatternly, sullen Latinain
ared, low-cut, deeveless dresswith shoulder straps. Sheis
barefoot and very brown. Butwhat isvery peculiar about this
painting is that the canvas has been extravagantly bowed
outward like asail blown by astiff wind from behind. The
effect isobvioudy meant to suggest an advanced pregnancy
not only of the woman but of the painting itself. | had seen
the painting in astudent art exhibit ayear beforeand | even
remembered thetitle: “The Holy Virgin.”

“Doyoulikeit?” Aurorasaysto me. " Steve paintedit.”
Sheindicatesaquiet, lanky man in hisearly thirties sitting
cross-legged on the floor.

After a few minutes, Riddle glances a Bob, hulking
larger than life herein this close room and obviously out of
place, and decides it is time to go before something gets
broken.

Before | know it, we' re back in the car and on our way
out to Hill’s Cafe on South Congress.

| get up and go check the phone book. | haven’t thought
about Hill’ sfor years. Still there. By thenwewereflagging.
Deep, deep tiredness was really beginning to set in, but in
spiteofit, | remember Riddlewasstill gearedup. | remember
himlikehewastill here, leaning over the back of the front
seat ranting about football.

| watch out the window as we roll lazily past the junk
shopsand neighborhood barsthat linethelonely streetseast
of downtown. | notice an occasional straggler winding his
way home from a party, but otherwise the streets are quiet
and the only cars are the ones parked along the curb.

Inthefront seat, Riddlecontinuesto raveat me, showing
no signs of tiring. He' s onto football now, he says:

“I’'m starting the eighties with absolutely no money in
theworld. Do you hear me?No money! Soyou' vegot todo
this. Go downinthemorning and get asmuch money asyou
canout of thebank and put every penny on TampaBay inthe
NFC playoffs. I'm golden on this, believe me. I've been
predicting it since the start of the season.”

Something seems to flash by in the air between us.

“Did you see that?’

“Seewhat?’

“Never mind. Finish what you were saying.”

I’'mnot at all surewhat thislast part means, but that’s
what it says.

“I would stake my reputation and my tattered copy of
TomJoneson it if I'm not right.”

“You mean that if | win thisthing, | collect al of this
money andif | losel losemy hard-earned cash and get some
nasty old doorstop of abook you want to get rid of anyway?
Do | havethat right?’

Riddle shrugs hopelessly and saysto Bobalouie: “What
can | say? No way he's going to take this deal. Can you
believeit?’ Hiseyestracetheairinthecar and hesaystome:
“Tell me what you saw aminute ago. | think | just saw it

agan.”

It'snot here, but | remember sayingto Bobalouieearlier
inthe evening: “I really seeyou asabiker. A bad-ass biker
bouncer in some killer club on the eastside.” And he got
really mad. He was downright indignant and mentioned it
severa times during the evening. | think he thought hewas
agentle, mellow type in spite of his appearance. | meant it
askind of ajoke, but hetook it entirely seriously. That might
be why he doesn’t say adamn word until we get to Hill’s.

Fivein themorning in Hill’s Cafe. . .

Thisis where | lose the thread. It all runs together. |
wonder when | typed this part. That night or later. Maybel
dept and woke up and typed it the next day with noon coffee
and loud music. Or maybe | even had the damn typewriter
with usin the car that night. We did things like that then,
fictionalizing as we went along.

Five in the morning in Hill's Cafe, we are carefully
attended by a wizened old waitress in classic rhinestone
cat’ s-eye glasses. She seemsto know Bob. Weall order the
same thing, down to the dressing on our salads.

“Y ou boys been camping, have you?’ she says.

“Yesma am,” says Riddle. “Big Bend National Park.”

“Well, that’s real nice. | love the desert, mysdlf. Do a
littlething where | grow little cactuses and moss and things
inlittlelogs| collect and hollow out.”

Weall nod at her and she smiles and goes off. Wegrin
at each other, but before we can even start talking again,
she's back with our salads.

“So what were you boys doin’ out there? Just sight-
seein'?’

| say: “They were collecting materia for abook.”

“Youdon'tsay,” shesays. “What kindabook would that
be?’

Bobisstaring at her with adistant, stoned look. | wonder
if heisawake. Riddl€' sdigging into hissdlad. | say, “It'sa
naturalist book about the birds and animals of the Trans
Pecos region.”

“lzzat s07" saysthe old woman, visibly impressed. “I’ll
gitchall some moreicetea.”

Bobalouie points his fork at me and suddenly rumbles
into speech for thefirst timein hours: “Don'’t think you can
bullshit that old toadfrog. I'm tellin’ you because | know.
Shedon’t hear adamnword you' resayin.” Hespearsafork
full of salad and pokesit into hiscraw. “ An shedon’t never
change her underwear neither.”

Riddle laughs so hard he starts to choke on his sdad.
Bobal ouie hasreceded back into aDelphic silence, but he's
watching hisbrother chokewith an amused grin, obvioudly
pleased to be the cause of such happiness.

The steaks arrive sizzling and they are just like we
ordered them: Bob’siswell done, mineisrare and Riddle
dicesoff apieceof his,impalesit onhisfork and holdsit out
to me, “Ahhh, medium rare. Just like a steak should be.”

Wedevour thefoodwithout further talk and I’ mwonder-
ing how I'm going to pay for this twelve-dollar meal with
three dollars in my pocket. The waitress leaves the lime-
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green check face down on the table and says, “Will they be
anything elsefor yall tonight?” We grunt no and she says,
“Wdll, yall have agood one now, y’ hear.”

Bobalouie paysfor al of uswithout a second thought.

Aswewalk back out to the car, Riddle says: “You see
there? My brother just bought three stesks at Hill’s. Over
forty dollars and he shrugged it off like you never would.
That’ swhy you oweit to yourself to go down to thebank in
themorning and get your handson every penny you havein
the world and put it on Tampa—"

Bobalouie interrupts Riddle, saying: “ Can't you under-
stand? He' s not going to bet on the game. He doesn’t even
like football.”

“Likefootball?’ saysRiddle. “Who said anything about
liking football? I'm talking about a business proposition.
Y ou don't think the peoplewho own McDonald' sest there
doyou?

Thesuniscomingupand| amverytired. | fed likelying
inthe back seat, but Bob beatsmetoit, so | decidetodrive.
Bob belches once and says, “What did you mean when you
said | should be abiker?| resent the hell out of that.” Then
heisad eep. Weclimb out onto CongressAvenueonour way
back to nowhere.

The cursor is blinking at me, waiting for me to add
something. What can I? All | remember of that night iswhat

MARK SMITH mismith@tenet.edu

iswritten there, which isto say that what | remember has
become what | wrote, whether that was really what hap-
pened or not. It wasn’t even that long ago, but it feelslike
another lifetime.

Whyisn't Riddlehhereto remember for me? Hecould've
remembered — he was good at little details. | should' ve
asked when | had the chance; now it stoo late.

Riddlesays: “Don’t mind him, he' scrazy. Did | tell you
that hejust about got usinto afight? Westoppedinthislittle
town called Sanderson and...”

Hestopsand looksat me. “Did | tell you thisaready?’

I look at him and say, “Y eah, don’t you remember?’

“No. Infact, | don’'t remember alot of this. MaybeI’'m
losing my mind.”

“It'sjust deep deprivation,” | say.

“Jesus, that' s ardlief, Stetson.”

“Anyway, it wasalong time ago,” | say.

Riddle nods. “It sure as hell was.”

Wedrive. After afew minutes, wearedowntownandthe
sun is rising on our right, big and orange. | remember
suddenly that therearethings| wanted to know more about.
| say, “Tell me more about the hawks.”

Riddle sface brightens and he says. “What | might not
have told you is that the most common raptor in the
Chihuahuan desert istheMarsh Hawk. Did | tell you that?’

Has been writing fiction and non-fiction for over ten years. His fiction has appeared or is forthcoming inWindow, Spectrum,
Malcontent, Epiphany and the Lone Star Literary Quarterly. “Back from the West” is from Mark'’s forthcoming collection
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JustaCompany Man

P.R. MoRrRISON

Thename sKinkade... Sam Kinkade, Database Inves-
tigator. It began on asummer day in’26... April, | think. |
remember it reasonably well becauseit wasthefirst timein
six yearsthat the solar diffusionindex had fallen below 5.1
and allowed the sun to be seen by the populace of L.A.
Caused alot of confusion, as | recall, and a few cases of
retinal scarring amongst younger kids.

I’ dstumbledintomy officethenight beforewithadozen
Ukrainian dammers under my belt and tried to catch afew
hoursdeep onthecouch. Ittook al my willpower to prevent
those little dissidents from staging a counter-revolution
when the visiphone rang in the morning, raisng me from
SEmMi CONSCi OUSNESS.

| crawled to thevisiphone, noting before hit the accept
button that the call was being scrambled by the Federd
Bureau of Database Investigation. Sure enough, the craggy
faceof Rick McL usky, theregional head of theFBDI sprang
intoview and pierced my eardrumswithitsopening remark.

“Kinkade,” he said, “we' ve got another job for you. A
big onethistime.”

“Great,” | moaned in reply.

“What' swrong?’ McL usky asked, clearly taken aback
by my lack of enthusiasm. “Y ou sick or something?’

“Sort of. What isit anyway?1’ vegot notimefor damned
FBDI cases. Y ou guysthink it's big when some kid pisses
on the vidiscanner in thejohn at the hover-rail center!”

“No, Kinkade... thistimeit  sdifferent. Thistimewegot
arenegade.”

“S0?Who hasn't?1f | had 10 creditsfor every guy who
had hisuniversal identifier cut out of hiswrist I’d besitting
inthe Seychelles, lounging about onmy gravity yacht. L ook,
can’tyou seel’ m having trouble mapping onto redlity at the
moment?’ | said, starting to look longingly at the vacuum
snk in the corner of my office.

“Cutthecrap, Kinkade,” McLusky said suddenly. “ This
isno ordinary case. The guy was adyed-in-the-wool Com-
pany man. Bluer than alaser blast and twice as Straight...
until now that is. The system hasn't recorded a transaction
from him in over a week and the Board want him found.
They don’t like unerased Company men going renegade. It
doesn’t look good.”
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Althoughtherest of my body wanted to secedefrom my
stomach, | was beginning to get interested in this case. My
only reservation wasthat experience had taught meto avoid
Company businessif at al possible.

“Look, McLusky,” | said to the Bureau man, hoping to
easemyself out of thisone, “Y ouknow me. | havethewrong
psychprofile for Company business and they know it. In
fact, that’ sthereason | Ieftitinthefirst place. | can’t tolerate
their linearity. Cometo think of it... why can’'t they handle
it themsalves? Internal investigations are always much
nester. Hell, why doesn’t the Bureau handleit? Givingit to
aprivate DI isarisky business.”

McL usky appeared asif he wanted to reach through the
phone and rip out my tonsils.

“Kinkade!” he roared. “You know damned well the
Company threw you out and you were lucky they didn’'t
eraseyou at thesametime! Theonly reasonthey didn’t was
because they knew you were the best DI they ever had —
screwy, but good. Y ou' ve still got your memories because
they wanted to keep you as aresource — to use whenever
they needed some different kind of help.”

Having got that out, M cL usky began to settle down and
his nose looked less like an old Soviet distress beacon.

“Listen,” hesaid in asubdued tone, “thisguy isgood...
very, very good. They can't trace him. Y ou know how they
think over there— in straight lines. But they think that your
screwball logic might be able to find him. And apart from
that, itisn’ tareguest. Y ouknow your position. Y our privacy
level could be lowered like that,” he said, snapping his
fingerssharply. Y oucanonly bemonitored by level sevens
right now, butinfivesecondsyou couldbealevel oneagain.
Y ou won't be able to scratch your ass without the whole
system knowing it.”

McL usky wasright of course. Heknew it and | knew it.
If they busted metothat level, every toilet cubicle had to be
opened with my universal identifier, every food purchase
involved it, every Ukrainian ammer... al of it on the
system and available to anyone who wanted to look at it. It
made me shudder.

“And remember this...” McLusky continued, “Track-
ing has been on the increase lately.”

That was the finad straw. Tracking had become the
pastimefor the modern pervert, invading livesand destroy-
ing them by denying the most basic elements of privacy. If
a tracker selected me as his target, following me on the
systemwherever | went... Itwould beanightmare. Someof
them even took delight in predicting your movements and
leaving obscene messages on the systemlink they thought
youwouldusenext. | knew | couldn’ ttakethat. Never again!

| rubbed my eyes, feeling very besten al of a sudden.

“OK... I'll doit. Gimme hisidentifier and I'll see what
| cando. No guarantees, though. If thisguy isasgood asyou
say, he might have already beaten the system.”

M cL usky nodded, apparently satisfied. Ashetapped out
the guy’s code | headed for some coffee and decided that

tomorrow would be agood timeto start. In the meantime |
had to rediscover what it was like to be human.

The next morning | logged into my systemlink and
entered theidentifier. Hewasalevel six caled James Tyler
andhewas Snow White. A trafficcamerahad caught himsix
monthsago running ared light, but other than that therewas
nothing. The map of his auto use showed that he hadn’t
visited any known illegal establishments, but it did indicate
afrequently visited apartment north of the stratoport. Prob-
ably his girlfriend, | reasoned. But then, who knew these
days?DNA work regularly transformed menintowomen or
viceversa, or thingsin between.

I made anote of the address and traced the |ast transac-
tion he'd made. Two double scotches at a bar called the
PurpleLizardintherundown part of the Southside. And had
he been ripped off! 20 credits each!

| grabbed my respirator, strapped on my blaster and
headedfor thehover-rail station. Thesmell of hydrocarbons
would do me good.

Tosay that the Purple Lizard wasadivewaslike saying
the sewer treatment plant had an odor. It was the basement
of arundown apartment building and it made you wonder
whereyouleft your licerepellent. It was astrange placefor
a Company man to visit.

Asl descendedthestairsagiganticguy of Italian descent
cameout of theshadowsand bl ocked my path. Fromtheway
the guy talked it was clear that he hadn’t been behind the
door when the brains were handed out. It sounded asif he
wasn't even near the room.

“Sorry, mister,” he said “but ain't nobody alowed ta
have blagtersinthe Lizard. So gimmeit or else | gotta bust
ya’

| briefly thought about blasting the guy, but | knew that
dinosaurshad small brainsand you had to be agreat shot or
very lucky.

| handed over my piece and brushed aside a piece of
black curtain, revedingtheLizardindl itsglory. A couple
of guys — probably unidentifieds — were playing
magnetopool and drinking martian red. The bartender was
anold guy with alot of facia scarsand big hamfists. All of
them stared at me as | took my place at the bar.

“Y ougot guts, anyway,” said the bartender as| grabbed
astool.

“How’sthat?’ | asked as | tapped a Cosmic Camel out
of its pack and placed it on my lips.

“Wdll, we don't like upper levels in here. And in a
minute, whenmeandthosetwoguysfed likeit, we regonna
bust your head open just for the fun of it,” he said, looking
very happy as he finished.

“Isthat s0?’ | replied, taking along drag on the Camdl.
“In that case, | just hope you guys are wearing blaster
jackets.”

“What blaster? Joey got it outside. | watched him!”
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“Sure, he got that one. But you see, my left hand hasn't
been the same since the assault on Petrograd. A fragmenta-
tion grenade blew it off and | thought it might be handy —
excusethepun— tohaveaminiblaster installedinthecyber
replacement. Got the picture?’

The bartender clasped and unclasped his fists in sup-
pressed rage.

“You better not stay too long, mister,” he said. “You
can't guard your back forever.”

“Tsk, tk,” | said, knowing that | shouldn’'t push my
advantageif | wasto get what | wanted. “Look, al I’ m after
is a little information. See this guy?’ | showed him a
visfacamileof Tyler.“ Hewashereaweek ago. Thesystem
saysat 6:30 onthetenth. | just want to know what happened
to him.”

“Never seen him before,” the bartender said. “Wedon't
give information to the Company anyhow.”

“I’'m not from the Company. I'm a private DI and the
system says he was here. | just want to know why.”

| pulled out agold Krugerrand and tossed it onto the bar.

“Trading in gold is outside the system and illegal,” the
barman said, perhaps surprised that an upper level would be
carrying it.

“Well, | won't tell if youwon't” | said.

“OK.Hewashere,” the barman blurted out ashe seized
the coin.

“What happenedtohim?’ | said, placing my hand onthe
man’s closed fist.

“Webeat him up, sameasweweregonnado toyou. We
threw him out and that wasthelast wesaw of him. That’ sit.”

Hehad noreasontolie, sol decidedto cut my lossesand
do somethinking outside the confines of the Purple Lizard.

“OK... thanks,” | said as| stood away from the bar and
pointed my hand at thebarman’ sbelly. | found theback door
and as| weaved through thegarbage cans, | spared athought
for Joey and his coming chastisement. The cyberarm was
always agood con.

As | grolled up the street, donning my respirator, |
thought about what | had. Tyler was beaten up in abar he
wouldn’t beseendeadin. Why?Hemust have been meeting
someone. Someone, who could’ veprotected him, but didn’t
show up.

But who wasthe someone? |t looked like adead end, so
| took achair at anearby diner and ordered a cup of coffee.
WEéll, they said it was coffee. It was black anyway. As |
dowly sipped, | wondered if | might be able to get a better
angle with some database interrogation.

Now, asall truly great systemsmen know, databasesare
very fallible, capriciousand unpredictable. Sometimesthey
go down for no reason or function perfectly when they
shouldn’t, or perform differently on tasks that are com-
pletely routine. Thetrueart of systemsuseistoregard them
asvery delicatebeasties. That wasthesecret of SamKinkade,
plusafew tricks I’ d kept from the Company. | felt capable
of working alittle magic, so | had the coffee credited and

found the nearest systemlink.

Itwasan old model; no voicerecognition, just abattered
old keyboard. Still, it would do. | placed my wrist identifier
over the reader, logged in and looked at the systats. There
wasalot of activity and that would maketracing the system
failurealot harder. | punched inthennode and vector code of
aprogramthat had cost metwothousand creditsfromanold,
alcoholic systems designer whose only memory after era
surewasthelocation of avery specia, hidden program. That
remarkable piece of code caused the system to crash andin
thelast few moments of sentience whilethe protection was
failing, it copied the files of anyone up to leve eight. That
should be high enough to get what | wanted — the files of
Tyler's immediate boss, somebody that even Tyler had
probably never met.

| placed in a wildcard identifier for Tyler's superior.
Then, with trembling fingers (crashing systems still givesa
thrill) 1 executed the program and watched as the network
with its thousands of mainframes dowly died, wracked by
the cancerous spread of confusion that the program un-
leashed. Finaly, on the bitmapped image of the world map
that showed the operationa status of the various nodes, the
last pixel faded out.

Of course it would be restarted within minutes, with
much head scratching. But the fault would never be traced.
The system wastoo complex. It could never know which of
the millions of programs active at that moment, or what
combination of them, actually causedthecrash. Meanwhile,
| knew that theinformation | needed would be safely in my
disk areato peruseat my leisure. All | had to dowaswait for
theinevitable return of the system.

At that moment, | sensed something behind me and had
half turned around when the butt of a blaster smashed into
my temple, sending mecrashingtotheground. Asl lay there
dazed, | was vaguely aware of someone stepping over me
and manipulating the systemlink.

Suddenly, ablur of red hit him squarely in the back and
hefell heavily, rollingfor somedistancebeforegettingtohis
feet and running off. | was gtill pretty much out of it, but
managedtostandandleanonthewall. Nexttothesystemlink
I noticed an ice cool blondein ared jumpsuit regarding me
with some concern.

“Areyou OK?' shesaid in avery husky voice.

“Soyou'remy savior,” | saidfedlinglikethecat who got
the cream. “What have | done to deserve this?’

“Y ou'relooking for afriend of minel believe” shesaid.
It all made some sense now.

“Soyou're 1139 CataloniaBoulevard,” | said, noting to
myself that James Tyler was aman of good taste.

“Yes. Pamela Aldiss is my name. Although you prob-
ably know that.”

“No, | didn't, actualy,” | said. “Although if I'd known
you couldwear ajumpsuit likethat, | would havemadeit my
businessto find out.”

“You're very flattering Mr. Kinkade,” she said with
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somewariness. “But | haveoftenfound that flatterersareno
match for karate.”

“Yes, | noticed,” | said, raising my hands in mock
surrender. “I’ll keepitin mind.”

She responded with afleeting smile. “ The most impor-
tant thing right now is to find Jm. Have you made any
progress yet? The FBDI said they’ d engaged you yester-
day.”
| hated to disappoint her, but after rescuing me she
deserved the truth.

“Unfortunately... no.” | saidflatly. “But somebody else
isinterested inthiscase. That guy could havekilled me, but
didn’'t. Hewasmoreinterested inwhat | wasdoingwiththe
systemlink.”

She thought about that for awhile, then helped meinto
her car — agasturbined pink Maretta. | tried not to notice
the curvature of her legs aswe tore down the high velocity
lane of the expressway, exchanging what little information
we had.

“Jim was in the Global Divison,” she began, the past
tensebotheringmeat first. “Hewasinvolvedinnegotiations
with foreign governments... you know, installations, soft-
warecapabilities. It wastricky stuff. Thesedays, nogovern-
ment canafford nottobepart of thesystem. Their commerce
and trade would suffer enormoudly. But at the same time,
they’ ve dways been concerned about who hastheinforma:
tion and what they do with it. Of course, anybody with any
brains knows that the Company hasit al and it’s probably
justamatter of timebeforegovernmentsceasetoexist. Jim's
job wasto placate them whileit al happened.”

“Hmmm,” | repliedasl| patchedintoher car’ smobilelink.

“What areyoudoing?’ sheasked, unabletotakeher eyes
off the road and focus on the dim display.

“Oh, just checking my creds,” | replied, trying to sup-
pressmy shock as| read the system output. “Where arewe
going anyway?’

“To my place.”

| grinned. She scowled.

“Jimmay haveleftamessagethere,” sheexplained. “He
can beat the security monitors. The system told me where
you' dleftthehover rail, so, whilel waited for himto contact
me, | thought we could team up. OK?" she smiled, turning
to me briefly.

It was an engaging smile, but one that didn’t last. As|
looked down sometext slowly assembled onthesystemlink.

“It' sfor both of us.” | said. “Tyler wantsusto meet him
at the Stratopark. 82nd level in half an hour.”

We left 50 meters of rubber as we did a 180 on the
expressway, the injectors shrieking with power. Pam knew
how to drive. My mind considered what el se she was good
at.

The Stratopark was windswept and although swirling
with smog weleft our respirators off to help our visibility. It
didn'ttakeuslongtofind Tyler. Hewassitting onthebonnet

of aBlue Maretta. Blue for boys, pink for girls.

“Darling!” Pam exclaimed as she ran with open arms
toward him.

“Notsofast!” Tyler saidashepulled out apocket blaster.

Pam stopped short, the smile diding off her face and
falling onto the concrete.

“So, you know,” she said.

Tyler chuckledwryly tohimself.“| hadanidea But | had
to be sure. Kinkade got the information | needed.”

“You mean about Pam?’ | said, dtarting to piece it
together.

“Yes. You see, | was working in Moscow, placating
what’ seft of the government. Y ou know, reassuring them
about the system, but at the same time, buying certain
individuas, eliminating others. Theproblemis, New Russia
isaclosed society. Thecentral executiveisaged and amost
inseparable in its new-found hatred for the West. Buying
them wasn’t easy, hitting them impossible. The Company
wasunhappy. So, sensingfailure, | allowed theexecutiveto
buy me. In exchange for a comfortable mansion near the
Bdltic, I'll tell them how to use the system and avoid being
subjugated by it. Pamwastogowithme. It wasall arranged.
We were to meet a Russian operative at the Purple Lizard
andmakegood our escape. But both of themdidn’ t show and
thelocal yokelstook out their frustration on me.”

“That much | can see,” | said, noticing his bruises.

“Y es, but you a so found out that Pam isreally my boss
and the Company’s best eiminator. She blew away my
contact. | had suspicions, of course. Pam was the only one
who knew of our rendezvous at the Lizard. And when the
Russian agent who had tailed you managed to get aglimpse
of thesystemlink you’ d used and saw it storing fileson Pam
inyour area, | decided to havealook for myself. | analevel
seven, you know. | read them just before | came here.”

| screwed up my faceat thethought of Tyler rummaging
through my love letters and other desiderata.

“Those files reveded the truth. Y ou see, the Company
hasanicepolicy thesedays. It arrangesfor top executivesto
meet and become involved with their best diminators. It
makesit neater if the exec goesrenegade. Loversare much
cleaner killers.”

“True,” Pamela said coldly. “And it would have been
much cleaner, Darling, if not for your contact. | had to
garrote him, but obvioudy | couldn’t meet you covered in
blood. Y ou can thank Russian training for your life.”

“And |'m afraid that your life, my lover, hasjust about
runout,” Tyler said with asmile.

“Sorry todisappointyou, Jim,” shereplied, unperturbed.
“Y ou see, the Russiansaren' t here. Y our backupsare gone.
Ten minutes ago, we sold them an operations exec. A level
nine man. We sold him for you and afew million credits.”

“You'relying! You couldn't risk the information.”

“Unfortunately, I’'m not. He's been erased. Of course,
the Russians don't know that. It was avery nice job. Bye-
bye, Jm,” she said, as she pressed one of her earrings. A
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secondlater, Tyler’ sabdomendisappearedasamicrogrenade
from a sniper’ srifle punched through his body.

Pamwalked over tothebody, andfelt for apul se, aways
the professional.

Then shepressed her fingersagainst her lipsand placed
them on Tyler’ scheek. Shelooked up and engaged mewith
those empty, crystal blue eyes.

“And how is your memory, Mr. Kinkade?' she asked.
“They saidthat your involvement would bringhimtous. All
| had to do was stick with you. They said it always seemed
to happen that way. ‘ Screwball logic’ wastheterm.”

| blushed and stammered as | recalled the dismember-

ment of Jim Tyler and observed the closeness of her handto
the two-way transceiver in her earring.

“Frankly, I... I'vehad troublewithmy memory lately ...
Miss... Miss...?

Shesmiled at me, crocodile-like, then got up and began
towalk away.

“Hey!” | yelled in sudden realization. “What about my
creds? Y ou owe me.”

Sheturned around, dowly reaching up to her neck, then
chuckled as shelooked where |’ d been standing.

When pressed, my impersonation of thin air is totally
amazing.

The Long Way Home

P.R. MoRRISON

Aegis propped himsaf up on one elbow and shook his
head. He looked out through the shattered remains of the
assault craft at the spinning emptiness of spaceand beganto
piece together the most recent fragments of his memory. It
was obvious: they had been hit during the run-in and what
remained of their ship— barely aplatform of jagged meta
now — was careening away from the battle totally out of
control. Hechecked himself for damageand glanced around
for theremainder of the squad. Ashe spotted them amongst
the debris and crushed metal, he emitted a status request. It
wasashort blast of highintensity, high frequency radiation
that was able to overcome the most powerful of tactical
jammers. If any of theunitsremained functional they would
respond.

Oneby one, they stirred and gavetheir systats. Thepoint
unit, a heavily armored cannon of limited intelligence had
emerged unscathed and steadied itself onitshydrauliclegs.
Thethree utility weapon units were completely functional,
but the two flank units, agile and hence lightly protected,
bothreported mobility problems. Aegiswincedtohimself as
he traced the communications unit’ stransponder to amash
of melted armor and carbon composites. Without it, they
were on their own.

Of coursetherewas no question of what had to be done.
Earth had been expanding its frontiers for more than five
centuries now, and he had available to him the data from
every engagement, and every maneuver of al of the units
that had survived thoseencounters. It wasoneof thereasons
that the cosmos had yielded so totally before the forces of
Man. But of courseit wasn't the only reason.

Carefully, he jury-rigged a controller to the remaining
power unit and with short burstsmanaged to dow theship’s
spinto alazy roll. Helooked wistfully for amoment at the
fusionweaponsthat flared occasionally fromthebattlemore
than amillion kilometers away. It would be along wait.

And ashe sat there for the moment, dowly contemplat-
ing the enormity of space, it occurred to him that the
correctness of what he had planned was not immediately
self-evident. Hewasa one, apart fromamindlesscollection
of assault units; alone without power or communications. It
could be decades before they were found and already the
loneliness had begun to eat at him.

He was an AEGIS — Assault Engineer Grafted Intel-
lect-on-Silicon. He knew what he was and who he was
becausethey had beenforcedtotell him. Theprototypeshad
all goneinsane until their identity had been established for
them.

It had started during the initial expansion from Earth
whenfirst contact wasmadeand the casualtieswerewithout
rival in the history of human conflict. And so the clone
factories were initiated, each producing exact copies of
military archetypes— copiesby themillion. Pilots, gunners,
commandos... whatever was needed. The gene pool was
scoured for the best of each and their DNA was smply
replicated ad nauseam. Andit had worked for awhile... until
the radiation levels of combat became so unbearable that
nothing evolved on Earth coul d tol erate them, evenwiththe
best of protection. That was when the droids were devel-
oped. Although they lacked the instincts of humans, their
artificial form of intelligence was sufficient for most en-
gagements and in their thousands, their sheer weight of
numbers was usually more than adequate.

For two centuries the droids had proved sufficient to
push the frontiersfurther from Earth. Y et it was not merely
force of armsthat had determined the success of humanity.
As the alien breeds fled before it, it became clear to all
observers that no other species could match humanity for
sheer dedtructive ingenuity. One by one, the telepathic
worldsfell after the development of themindinsulator. The
warrior races of Orion, so proud, so filled with honor, were
eadly endaved after their kingwascaptured, deprogrammed
by the mind engineers of Earth and instructed to capitul ate.
Eventhespawn speciesof theouter systems... crestureswho
bredin billionsfrom hermaphroditic spores, weredestroyed
in minutes as their suns were extinguished by neutron
inhibitors.
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Andbehind al of thiswerethe defenselaboratoriesthat
constantly devised new forms of death so that everything
that crawled, walked, flew, did or eventhought inwaysthat
weredifferent from man’s, was simply vaporized, diseased
or obliterated to extinction.

Aegis mind chuckled to itself. It was ironic that for a
hundred millennia, man had sat under the starsand stared at
theminfear andtrepidation, yet it wastherest of the Galaxy
that had most tofear fromthemalignancy that festered onthe
blue-green planet.

Notwithstanding these successes, the search for the
ultimate tactical unit had continued. Although the droids
were extremely capable, they lacked the intuitiveness of
humans, their deviousnessand theability tolieand deceive.
The clones on the other hand, athough possessing these
qualities, were physicaly unsuited to the heaviest engage-
ments. The obvious solution of course wasto unite the best
features of man and machine — the subtlety, deception,
courage and survival ingtincts of man, and the power,
toughness and durability of machine. Aegisand otherslike
him were the result.

Eventually, theengineershad stumbled onto atechnique
that allowed them to mind graft onto non-organic systems.
The possibilities for mating a good tactical mind with an
android body were only too apparent. But the early proto-
types had been disappointing. For whatever reason, it ap-
peared that most minds had an innate desire to define their
own origin and that once this was reveded to them, the
reality of their death and rebirth in silicon was often unac-
ceptable and led to madness or suicide. They had tried
blocking memories at various levels, but once more, it
seemed that avital component of mind functioninvolved a
sense of identity and self concept. Although these unitsdid
not go insane, they did not perform very well. It became
obviousthat intuition and “ humanness’ wasaproperty that
emerged from the whole system and not its components.
And athough technology had made the copying of minds
possible, their manipulation of course, was till beyond the
engineers. Long ago, they had discovered that fundamental
breakthroughsin neuronal cal culuswere needed beforethe
meaningful alteration of the synaptic matrix was possible.
Those breakthroughs had never happened.

In desperation, they looked for minds that were able to
a least tolerate the reality of rebirth and the loss of flesh,
pulsing blood and sexuality. They found onestored onavery
old holographic plate from the first century of expansion.
Captain David Boyd — aformer tactician with the Assault
Corpshad been avolunteer for an early experiment in mind
printing, and athough the medium was very crude, the
engineers had finally managed to recover the print.

Fortunately for theengineers, Boyd had quickly cometo
terms with rebirth and what it meant. And as the synaptic
meatrix meshed with the motor integration and sensor cir-
cuitsof hisdroid body, the true power of the man-machine
synergy wasevidenced. Onehundred Aegisunitswerenow

operating in Earth’s Armed Forces, all of them on combat
evaluation before the big production runs began and all of
them possessing the mind of David Boyd.

Of course, Aegis had been told al of thisand more. He
knew that the Earth he had inhabited was now little more
than a blackened cinder of pollution and scrap metal. He
could recall his own death off the spird arm of Orion,
wounded and adrift inasuit that was sl owly depressurizing.
Heknew that hisfamily, the children he had watched come
into theworld, had been dead for centuries. Their colony no
longer even existed. Heeven thought and communicatedin
alanguageform that was unintelligibleto thebulk of living
humans.

And yet despite all of this, he had managed to define a
purposefor his continuing existence. He gtill felt asense of
duty, aresponsibility. He was after all, asoldier.

But now, as Aegis watched the Galaxy spin sowly
beneath his dangling feet, the sense of isolation was over-
powering and a fedling of horror rushed through him. He
wasaman, hethought. A manwholongedfor other men, yet
hewasunlike any other manthat had ever existed. Hismind
stretched to the green forests of an Earth that waslong dead
and he began to ache for it. He wanted to fed the cool
freshness of wind on hisface, and not the datalink from his
armored exterior. He wanted another human being to look
into his eyes and fathom the depths they found there. He
wanted to view redlity as humans saw it, not through the
infrared and ultraviol et intensifiersscattered about hishead.
But aboveall, thedread of what he had become— apathetic
caricature of ahuman being — wracked him with emotion.
The image of his dead wife twisted itself through his
consciousness and he felt his heart shift with anguish. He
asked himself how he could fed al of thiswhen he didn’t
have a heart, didn’'t have hormones or a nervous system.
Then, as a sob racked his mind, his body flinched and he
touched his face where he thought he could fedl the tears
welling up. He had known of course that it was smply a
mirage from an older, now nonexistent body.

For sometime he held his head in hishands and rocked
back and forth under the waves of grief, then attempted to
gather his thoughts as they ebbed from consciousness. It
didn’t take him long to settle on his course of action. With
asudden resolve hegot to hisfeet and searched the surviva
pack for what hewanted, flourishing it in triumphwhen his
hand cameuponit. It wasasolar sail. Heknew that thething
had never been designed for the purpose heintended, but he
aso knew that the only thing he had plenty of, wastime.

The sail was an ingenious invention. Although barely
two molecules thick, a standard pack would spread out to
make a sail with an area of hundreds of square kilometers.
Andthisvast areaof compositematerial whenfilledwiththe
solar wind — the particles that emanated from the fusion
heartsof al stars— could pull theremainsof theassault craft
from onestar to the next. It woul d take decadesfor the small
acceleration to build to an acceptable velocity, but Aegis
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knew that hecouldremain operational for centuriesby being
tricklecharged fromthe available solar arrays. Heeven had
the power packsof theassault unitsto help pull himthrough.

And as he watched the sail billow with the output from
some distant solar flare, Aegis realigned the mounting
deviceto point them on avector toward adistant red giant,
knowingthat it would bethefirst tack of avery long voyage.

it. Earth was adream that no longer existed. But that didn’t
meatter. Earthwashome—thefirsthome— andnothingwas
more powerful than thehoming ingtinct. Besides, even now
there was the possibility that other Aegises were doing
exactly what he was doing; sailing, flying, hitch-hiking or
walking their way toward an identical past. Y et no matter
what happenedintheend, nomatter what reality dictated, he

knew that hehad to chasethedream. After all, that waswhat
being human was dl about.

Then as he prepared for the first shutdown period, he
contemplated what he was about to do and the rightness of
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