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	Although the author has taken some liberties, albeit minor ones, for the sake of dramatic effect, the descriptions of dinosaurs and their behavior as portrayed in this novel are based primarily on The Hot-Blooded Dinosaurs, by Adrian J. Desmond, published by Dial Press/James Wade, 1976, as well as on a 1976 episode of Nova, the Public Broadcasting System television series, also entitled “The Hot-Blooded Dinosaurs.” The reader is invited to investigate both of these sources for more information on current theories about dinosaurs and their behavior.

	 

	One

	FLASHDOWN

	One afternoon, late in the Cretaceous, something unusual happened....

	It began with a whine, high-pitched and electronic— a warble shimmering in the air like heat ripples off the salt flat—then, crackling and sparkling, a fountain of lightning poured out of a hole in the air—a starflake of brilliance, burning and scorching the air wherever it touched.

	The whine became a shriek as the starflake grew. The whiteness turned incandescent—and beyond. The noise cycled higher and higher—a sensation, not a sound— the air was screaming as it died, its molecules shattering, its atoms flying into pieces, the plasma burning off like a fusion reaction—there was a sudden flicker of discontinuity and then all was silent.

	The light faded into purple glare and began to dissipate. The air still crackled—like metal cooling in the dusk—and there were sparks around the edges, but fading fast—
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	—and there was a black disc ten meters across in the middle of a large scorched area. In the middle of the disc stood a set of wrapped and shielded packages. Spaced equidistantly around the circumference were eight helmeted figures. Tall. Menacing. Goggled and expressionless. Dressed in a variety of gear. Hunters. Five men, three women. Their goggle-plates lowered against the glare of flashdown, their faces hidden and mysterious— but the poise of their bodies, the language of their positions, spoke of danger and suspicion. They held weapons: beamer-pistols and blazer-rifles. The largest was a Cal- vella Mark VII, augmented, B-Laser with super-charge capability. They had four of these and four of the smaller Mark ms, augmented, but without the super-charge option.

	Ethab was the leader; the tallest and the strongest. He surveyed the rocky flats around the Nexus like a general planning his campaign. His goggle-plate glinted like ebony in the westering light. He turned his head slowly, his rifle moving to echo his gaze. The air had begun cooling from the heat-blast of flashdown. The temperature was still above fifty degrees Celsius, but dropping rapidly. A light ash was floating hazily in the air just beyond the Nexus, the remains of something obliterated by their materialization. Beyond, there was salt flat and rocks, stretching surreally toward a crisp, impossibly close horizon—a hill and a dip' beyond? Or was the flat tilted slightly? It looked like the edge of the world.

	Sounds were returning now—insects buzzing, something larger chirruping like a bird, something skittering across a rock with claws like tiny knives. The sky above was diamond-hard blue, almost black; the clouds were dusty pink, the flat was white—an uneasy mixture of sand and crusty salt, an inhospitable foothold for the
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	scattered vegetation, thin and distant spikes of loneliness. The day was turning amber with the approach of twilight —all seemed shaded and frozen. Ethab took a breath— the first breath in this new world; it was hot, it rasped his throat. It smelled like ash and tasted of grit.

	To his right was Megan, one of the two Time-Hunt guides required by law; she was already unsnapping the case of her scanner and activating its sensors. Turning slowly in her position through a 180-degree arc, then back again, she studied the meters and screens with cautious but familiar ease. On the opposite side of the Nexus, Loevil, the other guide, was doing the same. The others around them waited patiently, watching the landscape with wary suspicion. Loevil’s scanner was a different model than Megan’s, its range of capabilities was not the same—the two units complemented each other, leaving no holes in the total scanning spectrum.

	Ethab took a second breath—the air was not as harsh this time—and stopped off the Nexus. The scorched crust of the ground went crunch beneath his foot. He looked off to his right, then his left. This prehistoric world seemed impossibly barren—the flat was an impossible landscape of shining desolation underneath a yellowing glare. It was the nakedness of the black and rusty rocks, the barrenness of the ground, the wide patches of salt and sand, that created the effect—there were plants, only occasional ones, mostly green spiky things with yellow feathers at their tops. There was no grass anywhere, it hadn’t evolved yet, and it was too dry here for moss or fern. Those few plants that did grow here grew in defiance of the terrain, not because of it. This was a younger world—four and a half billion years old, but still a hundred million years younger—a place both angry and idyllic, a world that functioned on a larger, more
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	violent and ambitious scale than human beings were used to—a challenge to the manhood of a species.

	A slight wind tugged at their clothing; whistling'and whispering across the barrens. It swept the still-drifting ash away before it, and the last of the heat of flashdown too.

	“I hate flashdown.” That was Nusa; she said it matter- of-fact and almost under her breath, but in the silent air it could have been a shout.

	Ethab glanced over at her. The flat black goggle-plate of his helmet covered his face, made his expression seem even more dark and malevolent, and every gesture ominous.

	Nusa shut up.

	Ethab turned forward again with a hand signal. Excepting Megan and Loevil, the rest of them stepped off the Nexus then, testing each step as they took it, as if unsure of the ground’s ability to hold their weight. They held their weapons high.

	Ethab’s partner, Kalen, stood at his left flank. The two of than each took two steps forward and paused, then another two steps.

	To their left, Tril and Eese cautiously echoed Ethab’s advance.

	“It’s... eerie, isn’t it?” Eese whispered to her.

	Tril was puzzled. “I thought it was supposed to be a jungle—”

	“Not all of it. Not all the time.”

	Tril shuddered.

	“Hey, it’ll be fun—you’ll see.” Eese reached over and touched her shoulder.

	Kalen said, without looking around, “Shut up, Eese.” He was studying something through his goggles. He lifted a hand to a control on the side of his helmet and made an adjustment The logic-scan augmented image, pro
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	jected from the faceplate through the image-generating goggles, was focused directly on the wearer’s retinas and gave him a viewscape derived from a variety of light- sensitive, heat-sensitive, and radar-scanning elements mounted within and around the faceplate, all data- processed to present a coherent image in any kind of condition, from coal mine to hurricane, from fog bank to blizzard—even underwater, if necessary. The faceplate- goggle combinations were also necessary protection against the heat and glare of flashdown.

	Through the goggles—with augmentation switched in—• the landscape was a glare of purple and blue, highlighted by patches of hot red, and limned with scanning lines. Superimposed across the landscape was a correlated, and seemingly stationary, grid of range-finding data; the logic circuits’ contribution to the image: the grid of yellow lines helped to establish a sense of perspective—were those rocks fifty or five hundred meters distant? Check the grid. How tall was that outcrop? Check the grid. At the bottom of the image was a line of continually updating alphameric symbols. The bright blue letters and numbers told of range and temperature and image magnification; they told of power in the rifle and the size of the target—even indicating the ratio of available heat energy to target mass, translating that into kill ratios and probabilities for success.

	The image of a distant outcrop swelled in Ethab’s goggles as he increased the magnification, then shrank again as he rejected it—no, there hadn’t been anything there. Just a trick of the light, or of the scanning circuit Satisfied, he waved his people out. They widened their circle slowly, each covering an arc of the landscape like a warrior. Megan and Loevil still stood on the Nexus, still scanning. They circled slowly, switching positions, and began to duplicate each other’s first sweep.
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	Ethab switched on his communicator and asked, “What have we got?” His voice came filtered through the earpieces in their helmets.

	“Full null,” came back Loevil. “Clean scan, three hundred meters, arc two-seventy. Some interference west by southwest, strong magnetic characteristic.” He added with an unseen grin, “A lot of iron in those rocks.”

	Reading off her scanner, Megan noted drily, “Beta three four five, Gamma three four six. Delta zero seven seven.” For Ethab, she added, “Nothing, line of sight. But I suggest we move away from—”

	—a guttural shriek interrupted her—it came from the rocks she was pointing at—Loevil turned, startled; the others too—as a small, flashing creature leapt up onto the top of the outcrop. Its cry was the rasp of metal shattering slate. ...

	—it was orange and lizardlike, tall and manlike, striped with red, two or three meters tall—it was hard to tell; it was bobbing so—its lashing tail was equally long. Its mouth was a jabbing maw, all teeth and scream—it stood semi-erect on two muscular legs, shifting its weight back and forth as if standing in one place were uncomfortable for it; it used its tail for balance. Its head jerked from side to side—its eyes were piercing black, seemingly lidless, but not; orange membranes flicked nervously across them every few seconds. The creature lacked binocular vision; its eyes were on the sides of its head and it had to turn back and forth to see its prey. Its claws jerked rapidly, its arms were long and thin—it kept making hungry grabbing gestures. The creature—a Dein>> nychus—had leapt up onto the top of the rocks from behind, and now it was studying the group of hunters like a menu. This was unfamiliar prey to it—prey that didn’t look like it was built for running. The creature’s jaw worked eagerly. ...
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	Even before he was finished being startled, Ethab was moving, Kalen too: stepping professionally to either side and bracing themselves for a shot at the animal. Nusa was moving sideways to get a better vantage. Eese yanked Tril out of the way toward a nearby jumble of rocks. Only Dorik was panicked—he had been facing the opposite direction and was confused by the attack coming from behind him. He whirled, nearly dropping his rifle, and saw the orange demon skittering down the rocks toward him. An avalanche of pebbles marked its hasty progress, every footstep skidded down the slope; its jaws and hands worked with ragged excitement Dorik jumped backward, turned and ran—

	The creature paused for half a heartbeat, just long enough to get a range on Dorik—it shrieked the dinosaur word for “Lunch!” and came on running, ^creaming and leaping down the last of the rocks, bounding across the flat, crusty plain, scattering salt and yellow-white sand with every step.

	Loevil and Megan had no time to unshoulder their weapons-—their scanners still beeping in their hands, they scattered off the disc of the Nexus. They jumped in opposite directions, Megan ducking behind one rock, Loevil skidding around another.

	Ethab had already flattened out, rolling to one side so the creature wouldn’t see him, already aiming his rifle. Kalen and Nusa, too, were taking aim—but too late; the creature was already past them. They scrambled around to shoot after it.

	The shrieking predator had taken a half leap, bounding across and onto the Nexus, onto the pile of equipment in the center of it-—crunching and smashing while it floundered for footing—packages scattered in all directions, and then the red and orange horror found purchase and was moving again, its body and tail writhing sinuously
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	as it ran, loping and flying across the landscape with hoarse and guttural cries. It dashed past Tril and Eese, ignoring them as if they weren’t there. All its attention was focused on Dorik, panicked Dorik—

	Ethab’s first shot zipped past the creature then, a flicker-line of bright light, blue-white glare, cycling into a red and purple afterglow; its sound was a sharp electronic zzzzooooop-wheeep! Static crackled as the blazer-bolt dissipated. Frenzied with the chase, the whooping dinosaur didn’t even notice. Dorik was just scrambling onto a jagged boulder, turning toward his adversary, fumbling with his weapon—the dinosaur’s scales glinted in the afternoon sun; it skidded and stumbled once in the sand, then came plunging on. Another blazer-bolt missed it, leaving an ultraviolet afterglow in the air and a high piercing sensation in the ears—the flat triangular head jerked forward, jabbing and grabbing; the eyes were birdlike and expressionless. It darted in at Dorik, thrusting its head out for the bite. Dorik swung his rifle as a club— KLAAAMMBBH—smacking, the startled creature across the side of the head and snout Angry, puzzled, it took a half step back, shifting its weight and throwing its arms and shoulders back, opening its mouth to give a cry of anguish—

	—and three blazer-bolts ripped into it from behind, one right after the other, zip, zap, zoopl The bolts were blue-white, turning red even before the image finished registering on the retina; they left deep purple auras hanging in the air to mark their passage, and matching afterimages on the unprotected eye—

	—the orange horror stiffened, became a creature dying —stabbed upright and rigid, as if struck by a hundred thousand volts; it uttered a last startled sound, more a grunt than a scream—and then charred. It blackened as it burned and cooked internally—the char spread out
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	ward on its skin from each point of blazer impact, the leathery scales smoking and peeling outward—it was suddenly small and pitiful—one last galvanic writhe and twitch, and then it toppled forward across the rock, still continuing to char and bum. Smoke began to curl from its edges; its hide split in three places and acrid steam poured forth, a pungent burning scent. In only a moment, this red and orange demon had become a black and stiffened skeleton of bone and hardened ash. The flesh of the head and tail took the longest to roast—the eyes stared lifelessly upward. The remains crackled as they cooked. Heat rose from the body like a furnace.

	The air was silent now, but the echoes of the blazer- bolts still rang in their ears. The excitement of the moment continued to vibrate in all of them.

	Dorik still stood on the rock above the blazer-savaged creature, still holding his rifle like a club, still poised for a second swing—there was a stunned manner to his pose. Did I do that? I only hit it once and it collapsed like this—??!

	Ethab and Kalen were just standing; Nusa took a couple of swipes to brush the dust from her knees. Kalen recalibrated his .rifle and took a position where he could cover the Nexus again. Nusa noticed and moved professionally toward the other side.

	Megan and Loevil came out from behind their respective rocks, already reactivating their scanners. Loevil looked across to Megan: “You were saying something ... ?” Tril and Eese came out with their rifles ready. Ethab stamped across the Nexus and the disarrayed gear, toward Dorik and the dead dinosaur. Tril and Eese followed at a cautious distance, curious about the creature but still startled.

	Dorik sank into a sitting position, clutching at his heart and panting heavily. He raised his goggle-plate as Ethab
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	came up. His face was pasty and stained with sweat, his flesh seemed to sag. He was as white as a scream, his eyes were weak and watery. His beard was a stringy mat across a papery jowl. His breath wheezed through fluttering cheeks. He ventured a smile, a signal meant to be conciliatory, to turn away a growling wrath—

	It didn’t work. Ethab remained impassive behind his goggle-plate, breathing deliberately, fast and hard. He stood over Dorik like a tower, waiting. His bright, hardened uniform glinted and struck sparks in the air. His long legs and broad shoulders made him seem a monument, his weaponry and gear made him a battle. His helmet was crisp and insect-looking; the eyes seemed jutting, the antennae dispassionate and judging.

	Dorik swallowed hard and looked at Ethab—tried to look; he jerked his eyes away from all that fierceness as if it burned his retinas; then tried to look again, blinking. He was uncomfortable like this—he dropped his gaze to Ethab’s middle—why didn’t the other say something? Ethab continued to wait.

	Finally, Dorik managed to gasp out, “I—I didn’t mean to—run—like that—”

	Ethab didn’t answer. He just looked at Dorik, studying him. Disappointed? Angry? Dorik couldn’t telL

	“I’m sorry!” Dorik said plaintively.

	Ethab still didn’t react. Dorik didn’t know what else to say. “What more do you want—?” he demanded.

	Ethab shook his head curtly. As if to say, “Nothing.” He didn’t want anything from Dorik any more. He exhaled once and turned away.

	“Pppppppttt..Dorik made a razzberry of selfrecrimination. He shook his head like a sigh. It could have happened to anyone. The thing had to pick a target—whoever it picked would have run. There was no
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	way he could have gotten it with his rifle—and besides— “I’m getting too old for this      ”

	Megan had resumed scanning; she had moved to the top of an outcrop \frhere she had a wider range—but her scanner was silent now. There were no other predators about. Nusa came up the rocks to stand beside her.

	Tril and Eese, not wanting to approach while Ethab had been confronting Dorik, now went over and began to examine the corpse of the dinosaur; they didn’t look at Dorik, embarrassed for him and his shame. Kalen and Loevil were back on the Nexus, sorting the damaged gear; they had raised their goggle-plates off their eyes.

	Kalen looked up as Ethab approached. “Not good,” he reported. “But we can manage. We lost the spare superchargers.”

	Ethab was strictly professional. “We’ll parallel the semis then.” He turned and surveyed the terrain. “Loevil? Megan?”

	Loevil stood up with the fuel cell he had been checking. His scanner was hanging at his side; he brought it forward as he stood. “Just a fluke... I think.” Checking the screen, he said, “I don’t think there are any more of them around.”

	From her vantage point, Megan added, “Delta is now one oh eight; magnetic interference counterphased.”

	Ethab nodded. He turned to Eese and Tril, who stood with their goggle-plates tentatively raised. “Stand guard, there and there. Nusa, Megtm, hold where you are. Kalen, Loevil, see what you can salvage.” He glanced back and pointed. “Eese, the notch. Tril, down there.” With Nusa on the outcrop, he had placed them in an equilateral triangle around the disc of the Nexus.

	Timidly, Dorik came up to him, holding his rifle more like a shield than a weapon. “What can I do?” he asked. It was as if he were asking, “Let me be a part of the team
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	again, please—” He repeated, a little more plaintive “What can I do?”      ’

	Ethab hardly noticed him. “Keep out of the way,” he said, and brushed past

	Two

	MOVING OUT

	Ethab studied the shimmering sky, the too-close horizon and the surrounding rocks—they jutted from the salt like islands. He held his rifle at the ready, but with one eye he was monitoring the readouts on an electronic sextant- compass-chronometer. “Damn,” he said. “They put us down in late afternoon.”

	Kalen, approaching with a broken widget, answered with a grin, “Be glad they hit daylight. They were aiming at a target a hundred million years away.”

	Ethab didn’t react. Ethab never reacted to anything- - except failure. He looked at the compass and measured the angle of the sun. “At least it’s a high latitude. And it feels like summer—we’ll know for sure tonight.. That’ll mean long days and short nights. That’ll be good. More time for hunting.” He looked up and seemed to notice Kalen for the first time.

	Kalen held up the derice like ah offering. “We lost one of the main rechargers too.”
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	Ethab barely glanced at it. His gaze was still shaded. “What about the bow?”

	“That’s all right.”

	“Good,” he nodded. He indicated the broken recharger with a long bony finger. “Look at the bright side, Kalen. It’s one less thing to carry.” He turned toward the Nexus and touched his communicator button. “Mr. Loevil?”

	On the disc, Loevil looked up.

	“The lowlands?”

	Loevil considered it. “Probably.”

	Ethab turned to look at Megan, still scanning from her rocky outcrop. “Megan, your opinion?”

	“It’s safer,” her filtered voice came back. “We only have three days. It’s best to keep to easy terrain.”

	“If I were interested in safety,” said Ethab, “I wouldn’t be hunting Tyrannosaur.”

	Megan gave a noncommittal shrug. “I still say the lowlands. Swamps. Herbivores... carnivores.”

	Ethab nodded in agreement. “The lowlands then.” He pointed south. To Loevil he said, “Set the beacon. Let’s move out.” He stepped over to the Nexus and retrieved his own pack, shouldered it professionally, and waited for the others to form up. “Eese and Tril, take the point; Tril at ten o’clock. Eese at two. Til lead, Kalen behind me, then Megan and Loevil. Nusa, you bring up the rear; you’ve got a good eye.”

	Nusa nodded, finally flipping up her goggle-plates to reveal a boyish smile. Megan was already moving into place, and Loevil was just activating the homing beam transmitter. Dorik was edging nervously into position just ahead of Nusa, tugging at a loose strap; Ethab hadn’t even mentioned him by name. His clothes seemed not to fit him very well, too big in some places, too tight in others. He looked misshapen. All kinds of gear hung
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	from him, from a variety of places—like the wall of a sporting-goods store, he was covered with compasses, knives, battery packs, beamers, blazers, binoculars, canteen, bedroll, first-aid kit, provisions, portable heater- stove, heated socks—Dorik was a clearance sale looking for a place to happen.

	Ethab waited till Tril and Eese were ready, then gave a perfunctory hand-signal. They began to move out, Loevil slipping into line beside Megan. She raised her goggle- plate to look at him as he did so. The two of them exchanged a familiar glance. Cautionary. This hunt is going to be... vicious. Loevil glanced back over his shoulder at the Nexus. It was their only link to home. It was marked by an orange beam of light, stabbing skyward from the generator at the center of the disc; the beam had a sparkling white core, brilliant against the dark blue sky; it would be visible day or night. The beacon also emitted a long-range radio pulse that could be homed in on by anyone with a standard communicator. When you faced the beam, its pulses became a continuous pitch; as you approached the source, the pitch rose higher. Loevil called it a “portable North”—ever since a hunt that had landed in a time-envelope of magnetic fluctuation; one of those periods when the Earth’s magnetic field had been reversing itself. Then, compasses had been useless.

	“Mr. Loevil—” Ethab’s voice buzzed in his earpieces. “Watch your scanner. That’s what I’m paying you for.” Then, “We don’t want to catch Dorik by surprise again, do we?”

	Mildly annoyed at having been reprimanded—particularly by someone he didn’t respect—Loevil returned his attention to his scanner. Ethab wasn’t the most offensive hunter Loevil had ever worked for, but he was the most cocksure—and that was dangerous. He glanced over at

	DEATHBEAST

	22

	Megan and Iheir eyes met again. She must have been thinking the same thing.

	The sunlight was orange and came across the hills from low in the west; it outlined the landscape with deep purple and blue shadows. The rocks glinted with ochre and rust-colored highlights on their p&aks. The sky was darkening above, but still light at the horizon—as if something were glowing just beyond it and the air was reflecting that glow.

	They were off the flatlands now and into low rolling plains; the vegetation was no longer stark. The guidebook described the Cretaceous as “the first appearance of willows, elms, and magnolias,” also noting the presence of “figs, beech, and often angiosperms.” Furthermore, “modem ferns are already well developed; as well as gingko trees, club mosses, conifers, cycads, and horsetails.” Loevil saw none of them. There were far more plant varieties in the Cretaceous than had survived as fossil remains, or had yet been catalogued by exploration teams.

	They were moving through a “forest” of shrublike things, gnarled clusters of spiny branches draped with featherlike leaves of dusty yellow; there were occasional tall wispy growths that looked like trees, but weren’t— they had no branches, and the “trunks” were green and stalklike; there were tufts of something mossy, but it Was purple-colored; and here and there patches of variegated leaves, dark red and purple, streaked with pink and white, that looked like sickly ivy.

	They had come nearly four kilometers in the hour since flashdown. Tomorrow they would begin their descent to the lowlands, but Ethab wanted to get as close as possible tonight, so they marched long into the dusk. Tril glanced across at Eese—she was starting to feel tired—
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	but he shook his head and smiled reassuringly; there was nothing he could do about it.

	Farther back in the line, Dorik was trying to rearrange his gear, trying to make it more comfortable—he was carrying too much and he had weighted himself wrong. Every step he took, something banged against his leg or his back or his side; one of the straps chafed against his shoulder and another one bound him too tightly across the chest. And then, from behind him, Nusa topped it all off with a pungent “You really blew it this time.”

	“No, I didn’t,” Dorik snapped. “I’ll make it up.”

	“Ethab won’t give you another chance,” she said. “He can’t depend on you.”

	Dorik was sullen. “I’ll get the chance,” he insisted. “I’ll prove myself.” He increased his pace to put more distance between himself and her. He didn’t need her sniping remarks.

	Far ahead of him, Ethab strode on, unaffected. The line had stretched itself across a hundred meters, and Ethab led it onward, ever deeper into the darkness. His pace was strong and purposeful; if he was tired— if he was ever tired—he didn’t show it. The sun, touching the horizon now, was reflected in his goggle-plate.

	With the abruptness of sunset in a dustless land, they camped. The night was star-brilliant, glittering and cold. A billion years of emptiness looked down on them. They were a hundred million years from home, a hundred million years from the nearest human voice. They were alone as no other human beings ever had been.

	They were alien to this landscape—it was their own planet and yet they were the aliens here. There were no mammals yet, no trees, no grass, no plants or animals that they could recognize—or even safely approach; there was nothing here that they could even safely eat. Not
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	that this environment was poisonous to them—but it was alien.

	Their camp was a glowing circle in the darkness. At its center was a heater-stove, at the perimeter a line of soft-lir warning beacons. Within the circle, they were safe—almost; outside of it, they could assume nothing. They had established a beachhead at a moment that was neither the dawn nor the end of time, only one more tick of an eternal empty wasteland. At the center of their tiny circle there was heat and light; at its edge, icy stars. Even the constellations were unfamiliar, not yet become such landmarks as Orion’s Belt or the Big Dipper. The stars were heartless beacons and unfeeling, their light was still a hundred million years too soon for human eyes—they were colder here, their real selves, as yet untouched by years of human poets. A cold wind swept across the hills —a veil being pulled aside beneath the night sky’s cruel gaze.

	In the distance, the darkness muttered to- itself. It whispered in insect voices and, very faintly underneath, the sounds of screams and screeches—far below the star- limned line of the horizon, something fought and died, something else bellowed its triumph—and there was wind, an ever-present rustling, a word unheard, a soft and breathy chorus of a hundred billion souls yet unborn .and moaning for their moments. Hurry, hurry on with it, they called.

	If you die here, wondered Loevil, where does your ghost go? Does it stay here in the prehistoric past? Would your soul have a hundred million years of lonely wandering through godless Heavens and empty Hells before the rest of humanity even begins—? The image of a soul lost before its god’s existence kept coming back to haunt him. Madness—it was madness.... He buttoned up his jacket
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	against the evening chill, more imagined than real, but biting nonetheless.

	He didn’t feel good about this hunt.

	He was thirty-one and scared, wondering if he was at the midpoint of his life—or even worse, if he was now closer to the end than to the beginning. He was bearded, a dark fringe lined the edges of his face; his hair was short and curly, normally brown, but prolonged exposure to the sun had brought out reddish highlights. His smile was an easy one, but more and more infrequent—when it broke the clouded expression that he normally wore, it was usually accompanied by a quip, sometimes barbed, more often purely cynical. He once had been good-natured, but he’d been losing it with age; he was too tired to be a child any more. His eyes were green and moody; his eyebrows, wide and arched, lent themselves to the easy frown of skepticism. Inside, he hurt a lot—and couldn’t figure out why. He was analytical and rational, and when he couldn’t solve a problem, the frustration of it gnawed at him and gave him pain; that was the pain that he felt now. He couldn’t figure out why he couldn’t figure it out, and he was beginning to have self-doubts.

	Loevil was intelligent enough to know that this was normal for a man his age. In his more optimistic moods, he assumed he would grow out of it soon; in his darker moments, he wondered if he would ever feel joy again. And he wondered why—the real why beneath it all— why really did he keep coming back on all these hunts?

	He sighed with the question unresolved, and turned his attention outward.

	Dorik was just going on watch. Kalen was briefing him carefully. Loevil watched, amused. Kalen’s body language spoke like a megaphone—he was skeptical of Dorik’s ability to guard even his own shoelaces. Dorik was supplicating, he was begging for a chance at redemption; and
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	now, having been trusted with this responsibility, however meager, he was determined—he stretched himself upward to twice his normal height—determined to prove that he was capable of confronting anything the night might produce to challenge him. He would prove he was a man. He deserved a second chance, didn’t he?

	Dorik lowered his filters and moved out toward the western perimeter. Kalen took the eastern side. He lowered his goggle-plate and switched it to its night-vision capabilities. Behind the goggles, the nightscape turned bright and garish.

	Dorik did the same, also switching on his listening bugs. The sounds of the night were amplified and compressed, bringing them all close enough to touch. Something mothlike fluttered around his head. Dorik hefted his gun and began to move out—

	“Try and remember,” called Ethab from behind him. “It’s a rifle—not a club.” He was just spreading out his bedroll.

	Dorik didn’t react—not obviously—but he stiffened his back and moved out with even fiercer determination.

	Watching him, Ethab almost smiled. Almost, not quite —the comers of his mouth twitched as if preparing to curl upward, but the twitch was only a flicker and it died almost as fast as it was bom. Just as well. It would have been a cruel smile anyway.

	Ethab raised his goggle-plate and took off his helniet for the first time that day. He had an eagle’s wing tattooed around his left eye, like a flag of defiance. It was a metallic image, seemingly burned in gold leaf, outlined in red and black; it was as if the eye had been illuminated by a twelfth-century monk, working tirelessly on this single human parchment for a thousand years. The eye was fierce and shaded, a glowing mby smoldering in a fearsome setting. And yet—the tattooed eye seemed kinder
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	than the other one; probably it was—it was an implant, an artificial orb. Only the right eye was original equipment—it was the hard one, so black it seemed like a window on Hell.

	Something roared in the distance. Ethab paused in the act of putting his helmet down. This roar had been different than the usual blur of night sounds. It stood above them. Larger. Deeper. More guttural. A rumble unlike any other sound they had heard yet in this prehistoric desolation; it seemed as if the ground shook with the reverberation of it. He listened tautly, but it didn’t come again. Yet, he knew— “That’s him,” he breathed. “I’ll meet him soon....”

	Almost immediately, he became aware of something else. Megan was watching him. He glanced over at her. Her bedroll was only a couple of meters away. She was eyeing him speculatively.

	Ethab glanced outward, indicating whatever it was that had gone bump in the night. “Close,” he said.

	Megan shook her head. “Loud.” She pulled her scanner close to her and checked it. “Nothing.” She pushed it away. “It’ll beep.”

	“Scared?” he asked as he stretched out, propping himself up on one elbow.

	She hardly considered the thought. “No.”

	“There are more frightening things.”

	Again he looked quizzical. “??”

	Megan looked right back at him. “!!”

	Ethab nodded. No smile, just a curt nod. He cleared his throat thoughtfully, as if wondering how best to approach Megan. He dropped his gaze deliberately, then raised it again to meet hers. He lowered his voice to a whisper, letting it crack slightly. It was a beautiful per
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	formance. “I’ll admit it,” he lied, “I’m scared.” He looked over at her, gauging her reaction.

	Megan was unimpressed. She waited for him to go on.

	“Really,” he said. “The beast scares me—” He paused for effect. “—when I think about him.”

	Megan listened, showing no expression—that was skepticism enough.

	“You can’t be brave unless you’re scared first,” explained Ethab. “The scareder you are, the braver you have to be.” He spread his palms out in a therefore gesture. “ ... I’m scared.”

	Megan pursed her lips, a deliberate action—because she really wanted to say, “Nonsense.” She had been wondering how Ethab would approach her. It happened sooner or later on almost every hunt: The man who had something to prove would try to prove it with her because she was the senior guide. This was her twelfth hunt; she had been propositioned on nine of them before. It wasn’t even flattering any more, only tiresome. Megan was part of a communal marriage, uptime, with Loevil. She enjoyed sex, but she enjoyed it with men and women she loved. She did not enjoy it as an expression of dominance of any person over another. She liked men who could be tender—not men who pretended to be tender so they could get laid.

	But—Ethab was the customer. And the motto of Time- Hunt Ltd. was, “The customer may not always be right, but he’s always the customer.” She looked back at Ethab with a noncommittal but questioning look.

	Ethab continued, boldly, “When the time comes, though, I won’t be scared.” His voice was cold again. Hard. “Because I won’t be thinking. Just doing." He took a deep breath. “It’s always that way.”

	Megan remained noncommittal. “That’s what I’ve heard.” She said it quietly and without emotion.
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	Ethab was still up on one elbow, still looking right at her. “You doubt me?”

	“No, not at all. I believe you’re sincere in everything you say.” She pulled her scanner close to cover her expression. She studied it carefully and added, “So were the last five hunters who said the same thing.”

	“And... ?” Ethab asked slowly. “What happened to them?”

	“They died.”

	Ethab stared at her.

	She didn’t notice. She shut off the narrow-beam scan and went back to wide range, closing the control cover and pushing the unit away again. She turned back into jjer sleeping bag and curled up. After a beat, she said, “Good night."

	Ethab remained up on one elbow. Staring at her.

	It’s impossible for a person to sleep while someone is staring at him. After a moment, Megan turned around and looked back at Ethab. He nodded, not in agreement with her last statement, but in understanding. “They weren’t very good, were they?” A moment after, he added, “Tomorrow. We’ll see.”

	Megan couldn’t fathom his expression. “You have two and a half days.”

	“Good night,” he said, and turned away. The conversation was over. He pulled his sleeping bag up around himself.

	Megan stared at him for a second, allowing herself a moment of annoyance—and reassessment. Ethab wasn’t as obvious as he seemed. He had tried to manipulate her, and when that hadn’t worked, he had turned her own responses against her. He was obviously a force to be respected. She exhaled in distaste and curled back up again, thinly shielded against the night, trying not to think about him.
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	The stars were alien'eyes above. Lying on his back, Ethab saw them without seeing. Under his blanket, one hand touched his chest and stayed there for a moment, a gesture of awareness, self-caressing. A whispered, “This time... I’ll get him this time.” And then he fell immediately, mechanically,'asleep.

	Three

	THINGS THAT GO£<//W/MN THE NIGHT

	Nusa had taken off her helmet, unleashing long, tawny hair that fell down past her shoulders, and was snapping pictures with her holo-fax. It was a seemingly transparent frame with a handle on each side. You looked through it at your subject, pressed the thumb control, and that Was it. What you saw was recorded, and could be immediately retrieved from the fax’s bubble memory and replayed through the viewing frame. Looking through the frame was like looking through a little window at the original scene; a holo-frame memory cartridge could hold seven minutes of moving images, stereo and color, sixty frames per second, plus two channels of sound, or 25,200 stills, also stereo and color. The resolution was 7,500 lines per scan, or 15,000 lines per frame; that high an information density was mandatory if holographic coherency was to be maintained.

	In truth, the unit was not a pure holographic recorder, not like the professional models. Instead of infinite points of view, it recorded a triangular gridwork of viewpoints,
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	spaced two centimeters apart, then later reintegrated them into a seemingly coherent stereo image. A sharp- eyed observer would detect a. slight strobing of motion when moving his head from side to side, but for most semiprofessional uses this model holo-fax was most practical; it was light, portable, and semicompatible with professional-level memories. With logic augmentation, the missing points of view within each triangle could be extrapolated.

	Nusa was snapping close-up stills and short moving shots of Tril and Eese, Loevil, and the immediate campsite. Each shot activated a faint blue-white glow on the face of the holo; the frame was automatically augmenting the orange light of the heater-stove in order to keep the color balance of its images correct.

	Tril was methodically testing her fuel charges, inserting each one into the butt of her rifle, reading its meters, and noting its strength. Eese was resting next to her, his rifle held proudly in his lap. It was a shiny piece of technology, gaudy and overaccessoried—it had logic-scan, vari-spread beaming; a vibra-lock sight with laser-dot pretargeting; multiple-spectrum phasing; dual-cell power capacity for instant recharge, with half-second heat-delay as opposed to the standard one-second recycle time; ready- gauge readouts and beep-cues; not to mention auxiliary- spectrum backup beams for high-density targets—it was a weapon for a well-heeled amateur trying to look like a pro. It glistened and gleamed like an expensive whore, all shiny and oiled and ready for exciting new adventures in lust and savagery. Eese glowed like a parent, stroking it fondly and cradling it in readiness. If anything came up suddenly, Eese would be on top of it in seconds with his own surprise.

	He kept sighting across the n%ht with the ruby-laser target beam—played with it across the distant rocks, the
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	trees, the shrnbs; he jiggled it with little palsied motions to make his own impromptu patterns on the clouds. He pointed the beam at Loevil’s chest, etching a spear of light between them. The target dot burned like an ember right above his heart

	Loevil looked up from his scanner, looked down at the dot of light upon himself, and then to Eese. Eese grinned back at him.

	“I suggest you point that somewhere else,” Loevil said.

	“Don’t be so upset,” smirked Eese. “The safety’s on. And the target beam’s not bright enough to bum.”

	Loevil made a half scowl; he was bored with halfwit hunters. He flippecl the plastic utility cover of his scanner open; it was a mirrored grid, a repeating pattern of tiny right-angje reflectors; it popped up, interrupting the beam of the laser and angling it exactly back the direction it had come. “Okay,” said Loevil. “Press the trigger and let’s see.”

	Eese stared at the beam, fragmented into semiincoherency and striped with interference patterns; it pointed right back down the barrel of his toy. “Neva: mind,” he said, and switched it off.

	Loevil shook his head to himself, mouthing an oath about, “Dumb, bloody amateurs.” Besides, Eese was too damn good-looking; all those shiny white teeth! Loevil hated handsome people, on principle, because they made him feel jealous.

	The B-type laser was rated primarily as a sports weapon; the military used the larger multiple-spectrum beams, but for most hunters a rifle that could put out a beam registering nine kilocalories at a distance of ten meters was more than sufficient, and with a supercharger applied, the beam would measure fifteen kilocalories, but at increased stress to the crystals and a correspond-

	34

	DEATHBEAST

	ingjy shortened lifespan. Super-chargers weren’t recommended.

	Besides, coming armed to the teeth and looking for something to kill wasn’t the best way to survive an expedition—survival tends to be a product of caution. Look out for the things that are out to kill you, and you stand a better chance.

	The primary problem with using B-lasers is that animal tissue is ninety percent water—heat dissipates faster through the air, and only when the bum can’t dissipate fast enough that way does the flesh start to cook inward. If the target is too large, then the hunter can’t pump enough heat into it fast enough to hurt it. Think of a dinosaur as just a large bag of water on the hoof; success in killing one is almost always a measure of the hunter’s ability to calculate the mass-to-volume ratio of the target and the capacity of his weapon to significantly raise the temperature of that large a volume of water.

	In some ways, it really wasn’t much of a sport...      .

	The sound of Tril’s fuel cells clicking in and out of her weapon was getting irritating. Loevil closed his scanner and asked, “Is that the fifth or sixth time you’ve done that drill?”

	Tril looked embarrassed-flustered as she pushed another charge into the rifle. “Eese told me to,” she said.

	Eese sat up stiffly. “We can’t be too careful, you know. We have to check everything.”

	Loevil blinked innocently. “Oh,” he said. As if he had never been on a mission before.

	Tril echoed Eese’s pride—she basked in it, she reflected it like a fire’s glow. “We’re going on watch soon,” she said. “We can’t afford to make mistakes.”

	Eese was already standing. He offered a hand to Tril.
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	“Relax a little,” said Nusa. “It’s only a sport.” She snapped a shot of them, grinning through the frame.

	Loevil looked over at her. “Not to the dinosaurs. To them it’s life or death.”

	Nusa took one more shot of Eese and Tril as they moved off. Then, turning to Loevil, snapping one of him, she asked, “What difference does it make? They’ve been dead a hundred million years—what difference could a few years either way make?”

	Loevil shrugged. “What could a few years either way mean to you in your life?”

	“I’m not a dinosaur,” said Nusa. As if that explained everything. She put her holo-fax down.

	“So? Does that justify it?”

	Nusa turned to look directly at him; her curiosity was piqued. “That’s really a strange attitude for you to take,” she said, surprised. “You’re a guide.”

	“Yeah,” agreed Loevil, noncommittally. “I guess it is.” “Are you going to explain it?”

	“No,” he said. “Why should I? Don’t worry about it.” He tossed the question back at her. “Why are you here?” She looked up sharply, across the camp. “I used to sleep with Ethab.”

	“Used to?”

	“Until tonight.”

	Loevil followed her glance. She was looking at Ethab’s sleeping bag—which was directly next to Megan’s. It didn’t worry him. Megan could take care of herself.

	They were interrupted then by Dorik, wheezing and puffing from the exertion of moving his puffy body across the uneven terrain. He plopped himself down next to them; his breath was ragged and fast, and when he pulled noisily at his canteen, water slopped down around his chin and onto his vest. He began loudly unwrapping a ration
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	bar; it crumbled in his clumsy hands. Loevil and Nusa exchanged half-amused glances.

	“How many of these you been on?” Dorik asked Loevil, then shoved half the bar into his mouth and chewed noisily.

	Loevil shifted his position to one more comfortable. “Seven,” he answered.

	“And Megan?”

	“Twelve.”

	“Are they all like this?” Dorik sprayed a light shower of crumbs in Loevil’s direction when he spoke.

	Loevil shrugged. “Like what? No, every hunt is different.”

	“Is it good work? You like it?” Dorik was trying to make conversation.

	Loevil sighed. “It’s a living.”

	Dorik waved the answer away. “No—what I mean is—” He took another mouthful and spoke around his chewing. “What I mean is—mmf—what happens on these hunts?”

	“You saw that this morning—the unexpected. That’s why people come on a Time Hunt—to be challenged.”

	Dorik paused to wash his meal down with another guzzle from his canteen. “Well, how about some advice— I mean, isn’t there something we ought to know?”

	Loevil shook his head. “You were briefed.”

	“There has to be something more than that.”

	“Well...” Loevil said thoughtfully, “You might want to be very careful.”

	“Careful—?”

	“Uh... ” Loevil glanced around to see if Nusa was still listening—not only Nusa, but Kalen behind her as well. He had joined them silently, moving out of the darkness like a ghost. “We always lose a couple of hunters. Always. Every time.”
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	Dorik and Nusa became uncomfortable. Kalen looked stoic.

	“Aah, you’re just saying that,” muttered Dorik.

	Loevil shrugged it off. “Well... you know. Something you disagree with might try to eat you.”

	Dorik looked unhappily at the remains of die ration bar still in his hand, then put it aside, his appetite suddenly diminished. “This one will be different,” he said.

	“Sure it will.” Loevil made reassuring noises, which nobody believed.

	“Ethab knows what he’s doing,” Kalen put in softly. They all turned to look at him.

	“i’ve heard that one before too,” said Loevil.

	Kalen grinned. “Well, what are you worried about? You’re a guide. You’re neutral; the lizards won’t bother you.”

	Loevil grinned right back. “Sometimes they have a little trouble telling the difference between a hunter and an innocent bystander.”

	“Well,” put in Nusa, with a suddenly mocking grin, “you knew the job was dangerous when you took it.”

	Loevil looked at her, surprised.

	“Good night,” she said sweetly. She began to climb into her bedroll. Kalen moved off, disinterested. Dorik kept eating, oblivious of the exchange.

	Loevil looked at Nusa, shaking his head. He didn’t know whether she was serious or mocking. He finally decided she was being gently sarcastic. “I must be getting overconfident,” he said to himself, and turned to his own sleeping bag.

	From a distance, the camp was an oasis of light, a dim orange glow inside a velvet sack. The stars spangled the sky, but their light was cold and almost malevolent. The camp was a lonely target of light; the markers of the
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	electronic perimeter were soft glowing flares—they were the brightest lights in the night, pools of nominal brilliance, but they failed to provide reassurance to the nervous watchers, Tril and Eese.

	The night made insect noises and tugged at them with the wind—its breath was hot and dry and carried unfamiliar scents: pungencies from nearby blossoms and sharper smells from things less knowable; the background feel of the air was alien. Eese had his goggles raised, and sniffed uncomfortably, trying to identify the source of his discomfort. The darkness seemed to throb with a heartbeat of its own.

	He glanced across the camp to where a single figure stood silhouetted in the light of the fence. He touched his communicator and whispered, “Watch your ass, Tril.”

	A moment later, her answer floated back. “You watch your own”

	Eese nodded, smiling, and resumed his patrolling. He was cautious, but leisurely. If there was something moving through the night... he would deal with it. He took three steps and listened, five more and then listened again. In this way, he moved steadily around the circle; Tril was doing the same, and the two of them stayed always opposite each other.

	Around them, the night breathed quietly to itself. And then it stopped. As if waiting. The air grew still and silent as the rustle of the wind faded to a whisper. Underfoot the dry mosslike plants crunched with every step Eese took; it was the only sound. All was motionless; even the insects had fallen quiet....

	—there was a dry click and the green light on Megan’s scanner flickered out, was replaced by a winking yellow one. But she was sleeping, turned away from it; she didn’t notice. It hadn’t beeped....
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	—out near the edge of the fence, Tril paused. She listened.

	Was there something there?

	There was a spotlight mounted on her blazer-rifle. She switched it on, waiting for it to come up to full brilliance; it took only a second, turning red, redder, orange, yellow, flaring into white, then whiter—a dazzling glare, a swath of flattening intensity. The night went shadowy and blue beyond it, the air gleaming with the reflection of the light, suspended dust becoming tiny spangles.

	The beam moved of its own volition—like an eye it swept the landscape, illuminating Tril’s curiosity and fear as if it were a prowling dog. It was like a bar of sunlight, too harsh to look directly at. From behind it, Tril peered out at a world abruptly garish—shapes of white and yellow, blue and black. The light flattened every object that it touched into a cardboard cutout of itself.

	The landscape was empty, studded here and there with scrawny bushes. The pebbled ground cast shadows out beyond, a streaked and grainy pattern that faded into darkness.

	Tril stood poised and listening, terribly alone and fragile-looking. She was slight, and her blazer-rifle seemed almost too large for her. She held it like a cannon and peered over the bulge of the spotlight with eyes so wide they gleamed in the reflection of the beam.

	Across the camp, Eese had turned to stare at the sudden brilliance. He saw Tril now as a silhouette against a flaring whiteness. What was she looking at? What was she looking for?

	She swept the beam slowly back and forth. Back and forth.

	There was nothing there. If there had been, perhaps the light had frightened it away.
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	She turned to look at Eese. Could he see her? She shook her head to indicate that there was nothing.

	And yet—

	She turned back and listened once again. It sounded like something large had moved. Something large was breathing slowly in the distance. It seemed closer than before.

	But when she listened for it, it sounded only like the wind.

	Even though there was no wind.

	It was like an afterimage on the retina, just off-center. If you tried to look directly at it, it moved away from you. Like something just beyond the comer of your eye, you could only see it when you looked away from it— that’s what this sound was like. You couldn’t listen for it, you could only hear it when you weren’t listening.

	From across the camp, Eese watched her, puzzled. What was she listening to? He held his position and tried to hear it—but there was nothing, not even the buzz of insects. No birds crying in the distance, no wind, no noise of water running in a stream, no sound of any kind at all—except the sound of his own heart, and his blood rushing in his ears. It was so quiet now he could hear the functioning of his own body. It unnerved him, and he switched his spotlight on and pointed it beyond the camp, looking for the source of his and Tril’s discomfort.

	Maybe it was just nerves, he thought That seemed probable. Just nerves. He took a deep breath, then another. He slid into one of the relaxation-readiness exercises he used to use when he was still in competition as an athlete. It was his life to be strong, to be ragged—uncertainty was not something he could tolerate. He flexed his broad shoulders and held his weapon with new assurance. If Tril had found something, he would deal with it. He began moving around the camp toward her, keeping
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	his beam aimed to sweep the same area as hers. The key was determination and faith. If you lose your nerve, he told himself, you lose everything.

	To his left, Tril switched off her spotlight.

	It wasn’t showing her what she wanted to see, so she switched it off. Darkness almost returned—except for a glare behind her. She lowered her goggles and switched on the image-augmentation, blinking as it came to life. She was studying the same landscape, only this time it was filtered, mapped, and gridded, projected on an imaginary frame in front of her in shades of red and purple, blue and white. The logic circuits laid lines and numbers on the image, telling her the range of distant hills and rocks. The silence of the night was compressed and amplified in her ears, a dull buzzing roar, the ambiance of emptiness. She turned slowly, looking, listening.

	She was frightened.

	She admitted it now; she had heard something. And it wasn’t there now—that was what unnerved her. Things that went bump in the night should have the good grace to stay where they had bumped.

	She was determined not to fumble. She had seen how firmly Ethab had dealt with Dorik; she didn’t want that wrath turned on her.

	She ought to wake the others—perhaps she ought to tell Eese—except she wasn’t sure. What if she were wrong? She’d look foolish. She really ought to make sure first. Besides, part of her wanted to prove her ability to handle it herself. She wanted to be more than just Eese’s tag-along....

	She moved cautiously forward—

	Behind her, still a quarter of the way around the camp, Eese was just switching off his own spotlight and lowering his goggles. To his eyes, she became a white silhouette in the processed image.
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	She stopped where she was and stared uncertainly forward—she glanced hesitantly back at the camp. Should she wake them just in case anyway? Better to be safe than sorry.... She lifted her goggles and looked back at the safety of the light, biting her lower lip. She couldn’t make up her mind what to do.

	Her ears roared with the absence of sound. The night was hard and ringing, it was a hollow presence. She turned and looked out at it again, lowering her goggles once again across her eyes, turning up the sound in her ears. The rush of air noises rose and faded with an almost regular beat....

	—the winking yellow light on Megan’s scanner switched to red, an insistent warning eye. But the scanner didn’t beep. It clicked as if trying to beep, as if trying to find its voice, but the click was nearly inaudible; the frightened ruby pulse flickered unseen and alone in the dark—

	—Loevil’s scanner, not quite as sensitive in the middle ranges, went to yellow, then almost immediately to red. Whatever it was, it was moving. The scanner beeped, once a second, a high-pitched steady note congruent with the blinking of the warning light—

	—on the other side of the device, Dorik grumphed. He rolled over and brought his hand down on it, his fingers fumbling for a switch. “Not yet, baby . . . just a few more minutes....” Almost instinctively, his fingers found a switch and pushed it in. He rolled back over in his sleep, and within seconds was snoring again. He hadn’t even wakened.

	Something had wakened Loevil, however—Dorik’s wheezing?—his eyes came open in a frown and he listened for a moment to the night; but all he could hear was the closeness of a rhinoceros’ rasping snores. Noth
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	ing else. Nothing beeping. Loevil yawned. Still listening, he drifted back into sleep....

	Nearby, Nusa pulled her sleeping bag tighter around her, and Kalen rolled over, seeking a new position. Megan brushed at her face once; only Ethab remained motionless, absolutely still.

	Beyond, Eese was watching Tril, who was standing in the darkness, pinned by indecision. He knew better than to distract her now. She needed to concentrate on what she was listening for. He would be her backstop. He edged forward as quietly as he could.

	As if sensing his approach from the opposite side of the camp, Tril moved forward, moved beyond the perimeter of the electronic fence. The glow-tubes sensed her presence as she passed between them, they flicker- flashed once.

	Eese saw the flicker, and increased his pace. “Tril . . .?” he called softly. He didn’t want to wake the others, but he didn’t want her going out so far—

	Everything was deathly still. As if the night were holding its breath.

	Tril ignored his call. She was listening to the silence. It wasn’t a really loud sound that she thought she heard, and she could have been mistaken. It was just a breathing kind of sound and it could have been the wind—it could have been, but it felt so large and close and deep— if it was really there—

	“Tril?” Eese was soft, but insistent. Belatedly, he thought to switch on his communicator again, but Tril was already moving out

	She was raising and lowering her goggles, looking and listening. Behind her, off to one side, she could sense Eese’s spotlight coming on again, illuminating her from behind, casting an eerie shadow out ahead of her. She turned her own spotlight on and swept the landscape

	DEATHBEAST

	44

	again. Nothing. She switched it off and lowered her goggles. She stepped forward out of Eese’s beam and into darkness. Behind her, Eese did likewise; his spotlight faded out and night returned. The soft crunching of his footsteps was the only sound.

	There were no insects, there was no wind—only the hot, dry, empty night. Eese frowned.

	What was Tril stalking?

	The landscape was a red and purple nightmare in his goggles. The bushes were blue-black claws; their leaves were invisible to the sensing fields. The hills were flickering glows, still giving off residual heat of the day. The sky was glittery with radio noise. Living objects would be white or yellow silhouettes against the darker shades—but there was nothing. Dammit! Nothing.

	Curious and cautious both, Eese moved forward. Three steps, stop and listen, five more, stop and listen. He switched his filters to a different spectrum of scanning, turned and covered an arc of 360 degrees. He turned slowly, listening carefully, studying—he switched to a third scanning spectrum and turned back in the opposite direction. Still nothing.

	Annoyed and frustrated, he turned to cover Tril again.

	She was nowhere to be seen.

	ENCOUNTER

	For a moment, Eese thought his heart had stopped. “Tril—?” he called, not trying to be cautious any more. - He crossed beyond the boundary of the fence, the glow- tubes flickering as he passed. “Tril,” he insisted. “Where are you? Tril?”

	He scanned quickly from side to side. “Tril—?” He touched his communicator and tried again. “Tril?”

	The answer was static.

	“Tril! Answer me!”

	She could have switched the communicator off, he told himself—to listen to the night. He moved incautiously into the darkness, striking off across the slope of the ground to bring himself to a higher view. There were some rocks on his right, perhaps she was beyond them—

	—there! As he moved around, he caught a glimpse of her moving, a flicker of white in a blood-colored image. “Tril?” She didn’t hear him. He began moving toward her.

	She was facing in the other direction, listening at the
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	rocks beyond. Whatever it was that she thought she heard, she couldn’t locate it now.

	And then:—it rumbled. As if clearing its throat. As if getting ready to move. She turned, startled—switching on her spotlight—still nothing; she decided she’d better wake the others, turning to go back—

	Eese saw her—they were trapped together in that bright moment—coming toward him, and he waved. “Tril—!” She moved quickly, uncertainly—

	—sudden glance sideways, the spotlight stabbing like a torch—across a bush, and—“Oh, my God—!” Something long and large and scaly—unbidden the spotlight leapt along the haunch, a leg with musculature like iron, climbing into a back arched and turning, a ponderous head swinging around on a neck like a crane—red eyes flashing back the bright gleam of the spotlight, the jaw opening with a wet sound, brief glimpse of a massive dark tongue, then teeth, shining like ivory—and it grunted with the voice of the night. A hot breath, rank with decay, reeking of blood and death; the rumble of a volcano. It took a step, then another, moving round to face her—the ground trembled with its violence. The tail lifted, lashing as the beast shifted its weight; the giant ponderous head lowered toward her. The thing, illuminated only in the single stabbing beam of Tril’s spotlight, began to move. She couldn’t see it all—it was too big!

	She leapt back, involuntarily, her breath forced out of her throat by the shock; she brought her rifle up, stepping backward, her foot scrambling for purchase on the uneven ground—firing one wild stabbing shot, a blaze of crackling blue-white fire sizzling through the air across the creature’s lowering head; it flashed across the landscape, outlining and illuminating it in terrifying detail. For one startling instant, both she and the beast were outlined
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	in the white and crimson flare of the bolt. There was a red and purple after-image in the night.

	Horrified, Eese was already running toward her, shouting, “Trill” Raising his rifle, not even bothering to aim, hoping only to distract the monster long enough for her to escape, he let off a bolt—searing, arrowing through the darkness—

	The beast was moving after Tril. Eese could see her running madly—the thing came lumbering like a demon, the ground was throbbing with its beat—the bobbing of her spotlight cast weird shadows all around; his own light too—the creature was a shape of dragon-dark, balanced high on two great legs of steel-corded sinew, with thin grabbing arms above them, the body curving long and narrow into neck and fearsome head, which jabbed and pointed at its prey. Each step shook the world and forced a blast of fiery air up from the creature’s lungs, out through its throat—its noises were not shrieks or screams, they were grunts of pain as if the effort of each move were agony; its tail lashed in counterbalance, its head came darting in like fire—

	She stumbled, her legs still moving, kept on running, scrambled to her feet again, not looking back, she kept on running—the deathbeast followed after—not looking back, it might be gaining, nor screaming either, just a heaving kind of whimper-grunt as she moved across the rocks—behind her something snapped shut like a giant door, she felt the wind of its motion—

	—something flared above her, white and ruby-red, a saw-toothed ringing in the air—the deathbeast head, red-eyed in the reflection, whipped up and out of sight. High in the darkness of night, it turned above her, thundering and for the first time, roaring—a blast of sound incredible, a foghorn, steam whistle, trumpeting, volcano burst of pain—
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	—and again the zip-zoop of Eese’s blazer and the crimson sharp illumination broke the night—the bolt struck the creature’s elongated muzzle and there was the smell of burning flesh, smoldering and smoking— and as the pain soaked through, the roaring came again—

	And then the deathbeast really moved—

	It turned to face its source of pain, momentarily forgetting Tril. She was already scrambling around again— Bam! Bam! Bam! Bam! It moved like cannon fire! It barreled across the ground like something evil and possessed, a tidal wave of flesh, the furious god of dinosaurs incarnate; its tail lashing high above its body, its head low and glinting, crimson-eyed, its scales shining in the light of Eese’s spotlight—

	—another bolt of sizzling pain, and another slashing after; the air rang and echoed with each blast—the beam snapped out and licked across the deathbeast’s muzzle— quick scarlet tongues of Eese’s fiery touch; each instantaneous flare revealed the deathbeast moving closer, head-on like a tank, a train, a maddened mammoth elephant—Eese fired off a fifth, and then a sixth shot—the deathbeast towered huge above him, eyes like fiery coals; its head came looming down; Eese turned and ran, there was still a chance—

	Tril saw the spotlight on his rifle as it jerked abruptly, then tumbled, spinning backward to the ground, its beam of light swung wildly around—

	—and there was silence. Something grunting, crunching. Silence again for a heartbeat’s breadth, and then a deeper noise, a gulp of something moving down—the mouthful was still kicking; the monster jerked its head and snapped its meal farther back into its throat—was that a muffled scream—?

	The sound of crunching bone and ripping teeth
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	through flesh, the spurt of steaming blood—a horrifying swallow, and Tril was paralyzed where she stood—

	And then silence again. This time permanent.

	Something fell unnoticed from the deathbeast’s mouth. It turned and disappeared into the darkness. The glare from Eese’s fallen spotlight illuminated its steely flank for just a moment, and then it was gone. Its footsteps faded like drumbeats in the distance.

	Tril, breathless and gasping, moving as if entranced, began working her way down the rocks. She fumbled with her communicator as if to call the others, but forgot to work her throat—

	“Eese?” she called. “Eese? Where are you?” The deathbeast was forgotten—it was Eese that she was searching for. Her need for Eese was more important than any danger. Eese would hold the danger off. “Eese—” Her voice was barely a whisper.

	The camp was an orange glow, visible in the distance, but there was Eese’s spotlight to one side, a fallen splash of light against the ground—she moved to it with curiosity—

	—and stumbled over something—a rock, she kept on moving—and stopped when she came to the blazer on the ground. A wisp of smoke curled up from the dust where the spotlight housing burned against it—and glaring in the wash of dazzling light was a single bloody boot, part of the leg still in it—

	She screamed. Not in horror, but in anguish—realization of the real horror still to come: the emptiness of existence without Eese. Her throat let loose a breathy wail of pain and terror—she was sinking how, sinking inwardly while sinking to her knees....

	Loevil sat up in his sleeping bag, a puzzled look on his face. “Did you hear something?” he asked.
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	Across the camp, Megan rubbed the sleep from her eyes. “I don’t think so,” she answered. Beside her, Ethab sat up abruptly, blinking mechanically awake. She reached over and pulled her scanner close. She studied it uncomprehendingly for a moment Then, “Oh, my God.”

	Ethab was already rising, his rifle in his hand. Did he sleep with it? Or was it part of his body?

	The others were sitting up now, standing with a babble of mixed voices, “What th—?” “Did you hear—” At a curt gesture from Ethab, they fell silent. Loevil was already grabbing his scanner—he frowned at it in puzzlement; it was switched off.      \

	Ethab touched the communicator at his throat. “Tril? Eese?” He waited for the reply.

	Static. Filtered through the tiny speaker.

	“Eese,” he said firmly. “Report”

	Nothing.

	Ethab looked to Megan and Loevil, both studying their scanners, startled looks on their faces.

	Loevil pointed out at the darkness. “Over there—”

	Megan nodded in confirmation.

	Ethab hefted his rifle and moved—the action seemed one fluid motion, it was really several: checking the ready meter, its charge light was green; checking his spare charges, he clicked off the safety. He strode across the camp, lowering his goggles and going to full image amplification and augmentation. Behind him, the others were still scrambling to find their weapons.

	Loevil started to fall in behind him, then thought better and ran to grab his other gear. Kalen and Nusa were already arming themselves. Megan was just reaching for a blazer-rifle. Only Dorik was left, trying to get his pants on, hold his rifle, and follow them, all at the
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	same time. He hopped across the ground, crying, “Wait for me—”

	Ethab moved effortlessly to the nearest crag, jumping onto it in one liquid leap—another leap and a half and he was at the top. He surveyed the landscape professionally, adjusting his filters as he turned.

	The image snapped into sharp focus. Computer numbers identified the range. A touch and the image swelled. Tril, just sinking to her knees. Magnification: X 55.

	Another touch and the image shrank back to a wider angle. Beside him, Megan was already scanning. The others were just arriving on the crag, all but Dorik.

	Ethab pointed. “Tril is over there. So is what’s left of Eese.” He looked to Megan for her report

	Reading off her scanner, a little stunned by Ethab’s brusqueness—it showed in the unevenness of her voice—Megan managed, “It’s over there—” She pointed off to the left. “—digesting something. It’s in a gully.” She added, “Be careful.”

	Ethab ignored the warning. “Nusa.” He nodded toward their Hank. “Over there. Kalen, go get Tril.”

	Kalen moved out like a soldier, rifle held ready. As he stepped down from the rocks, Loevil cried out, “Woops!” He hadn’t taken his eyes from his scanner. “It’s moving!” Kalen paused, looking back, so did Nusa. Ethab held up one hand in a “stand by” gesture.

	“North-northeast,” said Loevil. “Two kilometers an hour.” Kalen nodded and was gone; he could still get Tril. Nusa waited for new orders.

	Loevil studied his meters with growing apprehension, a dawning realization of just what it was that they were reading. “It’s at least sixteen meters long , . . probably more; seven meters high . . .” He added, startled, “Nine tons!”

	“Good,” said Ethab, moving out. “A big one.”
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	Dorik came hobbling up then, still buttoning his pants. Ethab didn’t even look at him; he said, “Dorik, go back to camp.”

	Dorik stood there, still in the act of zipping up his fly, a stunned look on his face—as if he’d run into a door. But Ethab ignored him now; Dorik no longer existed.

	“Nusa, flank me.” Ethab pointed. “Loevil, go with. Read screens for her.” They moved out then, leaving Dorik standing still holding his zipper. He opened his mouth to call after them, closed it, turned toward Loevil and Nusa, closed his mouth again—his chin trembled as he looked hungrily after. “I want to go too—” he said, but nobody heard him. He hefted his rifle in futile readiness, shifting his weight back .and forth from one foot to the other. The night laughed around him.

	A rocky bluff overlooked the gully. Ethab and Megan came up to the crest in darkness. Their goggle-plates turned the night into purple day. Fifty meters distant, Nusa and Loevil also crested the slope. They began sweeping the area with their spotlights, then double- checked through their goggles. There were insect sounds in the night, but the deathbeast was nowhere to be seen or heard. The gully was empty.

	Ethab studied the red and purple trough in his goggles. “All right... where is he?”

	Loevil’s voice came filtered through his earpieces. “He’s dropped off the screen. Wait a minute, I’ll go to a wider scan—” There was a pause, then a puzzled, “Come on, machine!” A shorter pause. “Nothing.”

	Ethab tossed him a withering look, unseen in the darkness, hidden by the goggle-plate over his face—

	—but just the same, Loevil apologized. “Interference, I guess.”

	“Terrific.” He turned back to the gully, thoughtfully.
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	Beside him, Megan was worriedly studying her own scanner. Why didn’t it beep?

	Ethab thought of something and touched his communicator again. “Kalen—?”

	Kalen was guiding Tril carefully across the sandy floor of the plain. She moved in a daze, her eyes glassy. Kalen had Eese’s gaudy rifle on his back and was cradling his own in readiness. He was also carrying something in a plastic body bag. “Yo—” he responded. “I’m bringing Tril in to camp.” She still held her rifle in her hands, clicking and unclicking its safety latch in a steady nervous beat.

	“Keep your eyes open,” came Ethab’s voice. “The thing is moving.”

	At this, Tril made a small whimpery sound, a gasp of subdued horror—not so much in fear as resignation. It ended in a tiny, dying wail of breath.

	Kalen pumped his goggles up to maximum augmentation and made a quick, efficient pirouette to scan the horizon in a 360-degree arc. Still looking, he said, “It’s nowhere on my horizon.”

	“Right,” said Ethab. “Out.”

	Ethab and Megan began closing ranks with Nusa and Loevil. All of them were concerned. There was something big out there in the night and they couldn’t find it.

	Megan shook her head. “I think we’ve lost him....

	Ethab said slowly, “You don’t just lose nine tons of dinosaur.”

	She shrugged. The facts spoke for themselves.

	Ethab added, “They don’t usually leave the scene of a kill right away.”

	“They do when they’ve finished eating,” said Loevil. “Especially if they’re still hungry. Eese was just a snack—” Liking the metaphor, he embroidered it facetiously. “—an appetizer, an hors d’oeuvre, a munchie—”
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	Both Ethab and Megan tamed to face him. Even through their goggles, he could see their expressions and shut up.

	Ethab said, “All right—we’ll go down that way—” He pointed down the gully. “—then head back around through there—” He moved boldly out; the others followed with less certainty. Their spotlights pointed like fingers as they moved down the slope.

	Five

	A MOMENT FOR DORIK

	They were circling a rocky hill: Ethab, Nusa, Megan, Loevil. Periodically, one or the other of them would lower his or her filter to check the surrounding landscape. The goggle-plates made everything brighter, but also a little fuzzier—the devices looked at radiated heat as well as using electronic image amplification. Logic circuits combined the two images into one—the amplification of moonlight and starlight provided a sense of landscape, but the colors of the objects in an image were a function of their heat radiation levels. The view through the goggles was not an easy one to look at; the colors tended to be harsh and there was a persistent fuzziness around the edges of objects that would not go away.

	Megan moved closer to Nusa and touched her arm lightly. “Don’t look through your filters too much,” she said. “It’ll ruin your night vision.”

	Nusa raised her plate and looked at Megan, a dark figure in the moonlight. “You’re telling me how to hunt?”
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	Megan’s teeth flashed white against her darker skin. ‘Tm telling you how to survive. You can hunt any way you want.”

	They trudged on in silence. They were well off the slope now, back onto the flatland, and circling the base of the hill clockwise. It loomed above them on their right, rocky and forbidding, as if it were only slumbering in the night It jutted unevenly, black against black. Above, the stars were crisp and frozen. They were a splash of brilliant light, a fountain’s glittering spray hung across the velvet pit of space. The moon was a barren beauty on the horizon, impossibly close and floating through the mist of stars like a goblet of bright wine; she was pockmarked in amber fascination— veiled and impassive, she would wait a hundred million years for the footsteps of her first suitors.

	Below her sterile gaze, the only sound was the crunch of boots across a sandy meadow. Dry grass and leaves, twigs and gravel—the scrape of cleat on earth—the night was an echo chamber of intensified time. Each moment reverberated in upon itself, amplified in its own anticipation. Uncertainty trickled like drops of ice along flte hunters’ skin. Perspiration beaded cold, then evaporated in a breath of drying wind. The breeze kept tugging at their jackets, plucking at their vests and hair. It whistled in their eyes and murmured just beyond the limits of their ears—they couldn’t hear the words it whispered; it was an ally of the deathbeast in the night, not of man. It teased and taunted all around them....

	Ethab paused to sniff the air and scan the horizon. Loevil came up beside him, reading his meters.

	“You think we’re through for the night, Mr. Loevil?”

	“No,” said Loevil. He pretended nonchalance, but he was faking. He would have preferred to have a safer trip,
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	a nice dull hunt with tourists who would be content with daytime thrills, snapping photographs, and at the most, perhaps, eventually bagging a little something small enough to make the bringing of its head and hide back as a trophy a practical possibility. But no—he had to be so lucky as to be on this trip with a hunter who really knew what hunting was about, goddammitall.

	“I agree with you,” said Ethab. “He’s nocturnal. He’ll be back—”

	Nearby... something grunted. As if it were clearing its throat. But the sound was loud. Close. A rumble as of the Earth preparing for upheaval.

	Loevil whirled—a reflex-action, instinctive—looking to his flank, surprised. The others too were turning— Nusa, Megan, Ethab—

	The deathbeast, a gigantic hulking darkness, separated itself from the rocky horizon, moving massively into the open. Each enormous step was a thundering quake. They had been circling the hill after it, and now it had turned back to meet them all head on. Its eyes were fiery embers in the dark, as if lit from within—

	—No, it was the reflected glare of someone’s spotlight. And then a rifle fired and its bolt split the night like lightning. The flash and whoop of it was like a crack of thunder in the prehistoric dark. Already the hunters and the guides were spreading sideways, forming a skirmish line even as they were firing. Their spotlights cut across the moonlit blue tableau, painting the towering Tyrant King—Tyrannosaurus Rex!—in stark relief. Loevil was fascinated by its vast and huge authority. And then it began to rage—and Loevil knew it was the final power in this land—its voice was the strident cry of doom; an anger so fierce and unrelenting,
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	like a wrathful god avenging crimes against its worshippers, that Loevil knew that there could be no mercy here—

	The god-beast hesitated in the night, transfixed in the stabbing beams of the spotlights; they were bars of moving brilliance, illuminated by the dust they pierced. He snapped at them, not at their sources. He was confused by things he couldn’t sink his teeth into. He snapped and bit again. He roared—and the ground trembled. His tail rose high and lashing—crashed into and toppled a small tree—his body lowered for a charge, then raised again because there was no target. His head came jutting, turning, snapping; every time he roared, his breath came like a hot inferno, the open door of a blast furnace letting loose a jet of anger, ripe with blood and hunger, foulness and decay. He was poised, this mighty towering mountain of angered scaly flesh, ready to lurch forward—needing only targets to attack. He kept raising up and turning, looking, only to be blinded by the stabbing spotlights. The splatter of the blazer-bolts came sizzling hard across his back and sides. He roared and stepped aside, turning to attack the unseen thing that bit him—and was-hit again by light, and by the crackle of another beam—he lowered once again, raising his tail, leaning into his attack; readying to charge—but the beam came crackling now across his muzzle and he stepped back instead, recoiling, rising, roaring, thundering his pain and rage—frustrated he lashed out—but he couldn’t find a target in the dark—only those awful glaring circles of accusing brightness—

	The deathbeast raged with savage power and the stillness of the night was shattered. Even at the camp they could hear the distant bellowing, and the horizon glowed with fire. Kalen came to his feet as if he were spring- loaded. Like Ethab, he came up with his weapon in his hand; he could have been stamped from the same mold.
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	Behind him, things crashed to the ground as Dorik scrambled for his rifle too. Kalen was already running for the rocky outcrop that sheltered the camp. He leapt easily up to the top of it and snapped his goggles into place. Dorik came stumbling after him, barking his shins and fumbling with his own filter-plate, trying to fit it across his eyes.

	There, on the close horizon, caught like Gulliver struggling among the Lilliputians, was something large and violent, criss-crossed with sparkling fire and light— it was thrashing back and forth, like a mountain fighting off a storm of bright, electric-swarming, lightning- stinging wasps, turning, ever turning, twisting, biting at its tormentors, seeing only flashes and jerking at their deadly bites; it hissed and thundered back at them. It moved away and back—it raised its body high and lowered it again in threatened charge; it stamped its heavy feet and bellowed; it thrashed its tail side to side: a repertoire of challenge designed to outbluster any rival Tyrant into horrified retreat. Long live the Tyrant King, the King is One! He snapped at the neon beams of light that threatened him, not yet understanding that his real foes were something smaller, their bravado only magnified by the raging crimson heat they hurled in reckless glee.

	Kalen and Dorik could smell the stench of burning flesh—even at this distance; the acrid ozone smell of blazer-bolts charred through the air; the sound of every flash was a high-pitched angry shriek.

	The deathbeast, god of prehistoric fear, stood towering above the tiny human beings, nine tons of flesh and power, sixteen meters of terror; his skin glistened dark and oily in the stark light of their beams. He inhaled and his chest distended like a barrel, he exhaled and his breath rasped out like fire. His jaws were large enough
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	to hold a good-sized horse; his teeth were knives and daggers, the serrated edge of death; they lined his jaws like nightmares. The deathbeast’s hide was armor—not plates or sheathes so much as interleaving scales, a mesh like mail crafted for a knight, yet fashioned for a dragon, a flexing skin of flesh and iron. The blazer-bolts charred into it like lightning, too bright to look at with the naked eye. Where each bolt struck, the skin and scales exploded, blood boiled, flesh erupted, heat pumped into the Tyrant King like a demon’s angry wrath. The beams crackled and struck, meat jerked and burned; the god-beast bellowed, turning in its agony— but it wouldn’t back away! It didn’t have the brains! The blazers weren’t strong enough to kill it, even with the super-chargers. The hunters couldn’t pump enough heat into the monster—they could hurt it, they could madden it with pain, they could char and score it, they could give it agony—but they couldn’t stop it, and if it decided to move, they couldn’t even slow it down!

	But still the bolts kept coming! Blue-white flashing in the blackened air—the smoke outlined the stabbing beams—in the instant of a microsecond, they cycled into yellow, orange, crimson aftershocks, leaving ultraviolet hazes, deep and brooding, glowing, hanging in the light-scorched air. The haze sparkled with a myriad static flickerings, discharges of the smoke and dust. The monster bit and snapped and roared. The earth shook with every step. Images were burned into the hunters’ eyes. The huge tail flashed above, the thing staggered as if bit—the tail thundered down against the ground and lashed above again as the beast regained its balance. Its pain was coming from those lights... it would attack whatever lurked behind them—

	Dorik was stumbling after Kalen, trying to keep up. They were running through the night, rushing toward
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	the flashing, glittering battle—and one thought kept bouncing to the surface of his mind: This might be his chance to prove to Ethab that he could hold his own. He tripped across a rock and went sprawling on his face, but he was up and running before he even finished falling, even more determined now. His blood was surging through his veins as if it were on fire. This could be his chance!

	The beast was moving now—one step at a time—biting at the unseen forces that were hurling brilliant fire at him. The tiny demons, imps of bright technology, danced in gleeful circles around the monster’s legs, darting in and back and all around—the monster turned and turned and tried to follow them—

	“He’s confused!” shouted Megan “—because we’re not running!”

	“It’s the lights!” said Ethab, and fired again. Zeep-

	whooop!

	“We’re going to need the super-chargers,” said Nusa, not realizing in her own confusion that they were already plugged in.

	“About fifty of them, Fd say,” Loevil snapped, scuttling sideways and letting off another shot without even taking the time to aim. The target was too big and too close—too close!—to miss. He lowered his goggle-plate against the glare.

	The deathbeast thundered—the Tyrant had his target now—there were four of them, little things they were— and then he really did move! The ground cracked under his enormous weight—but he had direction now. A step and then another, and another, arching his body forward, raising his tail as he did so—his fearsome bulk was pushed off-balance by the action—his gigantic legs pumped forward, not so much propelling him as keeping him from falling on his face—and that was how he
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	charged! He held his tail high, and his massive body low and forward, and as long as he could hold that posture, he would move, a giant hurtling boulder of pounding lizard flesh. His legs pumped just enough to keep his bulk aloft and moving—this was the Tyrant’s charge!

	Something flashed red off to one side—it bit his eye; the god-beast staggered as another bit his haunch; the something creased his ragged jaw, abruptly burning. He stumbled, turning, off balance, then recovered quickly, turning to face this newer source of pain on his right— his tail flashed out in dismay, cropping saplings on one side—was his target some ethereal kind of ghost, flickering in and out of existence like a gulp of smoke?

	Kalen fired again—his bolt passed near the death- beast’s ear, sizzling through the air like crimson terror. The nearness of it caused the awful head to jerk about. Dorik’s bolt seared bright across the creature’s skull, marking it with a line of blackened tissue, arrow-straight and instantly cauterized.

	The deathbeast roared its pain and rage. Its frustration was a wall of sound that cracked and shattered landscapes. It found a new direction for the venting of its wrath—it came charging now at Kalen’s and Dorik’s stabbing beams. Its tail raised in warning, lashing back and forth, illuihinated by the lights, bright fingers of technology reaching back one hundred million years before their time./The creature’s eyes were crimson, its -mouth was black and roaring. Their weapons barked and sizzled at it, and it focused all its anger on those burning slashing beams, the sources of its pain, and it came charging down upon them—

	Kalen scattered sideways, ducking behind a rock, dodging the pulping blow of the deathbeast’s heavy tail. It couldn’t see him in the dark; its eyes were blinded by the afterglares of all the bolts that had seared across its
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	vision—but it smelled the scent of something alien and ugly. It snapped at little Kalen, missing him as he rolled over on his back and then away, but grabbing something fiery-metal—the beast jerked upward at the touch of Dorik’s probing fire, taming toward the burning of the beam—Dorik’s silly boldness. It dropped the fiery-metal something it had grabbed, Kalen’s blazer-rifle, which shattered when it hit the rocky ground. Its fuel cells exploded with a yellow roar. The deathbeast, startled, jerked backward and away, almost ready now to call the whole thing quits and go off roaming in the night again—but one more bolt from Dorik’s shrilling blazer came piercing it and once again its anger rose like flames—

	Dorik kept on firing, a silly smile on his face; the mighty beast was taming now and leaving Kalen, coming on toward Dorik—this was the moment of achievement, his chance to prove himself a man! He fired upward at it, again and then again—

	Behind the deathbeast, Nusa raised her rifle, but Ethab laid his hand across her aim, “No, don’t,” he said. He pointed with a nod. “He’s attracted to the blazer fire. Watch.” Perhaps he also understood that this was Dorik’s moment—

	Closing now on Dorik the deathbeast came, a pounding engine of the night’s black hell; Dorik’s bolts illuminated it like scarlet lightning, brilliant strokes across a hollow landscape. The deathbeast snapped and bit at every flash, it roared and screamed with every bolt that struck. The stench of burning flesh was as loud as every shriek.

	This was Dorik’s final moment—he was a man complete, entranced and charged with ecstasy. He was alive for the first time in his life—

	And then his rifle went dead.
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	He checked it in consternation, while the pounding and the roaring and the blackened bellowing of the thing from all his nightmares rose before him—

	Watching, at a distance, Loevil said—he’d seen the same thing happen twice before—“Go ahead, throw it at him.”

	And, as if he’d heard the words, that’s what Dorik did. In fear, in sudden panic, he arched his arm, stiff- elbowed, back behind himself, then arced the rifle forward. The beast was moving in, bending down to snap at Dorik, grabbing with an open mouth—he saw something—’whiteness—in the air and snapped at it, catching it and biting through it. The rifle’s fuel cells were punctured, they exploded into brilliant fire, slapping the monster backward, down and to the ground! The beast was slammed by hardness roaring— Flashing, sputtering with electronic flares, the whole shallow valley was illuminated with bright, multicolored splashes and reflec- •tions. And the beast—this mighty, staggering' agent of horrifying hell—it stumbled, rolled and whirled, agonized—

	Dorik was standing now, scrambling out of its way— —as it snapped at its own pain and thrashed across the ground with a boom that felt like thunder, as it rolled across the dust and dirt in a gritty flail of anguish and excruciating/ searing rage—while Dorik danced a jig of joy. ^

	And, watching, from a distance, Loevil—surprised, even a bit delighted—admitted, “Hey, not bad—”

	The deathbeast rolled and writhed. It lashed its tail and bent and curled its sinewy body; it savaged itself across the rocks, it roared, it bellowed, it rolled back the air in Waves of its own pain and terror—

	Even Ethab stood up to admit, “Well, I’ll be damned.”
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	Kalen came out from behind his rocks, he too stood surprised.

	Megan shook her head and disbelieved, while beside her Nusa snapped off a long exposure.

	—-and still the deathbeast raged and rolled while Dorik danced in glee. “Hey, hey, hey,” he called and sang, “How about that—I did it, I did it—” And he bounced along and pointed at the rolling beast of night, the humbled Tyrant King.

	It rolled over once, away from Dorik, thrashing, crashing, smashing scenery. And then it rolled back again—toward Dorik—and purely by accident, it never even noticed, it rolled right over Dorik, crushing him and pulping him to jelly. The beast continued rolling in its pain, turning agony to action, then at last, began to right itself.

	And watching, from a distance, Loevil only said, “Jesus, that was dumb.”

	The beast lay on its stomach now, breathing hard and rasping like the scrape of death. It anchored its foreclaws in the softened earth and dug them in. Then, as if trying to walk forward, it brought its long and powerful legs up under itself, raising its haunches off the ground first. Its foreclaws grasped the ground to keep itself from sliding forward-—its tail came up high and forward, then, as it lowered it for balance, the forward bulk began to rise, unsteadily at first, and then with sureness—one more thrust, one more graceful lashing of its tail, and the beast was upright once again. It pawed its hurting mouth, its blackened jaw, and turned to face the dawning sun. The baleful eye of morning already limned the horizon of the east. There was a bloody smudge across the ground beneath the monster’s feet, all of what remained of Dorik; he’d died a hero’s foolish death.

	66

	DEATHBEAST

	In the light now, the hunters caught their first true sight of the size and horror of the thing they’d challenged. It was immense. Its mouth was charred and smoking, the flesh was still smoldering from the explosion of Dorik’s weapon. There were smoking craters from the blazer beams all over its whole body, its flanks were pitted like a lunar battlefield. Its eyes were red and fiery. They seemed to glow as if afire within. The creature grunted with a deeper anguish, a despairing, thoughtful sound that made the morning tremble. Then the deathbeast turned and staggered slowly off—

	Uncaring, it stumbled through the fence around the camp. Sparks flashed and flared as the field was overloaded, shorting out with fires feebled by the morning’s rays. The camp was between the beast and the place where it wanted to be—

	In pain, unseeing, the monster passed just meters from a shocked and nearly catatonic Tril. She sat stunned and horrified inside herself, arms around her knees, knees clutched to her chest, a frightened fetal posture. Things crunched around her, and ground bumped and shook and she didn’t even notice—nor did it notice her—

	There were morej explosions and some flares, and then everything was/ still again. The deathbeast passed beyond the camp^oeyond the rocks, beyond the nearby hills, there was a distant sound, perhaps a roar, and then silence fell upon the camp like a smothering curtain of asbestos.

	Somewhere, something large was saying a lot of very bad words in dinosaur.

	The hunters moved forward, toward their camp. They moved slowly, and in shock.

	And Loevil opened his mouth and said, “Well, I guess 'that’s one way to wake up in the morning.”
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	Ethab turned slowly and gave him a darkening look. Loevil looked right back at Ethab. “I guess you’re right. It doesn't beat orange juice.”

	Megan hit him first. With her rifle butt, hard and at the base of the spine. Not hard enough to cripple, but hard enough to make him watch his joking for a while.

	Six

	THE MORNING OF THE FIRST DAY

	Kalen slowly unfolded a plastic body bag. The others came up slowly as he bent to his unpleasant task. Nusa started to raise her holo-fax, then thought better and lowered it again, unexposed. And yet... there were long, blue shadows across the valley and the orange- highlighted hills. The sky was crisp and unreal; die sun wasa molten ball of white. It looked swollen, brighter and larger than it would be a hundred million years from now; perhaps it was—or perhaps it was just a psychological illusion; but the picture was too good to waste. She raised her holo-fax and began buzzing off exposures as softly as she could. It helped to take her mind off ... other things. Dorik and Eese ... they weren’t supposed to be dead. No one was. This was supposed to be for fun, a lark, an adventure—not a test of survival, with each person’s life as the ante. She aimed and pressed and turned and aimed again, mechanically, methodically recording every moment so she wouldn’t have to feel it now. Once it was in the memory, she
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	could wait and feel it later... when she felt better about it.

	All the way back to the camp, she kept taking pictures. She would run ahead and find a view and focus, then as the others crossed through it, she’d click away, one angle after another. Then she’d run ahead again, looking for a different point of view. The pictures would show only Ethab and Kalen alert; Megan and Loevil were going through the motions, but they looked shocked and haggard—it wasn’t good for business for the guides to lose two clients on the first night out.

	The camp was a shambles. Tril was sitting in the middle of it, the morning sun glinting highlights off her hair, and cooing softly to herself. She was entranced by the feel of the silky shirt she wore and she sat there stroking its smoothness and humming tunelessly about it. Megan tossed her rifle aside and crossed immediately to Tril; Ethab shouldered his and followed after. Tril glanced up momentarily, then returned her attention to her mindless murmurings; the two were unimportant to her.

	Kalen stepped through the debris of the camp and deposited Dorik’s body bag next to the smaller one for Eese. Loevil watched him bitterly. He looked to Ethab with a question on his face.

	Ethab followed his glance. The two plastic lumps looked oily in the morning sun.

	“No, it’ll only Waste time,” Ethab answered Loevil’s unspoken thought. “We’ll cremate them instead. Take care of it, will you, Kalen?”

	Kalen nodded and picked up Eese’s rifle, checking its settings as he did so. Then he let off three quick bolts; the beams snapped out and quickly charred the bodies into nothingness. Loevil stepped back, startled. Nusa looked up sharply. Megan turned, annoyed. Kalen was expressionless. Tril... blinked slowly. The electronic
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	zeeep-whoooop! of the rifle had only minimally touched her. The others turned away, avoiding each other’s eyes and trying to find something to do with their hands. They were trying too hard to be nonchalant.

	Ethab turned back to look at Tril, thoughtfully. From a distance, Loevil surveyed him warily. Nearby, Megan sat down slowly with her scanner, wondering: Why didn’t it beep? Nusa, lowering her holo-fax—and seeing now for the first time—said, “This place is a mess.”

	Loevil grinned at her. “Well, we never promised it would be neat.”

	Ethab turned and said, “Clean it up.” Then he crossed to Kalen and spoke softly to him. “See what you can salvage.”

	Kalen nodded and slung the rife over his shoulder; his own had been destroyed; he would use this one now. Gaudy and foolish as it looked, it was still a powerful device. He began to move through the debris, collecting items still identifiable, picking through the rubble with a dour expression. Ethab stepped through the wreckage thoughtfully, searching—he bent to pick up a plastic- wrapped something and examined it carefully; then, satisfied it was undamaged, he laid it to one side. He turned and looked toward Tril again. He pursed his lips in thought.

	Around him, the others were sorting through their own gear, dividing it into usable and junk. One by one they grew aware of his attention turned on Tril, and one by one they turned away, each not wanting to become involved. They moved self-consciously about their tasks while Tril continued murmuring and babbling to herself. She was hiding somewhere deep inside, leaving only something simpler at the controls of her mind.

	Ethab showed no reaction, neither tenderness nor dismay. He was merely analytical—in his own way, he was
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	equally detached* as dispassionate as if he were watching the turmoil of an anthill.

	He stepped over to her, hunkering down on his knees tQ look her in the eyes.

	He took her chin in one hand and turned her face from side to side, all the while studying her dark, blank eyes. After a moment’s gaze, he let go. It looked as if he were starting to turn away, then remembered something and jerked back—he slapped her angrily and hard!

	“Stupid bitch,” he said.

	She didn’t react—just blinked slowly at him, while the imprint of his hand began to redden on her cheek. She blinked and wondered, as if noticing Ethab for the first time; then she went glassy-eyed again. Ethab stood up slowly.

	Loevil stepped up beside him, a shattered widget in' his hand, his expression slightly stunned—as if he had been slapped, not Tril. When Ethab rose up next to him, he recovered quickly; the gleam came back to his eyes and he opened his mouth with intentional irony. “Thaniks,

	I—”

	“Don’t say it” Ethab cut him off. He turned and stepped away.

	Loevil glanced after him. “Some people got no sense of humor.”

	Crossing past him, Megan whispered, “So we’ve noticed, but it still doesn’t stop you, does it?” She had a full canteen and bent to offer it to Tril.

	Tril didn’t seem to notice and the water dribbled down her chin. Megan had to hold it for her. After a moment, Tril began to drink mechanically. Although she glanced at the canteen, her eyes never changed their distant inward focus.

	Ethab was studying her scanner now, looking at it skeptically. “It didn’t beep,” he accused.
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	Megan finished mopping Tril’s forehead with a damp cloth. She hesitated, then looked around, embarrassed. She didn’t like what she saw in Ethab’s expression and turned back to Tril. She wanted just a moment more to think of what to say.

	Ethab stepped toward her—he wouldn’t let her ignore the question. “Why didn’t it beep?” he accused again. “Why didn’t you hear it?”

	It was futile to protest Megan lowered her head. “I don’t know,” she admitted. She thought for a moment, then said, “I must have damaged it. That’s the only thing I can think of. At flashdown—when I jumped behind the rocks, when the little one attacked us. The scanner circuits still work. It’s only the beeper that’s broken.”

	Loevil spoke up too. “Why didn’t you hear it?” he asked Ethab. “You were right next to her.”

	Ethab said quietly, “I couldn’t.”

	Both Megan and Loevil looked to him as if to say, “Explain?”

	Ethab opened his shirt. He unseamed it to reveal a neatly stitched line of blinking med-alert diodes, traced along the ragged puckering of a long diagonal scar.

	Megan and Loevil looked at each other with “I didn’t know that” expressions.

	Ethab began buttoning his shirt again. “Implants and prostheses,” he explained. “I was careless. Once. It cured me—of being careless.” He added, “There’s a logic chip implanted to monitor specific metabolic processes, including sleep. Once activated, I can’t be awakened for at least two hours, or until a minimum of REM activity has been logged. It’s a weakness,” he said. “But I can live with it—if the people around me do their jobs.”

	Loevil shook his head admiringly and looked at Megan. “Gosh, what won’t they think of next?”

	DEATHBEAST

	73

	Ethab looked at Loevil sharply—then bent to pick up the other scanner. He flicked a switch on it and watched its meter-screen as it emitted a steady series of cuing beeps. He switched it off. “Your scanner worked,” he said. “Why didn’t you hear it?”

	“Uh—” Loevil blurted, remembering. “I did. I think.”

	“You think?”

	“But it stopped. So I went back to sleep.” He grinned, boyishly embarrassed—anger-deflecting smile number four. It didn’t work. Ethab was immune to boyish good looks and embarrassed smiles. Realizing quickly, Loevil went serious; he said, “It must have been switched off. Dorik must have done it.”

	"Ethab considered it. It was possible—but he looked annoyed anyway. “He isn’t here to answer for it though, is he?”

	Loevil was clinically blank. “He’s already answered for it.” He hadn’t specifically liked Dorik, but he hadn’t specifically tfcliked him either. He did think it wasn’t fair that Dorik should have died for such a stupid little thing—

	Ethab was looming angrily—he looked a hundred meters tall, unclimbable—and so tightly controlled he seemed to be a bomb, ready to explode; Loevil couldn’t tell. Ethab said, in precise, clipped tones, “Megan didn’t hear hers, it was broken—yours was switched off—” He stepped toward Loevil, then past him as Loevil ducked reflexively aside, continuing, “Eese and Dorik are dead. Tril might as well be—” He turned toward Megan and Loevil both. “Some guides you two turned out to be. From now on, we’ll do this my way.”

	“Anyone can make a mistake—” Loevil started to protest.

	“You’re right,” admitted Ethab. “None of us is perfect, are we?” His fierce expression belied the softness of his
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	voice. “But if you open your mouth around me again, I’m going to break off some of your arms. And stuff them up, in and down every available aperture, orifice, and opening in your body.” He turned and strode away.

	White-faced and suddenly shamed, Loevil sank to a sitting position and buried his face in his hands, as if he were about to cry. Megan looked away, embarrassed. Nusa snapped off one picture, then realized what she was doing, and she too turned away. Kalen, disdainful, went back to checking the alignment of a parastatic reflexor.

	Loevil sat apart, discouraged. He was doubting now, and stunned—he had failed a client. His face was streaked with sweat and dirt. Nearby was vacant Tril, turning catatonic, while silent Megan sorted through what was left of their supplies. Nusa stood off at a distance, unable to stop snapping pictures of the camp—as if by freezing time, she might somehow stop it till she could find a way to turn it back. Kalen was swearing softly at a twisted linear quansistor, while Ethab moved off separately, twitching softly to himself. It was not the most auspicious of beginnings for their first full day in the Cretaceous.

	Ethab was sitting on the rocky outcrop overlooking what was left of the camp. He held Loevil’s scanner. On the screen before him was a map of the terrain. The hills were indicated in stark-shadowed relief, an approximation of a holographic image—the 20-centimeter screen was too small for true stereo.

	The scanner added information to its memory as they moved and it now held an accurate map of all the terrain within two kilometers of their traveled route, as well as a computer-projected simulation of the shortest and easiest path back to the Nexus from their present position,
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	with a notation of approximate travel time and estimated time of arrival included.

	There were no red blinking lights on the map, indicating that there were no other major heat- or life-sources within two kilometers, except themselves. Nothing larger than a human being. Nothing large enough to make a scanner beep.

	Ethab punched for a wider scan and the screen flickered to project a simulation of what the device expected to find beyond the limits of its electronic eyes. There was a shallow river feeding into a wide area of marshland— they wouldn’t have to cross it though; if they stuck close to the hills that divided it from the barren flats, they could skirt its edges. The location of the marsh made sense to Ethab. The Tyrant King spent his daytime in the barren hills, then came down at night to hunt the herbivores who fed within the marsh. A full-grown brontosaur, for example, had to eat a half ton of foliage every day just to survive—it would have to stay near the thickest vegetation. Ethab had seen pictures of the giant Thunder Lizards—although he’d yet to see one in the flesh—but he didn’t consider them worth hunting; they were only herbivores. Herbivores were food for fiercer creatures. ...

	He glanced up as Megan cautiously approached. “Yes . . . ?”

	“As your guide,” she began, “I am required to warn you—”

	He turned his gaze deliberately back to the scanner. “You’re not my guide any more.” His tone was deliberately polite.

	“Our contract—” she started to point out.

	“—is revoked.” He finished for her. “I chartered this hunt, I sold the extra spaces, I hired you and I can fire you.”
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	She exhaled loudly and began again. “If you refuse to listen—” She stopped; he was refusing to listen. “All right,” she said, in a different tone, one with more determination. “I am required by law to warn you that if you refuse to accept our services and expertise, then neither Loevil nor myself can be held responsible for the death or injury of yourself or any other member of your party. Do you understand that?”

	“That’s all fine with me,” he said, still not looking up. He was preoccupied; he made a note on the screen with a light-pen. “I’m not going to watch out for your asses either.”

	Megan’s voice was quiet. “I think you’re making a mistake.”

	“Mm-hmm.” A polite sound, he really wasn’t listening.'

	“We do know our jobs—”

	He glanced up. “Tell that to Eese and Dorik and Tril.” After a beat, he added, “Your other five hunters—the ones who died—did they listen to your advice?”

	Megan’s silence was answer enough.

	“Right,” Ethab said. “Maybe the fault is in the guides. You and Loevil don’t seem to be very good. I think I’ll do better without.”

	“The hunters who died were foolish. They wanted to kill a Tyrannosaur—like you. It’s the policy to recommend against it. They didn’t listen to that.”

	Ethab’s voice was cooling rapidly. ‘7 have the weaponry for it.”

	“No one has ever brought one down—and last night’s is the biggest we’ve ever measured.”

	Ethab stood up, brushing the dirt from his trousers. “Good. That makes it a challenge. My advice is that you and Loevil should try very hard to keep out of the way. Concentrate on your own survival and maybe your hunt
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	ers will survive for once.” He brushed past her and started back for the camp.

	Megan touched her communicator. “Loevil?”

	His voice came back cautious. “Yo?”

	“We got problems.”

	“Yeah,” he agreed.

	“We need to talk.” She added, “Discreetly

	Seven

	THE WAY THINGS WORK

	First there was organic soup.

	Before that, the seas were barren, the land was sterile— but there was the sun, pouring light unceasingly upon the turning face of Earth. The air heated, the seas bled vapor upward, high-pressure areas poured into lower pressure ones; the winds pushed water vapor against the towering walls of mountains, jagged and still uneroded. The mountains held the clouds and bled the water out of them as rain—the rain poured down as droplets, then became a trickling on the .higher slopes, brooks became streams, rivulets turned into rivers and the water returned to the sea—carrying with it salts and minerals it leached from mountaintops.

	There was ultraviolet light, there were storms. The light gave charges to the clouds—when they discharged, there was lightning. Where it touched the air and sea, it rearranged the shape of little things—molecules were broken, recombined. Hydrogen and methane and ammonia—and oxygen as well, it was there in water vapor.
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	Wherever ultraviolet light or lightning touched, the air gave birth to newer forms—compounds, forms of carbon, building blocks for higher forms; these were the first amino acids.

	And then, there was time—as much as necessary. If anything is possible, then given all of time for it to happen, it is inevitable. There was organic soup cooking on the face of Earth, simmering for a million years or more, growing ever richer beneath a glittering sun. The ingredients grew more complex: amino acids broke down and recombined, changing, ever changing, growing in a bath of warm ingredients, building and rebuilding, adding molecules, becoming chains—becoming enzymes. Smaller molecules were incorporated into larger ones—a primitive kind of evolution was at work; those forms that could continue, did—those that couldn’t became substance for the others. Some, with phosphates in their makeup, formed into tiny sphericles—their walls were almost membranes, and they were almost—almost living cells.

	But, even if they weren’t life—not yet—they still performed one of its most necessary and far-reaching functions: these tiny almost-living things were acting on the world they lived in. Gathering in pools, shallow backwaters, tidal basins, they began to form a more aggressive kind of soup—no longer would their processes depend entirely on chance. This process fed on that one, that one fed on this—the intermediate and lower stages fed the higher ones; the basic source of energy was still the sun— but much of what was needed for these piotem-thingies to continue could be synthesized from materials already at hand. Carbon dioxide gas began to appear in the Earth’s atmosphere, a waste product of organic workings.

	Eventually—inevitably—some of the systems learned how to regenerate themselves when damaged. The hardware of these protein processes learned how to heal and
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	rebuild—learned how to grow. And out of that, there came another kind of growth—into something else. When the little system grew too big, its volume getting larger than could be sustained by its available osmotic area—it broke in two. Each of the daughter-systems healed and now contained all of the information of the parent. It had reproduced. It was alive. It was a cell!

	And life began.

	The rest is history.

	Simple life grew in the sea and along the shores—it took its energy from the sun, it synthesized sugars from that light, utilizing chlorophyll or other, simpler, substances to effect the change. These forms were plants— they began to use the carbon dioxide in the air, they gave off oxygen instead. Other forms were parasites, they fed on the plants. Unable to synthesize their own food from sunlight, they ate the plants and used them as food. They took in oxygen to help metabolize the energy they ate and that made more energy available to them.

	Things grew more complex.

	There were animals that fed on animals, and animals to feed on them. Plants began to spread across the Earth —wherever there was water. Animals followed inevitably after; and as plants grew ever more complex to meet their changing needs, so did the things that fed on them change to keep apace.

	Changes must have happened slowly—each life form on the planet was a product of stability. When the dinosaurs appeared—immense, warm-blooded ancestors of birds—they walked the Earth for a hundred and thirty- five million years before they disappeared. By contrast, lowly man has only been around for two million years, at most—and less than a tenth of that is recorded history. The thecodonts that became shrews, the shrews that became primates, the primates that became Australopithecus
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	that eventually became man, that species is one still evolving—and not necessarily for stability. He changes his world faster than he can adapt to it. Just as the life- simulating processes of the first organic compounds changed the face of Earth so that other things might feed and grow, so are the products of humankind changing the newer Earth. There is no difference in the process—it was started, it continues.

	Things live. Things feed upon them. Things die. So that other things may live.

	Which is the way it should be—unless, of course, you’re one of the things that has to die. And you don’t want to.

	Loevil came back into camp with the last of the shattered fence posts. He tossed them onto a pile of other broken gear.

	Watching, Megan shook her head ruefully. “I hate to be without those.”

	“Me too—but they’re no good to us now.”

	Kalen kicked at the heap of debris. “Aren’t you afraid of leaving fossils?” he asked.

	“There’s a hundred million years ahead of us,” Megan answered. “Nothing we do in this envelope is going to have the slightest effect uptime.”

	Loevil added, quoting the textbook, “Parallel macroprobabilities cancel out random anomalies in the microscale flows and prevent their buildup to the macro-level threshold.” He paused, realized Kalen was studying him skeptically, then decided the hell with it, and went on with his explanation. “The most effect we could make here—the most effect—might be to change the composition of a few tablespoons of oil, umpteen million years up the line. And that would cancel out in the refinery anyway.”

	82

	DEATHBEAST

	Kalen turned accusingly to Megan, ‘Then why were we told not to kill more than two of any individual species?”

	Megan ignored his tone and answered as professionally as Loevil had. “_We have to leave breeding stock for future generations—of hunters.”

	Kalen snorted in disbelief and annoyance. He turned and strode away. Megan shrugged and looked at Loevil. Loevil shrugged back. “He wasn’t going to like the answer no matter what you said—why did he bother to ask?” He surveyed the camp one last time, and said, “I guess that does it. ...”

	Megan nodded and they began to group up, ready to move out again.

	Nusa moved up to Ethab, wondering if he was feeling differently toward her now that Megan had proved herself incompetent. She’d have to gauge this carefully. She tried to be casual, as she pointed toward the deathbeast’s tracks—each print was nearly two meters long. She said, “I think he went thataway.”

	Ethab was his normal sullen self. “It doesn’t make any difference.”

	“??” She gave him her raised eyebrow expression.

	“This is his feeding area,” Ethab explained. “He’ll be around. And hungry.” He added, “He hasn’t had enough to fill himself. He’ll be hunting again tonight.” He pointed. “There are some marshlands down there—if the scanner is correct. That’s where most of the game will be.” He turned to the others waiting behind them. “Let’s move out.”

	This time, Ethab took the point and everybody else just followed. Their military air was gone, replaced by a grimmer feeling—one of deliberate violence and mayhem looking for an opportunity to express itself.

	Plants grew—they were machines for turning sunlight
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	into sugar. Insects moved among them—they were machines for pollination so that plants could reproduce. Animals fed upon the plants and insects. Other animals fed on them. The Earth turned. It was an organic factory. It made dinosaurs.

	Six human beings walked through this ecology, looking for the largest of the meat-eaters. Someday, the organic factory would be producing billions of units identical to them—and then, they would be the fiercest of all meat- eaters in the ecology—except it would be a different ecology when the more ferocious human beings came to live in it. Here and now, it was pastoral, but only by comparison—humans didn’t fit. There was no function for them to fulfill, no niche for them to survive in—there wasn’t even anything well suited to be food for them.

	They were here only for the killing—for the pleasure of it.

	Killing is a part of living. The predator enjoys his work.

	It was a perfect summer’s day for it.

	The sky was cloudless blue, a shade like robin’s eggs, but vaster, deeper and unspeckled. Motes of lesser color seemed to dance in it—not in the sky, but in the imperfection of the eye’s ability to perceive such an intense unbroken shade. The hills were washed with yellow, their striated histories written on their jutting peaks and bluffs; red and ochre, deep brown and almost-white, shale and sandstone, they were the rumpled bedsheets of the Earth. Here a herd of granite boulders paused in midmigration, waiting patiently for a southbound glacier,'it wasn’t due for twenty thousand years or more; they didn’t mind. Conifers stood all around them, tall and crisply needled— they were merely transients in this neighborhood, here one century, gone the next; and at their feet were clustered even lesser shrubs and bushes. There were drying tumbleweeds, waiting for the wind to tug them loose—they were
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	the hoboes of the world of plants, shiftless, no-account, they let the idle gusts of fortune set their path.

	Toward the marshlands there were flowers, blossoms and spikes of every shade and hue; the meadows danced with color like a rainbow. Every ripple of the breeze turned waves of variegated blooms, “a pane of colored brilliance all asparkle ’neath a silver sun . . .” Who wrote that? Loevil wondered. The line had crept unbidden to his thoughts. The Waltz of the Flowers, he remembered —someone had taken someone’s poem and someone else’s music and set them to the images of alluring blossoms, a wondrous untouched landscape, implanting them forever in the bedrock of his mind—and every time he saw a flower or heard a reminiscent note, the experience would resonate with the memory of someone else’s interpretative vision. He hated that—he hated it when so-called artists— conceited synthesists with dreams of glory—told you what you should be feeling from a work, by borrowing from other well-established pieces to use their magic as its own. Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring, for instance, would forever reek of dinosaurs—even more so now that there were images of real ones to set the music to. Goddamn Walt Disney anyway.

	He followed the others with a sour sarcasm; every step was clad in lead. Maybe it’s hypoglycemia, he told himself: low blood sugar. When I can’t even appreciate a meadow of flowers, a bit of Tchaikovsky, and the poet laureate of—      .

	Beside him, Nusa asked, “Did you ever wonder ... ?” He looked over at her. “Wonder what?”

	“... how the dinosaurs... do it?” Her expression was sincere, thoughtful.

	“Do what?” he asked blankly, then it sank in. “Oh.

	, That.” He realized he never had. “1 don’t know—” he

	DEATHBEAST      85

	said. “But they must have a way ... somehow....” He couldn’t think of one offhand.

	“But they’re so big . . . and clumsy ... and . .. and ...” She trailed off, at a loss for words to finish the thought.

	Loevil considered it. “The pterodactyl brings them... ?”

	She made a face.

	He looked at her. “Well. . . ?”

	She was unconvinced. “The little ones come from somewhere.”

	“In all of our missions, I’ve never seen it,” he admitted. “Maybe they adopt their young.”

	Ahead of them, Ethab turned—looked back at them, annoyed, his glance flicking across the whole landscape. “Mr. Loevil—” he started to say, then became abruptly and deceptively softer. “Have you ever thought how nice it might be to have a mountain named after you?”

	“Huh?”

	Ethab said, “I was thinking we might name those hills behind you the Loevil Hills.”

	Loevil turned to look—

	Nearby there was a gentle slope with two large granite boulders looming whitely out of it; wind and water had eroded them into a vivid evocation of a human gluteus maximus; enough of the boulders were exposed to suggest legs and thighs as well—as if a giant naked figure were sprawled, belly-down, across the hill; the high point, at the crest, would have been the insertion point for a Brobdingnagian enema.

	Nusa caught herself and muffled her laughter behind her hand. Loevil didn’t know whether to look annoyed, or to grin weakly back—

	Ethab added, drily, “There is a resemblance....” He turned and continued on.

	—and Loevil made up his mind that he was annoyed. It had been the shock of Ethab making a joke that had
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	thrown him; but it was less of a joke than it was an expression of his hostility, and Loevil didn’t like that. Kidding should be for fun, not for pain—didn’t he know that better than anyone? Self-righteously he told himself, I never hurt anyone with my jokes. At least not deliberately. At least, / try not to....

	All he knew was that he felt hurt. And by anyone’s standards, rightfully so.

	Oh, the hell with it, he told himself. Consider the source—a repressed latent homosexual with delusions of macho and confused by a rampaging male insecurity. That was the phrase—wasn’t it? He couldn’t remember.

	He became aware that something was beeping on his scanner.

	Eight

	“THEY DON’T HAVE BRAINS ENOUGH TO DIE”

	“Hold it,” Loevil called.

	The party of hunters stopped. They were at the edge of a lush meadow.

	“I’m picking up a large heat source,” Loevil said, reading off his meters. “Warm-blooded, slow metabolism —probably an herbivore.”

	Megan stepped over to him, switching her unit to the same scanning bands to compare. She glanced over at Loevil’s scanner, reached and adjusted a control for him. “Confirmed,” she said, and pointed. “That way. It’s fairly close.”

	Ethab nodded to Kalen. “Check it out.”

	Kalen separated himself from the group and moved off at an angle, his rifle held low and ready.      .

	He pushed carefully through the brush, choosing each step with care. He ducked under a branch, came around a gnarly tree, and stopped—

	At first, he thought it was a grounded blimp—then his eyes adjusted to the scale of the thing and he realized
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	it was only a brontosaur. Not dangerous at all—well, not deliberately dangerous. There was that case of the hunter who was eaten inadvertently because the brontosaur’s eyesight was so poor it hadn’t seen him in the tree—but that one really didn’t count.

	Kalen touched the communicator button, on his collar. “Just a big bronto,” he reported.

	“All right.” Ethab’s voice came filtered back through the earpiece. “We’re coming up.”

	Kalen moved cautiously forward, eyeing the brontosaur with wariness. He knew that a bront’s top speed was less than fifteen kilometers an hour. More than that and the creature risked fracturing its leg bones with the force of its own moving mass. Generally, a bront moved no faster than six kilometers an hour. A human could easily outrun one—but anything that massed so many tons still deserved to be circled warily. Its tail alone—one lash of that... well, there were toppled saplings on the meadow’s edge to testify to its destructiveness.

	The bront was shiny gray, an oily shade—it looked like vinyl paint; but a bit uneven, lumpy, as if the beast were carrying a couple tons of cellulite within its skin. Patches of. a darker color stained its top and sides, green and mottled, a coat of velvet moss, trophy of a youth misspent in stagnant waters. The beast was streaked along its flanks with brackish mud and slime; even from his distant vantage, Kalen could smell its pungency—the monster had a ripe and rotting odor to it. Barnacles and leeches hung from its sides and belly; some were nestled in the folds of skin around its legs and tail, others rode upon its back and flanks. Incongruously, its eyes were soft and baby blue.

	The behemoth ambled slowly forward, its tail held aloft and waving slowly side to side. Kalen stared in wonder—he’d always thought the brontosaur had dragged
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	its tail; but as he watched, he realized that if it had, it would have scoured off the skin and flesh. Although the tail seemed too heavy to carry, its weight would have been even more punishing to itself if it were dragged. The brontos moved in herds as well, there were probably more of them about—they had to lift their tails or their colleagues close behind might step on them; and that explained why many bronto tracks lacked furrows from their tails—they carried them held high; and that was also why they had a second brain high up above their haunches—to control the movements of the posterior limbs and tail.

	The creature stood with head held high. Its neck was vertical, not sloping forward. It reached and nibbled at the upper branches of a tree. And then—it stood up on its hind legs. It dropped its tail to the ground for balance and arched its body upward—its head and neck were still erect, its forelimbs hanging like the forepaws of a kangaroo. It arched its head up high to take the succulent top off of the tree. .

	The others came up to join Kalen then. Nusa gasped in surprise when she saw the bront standing on its hind legs, and grabbed for her holo-fax. “They’ll never believe this,” she said, snapping off a thirty-second slide.

	“That’s a lot of pot roast....” Loevil admitted. \

	The bront lowered back to the ground—with a boom that made the earth tremble and sent things skittering through the underbrush—

	Nusa realized for the first time—there were no birds! Nothing took startled flight into the air when the bront came down. Birds hadn’t evolved yet! Feathers hadn’t even evolved—and flying birds couldn’t develop until their ancestors grew feathers first. She looked back to the bront and held her holo-fax aloft again. It chimed softly as she held its record button; this memory was full. As
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	she clipped a new one in, she turned to Loevil and asked about the bront, “They weren’t very smart, were they?”

	Loevil shrugged. “They didn’t have to be. How much brains does it take to sneak up on a bush?”

	Kalen snorted and Nusa looked at him, annoyed. Maybe Loevil wasn’t always funny—but he wasn’t always hostile either. Besides, she felt resentful of Kalen’s claim to Ethab’s time; hell, she felt jealous.

	“We can go around it,” Ethab said, but he made no move to continue. He was still admiring the might and size of this magnificent organic thing—it was prey; its sole purpose was to be lunch for the Tyrant King. It ate foliage, it transformed many low-energy sources into one high-energy one. It was a lunch counter for the death- beast, and it served its purpose beautifully. It ate, it grew, and it couldn’t fight back—it couldn’t even outrun the meat-eater. He admired the brontosaurus for its service to the greater god; willingly or not, it had its place in the prehistoric scheme of things—it was a support system for the survival of the Tyrant King.

	To his left, Nusa was unshouldering her rifle.

	“Don’t waste charges,” Ethab said.

	She glared at him. “I thought you wanted to bait a trap—well, there’s your bait.” She fired in annoyance, a bolt for Ethab’s benefit, even though the target was the broad side of the bront. It steamed and crackled where it struck. An odor like burning blubber came wafting back to them.

	The bront grunted an “Oof!” of suddenly exhaled air. Its head came swinging down around to look, its neck curved gracefully as it tried to see the hole burning in its side, but it couldn’t come back far enough—it had to take a sideways step, and then another, so its head and neck could keep on turning, but then the wound was farther still, so it had to keep on turning—so it kept cm
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	stepping, turning, trying to look at the charring crater on its side. It turned in circles, moving thunderously across the meadow—stumbling toward the water; it raised its head and looked around, confused. Where was the enemy that had bitten it?

	Ethab shook his head. “It’s too big.”

	The bront held its head aloft for a long ruminative moment, looking back and forth and side to side, its blue eyes blinking puzzledly. Its neck curled like a cobra, but with nowhere near the menace. Seeing nothing to alarm it, the bronto turned its head to try to see its wound again. Unable to—it was too close to the base of the neck—it turned back to its feeding. A bronto needed to take in five hundred kilograms of food a day; its lifetime was just one continuous meal—until it became a meal itself.

	Megan, standing with blank-eyed Tril, commented, “It can’t perceive us, Nusa—we’re so totally out of its range of experience, it doesn’t even realize it’s being attacked.”

	Nusa didn’t even look at Megan—she didn’t dislike the senior guide, but she blamed her equally for the loss of Ethab’s attention. She decided to ignore them all, and plugged in a super-charge pack to her rifle; the unit was a heavy bar that sat along the rifle stock like a metal ingot. “Bait is bait,” she said, and moved forward with determination. She fired another shot. It sizzled, crisp and searing, blue-white even in the light of day; it left a purple ozone haze hanging in the air and a crimson afterimage on the eye.

	Her third bolt struck the bronto’s head—it grunted once and turned and stumbled, staggering toward the nearby water of the marsh. It splashed in as two more rapid bolts from Nusa’s rifle scored it. Clouds of steam came boiling up, and an oily smell of rot and methane rose as well.

	There were craters on the bronto now—black and
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	smoking. Nusa kept on firing. Red sleeting heat zip- whooped across the meadow—neon beams and ultraviolet hazes streaked the afternoon. The shrillness of the weapon filled the clearing’s sudden silence. The bronto’s tiny head was lost in flaring, glaring brightness—flashes of light and red, exploding flesh—

	Lowering her weapon, Nusa smiled, pleased with herself. “That’s all it took—enough power—”

	The other hunters weren’t impressed. Loevil and Megan kept themselves as expressionless as Tril.

	Nusa turned to look again, and her smile froze on her face. Despite its lack of head, the neck still stayed aloft; where the head had been—a charred, blunt stub of flesh, still smoked, smoldering and steaming. Wisps of vapor curled upward from it. The neck waved slowly as if the head was on it still.

	“Huh—?” Nusa was angered. “Die—damn you!” Disgusted, Megan said, “They don’t have brains enough to die. One in front, one in back. It’s still not enough. They’re too big.”

	Nusa raised her rifle and fired at the beast again. She scorched it all about its body—here, on the side, across the back, along the neck, the haunches and the tail— crimson lightning lashing—flick, flick, flash—the great beast shuddered in its pain and thrashed within the marshy pool—it staggered toward the deeper water. Great sheets of oil streaked its cratered, burning sides—

	Nusa kept on firing, grim and steady—angered that the bronto wasn’t dying faster. The poor dumb thing was dying as fast as it knew how, but it wasn’t fast enough for Nusa. Her bolts gleamed like hellish fire—

	—and then, finally, the brontosaur began to char, began to crisp and bum away. The flesh crackled on its back, blackened, peeled back. The forelegs slipped on unseen muck and sank beneath the boiling surface of the
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	water. The creature slowly toppled, sagging, still blackening from its fires within—occasionally it twitched or jerked, its tail lashing out in pain. It sank slowly, slowly down into the oily waters of the marsh. All around, the moss and scum were bobbing on the ripples of its death— and then it stopped, the neck collapsed beneath the waves, and the water’s agitation slowly ceased. A great gray- green hump remained, a dying island of flesh.

	Nusa was satisfied. She stood proud and erect.

	Ethab didn’t let her enjoy it. When she was finished, he strode forward to her.

	“Bait?” His voice was empty of emotion.

	Kalen, coming up beside him, said, “Take another shot at it, Nusa.”

	“Huh?”

	“Go ahead.” He repeated. “Take another shot.”

	Puzzled, she raised her rifle. The trigger clicked, but nothing happened.

	Kalen stepped over to her and took the rifle from her hands. He snapped it open with a sour expression. “Right There’s another reason not to use the super-chargers.” He thrust the rifle back into her arms. “You burned out the crystals. Overloaded, fractured, and shattered. Seven thousand metric dollars worth of rifle and you turned it into junk.” He faced angrily to Ethab. “I told you not to bring her.”

	Ethab refused to react. He pointed at the hump of flesh still protruding from the water, and merely grunted once.

	Kalen stopped, and turned and looked. Nusa too. Megan and Loevil came up to see as well, with Tril ambling along behind.

	The bront was still sinking majestically into the shiny -water—the oily surface was bubbling with deliberate
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	slowness. Only the highest part of the humped midsection of the animal remained visible.

	“Tar,” said Ethab. “Your shots heated it up.”

	Nusa looked dismayed.

	“It was dead the moment it went into the water—just too stupid to know it.” He scowled and turned away, from the bubbling pool. “Bait, huh? In an hour, that’ll be gone. You wasted your charges—and your rifle.” He turned to the others now, his voice was harsher. “Am I the only one here incapable of making a mistake?”

	Loevil turned away quickly, covering his face with one hand to hide his expression—boy, was that ever a set-up line! But discretion was the better part of survival; he bit his tongue to keep from saying anything. Kalen was echoing Ethab’s angry look; Nusa hung her head in shame; Megan looked embarrassed—she felt sorry for Nusa’s error, sorrier for the bront. Only Tril did not react—she had been distracted by a fluttering insect in a flower.

	Ethab strode fiercely away from the group. Kalen followed, muttering, “And we thought the bront was stupid.”

	“I wouldn’t worry about it,” Loevil said to him as he brushed by. “The universe has its own cure for stupidity.”

	Kalen hesitated in midstride. “But it doesn’t always invoke it.” He looked directly at Loevil and added, “Dammit.”

	Nusa stepped around the two of them and went to Tril. She took Tril’s rifle off her shoulder and slung it over her own. No one said anything. Kalen was already using Eese’s gaudy weapon—a rifle was a rifle. Kalen shook his head and moved out after Ethab. Megan took Tril by the arm and guided her after, leaving Nusa looking at Loevil, as if daring him to speak,

	Loevil only noted, “A hundred million years from
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	now, there’ll probably be a museum on this site. They’ll be grateful for the bones.”

	Nusa tossed her dead rifle at the tar. “Here—give them another interesting fossil to think about.” She turned and followed the others.

	Loevil shook his head. “It’s semidegradable. In two million years, you’ll never know it was here at all.” But no one heard.

	He shrugged to himself. “Well, they can’t all be winners,” and followed after.

	Behind him, a couple of small scavenger creatures— birdlike, but not yet birds—fluttered down from the trees to land on the brontosaurus’s back. They began pulling at its flesh with their long, jagged beaks. They were the first of their kind to eat food that had been cooked.

	An hour later,, the hunters stopped for lunch. Ration bars and water. .

	They were in a clearing of desolate wood. The landscape was dry and yellow, the forest—what there was of it—was black. Broken spars of timber jutted upward like accusing arms. The trees were bare and leafless, as if they’d all been sick. There’d been a fire here not too many seasons past; the evidence was still apparent— blackened trunks and fallen trees, a sense of lingering barrenness. The forest was still healing from its pain.

	Only the nearby meadows betrayed gaiety—the everpresent summer flowers bloomed as brightly as confetti, decorations for the annual celebration of pastoral life. The hunters chose a place behind a stand of feather-trees—so they wouldn’t have to look at the riotous colors and perhaps be gladdened by them.

	They ate in silence; the loudest sound was the crunch of wrappers and the noise of chewing. Loevil, Nusa, Megan, and Tril sat on a fallen log. Ethab sat apart, on another

	DEATHBEAST

	96

	log nearly twenty meters distant. Only Kalen sat near him, echoing his sullen mood.

	Megan looked at them with understanding—and disdain. She knew why they felt the way they did, but she also felt that they were wrong for putting personal feelings ahead of working as a team. Partly it, was Nusa’s fault as well, but Nusa was only reacting to Ethab’s attitudes—he was so determined to do things perfectly that he had allowed himself no margin for error—and no one else was allowed one either. The best hunts Megan had ever been on had been the ones where teamwork was considered more important than a trophy. Teamwork guaranteed survival, at least...

	She turned back to the task of feeding Tril. She had to hand-feed her, like a baby. She touched a bit of ration bar to the blank-eyed girl’s mouth. “Eat,” she said. “Come on. You have to eat.”

	Tril did not react. When Megan brought the canteen to her lips, she took a little water; but twice as much went dribbling down her chin. She wasn’t interested in anything—when she swallowed, it was reflexive; there was something in her mouth, it was easier to swallow it than spit it out.

	Loevil was staring at the space between his feet. He was thinking out loud to Megan. “Do you know what a computer does when it’s presented information that it can’t accept—when it gets too much too fast?”

	“Sure,” said Megan. “It overloads and dumps. It wipes itself clean until it can start to assimilate the information at its own pace.”

	Loevil nodded. “I think that’s what happened to Tril.”

	Megan shrugged. “It hardly matters—she and Eese should never have come along on this hunt.”

	Nusa looked up. “They thought it would be fun.” As if that were explanation enough.
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	Loevil turned to look at her. “And you came because Ethab was coming—?”

	She held her holo-fax aloft. “I like taking pictures. I’m pretty good at it.”

	“I guess so,” Loevil replied. “I don’t know. I never really paid much attention to pictures.”

	There was silence for a bit. Then Nusa said, “You know, you never answered the question.”

	“What question? ‘Where do dinosaurs come from?’ ” “No, the other one. Why do you come on these hunts?” Loevil shrugged. That was answer enough.

	“Why?—” Nusa insisted.

	Loevil took a bite of his ration bar and a gulp of water to wash the dry, mealy mixture down. “I’ll tell you—” He paused long enough to swallow. “Sometimes a hunter gets killed in a particularly messy way — I like to watch that.”

	Nusa studied him warily—was he putting her on again? His face was deliberately expressionless. “Oh,” she said nonchalantly, and waited for him to go on.

	“Well...” Loevil said, still straight-faced. “It makes me think that maybe there is a God, after all.”

	“I beg your pardon?”

	“You know. Poetic justice ... ?”

	Nusa was trying to understand his logic. “Like Dorik ... ?” she asked.

	Loevil nodded. “Yeah, that was okay. I’ve seen better. . . .” But he stopped for a moment to consider the circumstances of Dorik’s death. “I’d give him a six,” he conceded.

	Nusa stared at him. “You know something? You’re strange. You’re really strange.”

	Loevil grinned at her. “That’s a compliment. Have you ever taken a good look at normal people?”

	“And weird too,” she added. She half turned away.
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	She wasn’t sure she liked playing Loevil’s kind of games. Weird!

	—Which was just as well from Loevil’s point of view too. The games were necessary defenses. He felt annoyed when others tried to pry into the workings of his head. He’d figured things out for himself once, then he’d written it all out on parchment in Olde English lettering, had the parchment illuminated, framed under glass, backlit with a pink spotlight diffusing through it, then locked the whole thing into a secret compartment in his mind. Then he’d had the room walled off with ten-foot concrete blocks and sunk ten kilometers into a solid lead mountain to protect it from everything short of a direct nuclear attack. He knew what he believed, he knew what he felt, he had it all figured out, and he didn’t want to go .through that pain again. He was tired of questioning himself—it hurt too much; so he used his humor as a shield to deflect those penetrating bolts.

	Most of the time....

	Nine

	BAIT!

	Megan eased Tril down onto her spread-out sleeping bag. “Rest,” she said, patting her gently. Tril blinked and looked at Megan, but showed no other sign of comprehension. Megan made a few more cooing noises at her, then straightened and turned toward Ethab and Kalen.

	All right, she thought. So, there’s a problem—we’re not working like a team. It’s part of my job to do something about that. She took a breath and marched over to the two sour-looking hunters.

	“Mind if I join you?” she asked, sitting down on the log without waiting for their reply.

	Ethab’s glance flicked idly toward her, then back to the gray haze of the distant vista. Kalen only grunted.

	“How did it happen?” Megan asked quietly.

	“What?” said Ethab.

	She touched herself, outlining Ethab’s scar along her own body, “The accident.”

	Ethab shook his head, declining to answer.

	“I tried to kill him,” said Kalen. His tone was as
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	casual as if he were explaining why he chose the red socks this morning.

	Ethab, equally noncommittal, added, “Most murders are committed by friends or relatives of the victim, you know.”

	They fell silent. Megan was left sitting there, slightly startled, trying to assimilate the information. “Uh—” She turned from one to the other. “Why?”

	Kalen answered her. “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”

	“Yeah,” Ethab grunted in agreement

	“We were dueling—”

	“Olympic Broadsword Competition.”

	“—without armor,” finished Kalen.

	“I broke his sword,” said Ethab. “But he still got me with his dagger—”

	“It was a long time ago.”

	“Someday,” said Ethab, ‘Til probably get mad enough, or drunk enough, and I’ll finish what I started ten years ago—I’ll cut his heart out.” He shrugged. “But until then ...” He let the matter drop. He rose, clapping Kalen on the back with a grin that was halfway between jovial and malicious. Kalen looked unworried.

	“But—I don’t understand one thing.” Megan stood up too. “If you—I mean—why did you bring Kalen on this hunt?”

	“Who else?” said Ethab, surprised. “I only wanted to bring the best. Anyone who can get a knife into me has to be pretty damn good—that’s the kind of man I want protecting my back.”

	“Oh,” said Megan, thoughtfully. It actually made sense. Of a sort.

	“Hey,” called Loevil, interrupting them. He stood up, waving his scanner. “I’m getting something—” He bent
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	to study its screen. “—to the north.—it’s mixed up, though      ”

	Kalen and Ethab moved toward him—their rifles had seemed to materialize into their hands; Megan was right behind. “Be precise, damn you,” Ethab snapped at Loevil.

	Megan stepped across and peered over Loevil’s shoulder. She read it off, without emotion, “High probability of middle-order life form or forms, vector wedge north- nor’east, within a half kilometer.” She resisted the temptation to ask Ethab if that was precise enough.

	Loevil said quietly to Megan, “I can’t seem to correlate the phase relations here.” He indicated one of the side meters and handed the unit to her.

	She studied it with a professional squint. “That’s what the logic circuits are for. Then you cross-circuit and counterphase      ” She touched the proper buttons.

	“I tried that,” said Loevil.

	“Well, let’s see....” She repeated the scan and waited. “Here we go,” she said as the screen cleared and re- plotted its data.

	“What is it?” said Ethab.

	“That’s odd,” she replied. “It’s still confused.” She made another adjustment, clucked her tongue in annoyance, and said, mostly to Loevil, “Let’s try this. High range—” Click, click. “—and then low.” The screen cleared and replotted. “Aha—”

	Looking over her shoulder, Loevil beamed. “Ah!— localization.”

	“Check,” agreed Megan. “There are two somethings out there.” She read it off, “Warm-blooded, quadruped, pseudomammalian—mildly armored.” She began touching buttons again, reprogramming. Click, click, switch— “The other is probably carnivorous. Its metabolism is running high for a creature of its indicated size; I can’t
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	tell what it is from this—” She peered at a probability wedge and frowned. She shook her head. “No, I’m not sure.” Then she added, “Oh—they’re moving this way...

	“Ahem,” said Ethab quietly. Megan and Loevil looked up. “There’s one of them now.” He pointed with his rifle toward the meadow.

	They could see it through the trees. The herbivore was a baby ceratopsian. Neither Megan nor Loevil could identify it more specifically than that. It was the size of a small elephant; it was ochre, shading into brown, with hints of green and yellow in the shadows of its coloring. Its skin was knobbled and bumpy, and it had two Chinese-dragon horns growing from its head, with a sail of greenish-yellow skin stretched loose across them. The sail, like the rest of the creature’s skin, was wattled.

	Ethab and Kalen began edging toward a closer vantage; the others followed quietly.

	“There must be a herd of them not too far from here,” Megan whispered. “This one must have wandered off.”

	“It doesn’t seem concerned,” said Nusa, coming up. The animal was nibbling casually at the meadow flowers.

	“It ought to be,” said Kalen. “There’s the other one.”

	Something large and dark was moving through the distent brush on the opposite side of the meadow. Slowly. Stealthily. They could see the outlines of its shape behind the greenery.

	“A predator,” said Kalen.

	“Like us,” said Ethab, smiling quietly. His voice was tinged with soft and razored irony.

	“Deinonychus,” identified Megan. “Even larger than the one that attacked us before.”

	“Good-bye, ceratops,” said Loevil. “Those things are almost as bad as the Tyrannosaur—”
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	“No, they’re not,” said Ethab. He spoke as if he knew for certain.

	The meadow was abruptly still beneath the whitened sun. The baby ceratops stopped munching blossoms long enough to lift its head and sniff the air. Its large brown eyes blinked puzzledly; it looked confused—as if realizing for the first time that the rest of its herd was gone.

	The predator moved closer....

	They could see it now. It was almost three meters tall, a darker shade of orange, almost brown, than the first one they’d encountered. It balanced nervously on two ungainly looking legs, long and thin, but powerful in the haunch—the meat-eater was fast. The middle toe of each foot was raised into an extraordinary talon. The creature killed by standing on one foot and slashing with the other; it would hold its victim struggling in its jaws while it ripped the belly open with its talons, often alternating its kicks; sometimes the battle rolled and tumbled end over end across the ground until the victim’s belly was exposed to the predator and it died beneath a rapid series of vicious, tearing gouges.

	Nusa raised her rifle, sighting—not to fire, merely to be ready—but Ethab put his hand across her aim and pushed the weapon down.

	The ceratops began to move, concernedly. It started first in one direction, then another, turning on its stubby legs like a blundering one-ton puppy. It wailed once for mama, then began to run.

	The predator broke from the bushes, hissing in its throat, then barking sharply as it raced across the sloping edge of the meadow; its voice was like a steam whistle— its legs spit up a cloud of dust; it ran in graceful, leaping strides. The ceratops abruptly changed direction; it too spit up a cloud of dust that kept on going east, even after the little beast was going west—
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	“Chasmosaur!” said Loevil. “That’s what it is. I remember now.”

	—the meat-eater turned like something boneless, a pirouette of hunger, sinewy and lashing; it charged in, closing on its fleeing meal—

	—the little beast moved like a tank, thundering for the safety of the woods; but it wasn’t built for running— not like the leaping deinonychus—

	Ethab’s eyes gleamed as he watched—

	—the meat-eater leaped and came down rolling with the baby chasmosaur; its jaws were locked into the creature’s neck and both its legs were working at the creature’s underbelly; red and dark and wetly slashing— the talons of the killer flashed like silver knives, gutting, disemboweling while the baby victim bawled—

	The predator rolled to its feet, blood dripping from its maw. It looked around the meadow once, then dipped its head to feed. Its meal was still alive and screaming in gasps almost like sobs—the legs still kicked at nothing, the head still jerked. As the predator began to rip and tear, the victim gave one last shuddering twitch—

	Ethab’s breath was coming fast. “Now ...” he whispered, “thafs bait.”

	He began unwrapping a piece of equipment he had been carrying since flashdown; there were three silvery pieces to it. He snapped them together, carefully assembling—a Calvella Mark VI crossbow, heavy-duty model. It was studded with accessories, electronic sights, and meters.

	Loevil and Megan traded a glance—as if to say, “Did you know he was this crazy? I didn’t.”

	Ethab cocked a single metal bolt within the bow; it was thin and black and deadly looking. It had three silver fins at one end, a barbed tip at the other—the head was
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	swollen and bulblike just behind the barb, an explosive warhead to the bolt.

	Ethab moved forward stealthily.

	“Huh—?” Nusa was puzzled.

	“Maybe he wants to save his rifle charges,” said Loevil pointedly. But he never took his eyes off Ethab’s careful stalking—

	The deinonychus, three meters high of dark-red horror, scanned the meadow once again, its head bobbing up and backward like a bird’s. Its eyes were dark and looked emotionless. It returned its bloody muzzle to its feast, thrusting it into the belly of the now-dead little chasmosaur, ripping and tearing out gobbets of dripping flesh. The sound was hideous.

	Ethab threaded his way around the edge of the field, keeping just behind the trees until he was directly opposite the closest approach. Crouching low, he began edging forward. He paused only long enough to disconnect the wire-guidance from the bolt—with the warhead disarmed, he would use it as a simple arrow. The deinonychus was only three meters tall.

	It raised its head and looked around—as if it sensed something approaching—

	Ethab slowly raised the crossbow, taking aim—

	The deinonychus took another bite of chasmosaur; a strip of belly muscle tore away—a gulp and gobble, and it slid wetly down the orange throat. The tail of the predator lashed once, then paused aloft—it was oddly stiff because the vertebrae were fused together; the creature used it primarily for balance when it ran, attacked, or ate. It eyed the landscape warily now, eyes blinking slowly, head bobbing and turning—

	Ethab waited, waited....

	The killing creature froze abruptly, looking straight at Ethab.
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	Ethab waited motionless. A fly buzzed past his ear. The deinonychus held its pose alertly, studying the situation with a stare—

	Watching, Loevil sucked in his breath. Beside him, Megan was white-knuckled; Nusa too. Only Kalen seemed relaxed; he held his rifle ready. Behind them, Tril was talking softly to herself.

	“Come to papa....” Ethab whispered—

	—and, as if it heard, the deinonychus came leaping forward, over its kill and straight toward Ethab; it bounced on legs like wire springs, came screaming like a banshee— Ethab fired—

	—the bolt flew home as deadly as a laser; it pierced the creature through the chest, catching it in midair leap— —and rolled out of the way, as the dinosaur, thrashing like a dragon, came crashing down where he’d been crouching, clawing at its stomach and crying shrilly like a wounded puppy—

	—Ethab came up yelling, tossing the crossbow aside; he pulled a long and wicked-looking knife from the sheath strapped to his lower leg. The orange-red horror was writhing wildly across the ground before him, trying to paw the bolt out of its chest, its arms articulating like a mantis—it was biting wildly at itself; it couldn’t reach the bolt with either mouth or claws. Ethab circled to the other side, ducking to avoid the lashing tail, then leapt aboard the dragon-creature’s back. The knife came flashing high and shiny, glinting in the sun—

	The dragon rolled and Ethab bounced away, then came flying back, this time at the creature’s belly—its legs came kicking upward, Ethab ducked away, around, and came in from the side, the knife came rising up and swiftly down—again, and then again! Droplets of red went spraying through the air—

	Ethab came off backward, tumbling—then rolled up

	DEATHBEAST

	107

	onto his feet, dancing sideways and in again, lunging in and slashing—a taloned leg clawed for purchase, just missing Ethab’s ear, then jerked back again—the long knife skittered in along the ribs and upward toward the heart—

	Ethab came off the dragon laughing. A wild grin was stretched across his face. The thing still twitched upon the ground; blood was spattered everywhere—and Ethab looked a gory apparition. His knife was dark and dripping redness to the ground. The talons of the predator still worked on empty air; the claws kept opening and closing. Its belly was as gutted as the chasmosaur—intestines poured out bright and shiny, ropy-looking; spongy tissues tom and hanging, revealing slithery things inside—the blood was puddling darkly on the grass.

	Ethab inhaled deeply, then stepped in again—he planted one foot on the creature’s chest, keeping as far forward as possible to avoid the still-jerking talons. He began to cut at the bloody flesh with fervor—the dragon hardly noticed him; it was clawing only at its own pain. It was dying slowly; wisps of steam came rising from its gaping chest.

	Ethab stepped back then, pulling back his bloody hands, bloody arms—bloody up to the shoulders—from the dragon’s belly. He held the creature’s twitching heart aloft, and grinned in satisfaction. His breath came triumphant in rapid gasps—not of exhaustion, but excitement.

	The others approached. slowly. Their faces were pale. Megan was stunned and horrified—she’d never seen a hunter even attempt such a thing before, let alone succeed. Kalen’s eyes were gleaming with excitement and admiration. Nusa’s visage too seemed tinged with that same glow; she looked exalted. Loevil looked— expressionless, as if he. was unable to feel a reaction. And
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	yet—his eyes seemed burning with an inner fire too; like a prophet poised before the gates of Hell—damnation intrigued him.

	Ethab stood there on the carcass of the twitching dragon. One hand still held the heart aloft; the other dropped down to his chest and touched the outline of his scar. “They work,” he whispered to himself. “They work—!”

	His eyes grew even brighter now. He seemed to grow inside himself. This was information that he’d needed before he could attack the deathbeast. And now he had it “They work!” He looked transformed, transfigured into something almost holy. A crimson aura hung around him like a halo—he looked carved of scarlet metal, a vision of a maddened Michelangelo, all dripping with the dragon’s blood. He held its heart above his head and grinned as if he were a god. “Thafs how it’s done!” he cried.

	He looked at Kalen like a lover. ‘Tm ready now. I’m really ready.” He fairly shouted to the wild, prehistoric Earth, “Bring on your mighty deathbeast now! I’m ready! Here’s the bait!”

	MORE BAITING

	Nusa was the first to speak and break the moment’s spell.

	“You shot wide,” she accused. “You should have killed it with the first bolt.”

	Ethab looked at her as if she were something unpleasant under a microscope. He thrust the bloody heart into her surprised hands, stepped past her, and went to. pick up his crossbow. He fitted a new bolt into it, disconnected its wire-guidance, and pointed off across the meadow. “See that tree?”

	It was a young gnarly tree, slightly bent and with a fork in it. Nusa nodded.

	Ethab armed the bow and sighted, all in one quick motion. He had hardly raised the bow up to his eyes when he released the shaft—ffffffffff-THWOCK!—into the heart of the fork. The tree twanged with the impact.

	Lowering the bow, he turned to Nusa and said, matter- of-factly, “If I had wanted, to kill him with the bolt, I would have.” He turned and strode away. Nusa stood
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	there, looking after him, still holding the warm and sticky heart of the deinonychus, and looking very unhappy.

	Kalen started off across the meadow to retrieve the bolt. Loevil followed after—he wanted to see close up just how good Ethab’s aim had been. Kalen muttered all the way across the field: “If you’re going to kill—you have to do it close up, by yourself—not by remote control —not with some super-charged rifle.” Was he angrily repeating things that Ethab had said to him, or was it something he believed himself? Loevil wasn’t sure.

	Kalen seized the bolt with both hands and tugged at it, gently working it loose. Loevil peered with awe at the depth its impact had driven it, as well as the trueness of the aim.

	“You’ve got to do your killing by hand,” Kalen was saying. “That’s the civilized way, you know—it gives the prey a chance to kill you back.” He looked at Loevil. “Don’t you think that’s fair?” He seemed upset at something. The bolt came out with a jerk.

	Loevil was noncommittal. “That’s why it’s such a great sport,” he said, keeping his voice carefully flat.

	Kalen gave him another look—a suspicious squint, as if to ask, “Are you mocking me?” Instead, he said, “Sure—except, what if you have people depending on you? Do you have the right to risk your life then?” He started back without waiting for an answer.

	Loevil shrugged offhand and followed. He’d always made it a firm rule not to get involved in the personal lives of clients—and Kalen sounded as if he wanted to unload himself of some of his feelings.

	Loevil said carefully, as he caught up, “I don’t know— I don’t have anyone depending on me, and I think I want to keep it that way.”

	Kalen said, “We’re depending on you.”
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	Loevil shook his head. “Not any more. You’re depending on Ethab.”

	“What if he makes a mistake?”

	“Then it’s his mistake.” Loevil said it without feeling. “He’s already made one mistake.” Kalen spoke quietly, “He is capable of error—I proved that when I put a knife in him.”

	“He fired us—” Loevil reminded. “He does have that right.”

	Kalen was thoughtful. “Supposedly, you and Megan' know more about the Cretaceous than any other pair of guides—”

	“Supposedly...agreed Loevil. “Supposedly we know more about avoiding trouble than finding it—but you couldn’t prove it by this hunt.”

	They were almost within earshot of the others now, and Kalen fell silent. What he was saying to Loevil bordered on the disloyal. Not that he was, of course—it was just that he did have ... doubts, once in a while.

	“We’re not scientists,” said Loevil, stopping Kalen with a touch on the arm. “We’re not heroes either. We’re just—guides, that’s all. We have expertise, and we have some familiarity with the neighborhood. But the Cretaceous lasted seventy million years—and that’s a lot of territory to try to be familiar with. If you want to know the truth, we’re almost as much strangers here as you are.” He stopped, then added in a quieter tone of voice, “There—it’s out. The big secret is revealed. The guides really don’t know anything. The emperor really is naked.”

	Kalen studied him, respecting his honesty, but wondering nonetheless, “Then, why have guides at all?” “Even a little experience available is better than none at all. Besides, if a hunter starts to go totally out of control, burning everything that mQves—and it has
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	happened—it’s the job of the guide to stop him.” He put particular emphasis on the last phrase—it didn’t need more explanation.

	Kalen was concerned. He looked off toward the others. He looked back to Loevil and asked softly, “Is that what you’d do to Ethab?”

	Loevil looked toward Ethab too. “Probably not. He’s a better shot than I am, I wouldn’t have a chance. Of course..he started to add, speculatively, “I could always shoot him in the back, if I had to.” Kalen’s face went hard with disgust; Loevil quickly added, “—but I don’t think I’ll have to. Ethab’s probably going to get himself killed if he keeps on like he’s been doing.”

	Kalen didn’t soften. The moment of trust was over. This little man—all beard and wiry-curly hair—was talking about killing his friend. “You know,” he said. “If you kill Ethab, you’ll probably have to kill me too.” Loevil met his gaze head on. “I know,” he said. “But, like I said, I don’t think I’ll have to. At least, I hope I won’t. But if I do—I want you to remember that I’m only doing my job. It isn’t anything personal.”

	“Have you ever—?” Kalen didn’t finish the sentence. Loevil’s eyes were veiled. “We’re not supposed to talk about it. In fact, I’ve already told you more than I should have.” He thought a moment, then looked at Kalen honestly. “Friendship is friendship and all that—but you ought to consider if he’s worth dying for.”

	“He’s my friend,” said Kalen.

	“Well, just think about it, that’s all.”

	“Just one question. Do you think we’d be better off with you and Megan running things?”

	“I thought I’d answered that. It doesn’t make any difference. Frankly, I’d just as soon leave it the way it is right now, with Ethab as the honcho. That way, we’re
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	not responsible if—and when—he dies. There’ll be no stigma on the guides.”

	“You’re pretty sure of yourself, aren’t you?”

	“To tell the truth,” Loevil admitted, “no, I’m not. But if I don’t necessarily have expertise in this part of the Cretaceous, I do have some experience with the way our great white hunters react to dinosaurs in general—and Ethab isn’t any different from the last five assholes who died back here trying to kill something bigger than they were. Oh, and I will tell you this—in a way, Megan and I are still running things. It’s easier to let Ethab run around thinking he’s in charge than to—”

	Kalen was staring at him. “You’re full of shit,” he said. “You know that? You’re full of shit. Whether you’re letting him, or whether he’s doing it by himself, he’s still doing it—!”

	Loevil was momentarily nonplussed. He recovered quickly and said, “Well, you’re his friend. You do something—maybe he’ll listen to you.”

	“Well, maybe—just maybe, I like the way he’s doing things. Maybe I don’t want to change a thing.”

	“Then what’re we talking about?” asked Loevil. “They’re looking at us—let’s go.” And he walked away from Kalen, leaving him staring at his departing back and unconsciously fingering his pistol.

	They crossed the meadow to its other side. They would be a little farther from the kill, but they had a better vantage. The meadow sloped upward toward a rocky crest; on the opposite side of the crest the ground fell away into a barren jumble of gullies, then rose up again toward steeper crags of black and silver. There was a jut of broken rocks just at the meadow’s edge—they chose it for the shelter it provided from marauders, and they were higher here—they could scan a wider vista.
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	Ethab waited till the camp was settled, then he moved up toward the point—a bump of forward boulders half a hundred meters closer to the bait; Nusa waited for him there—she’d been assigned to keep a watch.

	Ethab climbed up beside her and looked out over the field. In the distance, there were scavengers already working at the corpses of the baby chasmosaur and its orange killer. Several different kinds of carrion-eaters chewed the carcasses, mostly birdlike ones; some had hairy spines or quills, others seemed to be in the process of developing feathers—they hung like mottled rags along their arms. These were the smaller scavengers; they ate insects and small animals mostly, the feathers serving as nets to snag the flying things out of the air. But they didn’t mind a feast of baby chasmosaur or deinonychus if it were free; of course not—nobody ever turned down a free meal; that was a good way to get thrown out of the Guild.

	One of the larger creatures snarled at a smaller one and chased it away from the same leg of chasmosaur that it was working on; then returned grumpily to its meal before another, and larger, beast could claim it first. After a moment the smaller one returned, but chose the deinonychus carcass instead.

	“Think he’ll come?” asked Nusa.

	“He’ll come,” said Ethab. “Nightfall.”

	He fell silent.

	“What about us?” she asked.

	He shrugged-the question off. “What about us?”

	“Just what I said. What about us? Is it all over?”

	He wasn’t looking at her. “Whatever you want, Nusa.” “Whatever I want? Don’t you want anything?”

	“What I want, I get.” He looked over at her. “I’ve already had you.”

	Nusa flushed—both with embarrassment and anger.
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	She didn’t know what to reply. She reached for the cheap shot—"Once was enough?”

	Ethab stared out at the feasting multitudes. “Let me put it this way,” he said distractedly. “I like a challenge.

	I like a mystery.” He glanced at her to see if she was listening, then turned back to the field. A small green nightmare, hardly a meter tall, but very nasty looking, had ambled up to join the festival. The other scavengers eyed him warily, then moved aside to offer him a place at the table. He didn’t even say thank you, just shoved his muzzle in and began feeding. He seemed a relative of the deinonychus—-but then, most of the predators in this time zone were bipedal. Ethab sighted on it with his rifle, but didn’t fire. “You don’t have any mystery any more, Nusa.” His tone was conversational; he spoke without emotion. “I know everything there is to know about you. I know what you’re going to say before you say it. I know what you’re going to do. You can’t surprise me, because there’s nothing in you that I haven’t figured out.” And now I’m bored with you. But he left that last unspoken.

	Nusa looked off toward the trees, the sky, the rocks, the grass—anywhere but Ethab. I don’t know how to handle this, she thought. She looked out at the dinosaurs. “By nightfall, there won’t be anything left.” She turned to climb down from the rocks, but Kalen and Loevil were just coming up. Behind them followed Megan. “Tril’s safely bedded down,” she called. As she stepped up onto the rocks, she caught the look on Nusa’s face, a bitter one, and asked, “What’s going on?”

	“Nothing,” said Nusa, covering badly. “I was just pointing out that the way those scavengers are feeding, there won’t be anything left by nightfall. We won’t have any bait.”

	Ethab spoke in that most gentle and deadly voice of
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	his, “And I was just telling her that if she wanted to, she could have the next kill.”

	Nusa looked back at Ethab. “With a bowie knife? Or would a blazer-rifle be cheating?”

	“Whatever you think you need,” Ethab said.

	She took a step past him and bent to pick up her rifle.

	He said, “Hmp.”

	She continued the motion of picking up the rifle, put it to one side and picked up the long knife that had been lying beneath it. She straightened and faced Ethab, pointing the knife at him as she unsheathed it. For a moment their eyes met. Her face was angry, his was calm—almost uninterested. They assessed each other, then Nusa snorted and turned to go. She bumped head-on into Kalen—he had to catch her arm to keep from being stabbed. He had his own knife in his other hand. “Sorry,” he said. “This one is mine.”

	Nusa’s anger flared. Frustrated, she looked to Ethab—

	Grinning, he half shrugged and spread his hands. “Fight him for it....”

	Thafs just what you both want! she realized. “The hell with it,” she said, and threw her knife down to the grass below. “Get stuffed—the both of you! I hope you’ll be very happy together.” She grabbed her rifle and slid down off the rocks. She retrieved her knife and walked off a little way. Ethab and Kalen traded grins; they could have each been looking in a mirror.

	Kalen dropped down off the rocks, with Loevil following. He unsheathed his knife and looked out across the field.

	“Uh—” said Loevil. “I wouldn’t do that—”

	Kalen looked at him disdainfully.

	“Teeth,” explained Loevil. “Those things have teeth.”

	“So do I,” replied Kalen, holding up his knife.

	He turned and headed out across the field.
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	Loevil shrugged and sighed and shook his head. “They never learn....” He looked up toward the rocks and exchanged a glance with Megan. She nodded meaningfully and he unslung his rifle.

	Ethab slowly turned his head and looked directly at her....

	His eyes were deep as doorways into Hell. Pale gray and deadly looking. They held no emotion whatsoever. Just command.

	She tore her gaze away. Loevil looked up at her ques- tioningly.

	“Let him go,” she said. “They canceled our contract.”

	“It’s his funeral,” said Loevil, but he lowered his rifle.

	Something zipp-whoooped past his ear like a siren—he dropped to the ground even before the air finished ringing. Kalen too was flattened out; the blazer-bolt had passed even closer to him—

	The quick red flash leapt out and touched the little dragon-impersonator, shocking him high into the air and piercing through him like lightning. He didn’t even have a chance to spasm with the pain before the flesh began to char right off his bones. The scavenger bird-things cawed and flapped off, startled, then returned to inspect this newer corpse curiously. When it cooled, it might be food.

	Kalen raised his head up from the grass and looked—

	Nusa stood upon a flattened boulder, her blazer in her hand. She lowered the rifle nonchalantly, and smiled innocently, “Go ahead, Kalen. I softened him up for you.”

	Kalen stamped back toward her. His face was reddening. “What the hell was that for? You could have killed me!”

	Nusa’s voice was tinged with irony. “I guess I got carried away in the excitement.”

	He came up to her, pointing his knife. There was
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	purpose in his eyes. But before he took the last two steps, she raised her rifle at his chest, as if to say, “I still could kill you.”

	Loevil stepped between them quickly but casually. With one hand he pushed her rifle barrel to one side; with the other, he hung his scanner by its strap on Kalen’s knife hand. “Hold that for me, will you please?”

	Startled, the two of them looked at him. He raised himself to his full height of thirteen meters, and said firmly, “All right now, back off!” The tone of command was all they needed—someone to tell them no. They each stepped back a bit, and Loevil flicked, into a lighter mode. “You’re not the first idiots who wanted to go hand-to-hand with one of those things. They don’t mind, not really. They’ll eat anything.”

	“You didn’t stop Ethab—” Nusa started.

	“He’s bigger than me.”      :

	Megan was already striding into the fray, “Besides, he has electronic augments and implants. You don’t.”

	“And,” added Loevil, “we like you.”

	Kalen interrupted them. “Your contract was cancelled” A brief flicker passed between himself and Loevil, an echo of a previous talk.

	Megan looked straight into Kalen’s face. “As guides, yes—she admitted. “But we still have a responsibility to bring you back alive, whether you like it or not. If there’s to be any more hunting, you’ll do it with your rifles or not at all.”

	Kalen stared right back at her. Out of the side of his eye, he became aware of the look on Loevil’s face. I told you so, didn’t I? he seemed to be saying. Kalen’s mind worked like a clock. He considered twenty different answers, a spectrum of responses—then discarded each of them as fast as it was formed. The hell with it, he decided. It isn’t worth fighting about.
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	—But what about the woman? his inner conscience questioned. Are you going to let her browbeat you? He stared into her eyes—and blinked—and decided, In this case, yes. Women with expressions like that are dangerous. “This trip is a disaster,” he announced. He threw his knife down to the ground, and the scanner too, declaring, “What a waste!”

	“Don’t worry about it,” Megan said. “It’s the last Time Hunt you’ll ever go on, if I have anything to say about it. And I do.”

	Kalen didn’t answer her. He just glared. Women like that have teeth in their pussies anyway. But he didn’t say it aloud.

	He looked to Nusa, accusingly. It’s your fault too.

	“Sorry,” she shrugged.

	He turned away from her—

	“You can prove your manhood next tune,” said Loevil. A miscalculation. He stepped past Kalen, never noticing the explosion of hatred on his face; Kalen couldn’t hit a woman, but a man was something else—

	Three quick steps and he caught Loevil’s shoulder. He grabbed him with a grip like dragon jaws and spun him around hard to face him—Loevil came up with his pistol pointed right at Kalen’s nose. Kalen blinked at it confusedly.

	“I said... next time.” Loevil’s voice was absolutely calm.

	Kalen released his . grip on Loevil’s shoulder, almost instinctively. He respected guns.

	“I told you, didn’t I?” Loevil met his eyes. “Now do you believe me?”

	Kalen stood there, breathing heavily, refusing to react —refusing to let himself react. His expression remained angry—but the fires inside were being banked; Loevil could almost see the process happening as Kalen’s features
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	worked. He wouldn’t blow up now, he couldn’t. It’d be a loss of face to keep fighting now—Kalen had learned that it was all right to lose a battle, so long as you never surrendered the whole war. And he hadn’t surrendered that. Not yet. Not ever.

	He turned away almost petulantly and crossed toward Ethab, muttering softly. He threw himself down on the ground and ripped open a package of ration bars. He bit into one with fury.

	Behind him, Loevil kept his face expressionless. He reholstered his pistol slowly. Then he and Megan turned away to check on Tril.

	And above, watching all of this from his vantage on the rocks, Ethab sat grinning. He enjoyed a good fight— even as a spectator.
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	By the time the sun was nearing dusk, there were three more carcasses for the scavengers to feed upon. Carrion attracted carrion-eaters, so the crowd of bird-things and jackal-things kept growing. Periodically Ethab or Kalen would bum a few of them with their blazers, interrupting the banquet only momentarily—within minutes the hungriest of the scavengers would come creeping and sniffing back. And within a few more minutes after that, they would be screeching and squawking at each other all over again, arguing over the burnt flesh before them.

	Occasionally the wind would blow toward the hunters, bringing them the pungent odor of all the blood and death. It was not totally unpleasant to Ethab, but it was strong—it made him think of stockyards, acres of meat stretching out toward the horizon, raw flesh waiting to be slaughtered, skinned, eviscerated, and hung to age.

	The others, Nusa, Megan, Loevil, and Tril were sitting slightly farther back, out of range of the worst of the wind and smell. There was a clustered outcrop of rocks that
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	provided not only shelter, but even a few comfortable places to sit. They munched quietly on their own ration bars, sullen and separate, each involved in his or her own meal—somewhat angry and casting wary glances at each other; not like humans, but like apes, Australopithecus, each protecting his own catch from the hungers of the others. Dusk slanted sideways across their rocky shelter, reflecting off their eyes in golden points. Loevil noticed the odd effect of the light and stopped eating abruptly. It was as if something about the prehistoric world was turning them into primitives—as if the planet wasn’t ready yet for intelligence, and if they were to be allowed to fit into its scheme of things they would have to stop being human and return to an earlier stage of their evolution; they would have to be animals, suspicious, wary, self- involved, and existing only for the moment, with neither memory of the past nor conception of the future.

	Loevil’s gaze slid slowly around the camp, taking it all in. Megan was hunched introspectively into herself. Nusa was munching distractedly on a chewy bar of. rubbery something—not because she was hungry, but because it was something to do. Even Tril was feeding herself now; there was a crumble of mealy fragments on a wrapper in her lap and she was putting the tiny pieces into her mouth in slow, mechanical movements. Separated, at a distance, but on a high-up rock where they could see both the carrion and the camp, were Kalen and Ethab. Their backs were to each other and their attitudes were watchful—but equally sullen. As if they had a job to do and were bound to do it, but if they didn’t have to talk to each other while they did it, they wouldn’t. Loevil’s eyes narrowed as he studied them—what was it that they reminded him of?

	Then Ethab scratched himself in a self-satisfied manner, and Loevil knew.
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	There was a piece of film; an anthropologist had brought it back from ... two million years B.c. He called it The Dawn of Man. The terrible lizards had been ten million years dead by then and the mammals had quickly moved into prominence, taking over the dinosaurs’ ecological niches. The film had shown a group—a tribe?—of apelike men, or manlike apes (it was all in the eyes of the beholder) as they went about their day-to-day activities, A monitoring module had been dropped into their grazing area for three days. The first part of the film showed them discovering the module, startled, reacting to it, screeching at it, challenging it, then darting in and sniffing at it, approaching it curiously, sniffing again, touching it, and even tasting it. The whole tribe had gathered about the module, almost worshipfully; then, as they discovered that the module was—to them, anyway—inert, they left it alone. As the day wore on, they returned to their normal life patterns, scrounging for grubs and insects, nuts and berries, foraging for the odd root or bit of carrion, or arguing with another nearby tribe over the water hole. The module had recorded it all.

	There was one shot though, near dusk, when the largest male of the tribe had taken a position on the highest rock overlooking their nesting ground. He had looked at the moon, the sky, and the land all around. He had scratched himself in a self-satisfied manner, the lord of his domain, as he sat back to enjoy his reign, the master of all he surveyed.

	That’s what Ethab’s action had reminded Loevil of.

	Here was the tribe, the females, the children, the smaller and weaker males—Loevil disliked that thought— finished with their foraging for the day, settling in for the night, and the two strongest and most aggressive males taking up their positions of rightful dominance, enjoying
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	their reign, the masters, scratching themselves and belching in comfortable contentment.

	We haven’t changed much, have we? Loevil thought. The pattern was the same for Australopithecus and Homo sapiens. Perhaps the only difference was that Homo sapiens indulged himself in the vanity of thinking he was superior.

	Loevil thought about that.

	If that was the case, then Homo sapiens was really the one worse off.

	Not Homo sapiens, the “thinking man”—merely Simius superbus, the “proud ape.” Ape with hubris. Portrait of an ecological accident looking for a place to happen. Ape without humility. Ape without the perspective that the universe could still destroy him casually, without even noticing. Ape without awareness that he is part of a larger system, thinking that he is independent of it—and thereby daring it to do its worst.

	And it will, thought Loevil. It will.

	The truly intelligent ape, Loevil decided, was the one who analyzed the situation completely, planned for the worst, hoped for the best, and was prepared for every eventuality. The ape rah scenarios in his head of what might happen, evaluating each to determine which resolution of each possibility would provide the most efficient and beneficial solution for himself—and for the others around him; stability can’t exist where there is inequity. Hmm. ... Scenarios were merely models of situations, they could only be manipulated where there was conception of the future as well as knowledge of the past; a model can’t be worked unless one has experience with the situation it’s a model of. The whole is called time-binding ability, and Loevil sat and thought and de->- cided that a person’s time-binding ability was an effective measure of his or her degree of humanness.
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	Or was it?

	K time-binding was the difference between man and ape, Loevil knew a few people who were still functioning on the primate level; he couldn’t help but think of them as chimpanzees. He was a snob that way, he admitted it, was even a little proud of it. “Can you take them to the museum and talk art to them?” was his measure of a person’s worth. What were their perspectives?

	That was the problem with gauging Ethab—he acted like an ape, but he had the ability to be a man. Loevil couldn’t understand why he preferred to be an ape.

	Ethab’s ability to plan, to look ahead and deal with the consequences, was as good as anyone’s—but the directions into which he turned his ability were less than exalted. It was as if he were using his time-binding ability to be only a super-ape, and had no care at all to be human. Perhaps it wasn’t time-binding alone that was the measure of a man, Loevil pondered. Maybe a larger perspective was needed too. Or maybe compassion.

	But that still didn’t answer the question about Ethab— why did he prefer to be a super-ape when he could just as easily be a competent man?

	Or maybe it wasn’t just as easy....

	Maybe, just maybe, being a better ape than all the others is somehow better than merely being just one more competent human being. Maybe it’s better to be a leader of a lesser pack than a member of a smarter one.

	—but Loevil couldn’t see how. It wasn’t something he desired, and it wasn’t a situation he could feel comfortable with. He shrugged the puzzle into the same dusty unused comer of his mind that he reserved for questions like, “Why is a raven like a writing desk?” and “Where does your lap go when you stand up?” He didn’t know if there was an answer, and he wasn’t sure if it was worth the trouble to find out.
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	He toot another bite of his ration bar—he hadn’t even noticed he was eating it; it had a taste somewhere between sawdust-chicken and baked hockey puck—and tossed part of the wrapper behind him; it fell into a crevice between two rocks, startling a tiny land shrew; a pseudo-mammaloid, rodent-like thing with eyes like little saucers. It bared its teeth at the wrapper, then approached curiously, sniffing and wriggling its nose. It had tiny pink paws, silver-brown fur striped like a chipmunk, and a short fluff of a tail.

	Another part of the wrapper came fluttering down on it—and the creature jumped, whirling to hiss and snap at it. He raised himself up on his tiny hind legs and challenged the offending foil. “Peep!”

	Loevil heard the sound and glanced into the crevice behind him—the little creature was darting and biting at the latest piece of wrapper. It stopped when it discovered its attacker was not fighting back. It stopped and sniffed at it.

	Loevil broke off a piece of his ration bar and dropped it into the crevice—almost hitting the mouselike thing. It yiped in startlement, as if the foil ration wrapper had bit him, and skittered off in panic, disappearing into a hole beneath the rocks.

	Watching, Loevil was amused. The little animal had learned its lessons at least. Everything is potentially dangerous—especially a free meal: Trust no one. At least, not in this world.

	And maybe not in the next one either.

	Loevil shook his head and turned back to tlje larger view. The little creatures in this world didn’t have much fight; it was the big ones you had to watch out for. He turned back around—

	Ethab was giving instructions to Nusa, Kalen, and Megan. Loevil slid off his rock to join them.
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	“—two people on watch at all times. One of them up there on the forward rock to watch the bait, the other down in that gully to watch the approach from that side so we’re not caught by surprise again. It’s a pretty wide gully, but there’s plenty of cover. Kalen, you go first on the rock—take Loevil’s scanner.” He pulled it off Loevil’s shoulder without even a glance. “Nusa, you take first watch in the gully. We’ll work in two-hour shifts and everybody will work both positions before the night is over.” He glanced around. Megan looked up from what she was doing and nodded in agreement; she was just bedding Tril down for the night. Tril’s expression was still vacant, child-like and innocent. Ethab turned back. “The rest of us will try and get some sleep.” He stepped past Loevil to where Kalen had spread the rifles across the ground and the two of them resumed checking the weapons’ fuel cells.

	At midnight, Ethab was still waiting for the deathbeast. Kalen had watched for two hours, then Loevil, and nothing had happened. Now, five and a half hours after they had begun their long watch, Megan was on the point and Ethab was taking a turn in the gully—perhaps the beast would come up this way . . . but as yet only the wind whispered through this pass.

	The night brooded like an empty black shroud; the air was cold and the stars were a haze of infinity and brilliance. The steady chirrup-chirrup-buzz of nocturnal insects gave the darkness a background of soft droning, like a ringing in the ears just below the threshold of annoyance. The wind was a cold touch, an icy feather brushing at the back of the neck—it pulled at sleeves and collars, just enough to keep reminding of its presence.

	Megan waited on the rocky point overlooking the bait. Through her goggles, the meadow was a scarlet charnel
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	house. Half-eaten carcasses, ripped and tom-open bodies lay everywhere; most of them were scored and burned, some were still identifiable. A few parasites still worked, scavengers the size of rats, but nothing larger—mostly the meadow was still and silent. Waiting. Only the stench of blood and meat remained. The wind brought it to her like a sour gift. She checked her scanner routinely, then, frowning, touched the button of her communicator. “Ethab?”

	His voice came crackling back. “Talk to me.”

	“Funny readings,” she said.

	“Beeping?”

	“No—just a flicker on the edges of the field.”

	“Proximity?” he asked.

	“No localization. Too much interference.”

	“Lights?”

	“I’m still green.” She switched to a different scanning spectrum, then back again. “Both ranges. But with this interference, my best is down to only a few hundred meters—and that’s line-of-sight at best.” She touched the controls again, switching back and forth. “Something is moving around out there, but I can’t tell you where or what. I’m only getting field wobblies, no parameters.” She stopped and waited for his reply.

	Ethab was silent a moment, thinking. His hand slid inside his shirt and touched his implants meditatively.

	Back at camp, Loevil, Kalen, and Nusa were sitting up, awake and only idly listening to the conversation crackling on the open channel. Their eyes gleamed whitely in the pale moonlight as they looked at each other’s faces.

	“Ethab?” Megan asked. Her voice came filtering through the tiny speaker.

	“All right,” he answered finally. “I’m coming up. Kalen?” he called.

	“Check?”
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	“Cover my position, I’m going forward.”

	“Check,” And Kalen was up and moving through the darkness. Nusa and Loevil looked at each other. Nusa was wrapped in a foil blanket; Loevil was huddled inside his jacket, his scanner on his lap. He realized he was shivering even though he wasn’t cold. What was happening out there?

	Ethab moved softly through the grass and up to Megan’s vantage on the rocky point. He climbed up slowly—and was oddly pleased that she met him with a wary rifle. Good, that meant she was being cautious.

	“Still nothing,” she said, swinging her rifle back around to cover the bait again.

	Ethab moved up beside her, pulling the scanner to him. He held it steady in his left hand and slowly turned with it, first to the right, then to the left, then back to the center again. He watched its screen carefully. “What does his mean?” he asked.

	Megan looked. “Urn, that’s a—” She touched her communicator. “Loevil, are you showing anything?”

	Loevil checked his scanner again before replying, “Only interference.”

	“Kalen?” Megan asked, “Is there anything near you?” “Uh—there is now—” Kalen’s voice was rushed. Something large and dark was just passing by his hiding place in the gully; he was pulling his head down as he spoke. After a bit, he raised it again and looked, his goggles now in place. “The bait is working all right—” Then, “—but it’s not the beast yet. It’s another carnivore. I can’t identify it. Except for the beast, it’s the biggest we’ve seen yet.” He paused. “I make it out to be some kind of allosaur—I think. I can’t tell.”

	“Never mind,” said Ethab, pulling his own goggles into place. “We can see it now.”

	The meadow was a scarlet glare, outlined in gold and
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	purple, almost-black; the allosaur was moving like a nightmare-shadow directly toward the bait.

	Next to Ethab, Megan was adjusting the focus on her goggles. “It’s a small one,” she said. “Probably less than three years old—I’ll bet it masses only a little more than three tons.” To her communicator, she said, “You can relax, kids; it’s only a party crasher.” As she snapped the safety off and armed her rifle, she added, “Some dinosaurs never know when they’re not wanted.”

	Ethab glanced at her. “You’ve been hanging around Loevil too long. You’re beginning to sound like him.” Megan half-shrugged. “Well, why not? We sleep together.”

	Ethab looked at her sharply—

	He shook his head, almost imperceptibly.

	Megan?!! And Loevil?!! He couldn’t conceive of it. Try as he might, the mental image wouldn’t ceme. No, she must have been joking—

	But she hadn’t sounded like she was—

	He couldn’t tell what her expression was through the goggles—she was just an orange blur with purple auras coming off of it. Her eyes were shielded by her own filters.

	But Loevil—?? She might as well sleep with another woman! (Maybe that was it, an inner demon suggested. Maybe that’s why she preferred Loevil to himself, a reed man. He smiled. Yes, that would explain a lot....)

	Satisfied that he had figured it out, Ethab touched his communicator tab, “Everybody stay where you are, until the big one comes.”

	Huddled in her blanket, Nusa grumbled at Loevil, “And what happens when the big one does show up? Do we get stuck here on the sidelines?”

	Loevil grinned at her, his teeth flashing white in the darkness. “Tbat’d be okay with me.” He added, “I never
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	thought that killing a dinosaur was all that much of a challenge anyway. Now, painting slogans on their sides—that would be a challenge.”

	She blinked at him. “I beg your pardon?”

	“Well, you know, something like: ‘Hold this dinosaur up to the light for a secret message.’ Can you imagine the look on Ethab’s face when he sees that? I mean, anyone can kill a dinosaur...” He stopped and glanced over at her, to gauge her reactions.

	In spite of herself, the comers of her mouth twitched into the hint of a smile. The image was funny—not the dinosaur so much as Ethab’s confusion....

	“Or how about this?—” Loevil continued expansively. “ ‘Continued on next dinosaur.’ ”

	“Mm, no—I like the first one better. It’s more outrageous.”

	“Good, then it’s settled. You hold the dinosaur, and I’ll paint him. Okay?”

	“How come you always get the easy jobs?”

	“Okay, I’ll hold it, you paint.”

	“Let’s paint a small one and wait till it grows up—It’ll be easier.”

	“We won’t be here then. Besides, the point of the whole thing is the challenge—something that’ll boggle Ethab’s mind—”

	She considered it for a heartbeat. “That shouldn’t be too hard.” She allowed herself the pleasure of the moment’s brief hostility—she knew it wouldn’t last. She knew that when Ethab returned, she would see him differently again—but she didn’t like to think of that. It made her lose some of her self-respect. Not the thought of being Ethab’s woman, but what she would do to earn that role....

	The subject of their discussion was presently admiring the strength of a young allosaur—he liked the way
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	its muscles rippled when it moved; but then it began to tear at his carefully prepared meal for the deathbeast, and he said, “All right, let’s chase him away.” He took aim with his rifle.

	“Right,” said Megan.

	They began firing—low-level bolts that burned the air red and sawtoothed the night with electronic shrieks. The creature was too big for them to kill easily or fast, and besides, they were saving their charges for something larger. The allosaur hissed and screeched as tongues of fire flicked across its sides. It backed away uncertainly.

	Ethab was concentrating on his firing—but even so, he had the time to notice, “You’re pretty good—”

	
Megan’s attention was also focused on her weapon’s aim. “Thanks—”

	fithab dropped the other shoe. “—when you’re not being a guide.”

	“—for nothing,” Megan finished.

	Her shots snapped out more rapidly now. Her bolts snicked and sizzled, touching the allosaur up and down its flanks. The giant warm-blooded lizard-thing thundered, jerked, and screeched like ripping metal. It bellowed, “What the hell is this?” in dinosaur, and tried to feed upon the carrion again. And again, Ethab’s and Megan’s bolts flicked out and scored and creased its scaly sides.

	“It’s too big for the blazers,” Megan said. “And you want to kill the big one ... ?”

	“You just find the beast for me,” Ethab replied. ‘Til worry about killing him. We can chase this fellow away,” he added. “That’ll be enough. Come on, fella, get out of there—I set that spread for your big brother.” He fired and fired again.

	The creature roared, but showed no inclination to
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	leave-—it kept darting in to snatch at the tempting food. Again and again it approached—and again and again, the crimson beams flashed out at it—

	“Not too smart, is it?” Ethab observed as he keyed in a new fuel-cell.

	“They didn’t breed ’em for brains,” Megan said; she squinted through her scope-sight, then flashed a steaming bolt across the creature’s mouth. To her right, Ethab took aim again; his bolt arced redly across the meadow, also scoring the allosaur’s muzzle.

	The allosaur was perplexed, annoyed, puzzled, confused, outraged—all that delicious carrion was lying right there and it couldn’t get near it—something wouldn’t let him. It backed away from the strangely burning flashes; he hissed and bellowed his anger, but he kept backing away.

	“Attababy,” said Megan.

	“That did it,” noted Ethab.

	Megan took another couple of shots—“Just to make the point,” she explained—then lowered her rifle.

	Out in the darkness, something grumbled as it stamped off. It almost sounded like it was saying, “To hell with it.”

	Both Megan and Ethab readjusted the range of their goggles to see. The allosaur was indeed moving off. It was headed sideways toward the crest of the slope; on the other side, the ground fell suddenly away into deeply eroded badlands. The allosaur topped the ridge with a grumpling noise, then began stomping angrily down the opposite side. Its roaring and bellowing, now faded and muffled, went on for a long long time.

	Even at the camp, Nusa and Loevil could hear the sound of its roaring like a distant engine in the night. “A complainer,” noted Loevil.
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	“Is that normal?” asked Nusa.

	Loevil shrugged. “Sometimes. Sometimes they stamp around their territory, bragging and yelling, but it’s not a good idea.”

	“Scares away prey?”      ,

	Loevil grinned. “Brings down property values.”

	The allosaur was still roaring in the distance—

	“He is going on for an awfully long time,” Megan said to Ethab.

	“That’s okay,” said Ethab. “It’s just like a dinner bell fox the big one.” He breathed softly, empathizing with the deathbeast. “The big one isn’t afraid of anything.” They fell silent then, listening—

	... and the sounds finally faded into the wind....

	“And now, it stops....” Ethab said with finality.

	Megan pulled her scanner to her. “It’s still out there. I’m still getting readings.”

	“Maybe the big one’s in the neighborhood.”

	Megan frowned at the scanner. “No... hot yet. I don’t think so.”

	The noises of the night were only now, very slowly, beginning to come back. Soft insect buzzes, the whir of tiny wings and the scrape-chitter of things calling to each other; a background of rustling life crept up slowly behind them, a warm blanket to shroud whatever was still hiding in the silence.

	Ethab touched his implants with one hand, verifying their condition; he touched his communicator with the other. “Everybody stay in place. Something odd is going on      ”

	The meadow was empty now and still.

	The stars were cold and bright.

	The night was deafening.

	They waited, frozen in place.
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	It was Megan who broke the silence. She looked at her scanner and said, “It’s going away.”

	Ethab looked at her. “?”

	“The uninvited one,” she explained.

	He absorbed the information without expression, then turned and stared out at the bait again. “But why didn’t the big one come? Why didn’t the beast come? ..

	Twelve

	THE LONG WALK

	The first rays of the sun were stretched across the meadow and Ethab’s eyes were narrowed against the glare. “Why didn’t the beast come? ..he repeated. “Why didn’t he come?”

	He touched his communicator, “Nusa, come up to the point. Everybody else, stay where you are.”

	Megan looked at him expectantly. Her bones ached, her arms and legs felt stiff and leaden—the cold air and a night spent cramped on watch had left her feeling like the early stages of rigor mortis. She flexed herself tentatively and stretched; her spine cracked as she did so.

	Ethab was also straightening; he stretched professionally, a series of quick limbering exercises. He did them without enjoying them. Megan couldn’t imagine anyone stretching without luxuriating in the sheer physical pleasure of it, but that was Ethab. “Let’s go for a walk,” he said. His tone was mean; he didn’t stretch for pleasure, he didn’t walk for pleasure. There was some-
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	thing he wanted to see. Megan shrugged and picked up her rifle.

	Nusa was just coming up as they slid down from the rocks. Ethab nodded at her. “Take the lookout.” He moved off toward the rancid bait, Megan following at a distance—she was studying the screen of her scanner as she walked.

	Ethab strode halfway to the scattered carcasses of the bait, then stopped. He sniffed the air, he tasted it, he studied the sky, the meadow, and the distant forest— then he took a mental step back and looked at the whole of the matter, not just its individual pieces. He waited for a pattern to form—and when one didn’t, he cleared his mind and listened for his intuition.,..

	“Over there,” he pointed. “Let’s go see what our party crasher found so interesting all night.”

	They started up the slope. Megan’s calves complained at the steepness of the rise, but she forced herself to keep up. It was like climbing a long flight of stairs, with the spacing of the steps the most awkward possible, high enough to require an effort, but not high enough to feel like a full step—and just far enough apart so that it was a step and a half to each new rise; not one step, not two, but something in the middle, requiring two short strides or one long one—either was an uncomfortable pace. And with the scanner in her hands, she couldn’t swing her arms as easily for balance.

	They reached the top then—and as they crested the ridge and looked down the opposite side, the blood drained from their faces. Megan jerked—even Ethab was visibly startled.

	Smeared across the downslope was last night’s allo- saur—the remains of it were tom apart in bloody disarray. Its sightless head stared up at them, black eyes glaring lidless in the cold morning light. Its tail, ripped
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	lengthwise, was a bloody mess—and everywhere between were gobbets of flesh, scraps forgotten from a frenzied meal. Here a limb struck upward, empty- clawing at its enemy, the sky. There another claw hung broken from a shattered leg attached to nothing. The pieces of dismembered dinosaur lay everywhere—a splash of red and wetly-shining pieces describing the location of last night’s feast: scraps of hide and flesh, splintered bones and sections of the rib cage—something big and hungry had taken the allosaur apart as if it were a ripe and swollen melon, tearing it up the middle, ripping it open to gobble ravenously at the spurting blood and dripping flesh—

	Bait? The deathbeast didn’t need it.

	The allosaur’s head, disembodied and bloody, stared sorrowfully, expressionless—without accusation. The tail lay like a discarded lance. The claws were open and defeated. Its hide was a tom bag and its organs were scattered and eaten. The flesh was deathbeast flesh now....

	There was meat still steaming in the cold dawn; the interior heat of the animal took a long time to dissipate; the wisps of warmth were tiny curling streamers.

	Ethab finally spoke; his voice was like a rustle of leaves. “The beast did come....”

	Megan’s voice cracked—as if unused for a hundred years. A eulogy and an explanation; “So much for our uninvited guest      ”

	Ethab didn’t hear her, he was lost in his own thoughts. “I should have figured it....”

	“Our bait wasn’t good enough....” Megan continued to herself.

	“... he likes his meals warm.... ”

	“...it was the beast I was reading all night... he was here, eating.
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	"... alive ... ” whispered Ethab, “ ... he likes his food alive . . . of course—something that big doesn’t have to be a scavenger . . . he can kill whenever he’s hungry. ...”

	There were flies as big as hummingbirds buzzing around the meat, lighting on it, exploring, then buzzing up again—a blue-black haze in the air, a chitinous bottle of interest, a demonish sound of desire and delight. When the deathbeast ate, everybody enjoyed; the scraps from the Tyrant’s table would feed a host of lesser fiends and terrors. Already goblins were coming out of the woods, sniffing the air in hunger, horrible little things, all mouths and claws, slavering bigger things—Ethab’s bait was nothing compared to the feast the deathbeast had left behind. The flies buzzed angrily, rose and flickered and lit again; they were a shiny coat of tiny glittering bodies—nature’s little machines, soulless eaters, makers of maggots....

	“What a mess....” Megan said.

	Ethab answered bitterly, “The beast isn’t known for his manners. He eats and runs.”

	“When we chased away this fella,” noted Megan, “we probably chased him right into the deathbeast’s mouth.”

	“Then maybe the bait did work ... maybe he was coming....”

	Megan pointed. “Look—his tracks      ”

	Off to one side, like the traces of a giant bird, half- sunk into the soft, muddy earth, were the footsteps of something big and heavy—three huge toes pointing forward on each foot, and another toward the rear; the claws dug into the ground like shovel points.

	Ethab nodded at them. “Let’s go.” He didn’t wait for her response, but started immediately downslope, following the deathbeast’s steps.

	The downslope was more rugged than the way up;
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	this side was rockier and the rocks were steeper and streaked with slippery moss. Megan picked her way with care.

	“There’s too much dead meat around here now,” Ethab was saying, “—ours and his. Every freeloader in the neighborhood will be showing up as soon as they smell the wind—and some of them won’t be too choosy about whether their meal is dead yet.” He added, “This could be a very noisy afternoon.”

	At the bottom of the slope, Ethab hesitated to study the tracks. The beast had paused here, sniffing the air and turning. Ethab’s gaze narrowed. He cast about himself, as if echoing the deathbeast’s moves.

	Megan pointed, “He went through the gully....”

	The gully? Ethab turned and looked. He clicked on his communicator. “Kalen? Nusa? Report.”

	The speaker made static at him.

	“It’s line-of-sight only,” Megan said thoughtfully. “Wait till we come around the rocks.”

	They moved forward cautiously.

	The walls of the gully were like teeth; they rose high and jagged on either side. Unsightly growths, like decay, hung from narrow crevices. The surface of the rocks was pitted and yellow. They were moving back toward camp now, the long way around—but the deathbeast had come this way too, and only recently. The floor of the gully was too rocky to take a firm track, but here and there they could see the fresh scrape of the beast’s claws across the flatter rocks, and once in a while there was an impression in the muddy creek that trickled down the center of the gully; the little stream writhed like a sidewinder. Here, the deathbeast track came down squarely on its back and broke it—water filled the step like blood, the creek puddled up around it.
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	Ethab touched his communicator tab again. “Everybody report.”

	Nusa’s voice crackled back. “It’s dead, around here.” Her voice was thin and filtered in the cold air.

	Another voice came in on top of hers, Loevil’s; there was the sound of his yawn, then, “Huh? We’re all okay.” Ethab waited, but no third voice snapped in.

	“Kalen?” he asked.

	Static answered.

	“Kalen! Report!”

	Static. Crackling and empty.

	“He must be tracking the beast,” Ethab said. “He’s out of range, that’s all.”

	He looked at Megan.

	“Behind some rocks ... ” he explained.

	-—her eyes were carefully neutral—

	“ ... or something.”

	—she waited, expressionless.

	“We’ll keep going,” he said, turning away. He couldn’t stand her look.

	He started to move on.

	Megan touched her tab. “Loevil, stay with Tril. Nusa, meet us in the gully. Be careful.”

	Ethab turned back to her. “Why did you do that?”

	“I don’t like to be surprised.”

	“You could have called Kalen.” He touched his own tab again. “Kalen? Report.” A beat, and again: “Kalen!...”

	Megan didn’t say anything.

	Ethab’s tone was distant. “He’s all right,” he insisted quietly. “He knows how to take care of himself....” They came to a place where the gully widened and branched. Here the slopes were tinged with pink, shading toward red. The gully was no longer teeth, now it was bloody gums. The ground was colored rust, the rocks were
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	ochre, the gully bed was dark rich clay. The deathbeast’s steps were sharp and distinct in the oily mud, and Nusa stood above them, looking doleful. She and Megan exchanged a glance as they approached; Ethab hardly noticed.

	“The camp’s up there,” Megan pointed. “He turned off this way. Because of those rocks, we never saw him, couldn’t even scan him—” She hesitated, then said, “Ka- len was over there—” She pointed up into the branching of the gully.

	Ethab nodded, looking at the way the deathbeast’s tracks turned into the branching. “Kalen must be following him now....” The branch of the gully sloped upward and Ethab strode into it with purpose.

	Megan and Nusa exchanged another glance and followed.

	Ethab climbed up to Kalen’s last position. He had staked this place himself the night before; he had even taken the third watch here. It was perfectly safe—it was a branch of a gully behind the camp—nothing could pass through the bigger gully without being visible from the smaller one. And if the beast came up here, well, there was still plenty of cover—the little gully went up and turned back onto the tableland, on the other side of camp, opposite from where the allosaur was killed.

	Nusa picked something up from behind a sheltering rock and held it aloft; a gaudy shattered rifle, shiny and broken—once Eese’s—once Kalen’s— It was twisted, bent and bloody.

	She looked to Megan, ashen.

	Megan hid her own reaction. She’d been expecting this. She turned toward Ethab, still staring up the gully. “Ethab,” she said firmly.

	He turned slowly and looked at her. He stood astride two boulders and looked down at her like a warrior.
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	“Ethab,” she repeated, pinning him with her eyes. Caught by her expression, he stepped down off the boulders and approached slowly. Megan nodded toward Nusa. His gaze moved slowly to her to focus on the broken rifle—and he turned mechanically, as if on rails, and went to her. She held the weapon out to him.

	“It was on the ground...” she said, pointing with her head, "... over there....”

	He touched the butt of the rifle with his fingers, hardly seeing it.

	“Yes,” he said. “Kalen must have dropped it.” He turned away and touched his communicator tab. “Kalen, report please.” He started back upslope again, following the tracks of the beast. “Kalen... ?”

	Nusa and Megan exchanged a final glance. Resigned.

	“Kalen ... ?” Ethab called. He was very distant.

	Megan said to Nusa, “You go back to camp. Tell Loevil. I’ll stay with Ethab.”

	Nusa nodded and moved off down the gully, her rifle held in wary readiness. Megan sighed, checked her scanner for safety, then her rifle, and followed Ethab upslope, but keeping a respectful distance.

	Something was tugging at her hair.

	Something was caught in a tangle and trying to pull loose.

	The sensation existed as if at the bottom of a tunnel. She was aware of it without awareness. (She merely existed—without ego—and without ego, she had no knowledge of ego -death. Survival was ... something else; she existed and she accepted that; if she stopped existing, she would accept that too. She didn’t feel threatened because she couldn’t conceive of... whatever it was that a threat implied. Pain was discomfort, but it was only more information about the state of the universe—it was accepted
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	as equally as the absence of pain. It existed, she existed. Nowhere was there the thought that she might act to change either of these conditions.) So the sensation existed without judgment, and she accepted it. Something was tugging at her hair. She wondered what it was. She opened her eyes. She blinked. She raised her head and looked. Something went “Peep!”

	It was hanging onto her hair, something furry, one foot caught—it fell free and bounced, skittered back against a rock, looking for a crevice. There wasn’t one— it stopped and turned and stared at her; its eyes were too large for its head, like shiny black buttons pinned onto a tiny stuffed mouse. They were little saucers, blinking wetly as the creature waited to see what she would do.

	She stared back at it, and she said “Oh,” in understated surprise. Her knuckles brushed her lips, she didn’t notice.

	It made a decision, “Peepand dashed for the nearest hole—one of Tril’s boots, lying on its side in the dirt. It scuttled into it and down the length of the calf—it went thump against the heel. There was a beat of soft silence, and then a muffled “Peep?”

	Then silence again.

	Tril blinked. She was curious. She wondered what would happen next. (The thought that she might pick up the boot and look into it never occurred to her. The environment was something that acted on her, never the other way around.)

	There was silence from the boot, as if the little creature was thinking, “What the hell—?” Then, some annoyed cluttering as it figured out where it was and decided it had done something stupid. It scolded itself in a terrible tone of voice. There was the sound of scuffling as it explored its situation, and the boot bumped and wiggled.
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	Tril blinked and stared—the boot wiggled?

	Boots don’t wiggle. Why did the boot wiggle? Was there something inside of it? There was, wasn’t there? But she’d forgotten—■

	Her hand reached out—of its own volition, she hadn’t moved it—and touched the boot. The boot felt—alive inside. What a curious sensation. Her hand—wasn’t that curious the way it moved itself—lifted the boot and brought it toward her eyes so she could look into it.

	Something with big shiny eyes was looking up at her. It blinked twice and asked politely, “Peep?” All right, you caught me—will you treat me carefully?

	Tril just looked at it, with flickering awareness. What—?

	It chittered once—no, that wasn’t any good—then looked back up at Tril again and repeated its question, “Peep?”

	“Peep—?” asked Tril. Did that mean something? “Peep?”

	“Peep,” repeated the little creature; it was the great- umpteenth-great-great-grandfather of all mammals everywhere. It straightened itself proudly and said, “Peep.” It washed at its muzzle for a moment—when in doubt, wash—then looked to Tril again and presented its credentials: “Peep, peep, peep, peep.” As an afterthought, it added, “Peep, peep.”

	“Peep, peep, peep,” echoed Tril. The sound was amusing—I’ve got a peeper. “Peep, peep, peep.” She waited to see what the peeper would do next.

	Her peeping caught Nusa’s attention—she cut off her description of Ethab’s refusal to see the truth and touched Loevil’s arm; she nodded in Tril’s direction. She and Loevil exchanged a curious glance, then both moved toward Tril to investigate the sound.

	Tril was holding the boot in both hands; she sat with
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	her legs spread apart in front of her and she held the boot in the space between them. She was looking into it with the total concentration of one enchanted, and crooned softly, “Peep, peep, peep... peep, peep, peep...”

	Loevil hunkered down before her. Very carefully, he

	edged forward to look into the boot too.

	“Peep, peep—” It stopped as his shadow fell across the top.

	Loevii looked, and it looked back up at him. He recognized it as the little critter that had fought the ration wrapper, the brave little mouse-thing of the night before.

	“Peep, peep,” said Tril.

	Loevil looked at her—her eyes seemed more alert this morning. Or was that his imagination? Did he see the flicker of intelligence because that was what he wanted to see? Or was it actually there?

	“Peep?” said Tril.

	“I didn’t know you could speak dinosaur,” Loevil said.

	She blinked at him. “Peep.” Then she looked back into the boot. “Peep, peep?”

	Loevil put his hands gently around hers, then slid them toward the top of the boot itself. He slowly pulled the boot toward himself. Tril resisted—not a lot, she didn’t have that much awareness yet, but she resisted. Her hands would not let go as Loevil pulled the boot away from her, and her arms kept wanting to hold it back.

	“It’s all right,” Loevil said. “But you have to stop peeping for a while. It’s time for breakfast.”

	“Peep?” she asked. Her eyes were wide with concern.

	“Right,” Loevil agreed. He straightened quickly, taking the boot and glancing at Nusa. “And you thought we’d never get another peep out of her.” They took a couple of steps away from Tril and Loevil showed Nusa what was in the boot. “Well, what do we do with it?”
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	“Peep,” suggested the boot. “Peep!” it demanded.

	“You said it,” Loevil answered, poking his finger toward the top of the boot. The creature backed away, hissing.

	Nusa shrugged, she couldn’t care less. “Turn it loose.” Loevil frowned. “I’m not so sure—” He glanced back

	toward Tril. “This is the first thing she’s reacted to      ”

	Nusa shrugged again, this time resignedly. “Do what you want.” She turned away, leaving Loevil holding the boot like an offering.

	“Peep?” said the boot. Peep, peep, peep.”

	Loevil looked down into it again. “Well, all right,” he answered. “Peep to you too. Peep? Peep, peep, peep?” Silence. The mouse-thing in the boot shut up; it glared uply at him. As if to say, I don’t peep to just anybody.

	Loevil did a take, a surprised reaction, both quizzical and ironic. He gave a resigned shrug of his own and bent to give the boot back to Tril. She took it happily and resumed her peeping conversation with her newfound friend. “Peep, peep, peep... ?”

	. Loevil shook his head and walked away. At least she was reacting to things around her now, that was something. ...

	Megan looked at her watch agah^Had she waited long enough?

	Maybe a few minutes more....

	She was sitting on a granite slab that jutted out from the upward-sloping floor of the gully like a shelf. She had her rifle across her knees and her scanner set on the rock before her; but everything was silent. Even the wind was subdued—or perhaps it just didn’t reach down into this gully. Something large and white glided across the sky, a pteranodon. She studied it with detached interest. It held
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	its head so its beak pointed down and its hollow crestbone up—a rudder for its flight.

	The pteranodon couldn’t flap its wings; it didn’t have the muscle structure, it was a glider—a living kite, all graceful and transparent, a fragile floating thing of silk and bone, gliding on the whispery breeze like an afterthought of nature, a paper sail, bannering the joys of light and airy soaring. It turned upon the wind like a seagull made of silver gauze; it was white—so white it seemed to shimmer—it was covered with a downy coat of fur so fine it looked like powdered snow. The color of its fur was its defense against the glare of sun and sea and the immutable laws of physics; the surface area of its wings was large and they were finely veined—during the day, during the long hours of motionless gliding, those wings would present their broad flat surfaces to the sun; the blood flowing through the tiny vessels in the wings would pick up all the heat that hit them and carry it back to the body. Were it not for the fur, the pteranodon would be quickly cooked in its own skin—but its fur was shiny white and reflected back the bulk of the sunlight that hit the spreading wings, serving the same purpose as feathers on a seabird. At night the process was reversed; the same blood in the same extensive network of capillaries would dissipate the body heat in the cold starlit darkness were it not for the insulation that the fur provided.

	The pteranodon was not a bird, not yet—if ever. It was only nature’s first design, but graceful, soaring, something wondrous, beautiful, and delicate as only airborne life could be. This one made a sound like a flute, a dove- like cooing in the wind; it circled once upon an updraft, calling softly to its distant mate. Its wings were stretched across a span of seven meters—not the largest pteranodon that Megan had ever seen, not the smallest either. It dipped its wings in greeting—or, perhaps, just in adjust
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	ment to the wind—and drifted off beyond the rocky edges of the golly.

	Megan sighed and checked her scanner once again. Its screen was reassuringly blank. She looked at her watch and decided it was time. She stood up, stretched—and stretched again. Lord! That felt good! The sun had baked the stiffness from her bones.

	—a wave of dizziness struck her then, mild—but she took a step to catch herself and kept from falling; she’d stood up too fast, she’d stretched too hard. She’d been half-asleep and the sudden stretch had caught her body unawares. She waited, counted to three, then stretched again, more cautiously.

	She took a drink from her canteen, shouldered her scanner, and, holding her rifle at the ready, moved up- slope through the gully, following along the side of the trickling stream.

	She came around the jut of rocks that shielded Ethab. She’d stood watch for him and kept herself out of his line of sight while he’d needed to be alone. Now he was sitting on an outcrop of yellow stone, his head buried in his hands. He was staring at something a million kilometers beyond his toes.

	Megan made no sign of reaction; she was a professional and knew better. Reaction was often interpreted as judgment—and she didn’t judge, she merely advised. She trudged slowly up toward Ethab, but did not approach him closely. She stopped at a respectful distance and waited. He didn’t look up.

	After a moment, she asked, “Are you ready to come back now?”

	Now, finally, he raised his head. His eyes were rimmed in red, his face was gray. Even his eagle-wing tattoo had lost its power. He looked like a man stunned, like one who’d opened the door to an explosion and had
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	it go off in his face, and was still wondering: How did this happen? How did I get" to be here? Can’t I close the door and go back to where I was before?

	He put his head back in his hands, but he said, “I guess so.” Then he was quiet again, and motionless, and he might just as well have never spoken at all.

	Megan waited for a moment. “It’s getting late,” she hinted.

	Ethab took a breath, then another. He nodded slowly and began to unfold himself. When he reached his full height, he loomed above her and she studied his face with concern.

	It was as if he were closing the door on his nakedness; his features hardened as she watched. His muscle tone returned, his narrow gaze turned icy and forbidding. The tattoo regained its glow. He looked at her, a look of meat and bone, a refutation of the human being locked within—she thought she’d seen the awful truth of Ethab, that somewhere deep inside there was a person screaming to be let out; but now he turned those iron-cold eyes of his upon her and she doubted if she’d ever really seen a thing that felt and hurt and cried inside that flesh. His body wasn’t human, never was, and nothing human lived inside of it. Whatever emotions she had seen had been illusions, switched off as casually as if they were just one more function of his electronic implants and augments. 1 will cry now, it is expected—program my eyes for tears.

	And now I am through crying—I will turn them off.

	He brushed past her like the wind. “It’s getting late,” he said, and his voice rang like stainless steel. Once again, he was larger than life, larger than nature, larger even than God. Larger than the deathbeast. He moved off down the slope and Megan followed after, stunned and startled and wondering.
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	At the bottom, he paused to look at the deathbeast’s tracks again; then he looked back up at her as she came stepping down. “We’re going after him.”

	Megan wasn’t surprised. She’d expected it. She’d known it as if for a thousand years. Ethab could no sooner turn his back on the hunt for the beast than he could stop breathing. “All right,” she said.

	“He’s got to be close by,” Ethab said. Megan caught herself frowning and blanked her face again; but there was something wrong with Ethab’s eyes. They didn’t seem completely focused and they wouldn’t meet hers directly, but instead kept drifting off to one side or the other. “They go torpid when they’re full,” Ethab was saying. “He’ll want a place to rest.” He thought for a moment, his glance Still sliding back and forth as if it wpre on ice. “He’ll be staying close to his kill, in any case. He’ll be coming back to it tonight.”

	Megan began, “There won’t be anything left by then—” but he didn’t hear her.

	He was saying, “—so he’s got to be somewhere close by—in a gully somewhere, out of the sun.”

	Megan’s voice was carefully soft as she suggested, “Let’s go get the others first.”

	The others? Ethab was momentarily confused—what others? “Oh, yes—the others....” He’d forgotten for a moment—“You go. I’ll go on ahead.”

	Megan made a motion as if to touch his arm. He drew back, he turned to peer at the tracks of the beast again. Megan stepped in closer, her hand still ready to touch his arm. “Come on,” she said.

	Ethab looked down at her hand. As if it were something dead. Don’t touch me with that. She tried to meet his eyes again. He flicked away. She touched his arm then. To show she meant what she was saying.

	“All right,” he said. “I’ll come.”

	Thirteen

	WHAT MAKES LOEVIL RUN?

	When they told him, Loevil shrugged and began assembling his gear. Nusa started to break camp as well, but as she did so, her thoughts began to bubble to the surface. “This is stupid!” she said. She punctuated her Words with an angry pointing gesture; her hand chopped through the air like a blade. “Eese is dead! Dorik’s dead! Kalen’s dead—”

	At this, Ethab turned to her suddenly, an intense, unreadable expression on his face.

	Nusa ignored it. “—Tril is... ” She hesitated, then picked a word. “ ... damaged. We have no rechargers, our weaponry is depleted—there’s less than thirty-six hours to pickup—” Her tone went lower for emphasis, “We can’t miss our pickup—" then rose back to its previous level, “—and you want to go on?”

	She crossed to Ethab and confronted him head on. “I think we’ve overestimated ourselves, Ethab. The thing is too big for us.”
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	Ethab’s voice was quiet; he didn’t even look at her. “We can’t stop now.”

	“Sure, we can. We pick up our gear and we go home.”

	Ethab didn’t hear her. He was looking past her shoulder. “He’s still out there. We can’t stop.” His voice was almost thoughtful, “We have one more night before pickup . . . he knows we’re here . . . he does. . . .” He turned outward toward the hills, as if speaking directly to the beast. “We can’t stop any more than he can.”

	Nusa looked disgusted, but she tried again, once more. Patiently. “We put our guns over our shoulders, Ethab; we turn around and we start walking back toward the Nexus. We enjoy the scenery. That’s how we stop.”

	Ethab turned back and looked through her. He spoke slowly and with an air of finality. “You’re wrong.” Then he turned away from her without elaborating why. She was wrong, that was enough; he’d pointed it out, therefore the conversation was ended. If she couldn’t figure out why she was wrong, then that was too bad— but it was obvious to him that she was wrong, and that was enough.

	Nusa opened her mouth to say something at Ethab’s departing back, then she shut it with a snap. She looked defeated. She turned and looked to Megan for support, then to Loevil. Megan’s face was carefully blank, her eyes were veiled, and Loevil only shrugged, and said, “Don’t look at me. I only work here.”

	Megan was watching Ethab—and suddenly she knew what was wrong with his eyes. He wasn’t trying to avoid looking at any of them; he just didn’t see them any more. He was looking beyond the other human beings with him—looking through them toward some distant vista. His eyes were focused on the distant deathbeast. He
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	watched it through the rocks and hills, beyond the creeks and gullies, beyond the distant valleys—no matter where it went, he saw it in his mind, and the movements of his eyes were gauges of the distance he could see. He looked into the heart of prehistoric darkness and saw the Tyrant living there—and, drawn to it, like death, he would confront it head on.

	In that single crystalline moment, Megan understood. Something inside Ethab, something mechanical, obsessive, driven by a single need to be complete, looked at itself and saw a hollowness, a place where something larger than himself had staked a claim. In that hollow place, there lived a fear of death and he must master it and drive it from himself to be complete, to be immortal, to be free. Whatever Ethab hated most, whatever Ethab feared, he challenged it head on-—and when he mastered it, he proved that he was greater. And now, today, this morning, Ethab had come finally to the biggest challenge of them all, there were no others left— he had to challenge death itself^ He had to beat the deathbeast. Today, he’d be a man. Today, he’d be complete.

	Megan saw all this as if it were a portrait etched in falling glass—a moment poised before its essence shattered on inevitability. And in that single moment, she felt pity for the man. Because he could never be complete—no matter what the challenge was, there’d always be a bigger one tomorrow. And he’d keep meeting them head on, until he met the one that was too big, the one that finally would kill him—

	Suddenly she wanted to go to him, she longed to hold him, draw him close to her and hold him against the long eternal night and whisper to him, “Ethab, Ethab, it’s all right. You don’t have to prove yourself to anyone,
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	and mostly, not even to yourself. Why are you trying so hard to be what you already are?” She wanted to explain to him, patiently, and with compassion, “Completeness isn’t a goal to achieve. It’s a process. It comes from accepting yourself within each moment, accepting the challenges within your life, not structuring impossible new and larger ones beyond yourself. The. deathbeast is an arbitrary foe—you don’t have to meet him, not now or ever—” •

	But even as she thought that, she knew that she was wrong. Oh, maybe her thoughts were right for some people, they certainly felt right for her—but not for Ethab. For Ethab it was already too late. The deathbeast wasn’t an arbitrary challenge any more—perhaps it had been once, but that was before it had killed Kalen. Kalen was the only person Ethab had ever... loved, the only one who’d ever made him feel close to complete—almost. Not quite. There was that one thing that they couldn’t do—they couldn’t say their love—for that would make them something less than men. They could only care about each other if they didn’t show they cared—the contradiction carried its own incompleteness. Ethab could only feel justified in vengeance now. He had to kill the deathbeast for fulfillment. And after that—after that, he’d be used up. And empty....

	After he killed the deathbeast, there wouldn’t be any more challenges for him, because there couldn’t be any challenges bigger than this one. He’d kill the deathbeast as an act of love for Kalen      

	Megan knew and understood. Nusa was wrong. They couldn’t stop, they couldn’t quit.

	And Megan felt like crying, because the day already smelled of death, and it was only morning.
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	She turned to gather up her gear. Ethab would be getting impatient soon.

	Tril was offering a piece of ration bar, chicken flavored, to the little peeper.

	“Peep?” he queried, then sat up, sniffing. Something smelled good to him. He edged forward out of the safety of the boot and tentatively took a step toward Tril. Then another. Tril put the pieces of rubber chicken on the ground and moved her hand slowly back. Peep-peep approached cautiously, his big eyes blinking alertly. Then, quickly, he darted at the piece of food, grabbed it, gobbled it before anyone could take it away from him, and dashed back to the boot. He stopped at the entrance to it and looked back questioningly. Please, sir, may I have some more?

	Tril held out another piece. Her face was curious, she was no longer as expressionless as before; but she still lacked the animation of a real person. She moved, not to act on her environment, but only to test it. Nothing was certain any more. She forgot to let go of the piece of ration and Peep-peep got tired of waiting; he boldly came up and took it from her. His belly fur was white, his paws were tiny pink claws and his nose was brown and blunt.

	“Peep!” he finished the piece of ration and demanded more. He darted backward, but not quite as far back as before and waited impatiently. Tril broke off another chunk and held it out. This time, he didn’t even pretend to be cautious. He sniffed up, climbed up on her hand, took it and ate it where he stood.

	Abruptly, sensing the footfall of someone approaching, Peep jumped off her hand and bolted for the boot. There was a thump as he hit the back of it.

	Tril looked up, blinking slowly.
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	Loevil hunkered down and said to her, “We’re going to have to go now. You’re going to have to put on your boot.”

	Something inside the boot said, “Peep!” in an angry tone of voice.

	“Peep?” echoed Tril.

	“That’s right,” said Loevil. He touched her hand gently, then reached and picked up the boot. “Here, we’ll put the little fellow in your sidebag.” He reached over to her and opened the specimen case that she wore on her left hip. There wasn’t anything in it except two ration bars. Loevil tipped the boot into it and something furry scuttled, peeped and slid into the case. “He’ll be happy. You’ve left some food in there. We’ll give him some water later, okay?” He snapped the case shut. “Okay?”

	She moved to open it and look in—he caught her hand. “No, not now, Tril. Later.”

	She looked at him. “Peep?” she asked.

	“Yeah, sure,” he agreed.

	“All right,” Ethab was calling. “Let’s go. Loevil, take the rear, mind your scanner. Megan, move out ahead. You’ll take the point. Let’s go.”

	Loevil handed Tril her boot—she started putting it on mechanically. He stood up and moved to pick up his pack, his rifle, and his scanner.

	Nusa was looking at Ethab with a hurt and angry expression, a “What-about-me?” look.

	Ethab turned to her as if she were merely an object. “You can watch Tril.” And turned away as smoothly. He headed after Megan, not even waiting. He knew they’d follow. They’d have to.

	Nusa’s lips tightened and her eyes narrowed as she glared at his back, but she went to Tril and helped her with the seal on her boots, then pulled her to her feet.
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	“Cmon, numbwit,” she said. “Let’s go help the great white hunter. I don’t know who’s the bigger fool—you or him.”

	Loevil looked up from his scanner. “Ethab is—because Tril’s not hypocritical about being psychotic.” He fell into line behind them and they moved out.

	They headed toward the ridge and over it—not too far from the ravaged allosaur—and down the eroded slope into the gullies, rills, and ridges of the badlands. The ground was like a ripped and rumpled bedsheet; here it was folded, there it was ragged. They kept to the easy slopes and tried to circle the worst places. Beyond, there was a plain; they would descend to that and follow along the edges of the broken lands, scanning for the deathbeast. Ethab was convinced it kept to the gullies, they were the best cover for kilometers in any direction, besides being protection from the fierce heat of the day.

	“It’s getting hot,” said Nusa, wiping her forehead. She was beginning to look fatigued.

	“Well, of course, it’s getting hot,” Loevil agreed. “It’s half-past the Cretaceous. There’s twelve million years of drought coming up soon.”

	“Not till the Pliocene,” said Megan. “We have time.”

	“How much?” asked Nusa; her voice was tinged with concern.

	“Oh, about eighty-seven million years, give or take a couple weeks,” Loevil answered. “First there’s the Eocene, then the Oligocene, then the Miocene, and then after that, the Pliocene. I think it starts on a Thursday ... ”

	“At half past four.” Megan nodded.

	“Anybody who’s anybody at all is certain to be there,” Loevil said. “The ribbon-cutting ceremony will be the hit of the social season. But you’d better order your tickets early. There’s sure to be quite a crowd.”
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	Nusa closed up her face with an annoyed expression. She disliked being sported with—and she wondered about Megan and Loevil; they hardly seemed to talk to each other, yet they were almost always in tune—and always in agreement. There was an ease, a familiarity— as if they were secure in their relationship—as if the highest compliment that each could give was to take the other one for granted. Was that what real love looked like? She thought again of what she’d seen in Ethab, and wondered if she’d ever see it again.

	They picked their way across a dry river bed. Ethab stood guard while Megan and Loevil crossed, then they stood guard while he followed with the others. They scanned the area carefully—still nothing, but their maps of the area were growing; the memory banks in the scanners kept adding to their stored information as they moved through the landscape. Eventually, if they covered enough area, they’d have a complete map of the local territory.

	Some of the more sophisticated scanners used satellite units to relay information back to the main terminal. The satellites were planted as the hunters moved through an area; they extended the eyes of the scanning system all the way back to the Nexus. On a long enough hunt, it was possible to plant satellite scanners on a vast scale, a giant overlapping grid that let the main terminal track the movements of every creature in the area—but those were usually the scientific expeditions; generally they were twenty-one days long and nothing was killed except out of necessity. Those were hunts for knowledge rather than trophies.

	They followed the river bed down through the narrow valley the river had started to carve before it had died for lack of water. It opened out onto an alluvial plain, and they came onto it with caution. High above them, on a
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	distant ridge, a yellow and brown lizard-thing, three meters tall and carnivorous, looked up from its recently deceased meal and studied them with black, expressionless eyes. It decided they were too small and too far away to be either a threat or a meal, and it returned to its more immediate concern. The flesh ripped from the bones with a wet, slobbery sound.

	“It won’t bother us,” said Megan, pointing to the sin-, gularity lines on her screen. “Too small, too far away. Too interested in the feast it .already has.”

	Ethab nodded and continued staring out across the plain. His hand was shielding his eyes from the direct glare of the sun—somewhere he’s lost or forgotten his helmet—here and there the land was cut with other, smaller gullies. Beyond this plain there was probably another. The whole landscape might be a series of plains like shelves, each eroding down to the next level. He studied the bright noontime haze dispassionately. The horizon was an aching gray and yellow blur—the sense of distance was enormous. Far out there, on the other side of the dust, the bulk of some huge mountain could be seen rising, rising massively up toward the sky. It could be a hundred kilometers away, or a thousand. There was no way to tell. The air sizzled under a fiery pink sky; the light curved as if it were melting on a griddle. They could be looking halfway around the planet. The mountain might not even be there; it wavered mysteriously as the heat shimmered across the plain. And yet it was there, bulking huge and black and distant. Its upper slopes were all in silver-white, its peak reflected back the sun like starlight caught in diamonds. The snow and ice upon those towering flanks must have been as old as the mountain itself. If it was a mirage, it was the most solid one they’d ever seen; and if it wasn’t a
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	mirage, then it was the most unreal-looking mountain that had ever loomed across a horizon.

	Ethab turned back to the closer landscape, lowering his hand.

	Nusa interrupted his study; her voice was a little too loud: “There’s only thirty hours left, Ethab. And it’s a long way back to the Nexus.”

	“I know,” he said, ignoring her. He stepped away, trying to reestablish his sense of connection with the landscape. Which way? Out toward the mountain? North along the edge of the plain? Or back south, following the more jagged region of gullies?

	South, perhaps....

	Megan waited till it looked as if he’d made a decision. She knew she couldn’t change his mind—she knew why he’d keep on going till he dropped. And yet—she still had to try to stop him, if only to keep him from missing the pickup at the Nexus. “Ethab,” she began softly, trying to sound as gentle as she could. “We ought to talk about this. We’re getting to the limit of our range.”

	“You can quit, if you want.”

	“We have to stay together. It’s the law. Guides can’t leave their clients—even if they’ve been legally fired. We have to stay with you until pickup.” She added, “Besides, it’s safer.”

	“We have time.” His voice was fiat and emotionless, quiet and determined.

	“But not enough.” She hated to contradict him head-on; she thought she understood him a little better now. “It’ll take more than twenty hours to get back to the Nexus from here. You’re using up our margin.”

	He didn’t take offense; he hadn’t noticed she was arguing with him. He remained patient and detached. “There’s time.” It was as if he hadn’t even heard the meaning of her words.
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	“K you do find him, there’s not going to be enough time to kill him—assuming you can.”

	“There’ll be time.” He didn’t even stress his words to indicate he was arguing with her. He wasn’t. He was stating facts. “Mr. Loevil,” he said. “Will you scan that valley to the south?”

	Megan was insistent. She took a step closer to him and lowered her voice for emphasis. “You have four hours. That’s it. That leaves us twenty hours to get back. And a four-hour margin.”

	Ethab looked right through her. “I’ll take whatever time I need,” he said, and Megan wasn’t sure exactly what he meant by that. “Mr. Loevil?” Ethab asked.

	“I don’t show anything on my screens.”

	“No matter,” Ethab said. “He’s in that valley. Somewhere. He has to be. We’ve covered everywhere else.”

	“And what if you’re wrong?” Megan asked.

	“I won’t be. I haven’t been wrong yet. I won’t be wrong now.” I won’t allow myself to be wrong. ■

	“The valley opens up into another network of gullies,” Loevil said. “Shallow ones mostly. Some water too— lots of plant life. Probably a couple of herbivores.” He added thoughtfully, “There might be something down that way.”

	Ethab nodded and moved. The others looked at each other’s faces, sighed, and followed with resignation. Tril opened up her sidebag and clucked into it. She opened up one of the ration-wrappers so Peep-peep could nibble at the bar as they went along. She stared into the leather case so hard she nearly walked into a gnarly- tree—finally Nusa made her close the sidebag and pay attention to where she was walking.

	They went down through the valley and out the other side. Here, the land was forested again, but lighter than before because of the ruggedness of the area. Higher up,
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	there was more topsoil, but here, most of it had been eroded away and the plants were limited to the places between the rocks and boulders, crevices where a bit of soil might be found. Here, the river bed was gravelly and only a bare trickle of water washed through it. They followed it Without crossing. Small herbivores moved away through the bushes as they approached, and occasionally little lizards ran on high stiff legs across the hot granite slabs or scuttled quickly over the rocky'shelves.

	In the distance, something was making a noise.

	The hunter paused, the guides exchanged glances. They could feel the thudding of the ground beneath their feet. Whatever it was, it was heavy and moving. There were rhythmic hissings and screeches, followed by a crash of foliage.

	“There,” pointed Megan. “Through those rocks. On the other side of those bushes.”

	“What—” began Nusa. She looked to Megan. “What is it?”

	Megan shook her head in an “I don’t know” gesture.

	Loevil moved up next to Nusa. He stage whispered: “Lions and tigers and bears. Oh my.”

	Nusa moved away from him in disgust. She followed Megan and Ethab through the rocks. Loevil gave smiling Tril a push and they followed.

	Through the bushes they could see-—two somethings; they were large, gray-green, streaked with black; their shiny vinyl skin bedecked with glittering moss: they were brontosaurs—and they moved back and forth in a smooth hypnotic pattern; they bumped and balanced in a ponderous ballet. Their heads darted at each other, their long necks touched and stroked—then they backed away and each rose up, impressively, then came down like thunder.
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	Ethab lowered his rifle, frowning—

	The others pushed up beside him and looked as well.

	By the side of a wide mirrored lake, two brontosaurs—their heads held high in silver winds, their tails poised like lances—two giant brontosaurs were dancing. They stood up high and huge, then came back down with little booming earthquakes. Their heads were flat and almost smiling, their faces bobbed and weaved, their necks would slide along each other’s as they moved, almost like two serpents turning side by side. They bumped like graceful blimps, they circled on a common axis, and always, always they kept on bouncing at each other. The smaller one was more aggressive, perhaps he was the male—there was no easy way to tell— but he kept on poking at the larger one and stroked her neck along his own as if asking her to turn. He stroked along her slender neck and bumped her side. He nudged her shoulder mightily, and then began again. The sound was loud and meaty.

	Loevil was grinning like a fool. Next to him, Tril too was shining and entranced, as if basking in their radiance. “You were wondering how they did it?” Loevil poked Nusa. “Well, you’re about to find out. That has to be a courtship dance.”

	Nusa’s cheeks began to color. Astonished, she turned to Megan—

	Megan nodded. “Yup, that’s it.”

	Nusa turned back and looked despite herself. Brontosaurs mating? The mind boggled. Mechanically, she took her holo out of its case and began buzzing off a long exposure.

	Loevil murmured softly next to her, “Don’t you feel like a pomographer doing that? I feel like a voyeur just watching.”
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	Nusa was annoyed. “Don’t you ever take anything serious?”

	“Why should I?” he snapped back. “Nobody ever takes me serious.” It was only after he said it that he realized how revealing a remark it had been. He glanced over at Nusa, but she didn’t seem to have noticed.

	The two brontosaurs were unaware that they had an audience. The female one was playing hard to get. Coyly she kept turning as the male nudged her; he’d bump her with his head and she would turn, then he would circle, turning with her, bumping her again to make her stop, and she would turn the other way. She made sounds, a hissing in her throat—it almost sounded like a giggle. This was a giant, boisterous game of lovers; they turned around each other in passion ponderous and almost comical—like the mating of dirigibles. And yet—there still was something lovely in their movements, something natural and simple; it was beautiful and joyous, and all expressed aloud in a huge and thundering playfulness of Brobdingnagian proportions. The brontosaurs were both enraptured and their desire was a hundred tons of bubbling prancing beastliness, all abounce in prehistoric pastorality. Welcome to wonderland, where mountains mate like meat, and meat moves like mountains—

	“They’ll probably have to go into the water to finish,” noted Megan.

	Ethab couldn’t have cared less. He was visibly annoyed at the interruption of his hunt. “Let’s go,” he said, pushing back through the bushes.

	“Hey!” called Loevil. “I wanna watch—I wanna see how it’s done!” But the others were already following after Ethab. Loevil sighed bitterly to himself. “No sense of romance. . . .” He tugged at Tril’s arm and turned her toward the others.
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	Tril had plucked a flower from a bush, a pretty yellow blossom; she held it like an offering. She turned to Loevil suddenly and showed it to him, as if to say, “See?” Loevil smiled at her gently. “Yes, it’s very pretty.” He took the flower from her and stuck it in his hair above one ear. “Thank you, Tril. But we have to go now.” He took her by the arm and pulled her after him. She came reluctantly. She kept looking back toward the silly sauro- pods with wide-eyed innocence and wonder.

	The happy smile never left her face; she thought the big green things were pretty; but as Loevil tugged her along, and the brontosaurs were lost to view, her expression turned more introspective, even wistful. . . .

	Fourteen

	SEEK AND DEVOUR

	Tril kept opening her sidebag and looking at her little passenger. She peeped at him and stroked him with her finger. He huddled in the bottom of the case, trembling slightly, relaxing only at the warmth of Tril’s inquisitive touches. She cooed and peeped and chirruped in a steady trickling stream of syllables, a babbled journey for a frightened mind.

	Loevil kept moving over to her, making her close the case, but she would only open it again to see her tiny friend. “Peep, peep?”

	They were crossing a landscape of rolling hills shaped like a scattering of breasts—Les Petits Tetons. Loevil liked the metaphor, he’d been struck immediately by the resemblance of the shapes; the hills were gently rounded and covered with a tufted moss-like carpeting, a patternless spread of yellow-green, blue, and gray. The five of them would come up one side, reach the crest and scan the landscape, then they’d pick a new direction and move
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	down again, down the other side and up the next Earth- breast that gently rose before them.

	Each time they paused, Ethab would look to Loevil and Megan and the two of them would make a show of scanning all the neighborhood around. Tril would open up her case and make peeping noises to her furry little friend. Then Loevil and Megan would look up again and shake their heads—no, there was nothing near. Nusa would make Tril close up her case, and Ethab would look equally annoyed and fierce. Pointing with his rifle, he’d go on. Then the rest would follow after, they seemed shrunken now, dispirited and resigned.

	And all of them were talking to themselves. Just >as Tril kept cooing at her specimen case, so did Megan keep on making reassuring noises at her, and to all the rest. “It’ll be all right, just keep calm for now—try not to be upset...” but mostly she was talking for herself. And Loevil too, was singing to himself, and telling jokes unquietly, but not for any audience—he made quips and comments, a one-man dialogue, a sportscaster and color-man, the chorus of a classical Greek tragedy commenting on the action as it happened. Ethab was whispering aloud, a steady chant of hatred for his distant enemy, as if it were a constant fire that he kept building in his brain to keep him moving. Nusa followed close behind him, muttering too—echoing with her own antipathy, but focused now on something closer, more immediate. She glared at Ethab as she spoke. “This is a waste of time... we haven’t seen any tracks since before the fucking brontosaurs.” She dropped back and said to Megan, “Why do we keep going? There’s less than twenty-six hours to pickup—why can’t we just leave him here and go back?”

	Megan touched Nusa’s arm, as if to caution her. She
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	said compassionately, “It’ll be all right, Nusa—try to understand. We •couldn’t leave him behind any more than we could leave Tril.”

	Nusa glanced forward at Tril, who ambled smiling just' ahead of them, then at Ethab, grim and forbidding.

	. Her answer was succinct. “I could,” she said.

	Ahead of Tril, Loevil was keeping watchful eyes on Ethab. The hunter’s face was set like granite, petrified and frozen; his lines were tight and etched in acid. His tattoo shone. His eyes were narrow squints like wounds. His body was held stiff and he carried himself arched forward in an intense, determined posture. His head jutted forward, his chin was like a prow; his eyes swung back and forth like arcs of fire, and his mouth was working like an engine. A stream of words, mechanical and clipped, precise as gleaming packages, fell from his lips, “Where are you, beast?” he whispered softly. “Come on out, my little beast. Come to Poppa here. The day is right for dying. It’s time to meet your human masters—”

	They started up a new slope and Loevil glanced back questioningly to Megan. She held up her wrist and pointed at her watch. Loevil nodded, and when they came up to the crest of this little teton, he hesitated purposely as he unclipped his scanner from his belt, till Megan came up, puffing slightly. She moved to Ethab with a quiet step and spoke in gentle tones, “We’re running out of time, Ethab—”

	“No,” he said it firmly. “Not yet—Loevil, what are you waiting for?”

	Loevil shrugged and began turning slowly, with his scanner held out like an offering to the distant hills— they were dusty, tinged with blue and brown as they receded into distance and atmospheric haze. He watched the screen of the device, but the meters never jiggled.

	“Ethab...” Megan’s voice was firm, but low. She
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	didn’t want to challenge him—she didn’t want to embarrass him.

	“No!” he snapped, a little too loudly, even before she had said what she was going to. “Not yet! Not yet!”

	“Ethab!”—that was Nusa—“Give it up! The beast has beaten you!”

	“No! Never!” He glared at her and fire could have blazed out from his eyes, he was so angry. Despite herself, Nusa took a startled step backward.

	Ethab didn’t wait for Loevil to finish scanning, he started down the hill. “We’ll find him yet, and when we do we’ll show him who’s the master of the world, we’ll show him who’s the bigger beast—” There was a sharp chasm at the bottom of the slope, a deep gully cut through the landscape here, and Ethab headed toward it.

	Loevil made a sound, a razzberry of disgust, and hung his scanner back on his hip, his survey uncompleted. He followed after Ethab like a warden. “Feed the dinosaurs,” he said acidly. “Feed the dinosaurs. Just bring a bag of idiots, damn fools, and heroes.”

	“Just a little more—a little farther, that’s all; we’ve checked so many places and this is his territory, he must be around here somewhere and we have the time to find him—”

	Megan came loping after, she was almost running to keep up. “We’re out of time, goddammit!” she was yelling. “Even if you found him now, Ethab, you couldn’t—”

	“No!” He kept on striding. “I won’t go back without— without—” He couldn’t finish the thought.

	“Much more of this,” Loevil put in, “and none of us will be going back—”

	Ethab whirled to confront them—they were spread across the slope of the hill above him, Megan and Loevil close above, Nusa halfway up, Tril left at the top, idly
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	clucking at the creature in her specimen case. Ethab was only a few meters from the gully.

	“Cowards!” he bellowed. “You want to go back? Go, then! Go! I don’t care! I don’t need you! Hell! I don’t even want you—I never wanted you—I can do it without you! I’ll do it without you anyway—”

	Megan took a step forward. “Come with us, Ethab.” Her tone was easy, but persuasive.

	“I have something to do! He’s around here—I know it. I know it. So stop wasting my time—the sooner I do what I have to do, we can all go home—”

	He turned to move parallel along the gully. He would follow it southward, down to where both it and the hill flattened into plain again—

	Loevil snorted, readjusting the scanner strap across his shoulder. He exhaled loudly—this wasn’t a hunt any more, it had never been a hunt, it was a joke, a mad obsession of a man who was afraid he wasn’t man enough. They weren’t going to find anything, he should have known it all along. Loevil let himself relax a little with that realization; his step became a little jaunty, his attitude more devil-may-care. He didn’t have to worry any more, they weren’t going to find the beast—they’d never see the beast again; there wasn’t time enough any more.

	Megan wasn’t far from him, he looked to her and met her eyes—there was a question in them—he nodded yes. She nodded in agreement and opened up her sidebag, reaching for a small white pistol. There was no longer any choice in this decision, it was made. They’d talked about it earlier, they were agreed already, and now the time had come. Megan held the pistol in her hand and looked at Ethab with regret; she slid a feathered dart into its chamber.

	At the bottom of the slope, they’d shoot Ethab with a tranquilizing dart and he would never know what hit
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	him—and then they could go home. Ethab would be a zombie till they woke him in a hospital. He’d be a broken man, of course, having been defeated, but so what? He couldn’t be convinced that it was over, they’d have to take him back the hard way. He’d only done it to himself.

	Megan moved after him. “Hey, Ethab,” she called. “Wait a minute—”

	“I don’t want to hear it—” his voice came floating back.

	“Aww, come on—be a good sport—” Loevil wailed, also following.

	Ethab’s reply was muffled. It sounded like, “Fuck you.”

	Loevil shrugged and sighed. Well, Ethab was only asking for it. He hung his scanner on his shoulder and started singing, almost happy and relaxed. “Oh, show me the way to go home—”

	Ethab whirled on one foot, he glared back at Loevil. “You just keep your eyes on your goddamn scanner—”

	—and behind him, rising sideways, huge and gleaming- dark, from the chasm of the gully, its red eyes blazing in the sun, the deathbeast head bulked massively and swung up from its sheltered overhang to stare—

	—Ethab saw Loevil’s sudden expression—the blood draining from his face in ashen fear—he turned back and saw—

	—the deathbeast’s head dipped back down into the gnlly, then rose up again and stared at him. Ethab and the deathbeast. Finally eye to eye. Ethab’s tattooed eagle wing caught the sun and shimmered in a golden blaze. The deathbeast’s eye was red and clear, almost transparent, as if aglow and lit from deep behind.

	Ethab, small and presumptuous, stared up at his adversary’s face and knew it was the moment of fulfillment.
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	The deathbeast’s bulk blotted out the world. There was only Ethab and the eye, the single staring crimson eye.

	And Loevil, close behind, was frozen as if an icy pole had been driven up his spine; his stomach was a hollow place where panic gibbered like a tiny chittering ape— but the deathbeast wasn’t moving, and he wondered why it wasn’t. It just studied Ethab, blinking slowly—as if it didn’t care. Loevil saw that great, gigantic eye and knew the truth of mythic horror—there were things so vast that puny mankind was no more than insects to them. There were larger purposes upon this Earth, and here was one of them transformed into a mountain, huge and godlike. For the first time in his life, Loevil knew awe. A myth is truth transformed into a larger truth: Moby Dick and King Kong and the Wicked Witch of the West; Satan with his fires—a pool out of hell, the eye was like a mirror, and demons could be seen dancing at the bottom of it—

	Ethab had taken one involuntary step backward in his startlement. Now he stepped forward again, intrigued— entranced. This was it, his moment!—Even he hadn’t let himself fully believe that he would have it—

	The beast turned its head from side to side to look at him. It blinked, its lids were doors, its eyes were embers— waiting to be spotlights.

	Ethab stood only a few meters from the edge of the crevasse and stared in wonder. The beast could have reached out and taken him. But the two of them just looked at each other like ... friends. Like adversaries respecting each other’s power. Like a mongoose and a cobra—each too wary to move suddenly.

	And Ethab opened up his mouth then, his words escaped unnoticed, a breathy sigh, “He’s beautiful . . . he is.... ”

	The deathbeast’s hide was like the shining armor of a knight, all black and oiled; it looked like metal in the
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	gleaming sun. His forearms seemed too thin and puny- looking, but only in proportion to the rest of the creature —they were articulated and the grip of those angry claws could still be powerful. His jaw was like a cavern, his teeth were shining knives. His tongue flicked wet and massive, and flecks of spittle dribbled from the sides of his jaw. There was a stench like drying leather, and a deeper bloody smell beneath it too, a hint of garbage rotting.

	“He’s so beautiful... and he’s mine—”

	Ethab was in ecstasy. He was transfixed, exalted. The moment was transcendent.

	And still the deathbeast didn’t move, it merely studied, blinking quite mechanically. Its eye would blink and then the head would turn and then the other eye would blink. Ethab took a step forward, then another....

	Behind him, Megan murmured, realizing, “It’s torpid.”

	Nusa buzzed off picture after picture. “Incredible,” she gaped. “Just incredible.”

	“I don’t even think we’re in danger,” Megan added.

	“I don’t know,” whispered Loevil, edging back to join her. “You ever wake a day sleeper?” This was followed by a quick sidelong glance, but Megan wasn’t listening. The beast was—overpowering.

	Far up on the hill, Tril was whimpering slightly. No one heard.

	Their attention was all focused on the beast. It was a mountain and uncurious. It dipped its head back into the gully.

	Loevil exhaled like a-sigh—“Whew! He’s too tired to get mad.”

	—and then the head rose up again—

	—and Ethab raised his crossbow—

	—the others saw it then, how did it get into his hands like that—?
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	He raised it slowly, still talking softly to the beast, “So beautiful . . . so truly truly beautiful. ...”

	—and fired.

	The bolt screamed like a banshee. It arrowed straight into the deathbeast’s eye and exploded with a flash of many colors.

	Nusa moaned.

	Megan despaired, “Oh, no—”

	“Shit!” Loevil realized that all hell was about to break loose—

	—the deathbeast’s roar was like the voice of a volcano. The air was shattered into quivering shards and glassy pieces—

	The eye socket was burning. Smoke rose up from it and the deathbeast was pawing at it with one claw, trying to knock loose the still-burning bolt. He raged and rolled and turned around around around—his tail lashed and savaged, thundering against the cliff, breaking loose the rocks. The bolt was still whooping like a sonic bomb. The beast fell rolling in the gully, then came roaring up again, still pawing, pawing at his ravaged right eye—

	The ground shook with the deathbeast’s agony and anger. Ethab bounced and danced in barely held excitement. He held the crossbow in one hand and another electronic bolt in the other—

	The deathbeast’s shadow passed over him briefly—

	“Let’s get out of here!” said Megan, grabbing Nusa’s arm. “Loevil—move!” They started backing away. No one wanting to be the first to turn and run. Megan called, “Ethab!”—a single warning, then she was the first; she pushed Nusa on ahead of her, and then they all were pelting headlong up the slope toward crying Tnl.

	Ethab stood amazed and happy that one single bolt could cause the beast such anguish. It still turned upon itself in agony. Its claws worked like insect mandibles,
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	reaching, grabbing emptiness. The thing stopped abruptly, seeing Ethab with its one remaining eye, the left—and bellowed like a steam engine—

	Loevil came bounding up the hill only a few paces behind Megan and Nusa; he grabbed at Tril and pulled her with him. He yanked her arm and she went tumbling on her side. Loevil caught himself, he scrambled back and pulled her to her feet—she was pulling at the lid of her case; but no—there wasn’t time! “Run with me, Tril! Run!” And as if she understood, she did.

	—and in that one moment when he had scrambled back after Tril, he had looked down the slope and he had seen: Ethab finally realizing that he hadn’t killed the beast, only angered it; Ethab backing away from his rising adversary, the beast growing up out of the pit; its gigantic legs clawing at the cliff, tearing it apart, the dirt crumbling, boulders falling, the beast climbing now and coming up the slope. The sound was thunderous, the ground pounding, the beast roaring up after Ethab—

	And that was all that Loevil saw—he pulled at Tril and ran—Nusa and Megan were already far ahead of them.

	—and then came Ethab, pounding past them all. His implants and augments made him into superman. He jittered past them as if he were a figure in a high-speed film. “There, up there—” he called to Loevil as he passed them. “Hide in those rocks. Follow me.” He had his rifle on his back; he still carried the crossbow in his left hand. Loevil watched him as he pulled ahead, passing Nusa and Megan too; he pointed and called to them: “I’m going over the top. I’m going to take him over the cliff. Over there.”

	There was a long, sloping shelf of rock, all slabs and crevices, a naked stretch of granite angled up and shorn off on one side; it led up to a rocky notch carved at the
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	top, where it culminated in a jagged cliff. This was the place that Ethab chose now for his final stand against the beast. This was the place where one of them would die.

	Loevil and Tril caught up to Nusa and Megan at the jumbled base of the slope—behind them they could hear the deathbeast rumbling like a tank. Its roars rang with the metal noise of the still-exploding, burning bolt. The Tyrant’s voice was the resonance of death tearing through the air. It came around the near-distant rocks and stopped to claw again at the shaft still hanging from its eye. “Oh, God—” said Loevil, looking back. Nine angry tons of lizard-death was thundering down on them like an avalanche.

	Megan was already grabbing Tril and pushing her toward Nusa, up the slope. “Nusa, take Tril—there—” She pointed toward a crevice on the shom-off side of the slope; there was a shelf of rock beneath an overhang, it stretched up the whole slope—Nusa was already moving— “Loevil, you and I—”

	Megan’s words were drowned in deathbeast roars, a noise like all of Satan’s minions crying out at once—

	The beast was crossing on the flatland now, heading toward the slope—it kept stopping to paw at its bleeding eye; blood spurted from the socket like a fountain. At last the bolt came free and tumbled down to rattle on the rocky ground—its whooping stopped and left a large space in the air still ringing loud with memories of intense electric pain. The momentary silence quivered.

	Loevil shoved Megan up the hill—“Move!”—and then looked after her in stunned surprise, because she did. Some part inside him took a second then to marvel—Megan was the senior guide, yet she had followed his lead! He was startled at his own temerity and courage—courage? The still small voice within him scoffed, Nonsense! I just did what was necessary. He was mo
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	mentarily proud—but only momentarily; he was already running for the cover of two boulders at the bottom of the slope where the shorn-off side began. He scrambled sidewise, slipping in the dust and dropping behind the larger of the boulders, grabbing at his rifle to keep it from falling down into the cut beyond.

	The beast came moving on them then, less angered now that the bolt had fallen from his eye. The socket was a cratered ruin, and the blood was flowing from it slower now. The flesh was charred and burnt all up and down the side of the deathbeast’s head. And there were creases all along his flanks, burned places, scars and gaping wounds—the damage of their previous encounters—the deathbeast moved within a stench of roasting flesh. His hide was cut in places as neatly as if by a surgeon’s scalpel, and when he moved, the edges of the wounds would flex and part, revealing darker flesh within and oozing serum. The deathbeast held his tail aloft—and there were wounds along this brittle lance as well. At one point, the tail was crooked and creased as if it had been broken. The beast hesitated in some confusion now, looking up the slope. It shifted its weight from leg to leg and turned its head and blinked with its one glaring eye—

	Megan was one-third of the way up the slope. Nusa and Tril were beyond her, still climbing. Tril was having trouble with the steepness of the naked rock. Up at the top stood Ethab, silhouetted in the notch, poised with his crossbow like a statue. Waiting. The deathbeast looked at this tableau and paused—a moment’s hesitation while it built up steam within its boiler.

	Megan caught up with Tril and Nusa, grabbing Nusa’s arm and pointing, “There—!” A place beyond the edge, a rocky crevice large enough for two. Tril scrambled as she followed Nusa, but her sidebag slipped
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	off from her belt and tumbled down the slope; she broke free to follow after. Nusa followed after her. The case rolled only a few meters, Tril scrambled and seized it and caught herself to keep from tumbling farther down the slope; she came back up with just a little stagger. Nusa, right behind, reached for her, but Tril was already clambering toward the spot that Megan had indicated, not needing to be told now where to go—

	Megan was higher on the rocks now, and poised, waiting with her blazer. If necessary, she’d distract the beast until the others got to cover; she didn’t even think of it as bravery, it was her job—

	Loevil was already aiming with his rifle. The deathbeast loomed above him like a mountain; it was starting up the hill-—and Loevil fired to distract it. His bolts flicked out with angry sounds of scarlet fire. Zippp zzttH WheeeooopppzzttiinnnggH

	The battle was joined. The beast turned angrily to Loevil in his hiding place, roaring like a hurricane. The stench of his breath was fire laced with graveyards, a roasting slaughterhouse of a wind—

	From high above, from his vantage at the crest of the ridge, Ethab watched and smiled grimly. “Soon,” he said to his lover. “Soon it will be just you and me. Just you and me, my friend—”

	His smile was something hideous to see.

	Fifteen

	COMPLETION!

	Heat lightning was flickering on the horizon, a dry wind was rising from the east, and Loevil found himself abruptly wondering about the possibility of a sudden grass fire—

	“Well, why not?” he answered himself. “Everything else has gone wrong today.”

	—the deathbeast lashed its tail high and hissed again at Loevil. He let off another burst of blue-white-yellow- crimson lightning and creased the monster’s neck. The flesh sizzled where the bolt tattooed its line, charring, turning black and ashy. The smell of burning meat came down to Loevil—the creature roared and stepped away, then came circling round to grab at him from the other side. Its massive head was like the jaws of some huge machine for digging earth out of a mountainside; a hissing screeching rasp of air came ripping-issuing from its throat. The mighty tail was high and flashing back and forth, a sinewy writhing balance to the monster’s wrath—the god of lizards, dinosaurs, and demons stood

	180

	DEATHBEAST

	181

	black and raging in the yellow sun and bellowed out its anger. The deathbeast, god-beast, Tyrant King of planet Earth’s most violent hundred million years was challenged on his home ground now—and by a set of scampering apes, puny mammal-things, descendants of the shrews that lived beneath the rocks; they threatened him with whips of fire, slashing beams—he was confused, he didn’t like it, and he roared—he was determined now to end this challenge to his reign once and for all; he was the deathbeast, the master of all terror.

	He grabbed with mighty jaws at Loevil, scraping with his chin across the granite boulder Loevil hid behind. Loevil’s beam snicked out and touched him, scoring him—across his ravaged eye, his side, the eye again, the breastbone and the mouth. The deathbeast’s heart was open to the fire of Loevil’s aim.

	Loevil cast a glance behind—he was trying to stall the beast until the others all reached cover, then he’d let the monster go for Ethab—

	Ethab was waiting for the monster in the notch, motionless and grinning. Halfway below him, Megan waited with her blazer poised—she couldn’t fire yet; Loevil still was in the way. She was edging higher now, trying for a better vantage. Nusa and Tril were still scrambling sidewise for the lip of rock—it was taking them forever—Tril was uncoordinated, ^favoring the case she carried in her hands—why were crazy people all so clumsy? Loevil wondered. At least, the ones he’d seen were.

	Megan scrambled sidewise—onto the overhang, almost off the ledge of rock—she had a vantage now and raised her rifle, waiting only until Tril and Nusa reached their point of safety. She watched with tightened lips as Loevil flicked his blazer bolts all about the beast, neon- rays of darting fire. The beast kept turning back and
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	forth, biting, snapping at the beams; Loevil played him like a puppet and the monster staggered in a dance of death, Saint Vitus of the Lizards—

	And in the notch, where Ethab waited, the smile stretched like a rictus. “Leave him alone, he’s mine. Let him come up here to me!” His voice was still the rasp of metal, mechanical and dispossessed of all emotion. Ethab raised his rifle carefully. The beast attacked the source of blazer-bolts, he attacked the source of pain and fire.

	—and now, as Megan fired, Ethab fired too—and crimson slashed down through the air and sparked an ultraviolet haze. The day began to smell of ozone, and little lightnings flickered up and down the notch. The bolts bit at the beast along his head and flanks and tail, touching, burning, sizzling and sleeting. The scream of bolts was deafening and shrill; the deathbeast’s roars were louder, the cries of ripping flesh and wrath. The earth rumbled with each blast and bellow, the ground shook and shattered with each step. The tail crashed against a rock and it was the rock that cracked and splattered blood—

	“Come on!” yelled Megan at the beast, from high upon the slope. She pumped her fire into him like Vulcan casting lightning from his forge. “Die already, dammit!” She was screaming now. “You’ve taken enough shots. Are you too mean to die? Get away from here, at least—if you don’t, you’ll die, ’cause we’re not smart enough to stop! Come on, you mighty bastard—be smart enough to be a coward! Go away, get out of here— don’t make us kill you! You’re too beautiful to be destroyed by apes like us! Go on, you stupid lizard, you! Get out of here, get out!”

	She held her finger on the trigger of her rifle and
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	screamed. The rifle screamed. The deathbeast screamed. The air was tom by all the noise—

	The deathbeast raged within a cloud of smoke and fire. The bushes all around him flamed. Beams came slashing in at him from three levels. Loevil stopped his firing for an instant, stood amazed and watched—the beast was turning, turning in a frame of orange flames and scarlet whips—sadly, then he raised his rifle once again and joined his wrath to the others. “How much heat can we pump into him?” he asked the moment. “He just keeps getting madder—”

	He was scared—he hadn’t realized it before, he hadn’t had the time, but he was scared, frightened not of death, or even pain, but just frightened of the size of the anger that was now unleashing like a storm before them. Had they really started this? It went on and on and on, and it was the size of all this agony that frightened him—it was too much for anything to take; what anguish raged within the deathbeast’s head—?!! He wanted to run. He looked behind him for a place to scamper to, a crevice in the rocks, a hole he could hide inside—this was no time or place for mammals like himself. He belonged a hundred million years away from here, safe inside a big warm bed, between two clean white linen sheets, with a cup of steaming cocoa and a book of dirty pictures— pictures of mammals doing things with other mammals. Why was he here in this hellhouse of a moment, futilely torturing a mountain of hurting lizard-flesh? Lizards could hurt too, couldn’t they? He couldn’t think of anything as stupid as the thing that he was doing now—

	The beast was trying to pull the two boulders apart to get at Loevil where he crouched behind them. His good left eye was like a blazing crimson spotlight, an angry demon glare of wrath and hate; a red as fierce, a rage as pure as all the beams from all their B-type laser-rifles.
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	The boulders creaked and shifted in their places, the ground beneath them groaned and cracked; the death- beast’s claws were scraping at the rock like metal pincers. Loevil yelled and ducked—Ethab fired; Megan too— Their shots came sleeting in from high up on the slope and scored him on the side; he turned and hissed a curse at them, turned back to scrape again at Loevil. Loevil first, then all the others; the massive head swung down between the rocks to bite—

	Megan’s scream was anguished. “Loevil—//" She fired futilely, the beam went down the slope and tore a slab of flesh right off the deathbeast’s back; he never even noticed.

	Loevil ducked again, and at the moment when the monster’s head came frenzied in the rocks, he shoved his rifle upward toward it, jabbed it in the monster’s mouth—it was a cavern reaching, grabbing, and—the beast jerked back abruptly, an automatic reflex, a biting of the jaws at the suddenness of having something in them. The head came up and jerked and snapped and gulped—and then the fuel cells within the rifle stock exploded—

	—the beast was hurled backward, not by the force of the explosion so much as its own shock. The beast rolled thrashing on the ground in burning, bloody agony—a crimson replay of the moment Dorik’s rifle had exploded in his mouth—

	—but where was Loevil?!! Megan couldn’t see him— was he still somewhere in that cloud of smoke—? Had he been caught in the deathbeast’s mouth or beneath him when he rolled—? She kept on firing still, her tears were streaming down her cheeks—“You son of a bitch! You goddamn, rotten, egg-sucking, beast of hell—Ethab, I’ll kill you for this—”

	The beast was on his stomach now, straightening his
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	haunches, flailing with his tail, lifting his body and rising to his feet—his anger overrode his pain, and he was turning toward the rising slope and up the hill toward Megan and the others. Nusa and Tril were on the edge, they hadn’t gone to safety. Nusa perched precariously; she held her holo like a window and was buzzing off exposures and exposures— This was absolutely thrilling! Her face was stretched into a smile broad as Ethab’s. Beside her, Tril was crying quietly—she would not go down inside the lip below the overhang alone; she was scared and wanted someone with her, and here was Nusa, straddling the rocks and scuttling like a crab, buzzing pictures with her holo-frame. Tril’s tears were like a gentle mountain stream of fear and hurt all tumbled up in soft confusion.

	The beast came stumbling up the slope. It rumbled in its chest; its footsteps pounded on the granite shelf, its tail swung like a derrick. Its breath was like a roaring furnace, its eye was bright with fire and death.

	Megan was screaming still. “Nusa! Get out of the Way—!”

	Nusa waited till the last—these pictures were incredible! She’d make a fortune with this holo—if she lived! Her heart was pounding in her chest—and suddenly she realized the beast was charging up at her, not at Megan or at Ethab—and shoving Tril before her, she scrambled off the rock into the lip below the overhang. The monster’s head came swinging in and biting at the place where they had been. Its jaw closed with a snap. She could see it—oh, so close!—above them. Its charred eye was a smoking ruin, a cratered mass of blackened flesh, a lunar landscape carved upon the deathbeast’s skull, and cauterized at the moment of attack. Megan’s blazer was still eating at its hide; smoke billowed black and oily from the blazer bums—and even spattering pinpoint
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	sprays of flame! The deathbeast seemed immune to its own pain; it straightened from the overhang and looked toward Megan where she stood. She would be the next—

	Above her, Ethab lowered his rifle, watching. He waited, wondering—did the deathbeast understand his destiny? He almost seemed to, didn’t he? The beast kept pausing now and looking up toward Ethab, ignoring Megan’s futile flames that flickered all about his head and burning shoulders. He kept coming up and onward, wading through the fires of human-created hells as if they were no more than water splashing at him from playful hoses.

	—for a moment, the smoke parted. And there was Loevil at the bottom of the slope. His foot was caught, his leg turned sideways in the space between two rocks— but the beast had missed him! The explosion of the weapon had thrown the beast so far that Megan’s fire had distracted him. Loevil was still working hard to free himself and looking upward frantically. He jerked loose and staggered back, clutching at his knee and grimacing in pain— he was defenseless now, his rifle was a spray of blackened pieces all across the ground.

	But there was Megan, high up on the slope and firing steadily; her bolts lashed out methodically, crisping, sizzling, carving at the deathbeast as had Loevil’s earlier. She was trying to play him just as he had done, but it wasn’t working now. The beast was ignoring all the scarlet lances she kept hurling at him. He moved within a purple haze, an ozone-smelling aura of sparks and crackling static flashes—the air turned multicolored with the energies that splashed across the beast and rocks. He came on toward Megan like doom engraved in acid. He was wrapped and wreathed in smoke and fire and instant blue-white beams which lingered hard across the space in crimson afterimages; the beams turned colors in the air,
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	hanging for eternal instants afterward, the atoms of the day still flickering with the energies that passed across them—

	—the beast came toward the source of pain as if it were on tracks; a mighty engine of revenge, bellowing up the slope, it came up at Megan like a thundering black volcano—her rifle licked out like a lizard’s tongue, blue- white and red against electric purple auras, aurora borealis of doomfire and destruction, she poured energies into the beast in deathly silence; she was the quiet eye of Ethab’s hurricane, the center of a maelstrom of noise. The wrath of gods was screaming all about; energies were shrieking, the air itself was screeching as the beast came grunting up to her—

	—and Ethab waited, up above, detached, emotionless; he watched the beast advance on Megan as if it were a shadow-play and nothing more. His smile tightened—

	“Bait—it’s only bait,” he whispered. “Keep on coming, little one. You’re mine now; you are mine” His eyes were bright with something only he could see; his mind was all afire. There was no one else alive, not any more— there was only Ethab and the beast! And the beast was coming to him now, finally, at last! The challenge had been taken! Here in the notch, his destiny would be julfilled! That was why he didn’t fire—not yet, not now— he would not distract the deathbeast from the meal, the carefully laid out bait.

	Megan’s eye was measuring the ever-closing gap between her and the beast—“To hell with this!” was her decision. She kept on firing, but glanced off to one side, a flicking of the eyes to check her footing—yes, she could make it; grab here and there and swing down under, safe beneath the overhang, onto the shelf of rock—her eyes came, back and she began to move; taking one step backward, to give herself a bit of purchase for her jump, she—
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	skidded on some gravel, her foot slipped into a crack, a hole in the overhanging lip of rock and she was caught— “Oh, shit—” She just had time enough to look up at the beast—

	—he towered over her like God, and every bit as dispassionate as well. And then the mighty foot, with razored claws of shining steel, came down and there was impact, the quick sense of something cold and nothing else, it was all over now for Megan—

	He slashed her open like a melon—but delicately; precise and sure in purpose as a surgeon. He left her smeared across the rock, and wiped his foot a couple times to dry it, to keep from skidding on the slope himself. And then his head came down and opened widely, gaping—

	Loevil, anguished, at the bottom of the slope, could only stand and stare and scream in icy-fiery, all- consuming, raging, roaring horror—“Megan!!”—and all that he could think of was a moment when he’d looked gt her across a table, candlelit, and seen her soft-sweet eyes aglow with tenderness and love, and realized he’d never see her shining face again or touch her hand or kiss her on her eyelids while she smiled in contentment, and he screamed and screamed until his throat was raw— “MeegaaaahhhnnnnnU!”

	He was helpless witness to it all. He was weaponless and all alone. The beast was on the slope and eating what was left of her, picking at the pieces still bleeding on the rocks; there was no shape there any more—only the stump, the goddamn foot still sticking bluntly up from the awful hole it had caught in—

	The sound of the deathbeast eating was horrible. It chewed, it chomped, it swallowed wetly, then it looked around—it grunted in its throat; there was one last something there; it bent and grabbed, it raised its head, it
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	jerked and snapped to catch the piece still farther back into its mouth, and then it swallowed and was done.

	And that’s when Ethab finally fired to distract it. Not before. Not when he might have saved her; only now, when he wanted it to come to him. Nusa was halfway over the lip of the rock again, her holo buzzing softly. The two of them worked as a team. Ethab was the bastard who used other people’s lives as fuel and Nusa kept the record of it. If she couldn’t be a savage, then she’d enjoy the acts of savagery vicariously. By immortalizing Ethab’s naked soul, his unadulterated monstrousness, she gave him reason to continue; she transformed his actions into monuments, a graven idol unsurpassed by other men— she froze the orgasm of fulfillment into permanent achievement. She gave him reason to exist. And as such— she might have been the real beast. And Ethab merely was the tool that she used to give desire substance. He’d done it all for Nusa!

	—and in that bitter moment, Loevil, running up the

	rocks in screaming anguish, felt cold; Loevil knew—Nusa was no more than flesh to Ethab, something to fuck occasionally—but Ethab was nothing in return, an object, a machine—no more to her than all the animals he killed. Nusa fed the fires of the furnace that she called a soul with the fuel of Ethab’s fury. She was a vampire, leeching at his life—and when she finished with him, if she could use him up, she would merely smile and start looking for another, stronger life to use—how dare she feed on Megan’s death! He was going to kill them both!

	“Go on, go on to him,” she breathed. “Go on—it’s time!” Her eyes were bright and gleaming—there would be sex tonight. Ethab, huge and finally alive, would take her like a whirlwind; the mightiest power of a maddened world and she would be his woman—she’d possess him now! He was her life, her tool! Weapon! Staff of power!
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	Strength and terror rampant on a field of blood! Ecstasy achieved, fulfilled and reaching, climbing toward its climax, gasping breathily, a poet’s cry: "Oh, sweet lover, let me die within your arms—!"

	The deathbeast looked upslope at Ethab, his one good eye unblinking; he was a black and mighty tower, a massive demon studying the moment before leaping into it—and there was Ethab standing broad within the notch, his rifle held so easily within the cradle of his arms—the deathbeast grunted, the sound was like a sigh, resigned, “All right, let’s get it over with.” He began to move....

	Behind him, there was Loevil screaming up the slope. He reached Nusa, calling for her rifle, grabbing, fumbling to aim it—"I’m gonna kill the bastard—/”

	—but Nusa stopped him with a grab upon his sleeve, “Don’t do it—this is Ethab’s moment—!”

	And Loevil stopped and looked and realized. His face was fragmented by quivering emotions. He wanted vengeance on the beast—and on the tyrant too—Nusa and Ethab!—and the dinosaur as well.

	But—blazer-fire attracted him—that was obvious now—

	—and Loevil wailed with the dying anguish of a rabid vengeance suddenly denied; but but Nusa was right; He lowered the rifle deliberately—this was Ethab’s moment, and he was just a bystander—“I won’t distract him,” Loevil vowed. “Either of them. I hope they both die— painfully.”

	Ethab’s bolts flicked out and lashed the rising demongod, Tyrannosaurus Rex. The Tyrant King, the mightiest carnivore to ever walk the Earth, nine tons of horror, liquefied and pouring up the hill like death transformed into a mountain. Deathbeast ntoved.

	Up and up and up—each step was like a crack of thundering doom. The tail went high and lashed, the
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	neck came down—the head moved in to jab and dart— and all the while, blue-white bolts that echoed red and purple flashed around it.

	Ethab fired methodically and unafraid.

	He was silhouetted in the notch. Loevil, Nusa, and Tril could see him as a starkly illustrated figure outlined in fire and light, a blackness standing in a cloud of smoke who hurled flames down at the beast that rose before him.

	He discarded the rifle and picked up the crossbow, all in one smooth motion; it was already armed and cocked.

	The ready light was flashing on the steel bolt. The grenade tip hummed in an ominous beat.

	And the deathbeast grew up before him like a freight' train.

	The notch was wreathed in smoke and lightning and

	the smell of death. The sky was black, the walls were red, and Ethab was a glowing shadow—

	The crossbow came up suddenly—the bolt released and streaked, it flew—it whistled like a wind of shining metal, piercing through the crust of bloody, blackened hide above the breastbone of the beast—it exploded with a flare of crackling brightness and sparks of energy came splashing like a fountain—multicolored splatterings of heat and radiation; a tighter glowing, deep within, of white and yellow, framed by orange-red, a burning jet still flaming in the deathbeast’s heart—

	It staggered. It stumbled—

	—it caught itself, it came up roaring.

	It stiffened—its gigantic back was rigid, arching up, its head went to the sky—and from its mighty throat there came a roar so deep, so pained, so ragged—the cry of something damned and realizing all the dreadful tortures of eternity awaiting it; the mouth of yawning hell was beckoning like a whore—that the air was tom like shredded glass—and the anguish and despair came
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	up as from the depths of a volcano—threatening to shatter boulders loose from the rocky sides of the notch, and tumble stones down on the deathbeast and his tormentor.

	The beast roared like blackness—

	—and then the head came down again; the breath sucked in like the pull of rasping bellows, then wheezed out, long and slow, in sad exhaustion.

	But the beast still stood.

	The bolt flickered, dying in its throat.

	The beast was bloody, it was blackened, its right eye was ravaged, and its tail was twisted oddly—but it was unbeaten.

	It still stood. Unsteadily—but it still stood.

	Its crimson eye blinked slowly, looking down at Ethab like a judge—

	—who took a frightened step backward and—

	—armed another bolt and raised the crossbow like a shield, too quickly now, and fired and—

	—missed.

	He’d fired too fast. The bolt clattered on the distant rocks behind the beast, exploding into emptiness.

	Ethab threw the crossbow down and grabbed his rifle, and turned and—

	Sixteen

	“SHOOT THE BASTARD!”

	Loevil and Nusa looked awestruck up the slope and saw—

	—the beast outlined in orange flames; Ethab’s fire limned a silhouette of horror in shades of acid-sparkling light. His blazer-bolts were screaming in electric-crimson tongues—

	Beyond the notch were clouds of gathering ashen gloom, and little lightnings flickered bright and orange- purple through them; they were a stormy background to the battle raging in the rocks. The beast was centered in this frame; it was the focus of the sizzling, screaming, roaring energies that came splattering from behind it. The acrid glare was all around, flickering auras on the rocks; the notch was all ablaze with luminescent power reflections coruscated, dancing in the air, which cracked and snapped with sparks of silver static.

	The deathbeast was a larger darkness in the middle of a steady-state explosion, a maelstrom of endless wrath—

	—it dipped its head to pick at something—
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	—and there was silence.

	All the flashes stopped abruptly. All the noise. The air still rang and crackled, the smoke still rose, but suddenly the silence was incredible. The only sound was something breathing as unsteady as a huge and failing engine, the gasp and wheeze of rattling lungs as large as caverns.

	The beast stood in the notch, facing toward the distant sky. Its back was turned to them, they couldn’t see what it was doing; its head was low and oddly held—

	—as if the beast were poised on its own pain, and waiting for the subsidence of agony so it could move again—

	The silence waited, crackling and sizzling. Pools of molten tallow were boiling on the rocks.

	And everything was darkening.

	The clouds from the horizon now were stretching overhead, a ceiling black and ominous. The evening was arriving with an early, storm-lined dusk. The wind was whispering of the things that it had seen today—

	The deathbeast grunted, rising slowly off the balance of its tail. Majestically it moved—it began by leaning forward, it raised its anchor high and stumbled-staggered through the notch, and to the other side; there was the scrape of metal claws on granite, and then the beast was gone. The day returned to silence. The notch was scorched and blackened; smoke curled from the rocks like faded Silken streamers—but of Ethab there was nothing to be seen. The notch was empty now, just some drifting wisps of haze and ash.

	The air was suddenly cold. The chill came with the wind.

	Loevil and Nusa traded glances.

	“You stay here with Tril,” he said. “I’m going up to see.” He took her rifle in one hand and moved across the rocks like a guerrilla.

	DEATHBEAST

	195

	“Loevil—!”

	He made a stay-behind gesture with his free hand. He paused, looked back and saw her face—her eyes were terror-stricken; she was afraid to be alone. “I’ve got to make sure,” he said. Ifs my job. He didn’t add, that’s the only reason.

	He went up warily. He held the rifle high before him, and moved on feet like glass. His knee still hurt him terribly, he favored it with every step, but he had to know. He picked his way across the rock, putting each foot down slow and carefully, moving like a ballet dancer tiptoeing up behind a bomb.

	Everything was quiet. There was no sound at all—not even of the deathbeast breathing.

	Where had it gone?

	The top of the notch was empty. It was hot, still smoldering. In places, the rocks were glowing red.

	Loevil moved into it with care. He stooped to pick up Ethab’s crossbow, and looked at it with a scowl. All that trouble for this? Its metal springs and rods still gleamed unstained. The crossbow told him nothing, so he laid it down again. The shafts of shattered bolts lay all around—

	His boot scraped inadvertently across the naked rock. He moved on slowly, looking....

	Nearby, something grunted; something large. The sound was deep—it was the sound of something enormous forcing air out of a scorched and injured throat.

	Loevil turned and listened. His expression narrowed with concern.

	He eased slowly forward. Cautiously, he edged through the notch and to the other side. .

	He came around the comer of the rocks—and stopped—

	“Oh, my God—”
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	There was a spit of land, an edge before the cliff— the deathbeast stood there, poised upon it like a monument, Ethab bloody in his mouth—and Ethab still alive!

	The beast just stood, in pain—and motionless, seemed almost lost in thought, as if considering this thing that had created so much agony for him—

	—not moving, not biting, just holding; the killing could come later—

	Ethab was moving.

	He was injured, that much was obvious—he was trying to work free. The beast was only holding him, not noticing his struggles. The beast was lost in its own pain, it had forgotten that it held him. Ethab struggled, and the blood came welling up inside his mouth and overflowed his chin—

	Loevil stood aghast—his eyes were blurred with smoke and tears—rage and horror filled his soul. “Kill him, dammit—” he breathed.

	The awful part of the whole thing was that even as he struggled, Ethab smiled.

	Ethab was transfigured into something almost holy. Finality was on his face. This—at last!—a true completion! The glory of fulfillment! He was finished, finally— the blood bubbled from his mouth and down his neck and shirt.

	And Loevil, crying, brought the rifle to his shoulder, sobbing, “You son of a bitch—you couldn’t even get killed properly!” He took aim, wishing he could close his eyes—then, thinking once of Megan, told himself, “Shoot the bastard, Loevil! Shoot the bastard!”

	And he did—

	The deathbeast recoiled when the bolt struck Ethab in his mouth—he dropped the body as it charred and blackened, stepping back and almost falling off the edge of the cliff. He caught himself and scrambled back up on the
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	flat. Ethab’s body writhed upon the ground, burning, roiling—smoke poured up from it—the body shriveled like an empty husk—

	—and the deathbeast bent its head and took it like an hors d’oeuvre, daintily, an afterthought—did I forget to eat this one? It jerked its head, and snapped and swallowed. And Ethab was gone.

	“I’m sorry, Megan,” Loevil sobbed. “I’m sorry—”

	The deathbeast finished swallowing, a wet sound, very loud and flat in the dying afternoon. It belched in awful satisfaction, a rumbling expulsion of internal gas and fumes. It looked around, as if looking for dessert—

	—instinctively, Loevil backed around the rocks—

	—it didn’t see him. It moved around on. the cliff area, as if looking for the way down. It grunted and made funny noises in its throat. It was slowing down; it was tired and in pain      

	Still sobbing, Loevil gasped for breath; he forced himself to close his mouth and hold his breathing steady. His heart was pounding like a bomb within his chest.

	He peeked carefully around the comer. The death- beast’s tail lay across the ground, its head hung down as if in thought, or even sorrow. Its forepaws hung before it limp and broken. Its hide was black and charred in crisscross smoldering lashes. Cratered flesh oozed blood and serum. The monster’s flanks heaved like earthquakes as it breathed; but the pace, the desperate pumping of its wheezes was much slower now. The beast was going torpid.

	Loevil backed away slowly.

	He went back through the notch, stopping to pick up Ethab’s fallen crossbow; he still didn’t see the rifle-— that’s a pity. We could have used it—and came back down the slope toward the spot where Nusa stood. Tril was whimpering beside her, wiping at her nose and red-
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	■ dened eyes. Loevil picked his footing carefully. His knee felt like the inside of a bear trap every time he moved it.

	Nusa was waiting warily on the overhang; she held a rifle in her hands. She looked at him, a question on her face. What was up there?

	Loevil didn’t feel like talking, but he spoke up anyway. “Oh, no—” he answered bitterly, the words came out all sideways: “It wasn’t the airplanes. It was beauty killed the beast.”

	“Huh—” Nusa frowned. “What are you talking about?” “Never mind. You wouldn’t understand.”

	Her expression flickered with annoyance. ‘Is he—” Loevil nodded, looking at the space between his feet. He didn’t want to see her eyes. He looked questioningly at the rifle that she held instead.

	“It’s Megan’s,” she explained. “It still has charges in it.” At the sound of Megan’s name, Loevil felt a grabbing in his stomach, a growing ache that filled his chest and overflowed his eyes. He looked back up to the spot where she had died—her blood was blackening on the rock, just a drying ragged smear—and his mouth became a line of pain, his face all screwed up tight in anguish— —but he turned to Nusa, stopped and took a breath. “It’s all right,” he managed. “We may need it.” He took it from her and gave her back her own—the one that she had taken from Tril the day before—or had that been a century ago?

	Loevil’s voice was tight. “Let’s go.”

	Nusa looked at the crossbow, then upslope. Aren’t you going to explain?

	Loevil didn’t meet her eyes, he didn’t want to—he’d seen her expression when she was taking pictures with her holo-frame. “He’s going torpid again,” he said. “Let’s get out of here/’ That was explanation enough.
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	He started down the slope, exhausted, favoring his hurt left leg.

	Nusa followed, she didn’t even look to see if Tril was following her. “We have less than a day to pickup.”

	“We can make it.” Loevil’s voice was almost inaudible. He brushed one hand through his hair tiredly, and a yellow blossom tumbled off and to the ground. He looked at it, half-annoyed, half-amused. Did I really go through all of that with a flower in my hair?

	Behind them, Tril said softly, “Peep?”

	They both turned to look.

	, “Peep?” repeated Tril, still halfway up the slope, forlorn upon a shelf of rock, just sinking to her knees and looking sadly at the small and furry dead thing cupped within her hands. “Peep?” she pleaded with it, very softly, asking it as kindly as she could, Please, don’t be dead. Please, don’t be— “Peep?” she questioned it. “Peep?” Please—

	Loevil and Nusa looked at each other.

	Loevil climbed back up the slope to Tril and took the little dead thing from her. “Please . . . ?” he said. “Let me have it, Tril—”

	Her big dark eyes followed the motion of his hands, intense with trust and need and caring. “Peep?” she asked.

	“No,” said Loevil. “No more peep, Tril. No more.”

	“Peep?” she insisted, blinking. Her eyes gleamed wetly. “Peep?”

	Loevil was firm. “No,” he said.

	“Peep?”

	Something grunted deeply up the hill.

	Loevil looked upslope and so did Nusa. Loevil nodded to her, “Come on. Give me a hand with her.”

	Nusa came up, almost grumbling—but not quite; she didn’t think he’d let her get away with it. She took Tril by the arm and led her down the slope. Loevil followed
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	sadly after, still holding the dead peeper in his hands and looking at it like a friend that he’d betrayed by accident. He stopped at the bottom of the rocks where the ground began again, and wished the world weren’t so unfair—at least not to the innocent little things like this. If he really had been someone’s great-umpteenth-great-great-grandfather . . . no. History wouldn’t be changed—they’d been reassured too many times. There’d been too many tests and simulations. Someone else would end up being someone’s great-umpteenth-great-great-grandfather—even the genetic loss was unimportant. A specific set of genes existed only for a single generation; it would be lost in just a few quick shuffles of the deck of chromosomes. Even two generations could do it

	Loevil scraped a hole in the soft earth with the heel of his boot; it wasn’t hard to do; then laid the fuzzy creature into it. With his foot, he pushed the dirt back sidewise over it, stamping it down slowly and carefully. This was important to him. He had to do this right—the little guy deserved it; they owed him a quiet place to rest his bones for the eternity to come.

	Something upslope grunted louder.

	Loevil looked up toward the notch—he wished that there was something else that he could do—then gave the grave a couple of last taps with the sole of his boot. He looked up at the sky, measuring the daylight left— not too much, but enough. Thank God for northern latitudes and summer; the extra hours of sunlight might save their lives. He wiped briefly at his eyes and turned after Tril and Nusa, looking glum and feeling worse. His shoulders slumped unhappily as he followed them—the two women had already started on ahead, back the way they’d come.

	He inhaled once as deeply as he could, testing the smoky afternoon air like a drug, then exhaled loudly and
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	with sadness, a sound of resignation. They’d probably have to walk all night—and with wind-sprints too when the sun returned, if they were to get safely back. He wouldn’t get any sleep until they reached the Nexus and flashed back to their own time and home. And even then, there’s be debriefing—

	—he didn’t look forward to that

	He was tired, angry, upset—

	—he wanted a moment for himself—to just sit down and scream. And then, when he was through screaming, he’d like to cry a while too.

	He wanted to rest.

	His knee throbbed painfully. He wanted to go to sleep and never have to wake up again and remember any of this. He wished it were a nightmare.

	All he wanted was respite, just a bit of necessary

	rest      

	He kept on walking. The tears came down his cheeks, leaving streaks of pink and dirt. His eyes ached with the glare of the horizon—he hated heading westward at this hour. He carried his rifle like a weight, and, for some reason, wore the crossbow on his back. Some small part of his mind was already composing answers to the questions he’d be asked when they got back—

	He breathed like he was dying—he felt like it—but he kept on walking. Always walking.

	And when they finally did stop for a rest, Loevil hurt so much he wished they hadn’t—all the pain and sorrow caught up with him and turned his bones to jelly. His eyes felt like two poached eggs in battery acid; his knee ached like fire—there were sharp pains every time he moved it, like the biting of an insect’s mandibles or a lobster’s red-hot pincers. His back felt tight, as if he’d been carrying a leaden yoke across his shoulders; his whole spine
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	seemed made of gritty chalk; his neck muscles were so tense it hurt to turn his head; they felt like nylon cording stretched taut against a weight. It hurt to move and fight the pains—but it hurt more to sit and let them have their way.

	He concentrated on his breathing, forcing himself into a series of relaxation exercises. “Let the mind unwind, let the juice flow loose, let the mettle settle, let the wax

	relax      ” He couldn’t remember how the rest of it

	went

	Tril was sunk to her knees in the dust.,Her face was still expressionless, but her posture was serious. Before, she had shown an innocent lack of expression. Now, although she still seemed vacant, there was a seriousness of intention in her manner, a kind of thoughtfulness, as if inside her there was something working, percolating slowly, carefully, and quite methodically, trying to formulate a question. Tril’s mouth kept forming words, but she did not speak them. Her eyes would start to come to life—then fade again. She was about to ask for something —-but she kept forgetting what it was, and had to think of it again. The quiet frown upon her face was the reflection of the intensity within.

	Nusa was resting in a runner’s stoop, breathing hard but efficiently. She stood, her hands on her knees, her back arched, her head held low. She was counting steadily. She reached three hundred, then straightened and unbuckled her canteen. She uncapped it, took a healthy drink and passed it on to Tril. Tril blinked at it, then gently took the water bottle out of Nusa’s hand. She raised it to her lips with both hands and let the water flow into her mouth. She didn’t spill a drop. She took only three swallows—and passed it back to Nusa, absent- mindedly. Now, what was that question she’d been thinking of . .. ?
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	Loevil levered himself back to his feet and unclipped his scanner from his hip. He climbed wearily up on a rock and started turning slowly in a circle. He held the scanner at his waist and studied it with narrow-eyed suspicion. His face was drawn; the skin seemed stretched across his cheekbones as if his jaw was terminally clenched.

	Nusa looked over at him tiredly. “What are you doing that for?”

	Loevil shook his head without ever taking his eyes off the scanner’s screen. “Just checking.”

	“Is there anything there?”

	LoeviL didn’t answer. He was too concerned with the horizon.

	Nusa said, “Are we being followed?”

	Still turning, he said, “I don’t know.”

	She straightened and stood up, fingering her rifle with a new concern.

	“Maybe,” he said. “I just don’t know.”

	That wasn’t good enough for Nusa. Her eyes were strange. “Is it coming after us—?”

	“I don’t know!” Loevil was angry and frustrated. Nusa’s voice was full of realization. “It’s not through with us, is it? That’s why you were rushing.”

	“I don’t know. I just don’t know!” And then, he did admit: “Look, in this world, we have a distinct and highly unusual scent. He’s a carnivore with a proven taste for human flesh. I don’t know if he’s got a pretty good nose or not—maybe he doesn’t need it, but the evidence suggests he’s got it anyway. He can find us whenever he wants—we’ve certainly seen that proven—”

	Her glance wavered in concern—her eyes flickered toward the darkened east.

	“But, on the brighter side,” said Loevil, darkly, “he won’t move until nightfall—” He jumped down from the rock, wincing as he hit the ground, he’d momentarily
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	forgotten about his knee— “Let’s move out. I want to put some more distance between us.”

	Nusa pointed at the sun, a swollen disc perched on the edge of the western sky. “It’s awfully late already—” “Let’s get to the tar pits,” Loevil said firmly. “If we can get to the far side of them, we can take a longer rest. If he does come... maybe we can do something there. But it won’t be safe to travel during the darkest part of night, so we have to make the best of what light we have      ”

	Nusa helped Tril to her feet without reply. Loevil checked his scanner one last time, and they moved out.

	Seventeen

	"BEEP”

	There was a clearing near the tar. There were rocks, the inevitable cluster of outsize boulders and wind-abraded outcrops.

	They unloaded their gear in the dark, dumping it off their backs like so much rubble. The stars were already out—the night was cold and cloudless and the wind burned coldly around them. They were shivering in their jackets despite the heating coils.

	Nusa climbed up on the rocks and looked back the way they’d come. She lowered her goggles over her eyes and studied the horizon with clinical detachment.

	Loevil sat Tril down and handed her a ration bar from his own sidebag. She sat blankly with it in one hand, a canteen in the other. Loevil sat down across from her and lowered his head into his hands wearily. The strain was getting to him.

	“I don’t see him,” said Nusa. “Yet”

	“He’ll come.” Loevil was certain of that. “He’ll come.” She dropped down off the rock and began burrowing
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	through her pack for a ration bar of her own. There were only two left. That was part of Ethab’s planning—they would carry only enough food for two days so they could travel lighter. The last half day, they could afford to be hungry. Nusa sighed, then looked across at Loevil, just a shadow in the darkness; he hadn’t lit his lantern and it didn’t look like he was going to. “Are we going to make pickup?” she asked.

	Loevil shrugged. He didn’t have enough energy to care any more. “It’ll be close.” It was as accurate an answer as he could give.

	There was a moment of silence then. For tonight anyway, events were beyond their control, and there was not a thing that they could do but wait and see...

	Nusa picked up Loevil’s scanner and checked it thoughtfully. It might as well have been dead.

	As she turned it back and forth, she asked in quiet tones, “What went wrong?”

	Loevil didn’t even look up. “Everything,” he said.

	“What are you going to tell them ... if we get back?”

	A heartbeat passed into eternity while Loevil considered it. “I don’t know.” Another beat. “They don’t like it when the senior guide gets killed.” He took a breath. It needed a punch line. “I’ll probably get yelled at,” he finished lamely. He was trying to recapture his old cockiness, but he wasn’t doing a very good job of it.

	They lapsed back into silence. The only sound was Tril’s methodical chewing. A ruminant chewing its cud would have shown more interest in its surroundings.

	After a while, Loevil spoke again. This time his tone was lower and more serious. “I’ve never seen one act like this before ..he began. He, almost could have been talking for himself alone. He glanced backward, as if the beast was already in the neighborhood. Nusa glanced at the scanner she still held. Its screen was blank.
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	“Blazers won’t stop him—” Loevil continued, “—won’t even scare him off. He’s too big, you can’t pump enough heat into him fast enough even to slow him down.” He spread his hands helplessly apart. “Even so, we have to be hurting him... and yet... and yet.... he just keeps coming—" As an afterthought, he added, “He attacks the source of his pain...” and shook his head in wonderment

	“That doesn’t sound like a very good survival technique—”

	“It is if you’re a nine-ton Tyrannosaurus Rex” Loevil was thoughtful. “If something hurts him, he kills it. And it stops hurting him.” He tried to make it a joke. “The worst case of compulsive paranoia I’ve ever seen. . .

	But it wasn’t funny.

	He kept thinking of Megan. God, how he’d loved her—

	He couldn’t understand how he would face all the long days ahead without her. How could he even continue as a guide without her—?

	He wondered if she’d loved him as much.

	She must have, he decided. She fired at the beast to distract it away from me, didn’t she?

	And the beast had seen her firing, and come after her. It attacked the source of its pain.

	There was something about that thought....

	“That’s how we’re going to kill him,” Loevil said. He looked up suddenly, his face abruptly animated. He switched on the lantern at his feet, it threw off an orange glow, a warm pool of light in the middle of the cold and starlit night. They were a hundred million years from home and a thing as simple as switching on a battery lantern was enough to make them feel a little bit less lonely. He looked to Nusa, almost smiling—he had a plan. “Look, you’re going to be over there. I’ll be there”— he pointed as he spoke—“and we’ll use our blazer fire
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	to get him to come toward each of us. If he gets too close to you, I’ll draw him toward me, and vice versa. If it works, we can pull him into the tar.” He added, “—if it works.”

	Nusa was tired; tired of walking, tired of running, tired of all this killing. Nothing had been resolved and still it all kept on. “Why can’t we just leave him alone?” she asked. Her voice was surprisingly mild. “Why don’t we just go home?”

	Loevil was startled. He looked over at her with a blank expression. Was this a joke—or was she really serious? He couldn’t see her eyes—the light coming from below lit her face all strange and hollow. The shadows were reversed, they flowed up instead of down. Her eyes were darkling pools, and intense. She looked like an Egyptian statue—wailing.

	Loevil made his explanation a matter of fact. “We can’t. He killed Megan.”

	“Oh, God—” whispered Nusa at him. “Not you too—” All he could see was her mouth, the rest was shadow. “I—I’ve had enough of this, Loevil. Really. It’s too much for me. It’s not a game any more. This part is for real, isn’t it? Let’s just go home, please?”

	“You could have stopped Ethab, couldn’t you—” he accused.

	“No—of course not—you saw that!” She bristled at die charge. “I had no more power over him than you—”

	“We were going to tranquilize him and bring him back,” said Loevil. “Megan was all ready with the dart when— when the beast came up—” He added, “We’d made up our mind to do it if we had to. And he’d used up all his time; we almost made it too....”

	Nusa didn’t respond.

	Loevil looked across at her. “There must have been something you could have done as well—”
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	“No, I—I never—had any power over him at all—” Her eyes were invisible, but there were tiny pinpoints of orange where they should have been, reflections of the lantern off her corneas. “It was very important for him to be the man—” She hung her head. “I don’t know what I could have done to stop him.”

	“Well... we have no choice now, anyway.” Loevil closed the subject. “It doesn’t matter what we did or didn’t do, it’s done. The beast isn’t through with us and that’s what we have to worry about. We can’t outrun him. We have to fight.” His words hung in the air like challenges. And then he admitted too, “Besides, I want to kill him now.”

	• Nusa shook her head, a barely perceptible motion. She said, “I guess—” She stopped in midthought, then started again slowly. “I grew up—I was taught to hunt only for food. If you couldn’t eat it, you didn’t kill it. Save the charge.” Her soft monologue was punctuated by the motion of one hand, she pulled at the weeds, tugging them from the hardened ground. “But there’s nothing here that we can eat. It’s so empty, so unfinished—grasses and grains we know haven’t evolved yet. Oh, there might be some primitive roots or fruits, but dinosaur meat would probably be too tough—although if we had to—and some of the smaller lizards might be edible.” She kept tugging at the recalcitrant stalks; they were dry and tough and made her think of crabgrass in a vacant lot. “But this trip wasn’t for food; it wasn’t for anything—” She couldn’t remember why it had seemed so exciting before. The challenge of the moment seemed . . . stupid now that she had seen it, been a part of it. She thought about it for a while, then looked to Loevil. “Why do they allow it?” Loevil shrugged, it was the easiest answer to almost any question. “Why not? You want people like Ethab
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	running around loose in a civilized society? This is an easy way to get rid of them.”

	“But the animals, the killing—?”

	“The theory is that all these creatures are already dead. A hundred million years dead.” He sniffled and wiped his nose; the cold air wasn’t good for his sinuses. “It’s a solution,” he said. “Not a good one, I guess, but it works.” “Is that why you’re a guide?” Her voice was quiet, but still the question sounded like an accusation.

	He was mildly annoyed. “I told you, sometimes a hunter gets killed in a particularly messy way. People get what they deserve—” And then he realized that it applied to himself as well. “Boy, is that ever true—”

	She didn’t say anything.

	Tril looked up suddenly, confused at the abruptness of their silence. She looked around, and. then at both of them. Back and forth her glance swung. After a moment, she remembered to swallow.

	Neither Nusa nor Loevil was paying any attention to her. Loevil forced himself to snap out of his self-conscious reverie. “Let’s get set up,” he .said. He stood up—he creaked as he did so.

	Nusa stood up too, a little slower—she didn’t want to do this thing. She offered him the scanner.

	“Leave it,” he said. “There’s too much interference around here. It won’t be much good until he’s right on top of us, and once we’re in position, we’ll have more visibility with our goggles.”

	Nusa nodded and put the scanner down next to Tril. She looked at her, concerned. “Will she be all right?” Loevil thought and said, “Probably. As long as she doesn’t move—and I doubt she will.” He bent and wrapped her in a foil blanket, then moved to turn the lantern off. Tril started to whimper as he did so and he looked back at her. “You want the light?”
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	She didn’t answer directly, but she smiled as he turned the light back on. He adjusted it to just a subtle glow, not much more than a soothing night-light for her, but still enough; it would be an anchor to keep her to this spot. She’d be okay. “Come on, let’s go,” he said, and prodded Nusa.

	The last night was upon them.

	The Earth was a young planet, not yet four and a half billion years old—most of that time she’d spent settling down into her nice comfortable orbit, developing all the manners and habits of a lady of her position. She hiked up her continents, belched fire from her volcanoes, reversed her magnetic polarities whenever she felt like it, and in general, acted like the lovely, well-behaved planet that she was. She was a credit to her star. Indeed, Old Sol was proud of her—often he would say to Mars or Venus, “Why can’t you be more like Earth? At least she knows how to keep her atmosphere stable.”

	Life was only a comparatively recent style for Earth to wear—only a few hundred million seasons so far, and she wasn’t sure yet if it would become a permanent fashion; but she was patient and she could wait to see how things developed. It might be interesting yet—even though she’d had nothing but variations on the theme of dinosaurs for ever so long now and they were starting to get a little monotonous....

	Her little sister, the moon, was also almost four and a half billion years old—but she didn’t look a day over three billion; that was because she’d never gotten herself an abrading atmosphere that would wear her pretty mountains down. So she seemed almost virginal. Perhaps she was—or then again, perhaps eternity was kind. She still wore the same face here that she would wear a hundred million years from now; her map was pretty much
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	the same—minus a few craters perhaps, but nothing major. She preserved her youthfulness quite well.

	The only human eyes that had gazed upon the moon so far were those of tourists from another time, and they were so familiar with her older self that they looked at her without a sense of awe or wonder. It was not a'good introduction to humanity from the moon’s point of view —she did have a streak of vanity that had yet to be fulfilled—and human beings should have been a proper audience. But these few callous visitors were lacking in respect; they were hairless and presumptuous primates, the weak descendants of belligerent apes—and they had known a later moon, one who was a conquered woman— they knew her only as a cold desert globe of rocks and dust and mountains sheer as lies beneath an inky sky and baking sun. They were from an age of science and had no mystery in their lives—and they did not expect to find one here. Now, on the other hand, if they’d come from a time before the age of science, when myths still ruled the night and darkness, they would know the proper homage to the orb that circled Earth: they would see her as she was intended to be seen—a globe of shimmering white, an alabaster island floating in the glittering waters of the infinite starry sky.

	In the time of myths, still eons yet to come, it would be possible to fly in boats of yew or cedar, hung with sails of faery linen spun from spider’s gauze and rigged with silken cords and crystal fittings. The sky would be a foaming ocean to those frail vessels, her waves all flecked with dust so fine it hung like mist against the darkness, glowing with the magic bright-reflected from the silver moon—no matter how far you sailed, you could always find her light somewhere in the sky.

	In the time of myths, there would be an ivory city on the moon—a place where faery souls, yet unborn, lived

	DEATHBEAST

	213

	before they went to Earth to be entrapped in mortal flesh. The Earth was dreaded Hell to them, you entered through the dark and bloody portal known as birth, and were thereby damned into the endless tunnel of unholy life. But those who sailed to that nameless city on the moon, those who journeyed up from Earth across the bottomless seas of the sky, brought tales to the unborn souls that filled them with intrigue, despair, and, worst of all, a growing, yearning wonder.

	Through the deep and dangerous waters of the night in boats fragile as glass, they washed in like bits of driftwood—they came in on breakers made of mist and landed on a shore of ebony—and all was gleaming all around. These sailors, striding forth like angels—sweet and lithe, or tall and bronze, or dark and mean, or bright and fiery—these sailors landed on the moon like questing prophets. Their eyes were always deep like pools of jade and moonlight, and they spoke in tones intense with questions and emotions. They told tales of their adventures, of the things that they had braved in life and death, of all the obstacles they’d faced to make this journey to the moon, and all the other battles they had been in too—they told of savage fears that taunted them like weasels biting at their backs, like jackals coming down in packs, like lions chasing them through jungles— they told of beasts of wrath and madness lurking deep in hollows, dark and endless—haunting forests, filled with sadness; they’d explored them wrapped in coats of sorrow; a maze of gnarled thoughts and failed wishes, the place where spoiled dreams had come to die, where frustrations fed and grew into the towering plants that nourished all the beasts of madness: the black forests of despair—

	Oh, and there was magic too; the most amazing kind of magic—the boldest adventure of them all—a magic
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	more alive and powerful than anything that would ever be known within the nameless city of the moon—it was the magic of the joyous laughter of a giggle of children scattered on a hillside like a sprinkling of butterflies—or the gurgle of a newborn infant, or the look within its mother’s eyes; the greatest magic of them all, the one called love—the wistfulness of newly sensed emotion in two younglings’ eyes, their cautious touches, and the tender passion when they learn the reason for delight, and the happy strength that comes to them in later years as the thing that grows between them reaches fulfillment—and yes, the happy sadness of remembrances as well, the strength that comes to one who carries on alone because of special knowledge carried in the heart—that what existed once between two souls had been unique—of all the possibilities of the universe, nothing would ever occur again in just that way, and that’s what made it something to be cherished. He wasn’t gone, he still lived within her heart.

	This magic was the one the faeries liked to hear the best. It was the most intriguing of them all. And it was the lure that drew them from their city, outward toward the inky waters and the blue and distant Earth. She was a pool in their sky and she called to them to come and live on her, if only they would only listen—she blew winds at them with scents of something precious carried soft like clouds, a magic that they had to go and taste themselves, if only they would wonder what it tasted like—

	—for only those who lived in mortal flesh can know the truth of love. Those who live forever, the souls who walk the wide ways of the city on the moon, those who choose to stay unborn; they never do experience love, nor even sex, perhaps not even lust—they can only giggle in their ignorance, content to live forever, without reason, without meaning. But ever so occasionally, a faery
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	might look up and wonder. And for an unborn soul to wonder is equivalent to dying. As soon as thoughts begin to form, the faery is no longer pure; she has turned into the glimmering of an embryonic soul and the blue-green eye of Earth will draw her into it sure as shining candles magnetize a moth.      '

	That’s what the travelers did to faeries—made them wonder; they gave them life and killed them. Every time a mortal came to walk the city with no name, then hundreds, thousands, millions turned to souls and flickered instantly to Earth to be bom across millennia of years; time works in different ways for those who are immortal. The faeries had no choice—when they heard of love, they had to know more of it first hand—faeries are fickle glimmerings, impulsive things, easily bored—curiosity transcends immortality and they were drawn to it because it was the greatest adventure of them all—

	Or so the legend goes.

	But this world—this dark and hostile Earth and the cratered bloodless eye that hung above it—these worlds were before the time of myths as well as science. Here was nothing.

	There were no souls, not on the Earth, not on the moon. Not yet. These dwellers in the slime, these scaly creatures, armored beasts and spiny monsters, these things that walked the plains and forests, stalked the jungles, swum the seas, the streams, the rivers—these creatures all were soulless; they hadn’t learned to grow them yet—they never would; they were not the kinds of creatures that souls would be drawn to—and there were no souls yet to be drawn to them. These creatures merely lived, existing. There wasn’t wonder here, except that which was imported from a later time—and wonder doesn’t always travel well; it should be savored where it ripens. Bottled wonder never has the real fizz and giggle in it
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	Anyway, this was a soulless world still. Someday perhaps, there would be souls living here. Someday the little shrews that lurked beneath the rocks, within the crevices, under the fallen logs, inside their earthen burrows, someday perhaps these little peepers might begin to wonder —and then they might be homes for souls. For if wonder brings on death to faery things, it is the birth of life to mortal ones-—the two of them unite to make a total being; flesh and spirit are mated in the forge of wonder. But not yet The little mammals couldn’t do it while the dinosaurs were here—not yet—because the competition was too fierce. All the ecological niches still were filled with beasts too large or fierce or hungry. Red-eyed monsters stalked the night. The little mammals had to wait for now, trembling while the dragons walked the Earth in bellowing, soulless pride. Someday perhaps, not yet....

	They would not forget the dragons.

	But because they had not grown their souls yet, because there were no myths, the moon was still an empty ball. There were no faeries yet. A place of magic waiting for its magic to occur. A god cannot exist without its worshippers and neither can a magic happen if there is no one for it to happen to.

	So Tril’s soul walked the hollows of the moon alone.

	She had journeyed in the chariot of her mind, on wings so pale they were nothing more than thoughts, they glowed like ghostly veils waved before the distant stars, and where they fluttered, they left clouds of glittering dust that twinkled briefly, sparkling myriad colors before fading into nothingness again. The phosphorescence of a childlike enchantment wreathed the madness of poor gentle Tril. She needed wonder too. Her journey was a silent one, in silence it continued; her eyes were wide as empty rooms.

	The island of the moon was dark. The city with no
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	name stood shining on a plain of ash and rock. The avenues of ivory were deserted, the lights glowed brilliantly in marble halls, the spires stood vanilla-clean and empty, and all was still unbuilt except as memories within TriFs mind. She wandered through the walks and boulevards alone. There was nothing here but memories of the future; loneliness whispered through the distant towers, sighing like the chorus of the wind.

	There were motes, like dust, like little insects, fluttering around her—they seemed attracted by her presence; they were little glassy sparkles that chimed like tiny bells, they were multicolored ghosts of moths with jeweled eyes of red and green and blue. Their wings were long transparent ones of speckled gossamer and veined with black and silver. They clung to Tril like baubles and when she touched them she could hear the hint of wordless songs, the music of emotions trying to express themselves. Perhaps these were the embryonic faeries—she didn’t know, she couldn’t—and besides, she was entranced herself, enchanted like a faery in a madness of her own—which was why she’d found herself drawn to the city on the moon. She’d known this place before, hadn’t she? In that time before she found herself in mortal flesh, she’d lived here, mindless, happy—

	But anyway, these insect-things, they were some form of ethereal life, a supernatural existence that later on might grow into a larger kind of magic. Perhaps it took a touch of wonder to turn them into faeries; and then a larger taste to make them into souls. Perhaps even now, Tril’s presence was a catalyst to begin that aching soaring process—but for the moment, these insects weren’t anything, not yet the faeries who might greet a traveler with a burst of wonder. And if they were trying to talk to her, they had no-words to do so with—perhaps, like insects, they were merely phototropic—but instead of light that
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	they were drawn to, it was life that so attracted them; the warmth from TriFs soul drew them to her like an orange lantern.

	She wasn’t sure what she was looking for here—there had been someone. But he was gone now, wasn’t he? Would he be here? It was the only place she knew to look—

	There was a tunnel that her body seemed to live in, a place of lingering shadows, a place limned not by light, but darkness, and filled with things of massive size that screeched like all the terrors she tried not to know about, as well as all the little voices that lurked outside her head and gnawed quietly at the base of her delicate and fragile skull—

	That tunnel—it was all around her other self. She had had to flee her body for this place instead, and now she wandered down the empty corridors trying to remember the name. If she could just recall it, then she could escape the shadow-tunnel—he’d take her back home to—to—she couldn’t remember that either. But it was someplace she wanted to go.

	The corridors were floored with diamond. The marble pillars glowed. Everything was light. The lunar horizon was visible beyond them like a crust of gleaming ebony. The sky was studded with jewels more various and multicolored than any puny bits of matter might conceive. The dust of craters glittered like silver sand. The breakers of mist crashed silently on magic shores. Tril’s footsteps were the only sound, they echoed loudly in the halls. The little insect things were gone now—vanished where?—and she was all alone again.

	The wind plucked at the silken gauze she wore around her—it was a foil blanket too, but she couldn’t see the foil part, only the shimmering. The wind was like a handmaid, always touching, readjusting, patting at her sleeves
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	—and it spoke to her of places it had been and things that it had seen; it had been doing that for days—and it brought her presents. It brought perfumes to her and tantalized her with them—flowers mostly, but other things as well; and sometimes blood and death—but those were interesting in their own way as much as flowers were. To the wind all scents were equal and she offered them to Tril to share the fair delight of them. “Here, try this one; it’s the honeysuckle flowers on the vines—now try that, it’s the sap from the piney conifers, isn’t that nice? And sniff at this one too—what do you think of its muskiness? Isn’t the night-grass sweet? Do you smell the big beast yet? He’s coming too, you. know—his smell used to be like cold leather, like ice and snakes and thunder— how he smells like fire and ash, now he smells like forests burnt and creatures dying—but he still smells powerful, don’t you think? Like something huge and metal maybe— “And do you like these other smells, dear Tril? The smell of fresh-dug earth? Remember that? The smell of something dead? The smell of plastic too? The smell of ozone? You should, you know—

	“Not yet? Well, you just wait a bit, you will, you will—” And then the wind whipped off, a flighty maid of taunting thoughts and malicious ways of teasing. She brought her tray of scents and offered you the nice ones, and when you breathed them in, enjoying them, she’d flirt at you with something horrid too. The wind could be a nasty sport. She giggled as she vanished up the stairs.

	There was a tower in her mind and Tril climbed up to the top of it and looked out at the landscape. But the curtains were still drawn across the windows. They were wide and open, but so empty—she couldn’t see beyond them. All that she could see was the fineness of the gauze that swirled soft across the spaces. Beyond them there seemed only darkness, maybe a hint of orange light
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	perhaps. The lunar landscape was out there, cratered and bright in the naked sunlight. Tril’s hand stretched out and touched the veils, stroked the smoothness of the nonexistent cloth—

	She could hear voices now—if she listened. They were filtered—but that was normal. They were echoing in the tunnel that they all were trapped in—

	“Loevil?” someone was asking. “Anything?”

	“No, nothing.”

	“Same here.” After a moment, the same voice suggested wistfully, “We could sneak away... ?”

	The words were meaningless to Tril. She didn’t know what they were all about. She stood idly at the window of the tower, listening and stroking at the smoothness of the veils—they were so cool—and so silky—

	“It wouldn’t be safe to move in the dark. There might be other things out there. Hungry ones. I wouldn’t want to risk it.”

	“All right,” said the voice. Should she recognize it? Or the other one? “Out,” it said. There was a click. Static crackled. It made the tower feel crumbly—if she’d let it. Something said to her, “Peep,”

	She blinked.

	It opened its yellow eye and asked, “Peep?”

	She heard the sound as if from a great distance. “Peep?” it repeated.

	A creature perhaps? Small and silver-furred, with a flat face and big dark eyes, a white belly and brown shading on its back? The tower trembled—

	“Peep?”

	She blinked again. And the veils started to tear— “Beep,” the scanner said. It had stopped questioning. Now it was sure. “Beep”

	Tril’s mouth began to form a word. She asked, “Beep?” She knew that word—there was something—
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	Beep.

	“Beep?” she frowned. “Beep?” she asked.

	Her hands found the scanner. Its yellow eye was open. Beep, it said, quite certain of itself. Beep.

	“Beep?” What kind of a statement was that anyway? What was it trying to tell her?

	Beep.

	Maybe it was hungry—a bit of ration-bar perhaps. Beep. It merely looked at her, uncaring. Blinking.

	She stroked it and tried to comfort it. She said as softly as she could, Please, be a little creature—be a jriend—“Beep?” And finally, suddenly, the windows fell open with a crash—

	Nope, I’m just Loevil’s scanner, coldly saying, Beep. Scanner. Something—she—

	Beep.

	—tried to remember—the pieces—a name—she—all

	fragmented—

	Beep.

	—and slowly—

	Beep.

	—her face started to—

	Beep.

	—quiver—one last—flicker alive—try to—

	Beep.

	“Beep!” she insisted. Please, not this—dorft do this— leave me alone—

	Beep. The sound was insistent.

	—and crumpled softly into tears; her first real ones— Beep.

	—the tunnel was retreating from her faster than she could follow—leaving her, defenseless against the reed truth—“Beep?” she tried to ask, but it was already too late; she knew what she was saying. She could see the name before her, she could remember it now—
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	Beep.

	And then the sobs came like a gulping torrent; her throat clutched up and tightened like a painful knot. She held the scanner in her hands and cried softly into it while it blinked and beeped at her. The name was—

	“Oh, Eese—Eese—” The emptiness of endless night was like a chasm yawning in her life before her, there was no other side. He was somewhere in that coldness and she would never know his touch again, feel the warmth of him beside her like a wall—she’d loved the smell of him, the fuzziness of his chest, the rippling of the muscles in his legs and belly—she remembered now that he was Eese, and he was gone, and she was left alone and very much afraid of being left alone—and she let her grief pour finally out upon her lap and on the scanner that she held within her hands—

	It said quietly, one more time, Beep.

	And then its light turned red.

	( She didn’t notice, her eyes were blurred by tears. The ground was rumbling somewhere near, but her sobs were racking harder.

	And Loevil’s scanner kept on beeping.

	Eighteen

	“FIRE!"

	Tril sat in a puddle of grief and cried. She gulped and choked in sobs that streaked her eyes and left her throat all tight and dry and hurting. Her chest was racked, her shoulders heaved, she poured out all her tensions, all the fear and anguish that tormented her—

	She sat in a pool of orange light, with Loevil’s scanner beeping at her feet. Its red light blinked alarmingly—but she didn’t see it—

	The moon was high and bright and haloed in a sky of blue and blackness. The world was a nest of purpling senses. To her left there was a grove of trees; behind her there were sheltering rocks—she was in a hollow underneath a cleft; it was a perfect place to hide and cry. Before her was a meadow and a swampy tar pit, lost in darkness. Somewhere out there were people she could trust. To her right... there was an open stretch of land that sloped gently up toward higher meadows; they too were flanked by trees and rocks.

	And in that deeper darkness at the far end of the
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	meadow, something moved, something huge and horrible.

	She didn’t see it, wasn’t looking for it—she had no idea where she was or where she was supposed to be. She was crying now because she was confused as much as any other reason, and distraught as well—and because crying has its own momentum that carries a person on and on.

	Something moved—was moving closer. The ground was trembling with the beat of its approach. A darker black within a moonlit deathscape—it had detached itself from terror and came stumbling onward like a spastic mountain—blindly—gurgling in its throat—

	It was unsteady—it wasn’t certain—but always it came onward. It paused to hold its nose up to the air, holding that position for an endless moment—as if it had forgotten why it came and was concentrating on remembering —then began to cast again, back and forth, its head came swinging low as its tail raised up high, almost perpendicular and drifting like a sail, a huge and towering balance for the massive weight before it—the beast was tall on massive legs that stumped like pounding iron—it pivoted its weight upon a steel pelvis, levering forward to attack the space before it, biting as it moved, then raising high again to sniff the chilly air—it came closer, ever closer, moving with deliberate pace, a rhythm carved in blood and pain—

	The red eye blinked against a blackness all around—

	They would hear it coming. Its breath was like the ocean’s crashing surf breaking in a storm—and there was a bubbling in its lungs, the fluid aftermath of a thousand crimson slashes—

	Tril sniffed into the back of her hand, her sleeve, and wrinkled her nbse. Her tears were starting to subside a little now. She honked and sniffled, wiped again, and gulped an occasional “Eese ..
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	—and something grunted deeply.

	TriPs head came up, listening—

	—There was silence from the blackness—

	—and then the pounding of the ground began again—-a thunderous booming—oh, so slow and ponderous—and growing ever louder—

	—it was the roar of a throbbing Earth—a beat, a beat, a beat again as it came closer—

	The blackness broke and separated into pieces—the largest one came moving toward the lantern’s glow—

	—the deathbeast loomed above her, something huge and foul-smelling, ash and fire-tasting, with one red eye reflecting back the orange glare—

	Tril turned her head and saw it.

	Meat and bone, the head swung down, the tail raised— the eye came down to meet her, glaring, staring at her— blinking—what was this—? Confused—pain clouding its own purposes—

	Tril was motionless, her throat so tight she couldn’t breathe—the tension knotted her insides—a whimper finally bubbled out—“Oh, no, oh no—” Her hands clutched at her face. “No, please—not me—please, God, not me—please, no—” The sounds were babbled meaningless, her mouth worked by itself, her eyes were wide and horrified—

	The red eye was a siren, all the power of authority, the dreadnaught of the night, it was the smoldering pit of God confronting her at last—and questioning....

	Was it you who challenged me?

	“No, no, please, God—not me—please—”

	God gave a deep and ruminative grunt. He was a bit confused. So much had happened—

	Tril choked on her own words, and coughed and hacked and gasped—
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	God blinked, and found an answer to its question. It began to swing its head, its mouth began to open—

	Tril raised her arm against it, cringing—- —and then the night turned red—two blazer-bolts came snicking through the air—blue-white turning yellow, orange, red, an afterglow of luminescent purple, flecked with stars of white and fiery static—shrieks of sawtoothed anger, electric, pouring, slashing—sheets of wrath, arising, roaring—the beams came sleeting in and splattered flesh out of the cratered wound that was the ravaged side along God’s head—flesh charred and shriveled, sizzled, smoked—in half an instant, all was agony—

	—God’s head jerked up and out, away from Tril, who sat there stunned and gasping still for breath—

	The bolts came in and all around him, snicking, flicking, touching—he reared up, confused and angered, readying to charge, his tail rising, whirling, toppling trees and shattering rocks; already he was stumbling in confusion—back away from Tril, he barely missed her, then caught himself and roared and came back turning toward the glaring sources of that stinging brightness —the night was shattered by the crackling energies, the bolts came screaming in—electric acid banshees made of neon fire—the beast’s lungs poured out its rage in bellows like the sounds of mountains dying—

	He was illuminated once by a bolt that splattered off a rock, a wash of light across him like a fountain—he glowed like he was jeweled for an instant, sparkling from each myriad detail as if carved in twinkling brilliance, intense, incredible and infinite—the image would be etched forever on the retina of Tril’s mind, it would be framed in fire, the sight of God transformed into a beast and towering huge before her—

	There were souls here! If only she had seen them!
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	—and then the moment broke and shattered—the

	beast came down and charging—threw itself across the meadow, down a tunnel lit by flames and beams of nightmare white—and static, crackling all around, ozone purpling in the air, and smoke reflecting as it curled, and screeching notes of deathbeams flaring—

	She couldn’t stand to see it! She hid her face behind her hands and tried to shrink inside herself again—if she could just remember how—

	The beast went stumbling—and stopped, stood poised in momentary indecision—the beams came flicking at it from two different sides—it reared and roared and snapped at them—it caught one in the mouth and jerked in agony as its tongue went sizzling and shriveling—it struggled onward toward the sources, the fiery foreshortened flarings at the pinpoint head of every screaming bolt. The beams appeared to him as points of lightningmaking-pain, distanceless and hanging in the blackened smoky air—

	He moved now toward the points—one had disappeared, the other still was biting—it flared at him again, again—each time he roared in agony—and he kept moving toward it—

	—suddenly it was gone! No, there was pain—he swung and turned and almost stumbled—there was the point of wrath again, its acid-brilliance glaring just beyond his reach—it had jerked back to the other side and he shifted his direction, moving toward it, snapping, grabbing—it flashed and bit at him, a laser-strafing acrid agony, and always, always just beyond his reach—

	It was so tiny, so far away—but how it burned!

	—he came towering toward the point of fire, leaning into his charge and moving faster, leaning lower and darting with his head, back and forth, staggering as the fire bit his thighs, his back, his tail high and lashing—
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	The beast came on toward Loevil, a mountain of moving flesh. Loevil fired steadily—he played his flashes all about the creature, trying to confuse it, stun it, and wishing for the kind of superchargers that would let him pump enough heat into the thing to finally kill it—

	Nusa, in awe, stood up to watch, her rifle lowered now—the beast had to advance toward Loevil first before she could distract it. It was outlined by his screeching beams, the flickering explosions of energy and light— it was awesome—the incandescent beast biting at the flames of Hell!

	Nusa’s eyes were bright, reflecting back the crimson glare of the battle roaring in the marsh before her. There was Loevil, unafraid, a slender silhouette poised on a jutting rock, his blazer held up like a staff of heaven, hurling flames across the sky at the demon-charge of Satan’s promised Armageddon thundering down upon him. He was even more beautiful than Ethab! She realized it with a start. Loevil was smaller, thinner— almost boyish—she thought of him as David unafraid beneath mighty Goliath—and dark inside of her, there lurked a small and hungry thought that wondered what he’d look like poised above her, naked, gleaming with the sweat of love and plunging, pumping, impaling her with her own gasps and sighs. There was a monster inside of her that needed to be fed—she wanted Loevil now to feed it—and hoped that just beyond that, he might also prove to be the hero destined and foretold in all the legends who would tame that monster, master it and make it slave—if he could do it, she would own him. The master is forever owned by the responsibility to the slave....

	But.. .do heroes have that inner strength of purity and justice any more? Are there really any heroes any more? Or are they just another kind of frail human being
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	no different from the rest of us, except that they don’t show their fear? Is the power in the man—or is it just the power that he uses, flicking agony at something monstrous, that imparts a sense of strength to him in the minds of all who watch? What doubts assail the hero’s mind? Or is he too busy doing to be doubting? Is that what makes a hero?

	As if in answer, her communicator crackled, “Come on, Nusa—!!!” Loevil’s voice was almost panicky. “Fire at him! Fire! Distract the bastard! He’s coming in too close, goddammit!”

	“Uh—” She fumbled with her blazer, momentarily confused—and then, reflexively, her training taking over —thank you, Ethab. That part worked—the rifle floated up into her arms and screeched and hurled fire at the beast that loomed across the field—

	Loevil was backing steadily before it—he’d already stopped his firing. Why make it easier for it to find its mouthful? Nusa’s bolts etched sideways through the dark and sizzled at the beast’s right flank—he jerked as if confused, and then turned off, distracted momentarily by her dispassionate, methodical fire.

	Loevil stood there soaking in the cold heat of his own sweat—and gasping too. He’d been looking for a place to jump to—and there hadn’t been one. It was like the worst part of a nightmare, the one where you are being chased and can’t escape. The beast was something from the shadows of the soul. It no longer was a creature spawned of Earth—it was something large and monstrous moving through the nightscape of your dreams, always just behind you—and every time you think that you’ve escaped it, there it is behind you, roaring out again from the madness underneath the shadows—a blackened charred enigma, writhing, lashing in a frame of radiance.

	—and then the beast turned back to him.

	DEATHBEAST

	230

	Oh, God!—it didn’t believe in Nusa.

	It wasn’t fooled. It wasn’t going to chase the pain!

	The head came swinging down, around, its nostrils wide and flaring—it almost seemed as if its thoughts were being broadcast—

	There is something near those bushes—I can smell it!

	It smells like those things that always hurt.

	The beast was certain but ponderous in its step. Loevil kept himself from shooting—oh, God! How he wanted to!

	The beast ignored the raging fire slashing at its other side—first this one here; then the other—even in its pain, the beast could tell that there were two of them—

	Oh my God! “Come on, Nusa!!” Loevil didn’t want to fire—he couldn’t fire—he’d give himself away—he skittered sideways across a gravel shelf, picking his way with care, aiming his steps for the patches of grass or mud, so as not to make a sound—he gritted his teeth, hard enough to make his jaw hurt. “Come on, Nusa!! Shoot the bastard!!”

	The beast’s head came around, following the source

	of the words—

	Loevil kept on moving—he was caught on open ground. On one side was the oily blackness of the lake, the purple water with the tar beneath it—on the other was the upward sloping field, he couldn’t even try to outrun the beast across that stretch of ground, the slant of it would hold him like molasses, the beast would come down on him like an avalanche—

	—and Nusa kept on firing. Her sleeting bolts lit up the meadow like a beacon; they reflected flashes off the distant trees; the rocks beyond them flickered with the radiance of all the shrieking fire. The beast turned in confusion. Nusa’s bolts outlined it in a wash of brilliant heat; blue-white and crimson incandescence, purple

	DEATHBEAST      231

	auras, streaked with orange, splattered off the larger turning darkness at the core.

	“Come on, Nusa—!” Loevil’s voice was frantic.

	“I’m doing my part—” Her voice came gasping back. “Complain to him!”

	The beast kept trying to ignore the agony across its back and side, kept trying to find Loevil—Loevil had one hope only—if he could hit the other eye... if he could blind the beast entirely...

	—and then the beast stepped sideways, hesitating, cocking its head—but still jerking spasmodically every time the fire touched it—

	—it had lost the scent!

	The scent was covered up by fire and ash, by oil and tar, by grass and smoke, and worst of all, by the smell of the beast’s own charring flesh—

	One eye was ravaged, the other was swollen almost shut. What vision was left to the Tyrant King had to be streaked with afterimages and glares. He was trapped inside a night that stabbed at him in stinging colors. He kept turning on his monstrous pivot, roaring, raging wrath and madness; he turned back again, around and screeching at the source of sparkling agony—distracting, always distracting—turned toward Nusa now and moved— his steps thundered like the shaking of volcanoes— Loevil stopped where he was, paused in midscramble, straightened and stared—he wiped the grit and ashes from his face and smarting eyes, the tears were streaking down his cheeks like ice. The beast was moving down toward Nusa, toward the narrow spit of lake before her—would he stumble into it or not?

	Loevil couldn’t tell—he bit his lip and began racing after it. If he’d had time to think about it, he’d have run the other way—his mind was gibbering at his body: No! Goddammit! No!
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	Carrying his rifle in one hand, he loped across the ground, straight at the tower of darkness, straight for the lashing tail—he had to see for certain! If the monster went around the lake, then he’d have to draw it away from Nusa—and then what? Who’d distract it off of him? Down the slope he pounded, all the while trying to catch a single glimpse of the footing of the monster. If they’d planned it right the beast would hit the shallows of the tar pits first before he ever got to Nusa, a place where he’d bog down and—they could stop him there! He was so close—tacking back and forth across the meadow, first toward one and then the other, back and forth, always a little closer to the tar, but—Loevil had to see for certain!.

	Something was happening. The beast staggered—

	—and slipped—

	—and sank forward a little, as majestic as an ocean liner sinking—

	—and every bit as tragic, this ship of cold prehistoric night—

	—and then the beast jerked upright, thrashing, catching itself and balancing abruptly with its tail flailing back and sideways, splashing across the surface of the water, spraying steam and droplets in twinkling instants illuminated by the flash of Nusa’s bolts—the tar lurked just beneath—

	—there was oil floating on the surface. The beast stood in the shallows, ankle-deep on footing slippery as ice, and sliding toward the deep—

	—another step, he skidded, caught himself again and kept on moving through the waters toward the pinpoint brilliance of his anger—

	Loevil’s hand crept to his collar and touched the tab of his communicator. He whispered, “Now, Nusa. Now— do it now!”—and prayed she’d heard it.
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	She had. She laid her rifle down and picked up the crossbow lying on the ground beside her. It was armed already, a bolt carved out of wood was poised within its frame. Its warhead was a matted wrap of grass and cloth; the grass was dry, the' cloth was soaked in oil and tar. She touched her lighter to the bolt and let the fire lick at it—it flickered for a nervous moment, then it caught and burst aflame.

	She brought the crossbow up and aimed—carefully, now—she wasn’t aiming at the beast, but at the dry grass just beyond him where the oil soaked into the shore. She wanted to ignite it and from there, they hoped, the oil on the water would catch fire too. The whole front half of the bolt was flaming now—

	She let it fly—-

	—it whistled through the darkness, an arc of flame across a velvet sky—it rose gently up and seemed to hesitate, then arced back down to Earth as if homing on the beast, slanting down like the debris of some large and distant fire, the explosion of some piece of man’s not-quite-perfected technology—

	—and went tumbling past the beast and past the oil and bounced futilely beyond. She’d missed.

	“Shit!” she said, and reached for a second bolt.

	The beast was still trying to move through the shallows toward her. It was having trouble with its legs. The water steamed around it, parts of its skin smoldering and peeling—it was making liquid gasping sounds, deep rattling grunts, a bubbling noise; its lungs were filling up with fluid—it kept on struggling through the tarry bottom—

	Loevil’s eye was caught by a flicker of motion—

	—the first bolt hadn’t gone out, it was burning in the grass, and there was—someone moving toward it, picking it up and—
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	“Huh? What—” That was Nusa—

	“It’s Tril—Tril is out there!”

	She was moving across the field, holding the flaming bolt by its end, moving toward the deathbeast—she was running now—

	The deathbeast turned, it swung its massive head, its eye came down and looked at her. As if it knew.

	And Tril stopped before it. She met its gaze and her face was unafraid.

	Her eyes were grim, and cdive again.

	Deliberately, she bent and touched the torch she carried to the ground, to the dry weeds and grass that stood therej They exploded into flame. She jumped sideways and touched the torch again—she touched the torch and jumped and ran, again, again! The smoke began to rise around her. She drew an arc of fire circling the shoreline of the oily lake. The beast’s escape was gone—

	And then, while framed in fire, her own eyes glowing in the glare, her face bathed in orange flickering radiance, she stopped and stood and looked back at the beast —it was almost motionless, transfixed by all the light and by the single darting figure in the flames. She looked up at it, her face was fixed in angry ecstasy, triumphant vengeance was a cry of joy! Her lips were stretched in something like a smile, but painted on with madness, her teeth were bared in glorious rage—

	—there was a God!

	This thing—this blackened, maddened mountain! This smoldering hurricane of meat and horror—this thing was merely ancestor to God—the real God, the one who was compassionate—she knew that now!

	—and even as she looked at it, this thing who’d taken Eese—he had no right!—she was already moving her arm back and stiffening it—
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	Nusa stared, amazed. Loevil was already running toward her, shouting, “Tril—!” But she was so far away— —and Tril swung her arm, as straight-armed as if she were throwing a grenade, an arc as perfect as if it had been drawn on bearings, the bolt came rising up, around and high—and she released it and it rose upward, whirling through the air like a baton, leaving gorgeous streaks of yellow, slow-motion flame, and hurtled toward the beast’s one staring scarlet eye—

	The beast jerked back—the bolt bounced off its charred and ravaged chest and through its grabbing arms and fell and hit the shimmering water—the oil on its surface exploded with a roar—the beast jerked back again, its footing slipped, it skidded, and—the beast jerked back again and off the shallow shelf, slipping, skidding into deeper water—the beast jerked back—the flames were roaring all around it!

	It turned—tried to turn—its legs no longer visible, it turned within the oil—and sought escape! It jerked as if on broken strings—and when it saw that it was circled by the fire, it knew fear.

	The ancestor of God had learned to be afraid.

	It pointed its head at the sky and opened its mighty jaws—and from the throat there came a sound that no human ears had ever heard before, the screech of an era dying—the realization by the beast that there was finally something mightier than he. The deathbeast screeched a note of crimson lizard anguish, pain that peeled flesh like ribbons, shriveling terror into blackness, a single mote of feeling at the core, all wrapped in horror, crying, anger flayed away from it and nothing left but whimpering gasps, pitying, hissing, dying—there was nothing left to hate; not even fear—it was so small—

	—and Loevil, slowing, knew what killed the dinosaurs. He padded through the marshy field with the knowledge
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	growing in him like a star. It was humanity killed the beast—oh, the humanity, the humanity! All the people— not the hunters, just people like himself who came and walked this world and altered drastically the collective conscious of the prehistoric pastorality. It was humanity who taught this world how to fear. The beasts were only beasts, they lived and died, unconsciously, a moment of emotion, hunger, satiation, fear and rage, and little more— but human beings strode among them and the world trembled, changed. The beasts looked up, and for a moment, wondered—and in that wonderment, they died. If for one moment only they were smart enough to think, then the knowledge that they gained when they saw human beings hurling fire would be a terror that would bum itself into their vast, no longer impassive, deep collective consciousness, and somehow, gradually across a million years, the lesson would sink in—the dinosaurs were dying—

	Species would tremble in their ecological niches. Individuals would know more than stress, a deeper kind of anguish, unexplainable. They would lay their eggs with thinner shells because of that distress, so fewer eggs would hatch and that would only add to the distress of species, herbivores and predators alike; thinner shells and decreased hatchings, creating even more distress. And one day, there would be no more—

	—and all because a man had come and walked the Earth a hundred million years before his birth and made the dinosaurs begin to fear and wonder.

	Nine tons of lizard screeched in pain. The pitiful little creature whimpered. It was dying—its world was dying— and Loevil could not help but feel sorry for it. This tiny thing, so ponderous yet powerless, writhing as the flames enveloped it—it couldn’t know; it was only trying to do what it was bom to do—and being punished for it—
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	Loevil felt sorry for it because he saw lhat it could hurt too.

	And all that it had ever tried to do was just defend itself.

	A thought was shouting inside Loewi’s head. Vm the real deathbeast—me! I am man! And man kills whatever he touches—we have left a swath of death across this land—I am just as guilty.

	How dare I condemn Nusa for encouraging Ethab— I’m as much a part of what has happened as they are; I condoned it with my presence! I helped them be what they were! The realization left him numb. There was an empty place where his feelings used to live. I’ve become what I despised.

	Either I’m wrong for doing it—or wrong for despising—

	He didn’t know the answer to that thought

	The beast was still attacking the fire, snapping at the roaring flames. Its sounds were small, but somehow brave; it still refused to die.

	A deathbeast never quits—it isn’t smart enough to know when it is beaten.

	Loevil began moving toward Tril again. The flames were spreading across the meadow, but not rapidly. “Tril —! Over here!”

	—and there was Nusa, also moving toward her.

	Tril stood just beyond the fires, sooty, blackened, smiling, almost blank again, but not quite. She was lit like a martyr by the orange flames. Her eyes were bright as spotlights, she was still alive, exhausted yet triumphant.

	In the lake, something struggled, unidentifiable and moving into deeper water, splashing, bellowing, fading. The night was closing in around it—

	Tears were running down Tril’s cheeks, leaving streaks of pink drawn in the layer of ashes on her face. Nusa
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	came up beside her and touched her gently on the shoulder, but she didn’t seem to notice. A moment later, Loevil arrived and touched her other arm. “Let’s go,” he said. “It’s almost dawn.”

	—it was over....

	Nineteen

	THE RETURN

	They did wind-sprints. They ran a hundred meters, then they walked a hundred, ran a hundred, walked. Ran and walked, ran and walked. The ground beneath their feet turned barren. The grass gave way to shale, sandstone, gravel, dust and sand. Outcrops of rocks came jutting from the darkness like reaching claws.

	The line of dawn was red, a bleary lid across the eastern edge of darkness; they kept it on the right and plunged up northward, always looking for the beacon that would mark their destination. The ground was rising steadily, it made it hard to lope; the uphill slant defeated them, tired them too quickly. Somewhere up ahead, there would be a pale glow against the sky, a stabbing orange beam inside it—was it just beyond that crest of rocks, or would it still be hidden behind the next far maddening ridge? •

	“It hurts—” said Tril. “Loevil, please—it hurts!”

	“Good!” he said. “That means you’re still alive. Hang on to that hurt—it’ll keep you going.”
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	They were stripped down to the bare minimum of equipment, just their rifles and the scanner; they’d thrown away their helmets long ago—not the goggles though, they needed them for flashback—and the sidebags and their backpacks and even their canteens once they were empty. They moved like demons now, wild-eyed and crazy; they raced across the glimmering morning with a grim determination bom of rage and lust and hunger, fear and pain and madness—just a little farther now and they’d be going home.

	Ice water! Air conditioning! A real chair! A stinging, steaming shower—soap! Clean-smelling skin! Towels and heat lamps and scents and powders! And then a bit of Beethoven, a heady glass of port, some hard cheese and fresh fruit too—a bowl of spicy soup! The warmth would soak the gritty achiness out of their muscles—

	Loevil’s knee was swollen purple; it throbbed with every step. And if he picked his footing wrong and slipped or came down on it hard, the pain went stabbing through him like the bite of fiery jaws. Oh, God, it was so far— Loevil was beginning to understand it better now; at least, he realized what heroism was—because he’d finally experienced it himself. It wasn’t that nonsense that Ethab had told Megan about courage, about doing things because you were afraid of them, and thus in mastering them, you made yourself a man—oh, all that stuff was true, of course, but it wasn’t heroism. It was only growth. You could grow for years and never be a hero—never be complete.

	What it was—this giddy madness, this strong and bloody siren—this thing called heroism—it was all done for the thrill of it.

	In that one moment when you confront the fact of your own death, that’s when you are most totally alive! —call it peak experience, call it mystic, or “Eureka!”
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	or even inspiration—and all of them are right in their own way, because in that flashing moment of Aha! At last!—however you define it, the person is enlarged and functioning totally at the highest levels he can reach. And when it’s death he faces, then every sense and synapse is riveted on just one fact: this moment of identity and terror, will he find the answer to survival? And then the last coin falls and all the pieces fit together, and everything goes click! inside his head and all the muscles move in lithe, elastic synchrony, a sliding joy of certain sureness as the thought transforms into triumphant action—and suddenly the taste of terror, that thrill of bright adrenalin, coursing fire in the veins, turns into ecstasy, completion, godhood transcending godliness!

	It wasn’t courage—never! That was just a side-effect, a symptom of the hotter fire. The forge was savagery, the soaring, high, exciting moment when the essence of the ape and the fullness of the mind transformed the man into a higher being: a congruency of action, a communion of identity and thought! It was aliveness! That was the drug that led a man into the hungering search for heroism in the bed of horror—he wanted to be finally alive!

	Loevil understood because he’d tasted it.

	And the horror of it was that one taste of it was not enough. He wanted more. He wanted it again.

	Completion was followed by incompletion. After the thrill of the up came the ache of the down, the emptiness, the hollow feeling in the mind and body as the pieces -separated, fragmented. Completion never was a lasting satisfaction—as contentment staled, it faded into echoes, and the thirstiness returned—it wasn’t slaked at all, it was only whetted. The hunger was a driving thing, and Loevil knew that one bright incandescent moment of completion couldn’t be enough—he wanted more. He wanted a completion that would last forever—but if he couldn’t have
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	that kind, then he would take the momentary tastes that lasted only seconds. The awful truth of it was this—

	The longer it takes getting to the top, the more spectacular the view...

	—and the more horrifying the drop.

	This drop could go on for years. And at the end of it was death.

	Loevil looked down below him and saw the yawning vista of his future, its landscape spread before him like a map. Every path was neatly charted—and they all led back to here. The sense of desolation.

	He should have felt fulfilled—instead he felt de* pressed. Already he was plunging into letdown from the thrills that he’d experienced. It was the knowledge that he carried—he’d been too high and seen too far—he knew the prices of those heights and vistas. He’d been transformed not only by the journey up, but by the knowledge at the peak. He’d become a filing he didn’t want to be, a hero. He had never had respect for heroes in the past because he couldn’t see the difference between a hero and a fool. Now he could. The hero sought the thrill—and so would he again, if he ever had the chance.

	He understood the why of heroes because he was one himself.

	He had thought he didn’t need to be a hero. He’d been pleased enough to find that there was bravery inside him when he needed it and that was good enough—after all, why go looking for trouble? But now that he had found it, now that he was privileged to share the heroes’ secrets—

	—he knew why he had come back on these hunts.

	He’d been like Nusa, been a vampire just like her, feeding on another person’s triumphs. He’d been vicariously enjoying the moment of the hunter’s glorious fulfillment—victory or death, it didn’t matter; it was the
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	confrontation with the challenge. The evil was that it was other people’s challenges that he was leeching, not his own. He’d been feeding off the scraps that fell from their banquets—until this trip when finally he’d been dragged screaming to a table set for him. It was as if the fates had collared him, demanding, “Sit, Loevil—taste of it yourself!” He’d never been the target of the beast before. It was an acid-savage taste, but God, it made him feel huge! And now he hungered for another taste of it already.

	It depressed him—it depressed the him he used to be, that other Loevil who had held himself apart from life, because to let it touch him would have been to taste it for himself. And now that he had, he found he was addicted to it. The next time he came back, he would be looking for the beast deliberately. There was a beast on every hunt, they were all die same beast now—reflections of a great archetypal beast, each one a different aspect of the pure ideal, the monstrous one that was the philosophic ultimate of horror to be challenged.

	He couldn’t be a guide again—he was a hunter now.

	He understood why Ethab smiled when he died. He’d finally met the ultimate challenge in his life—and accepted its mastery over him.

	Loevil’s eyes were hard. They glinted now like steel. There were no more jokes in him, no more silliness or joy. The only joy he understood was triumph—it was such a fiercer light, so all-consuming, that one single taste of it could swamp and overshadow every other affinity a human mind might know. Loevil was a hunter now.

	A hundred million years from now, they’d been a party of eight shining warriors standing on the Nexus waiting to flash back. The technicians on the consoles circling the timeflash chamber all wore goggles and blank
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	faces—they’d seen a thousand of these hunts already. There would be a flash and the shining warriors would be swallowed by the light and be replaced at the same instant by themselves, whoever had survived and made it back. To the workers waiting for them a hundred million years away, no time would pass at all—these three days could last forever and they would never know.

	It was time to run again.

	“Come on,” Loevil said and broke into an easy jog. His knee throbbed, but he ignored the pain—if he ran just so, he could keep it to a minimum. He didn’t want to take a pill, it might slow him down, might make him drowsy, ruin his tautened reflexes. “Come on—!!” He circled back around behind the two women and prodded harshly at them with his rifle barrel. “You run ahead of me! A hundred meters, it’s not far! Then we’ll walk again. Let’s go!”

	They protested, but they ran. Loevil followed on their heels, counting steadily and loudly, “—and one and two and three and jour—and one and two and three and four—” It was a pacemaker’s trick he had learned a long time ago, a way to maximize endurance—a mantra for determination.

	The air came in his lungs like ice, it went out again like fire. It rasped his throat and dried his mouth, his tongue was parched and swollen. His voice cracked, but he kept counting. His feet kept pounding on the dusty ground, leaving little puffs of dust. The gravel scraped with every thudding step. “—and one and two and three and , four—” Nusa ran professionally, without complaint. Her holo was still bobbing on her back, she wouldn’t sacrifice her prize; she’d filled too many of its memories in the past few days. The flat cases were strapped safely to her belt. It was Tril who ran as though clumsiness had become a way of life. Her arms were not coordi
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	nated with her legs; sometimes she merely let them dangle while she ran, other times she held them close into her side—either way her balance wasn’t helped. She ran in tiny, birdlike steps—as if she’d once been taught that running any other way just wasn’t ladylike. But Loevil couldn’t feel sorry for her—she’d had the fiercest, brightest taste of all of them of what it meant to be a hero. She’d struck the final blow against the beast. “—and one and two and three and jour—” Besides, she wasn’t running on a swollen knee. It was hard to limp and run, but there was a trick to it, Loevil was learning fast—he kept his weight mostly on the right leg and only used the ball of his other foot for balance. It almost worked. Probably he’d spend the first few days of his return lying in a hospital.

	Debriefing—he dreaded that—they would start on them as soon as they appeared within the flash. The questions would come tumbling one upon another. He thought forward once again, thinking of technicians standing motionless, time-frozen while these three adventurers ran across a barren plain; three days within a microscopic instant and all the goggled men and women waiting—

	Loevil had seen Nexi vanish and return. He’d seen parties of eight turn instantly into decimated stragglers, their proud conviction shattered into misery and terror. He’d seen parties vanish altogether; the Nexus just went empty. Once, he’d seen a science group of twenty people flash out into nothingness, and when the light had faded, they’d turned into a single shriveled figure, just a dried- out corpse sprawled reaching into emptiness. There were startled screams from those who watched from up above; they could not imagine the passage of so much time in just the flicker of an eye.

	What would they be seeing this time—?
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	Dawn gave way to morning and they slowed and walked again. The bitter coldness of the night gave way to crispness stinging at their faces. The air was like the scent of lemons. They ran again and walked again; everything was dry. The morning warmed and lemons faded into dust. They ran and walked, and then the day turned hot. The sun climbed higher toward the zenith. Ran and walked and ran and walked. The rocks turned rugged on a plain of salt—

	And then: “There it is!”

	A bright orange beam, stabbing upward into the sky from somewhere just beyond a jagged cut horizon. The horizon was almost close enough to touch—like the lip of a huge and broken bowl.

	“We’ll make it!” panted Loevil. “We’re going to make it!” His heart was thudding like a drum. He felt triumphant and victorious. They were really going home!

	Right behind him, out of breath and gasping painfully, Nusa managed to croak out, “Can’t we take a rest—?”

	“You can rest in October! Look at the time!” He started jogging again—his body screamed in protest, but he forced himself to run despite the fire in his legs. He looked back to Tril and Nusa; Tril was panting gamely—Nusa groaned, but started running too.

	They moved unevenly across the bed of salt; it was flat and white and stretched out to infinity, knife-edged at the horizon; it was so close, so very close—you could jump right off the edge of it. They were exhausted, almost at the end; there was no reserve of strength to draw "on any more—but they had determination, they had fear, so they kept on.

	The orange beam was closer. They topped the final ridge and there it was, the black disc of the Nexus! The beacon rose up from its center, it glimmered in the
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	sparkling air. They started running faster now—they increased their speed as they came down the slope. The sand made little avalanches and they skidded—then they were on salt again and the crust of it kept breaking underneath their pounding feet. Every step was treacherous, each one was a victory. Exhaustion drove them to the edge of frenzy, the sweat poured off their faces, off their sides and backs; each one of them was soaking.

	“We’re going to make it—” Loevil was saying, a litany of thrust. “We’re going to make it—we’re making it, oh, yes—oh, God, yes—” He kept running, running, pumping legs, piston arms, burning lungs—oh, God, the air! He prayed that they would have the tanks of oxygen waiting ready after flashback—oh, God, the rasp of air! Oxygen starvation kept him going—if he dared to stop, he’d die! Already he could hear the warning chimes sounding from the Nexus timer. There were only minutes left—and still so far to go! But they were making it! They were making it!

	Nusa gasped and stumbled, skidded, scrambled and was up again—

	—Loevil didn’t want to stop to help her, he had momentum now, but he turned and looked behind him to see if she was up again—

	She myis and she was running harder to catch up—

	—something caught his eye behind her and—

	“Oh, my God—r

	Something big and black stood towering on the sharp edge of the world. It was thundering toward them like a storm.

	Nusa caught the look on Loevil’s face and turned to look herself and gasped a croaking scream. Tril also turned and looked and gave a little whimper. The whole day was screaming now—

	—it was the shrieking of the Nexus, the five-minute
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	warning—and the beast was still pursuing them, lumbering, stumbling up like death’s own travesty of life! It was something horrible and hideous, oozing blood and glittering with the ravaged scabs of its own burned and shriveled hide. It loomed against the whitened sky, a dark and smoldering horror—it lurched across the gleaming salt with uneven, staggering movements. The bright and painful flat stretched endlessly on either side.

	The beast’s direction was determined, it came on toward them like vengeance, but each motion that it made was hesitant, unsteady—a jerkiness of action, not of will. It seemed a different kind of monster now—the hellfires of the lake had burned away what consciousness it might have had, had peeled off emotion, intellect, and even reason to exist—what was left was only core, a sad and spastic motion that transcended even death—the thing had lost all sense of rage, its wrath was shrivelled off; but still it came like vengeance, dispassionate, unfinished, unfulfilled—its head held at a twisted angle, its body half-erect and wobbling with each step, the beast came after its tormentors still! It couldn’t die until achieving its own hellish moment of completion!

	It moved like a machine, programmed but uncertain—it came on as death inevitable, and every stride it took ate up ten of Loevil’s. Its tail lashed spasmodically, it couldn’t lift it off the ground—thank God for that!— it couldn’t lean into a charge. It could only lean so far, and then it had to straighten, turn its head to look, then lean and step and step and step and straighten once again. It wobbled, hesitated, took another bearing to make sure of its momentum, to make sure that it was tracking in the right direction. Its nostrils worked like bellows, sampling the cold wind; its mouth worked like a trap, a yawning bloody chasm. Its head was almost shapeless, so much flesh had burned away, but it still
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	had one good eye, one staring crimson eye! The eye flashed like a beacon; it pursued them like a demon— and the blackened body stumbled forward, carrying the demon after them, a rider in a ravaged mountain, spasti- cally possessed.

	It couldn’t stop. It couldn’t ever stop! It came across the glittering salt, mindless of its footing—the crust kept crumbling beneath its massive weight; its footsteps left a track of bluish holes behind it, its tail left a jagged rut. Horribly burned, horribly blackened, the poor dumb beast came after them, grunting deep within its throat, gasping air in sounds like sobs, bubbling and hideous, and all the while stumbling and staggering forward—

	And the only words that Loevil knew that could express his anger and frustration were, “Oh, shit—”

	Tril whimpered tiny in her throat.

	The beast lurched toward them like a train, a badly animated, banging, clattering caricature of power. It jerked on unseen tracks.

	Nusa raised her rifle—

	“No!” said Loevil—“Keep on going!” He grabbed her arm and pulled. “The alarm is going off! We have only a few minutes! Come on, Nusa—let’s outrun him! We can

	do it!”

	She let herself be pulled. She turned and ran. She followed Tril and Loevil. Ahead of them, the Nexus screamed, a shrilly warbling screech that serrated through the air. And growing just behind them, the deathbeast grunted, staggered after. They ran like fiends before it.

	Loevil’s mind was working—this then was the moment of heroism for him! The real moment! In the moment you confront your death, that’s when you are the most alive—

	They were a hundred meters from the Nexus, they could make it, perhaps with time to spare—! Perhaps he
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	could distract die beast—deflect its forward motion—no, that would mean he’d have to move too far from the disc— oh, God! What if they got there and there was too much time—they’d have to stand there, waiting on the Nexus, while the beast came charging down on them!

	They pounded hard across the salt, it crunched and scraped beneath their boots—it left a gritty crust along the sides and in the soles, the cleats kept clogging up, and they kept on slipping, missing steps and scrambling—

	But just a few more meters now—the Nexus screamed like Armageddon! The alarm was calling all the hunters in—there was panic in its tone. Where were Eese and Kalen? Where was Dorik? Megan? Ethab?

	Tril reached the Nexus first, she slipped and skidded onto it—she fell, scrambling and sliding with her own momentum—but she was on the disc! Nusa made a frantic leap through loudness, hit the shiny floor of it—she couldn’t stop her own momentum easily and went skidding-bouncing off the other side, whirling with her rifle, jumping sideways to shoot past Loevil—who was already leaping for the Nexus disc himself, sliding on his belly onto it. He scrambled to his feet—and already Nusa was beside him, taking aim—"No!—hold your fire—!” Tril was scrambling back behind the two of them; they had weapons, she was rifleless. “Wait—” Loevil gasped out hastily, his chest was heaving—every breath was acid, every lungful scraped—he managed to croak out at Nusa, “—He’s—having trouble—finding us—don’t give him— any help!”

	The deathbeast moved in lurches, always toward the scent that drew it—the scent of blood and fire and death; the warm, ripe taste of human flesh! The pungency of sweat and fear! A hot stew of angry smells—• the monster’s head came up into the wind, it swung and
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	looked at them; the eye was "questioning—Why did you do this to me?—and accusing too.

	Loevil and Nusa couldn’t answer that. As one, they raised their rifles. They could barely hold them up—they couldn’t catch their breaths! “Aim—for the—eye!” Loevil said.

	The beast was cratered by a thousand blazer bolts. They could see the bloody scabs, the depth each hole had carved, they could see the slices in its hide, the charring bums, the peeling of its flesh, the oozing of its sores and the infections—the open wounds were festering—the creature’s flanks were battlefields of black and ragged slashes—the monster’s head was burned away to the bare bone on its right side—

	“Now!” said Loevil, breathlessly, and pressed the trigger. Nusa fired at the same time. Two blue-white bolts of fire leapt across the intervening space. The air sizzled, turning orange, turning red, and left a purple afterglow. Sparks crackled in it brightly.

	The beast was already moving—the bolts missed the eye and bit into its neck. The beast jerked back and almost stumbled—it roared in agony, a deeper sound against the shrilling siren of the Nexus. Then it caught its footing, wobbling unsteadily and turned and came back toward them. It hesitated spastically, its head still lowering, jerking, turning—as long as it kept moving, it was impossible to hit—the mouth was jabbing, darting, biting, in a frenzied, palsied motion. The deathbeast wobbled sideways, uncontrollably, blinked as if surprised, and paused—it was having trouble moving—its one red eye confronted them—

	—and two fiery bolts flicked out and hit the eye— the goddamn staring accusation!—the crimson glowing eye! They hit it almost simultaneously and it exploded into steam and blood-flecked vapor! The creature jerked
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	spasmodically, the head jerked up, the tail jerked and lashed—the deathbeast shrieked as if it were on fire inside! It jerked as if possessed, a convulsive madness, pyrotechnic seizure, epileptic discoordination as it writhed—

	"We did it/” Nusa screamed triumphantly—and choked on her own lack of air—she gasped and danced and jumped and leaped and yelled and gasped again. She panted joyously, her shoulders heaving.

	Loevil gave a rebel yell, “Y eeeeeehhhhaaaaaaaaa- gghhhh!!!” and held his rifle up above his head and did a breathless little jig—he wanted to collapse—but it felt so good to dance! He stamped his feet in joy and glory. He leapt and clicked his heels. Even Tril was bouncing happily.      ?

	“We did it!” Nusa shouted. She was fumbling with her holo, one last shot before the pickup—!

	The monster turned upon its own invisible pivot, pawing, lurching, staggering and stumbling—turning, turning, round and round upon itself, as if chasing its own tail—the tail would jerk and lash and then the beast would writhe and shift the other way, turning back and wobbling again, lurching toward them uncontrollably— it loomed above them like a tower collapsing, confused, a whirling firestorm of clumsy death unable to fall down into oblivion—

	Loevil couldn’t catch his breath—the excitement was a drug! This was orgasmic triumph! He had tasted it again! And this time even deeper than before! My God! It was a joyous thing! Loevil screamed in happiness again—he and Nusa hugged each other, her holo was forgotten, pressed tightly in the space between them—they could hardly find the strength! They jumped up and down in unison; they turned gasping, choking, laughing on a common pivot, yelling, whirling, shouting gleefully—God! I could
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	possess this woman! Couldn’t I?/!—We’re both complete, at last! Tril grabbed onto them and whirled with—and then they broke apart and looked back at the beast again, Nusa reaching for her holo while the warning siren shrieked—and all of them were panting hard in heaving, racking gasps—

	The deathbeast couldn’t find them—it was listening and sniffing—and pawing at its blinded eyes—still turning, lurching, jerking, caught in convulsions of confusing purposes—it stumbled even closer—

	“Ohhh—” Tril fidgeted and trembled, the sound came * from her throat and stretched into a moan of panic and impatience—

	“Just a few more seconds,” Loevil reassured her, and we’ll be flashing back uptime—”

	“Oh, hurry, hurry—” she was bouncing birdlike in tiny jumps, fearfully, and looking to the beast—it was fumbling blindly toward them—

	The alarm was getting louder—Loevil looked down at the timer on his watch. “Come on, guys—pick us up—!” He said it to the unseen future. “Come on!! Come on already, guys!” And then he looked back at the beast— it was almost at the Nexus edge!!

	“Oh, my God!” breathed Nusa. “Oh, my God!” There weren’t any other words to say.

	“Hold your places—hold your places—” Loevil commanded. “Any second now—”

	The monster turned, his tail swept across die flat edge of the disc—it stepped backward, lurched uncertain, and one foot was on the Nexus—the three humans backed up to the other edge—

	On second thought—“Better get ready to scatter,” Loevil gasped. “Keep behind him—”

	—the deathbeast fumbled for its footing, it stepped back again, and it was firmly on the Nexus now!
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	“Damn you!” shouted Loevil, jumping back to avoid the spastic, lashing tail. Tril and Nusa jumped back with him.

	The tone of the alarm changed then—it was the pickup note! There was no time left! The deathbeast stopped and wobbled, cocked its head and listened—it took another clumsy staggering step to catch itself, and crunched the beacon underfoot—the alarm was strangled into silence, but the air still rang with echoes—it was in the center of the Nexus now.

	Loevil had his rifle pointed angrily. “Dammit! Get off.1” he screamed, he croaked; the words came ripping from his aching lungs—he didn’t have the breath! His voice was just a racking scrape. “Get off of there—you rotten piece of carrion-eating meat!” His mouth made hollow sounds. “You lizard-sucking, feeble-minded, foul-smelling, crud-infested, stinking imitation of a dragon! You maggot- thieving worm!” He choked with rage. He fired at the beast, he lashed it with his blazer. He hurled his anger at it, burning it again—searing it and slashing! Nusa fired too—she stabbed the beast with glittering flame, sparkling incandescent beams of wrath and energy! She was screaming just like Loevil, incoherently and raging.

	The deathbeast flinched with every screeching bolt— but hardly moved, just twitched—was it dying now? Now?!! Of all injustices! “Goddammit!!! Move!!”

	The beast turned suddenly around and looked at them with blinded eyes—was it Loevil’s feverish imagination or was the deathbeast grinning at him like a skull?

	All that he could think of as the whitened world began to shriek around him was the sight of the technicians at their consoles when the beast appeared abruptly in their midst. “I don’t think they’re going to like it—”

	—Nusa raged in fiery tearstruck frenzy—and kept on firing. Tril was screaming too—
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	Loevil let off one last burst in anguish—! Oh, God, the agony!

	—and then the monster’s feet slipped out from under it—it was the threshold shot!—one foot was splaying to the left, the other to the right! The body wavered, toppling, and—it was too good to be true!—like a tower crumbling, it collapsed!—it came down oh, so slowly, crashing forward with finality, and sagging under its own massive weight, the head came smacking lifeless down, skidding on the shining metal floor of the Nexus just in front of them, and Loevil grabbed at Nusa’s arm and pushed her forward; Tril too—he jumped up with them, leaping on the deathbeast’s arching back—and shouting as he did so, “Come on, let’s go! It’s pickup!”—and as they stood atop the dying Tyrant’s heaving flanks, he screamed in triumph absolute and glorious, “My God! What a trophy to bring back!!” He pulled his goggles down across his eyes—

	Nusa was silly-grinning too—-she was bouncing next to him. Her words came tumbling out. “You killed it—you clean it!”

	He just had time enough to look at her, astonished—
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