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Chapter 1:
Mystery
Elasa and her son Bela awaited their guests in the garden, because this was a private visit. They arrived right on time: her friend Mona, Mona's fiancee Brian, Bunky the Lamb, the Vulture, and the Python. Brian was in Shepherd's body, Mona in her own, and Elasa was sure that Brian was well satisfied with that. The exchange program led to some interesting combinations.
“We just exchanged,” Mona said as she hugged Elasa. “It was quite an excursion, as you know.”
Bela, now a toddler, went to sniff noses with each of the animals. They knew each other from the group's brief visit to Earth five months before, facilitated by the Lamb's telepathy. All three animals had been ordinary Earth creatures until exchanged with the minds and memories of their Colony Jones counterparts. Now they still looked ordinary, but were anything but.
“Look how Bela has grown!” Mona exclaimed admiringly.
“He has good genes,” Elasa said. Bela was genetically Mona's child, because Elasa, being a machine, had no genes, but they never referred openly to that.
Then they got down to business as they sat on deck chairs and watched child and animals. Bela was happy to show off the features of the garden for his new friends, who were duly appreciative. “The Companions will have to stay with you,” Mona said. “I am busy with law, and Brian's busy with music. They know and respect you from that week you were with us on Jones, even if they can't relate to your mind.”
“Of course,” Elasa agreed. “I'm a stay-at-home housewife with time on my hands. A perfectly ordinary woman. The way I like it.”
“After six months apprenticeship for a similar situation, I appreciate its comfort,” Mona said. “But by the same token, I am now champing at the bit to tackle high-power law. Fifty percent is my limit for either pursuit, love or law.” She shrugged. “But you knew that. My father says there is a mystery that may relate to our interests.”
“One that Bunky can't fathom?” Because the Lamb was powerfully precognitive.
“He surely can handle it. We just need to get on it. What's worse is something we learned on Jones. There is a monstrous threat to Earth that even the sheep can't fathom. That's why we had to bring the Companions; we will need their help to have any chance of handling the situation, and even so, it is uncertain.”
“This is serious news,” Elasa said. “I trust the sheep.”
“So do I. That's why this is so alarming. They are unable to show us the path to victory. We shall have to find it for ourselves.” She took a breath. “If it exists.”
“Let's get into the one we can handle first,” Elasa suggested.
“People have been quietly disappearing, my father says. No signs of struggle, no apparent depression, no evidence of foul play. They just go about their routine business, and then fade out.”
“Such things happen all the time,” Elasa said. “I'm sure I could import memory banks full of similar cases.”
“My father discovered a unifying factor for these particular ones: they are all children of travelers to Colony Jones.”
“Now you have my attention.” As if she had not had it already. “No evidence of a plot against the colony?”
“No indication of that at all. We suspect that they are still alive and well, just hiding from their families and society. As though something has taken over their minds.”
“Like a vampire plant?”
“No evidence of that either. Maybe Venus will know, when she arrives here.”
“In five more months,” Elasa said. “Do we want to wait?”
Bunky turned his head toward them and bleated. “He said no,” Mona said. “In fact he suspects it's related to the larger threat.”
“Surely they are not turning zombie and getting ready to take over Earth,” Elasa said, smiling.
Even the Lamb seemed amused at that, before returning his focus to Bela. “No,” Mona agreed. “But there may be a connection.”
“So let's run down that connection.” Elasa was privately intrigued by the way that something she said could take effect, because Mona heard it and the Lamb picked it up from her mind. Elasa herself could not share minds, which she regretted. Yet that inability was what had enabled her to deal with the vampires on Jones.
“I'd appreciate it if you could,” Mona said. “The public eye is on me at the moment, so I don't want to be directly involved in this. But it may be important. Bunky isn't sure. There's something about those disappearances that is mysterious in itself. Things don't quite add up.”
“Hey, Companions!” Elasa called. “Will you work with me?”
All three paused and nodded, again understanding her via Mona.
“That's eerie,” Elasa said.
“Just keep them out of sight,” Mona said. “They'll know how to do that.”
There was a knock on the door. “Who could that be?” Banner asked. “I'll see to it.”
He returned in a moment. “This person you have to meet, dear.” He gestured the visitor forward.
It was a young woman, smiling tentatively. “Do I know you?” Elasa asked.
“Yes, Elasa. I am Oria. Oria Ogress. We met on Colony Planet Jones.”
“Oria!” Elasa exclaimed gladly. “You made it!”
“Just yesterday, in the first group of the expanded exchange program,” Oria said. “I just had to come to thank you personally, before I did anything else.”
Elasa hugged her. “I did put in the word when I returned to Earth, and Shep said he would see to it, but I didn't realize it was already in progress. I didn't recognize you in this body.”
Oria laughed. “Hardly surprising. I'm still getting used to it myself. It's so small! But you are unchanged.”
“This is Mona, in her own body,” Elasa said. “And Brian, exchanged. And the Companions.” She gestured to Lamb, Vulture, and Python. Each nodded, and Bunky came up to touch Oria, verifying her identity his way.
“I remember,” Oria said, patting him. “And thank you, Vulture, for warning us of the storm. We barely cleared the area in time. We hated to leave you there, but had no choice. We did return after the storm passed, but you had already departed. I'm glad you made it safely back.”
“We did,” Elasa agreed. “Thanks to the sheep.”
“Always trust the sheep,” Oria said seriously. “I must be on my way. I have classes to get to. Thank you again for making it possible.”
“You are more than welcome,” Elasa said as Oria left.
“I'm so glad it worked out,” Mona said. “The ogres really helped us.”
“And they liked my music,” Brian said, smiling.
Then Mona and Brian departed, leaving the three Companions with Elasa. Bela was pleased.
And there was the way she could work with the animals. Bela understood her fairly well, and the Lamb would be able to read his mind and relay it to the others.
First she made sure they were comfortable. She would have let them into the house, but they preferred the garden. She would have to arrange for grain, carrion and live rodents for their food, and shelter from storms.
In due course they got on the mystery of the disappearances. Elasa downloaded information confirming they they were children of travelers who had physically visited Colony Jones as tourists or crew members, so there had to be some connection either to the planet or travel in space. Some were in their 30s, some were still children, male and female, none known to have associated with any of the others. They had led separate lives, scattered around the planet. Until they started disappearing in the past six months. There was nothing in the records to indicate any problem with infection or physical adjustment.
Their families had of course been closely questioned, and had been eager to glean any information available, not knowing whether their loved ones were alive or dead. But they had known nothing, and were sure the disappearances had not been planned. Then in the past month they seemed to have lost interest, or at least become resigned. They had put the matter out of their minds and were getting on with their lives. They no longer cooperated with the authorities; they simply wanted to be left alone to grieve in peace. That was in one sense understandable. But its suddenness was another mystery. It was as though they had gathered together, discussed the matter, and agreed to drop it. Yet there was no record of any such connection; no letters, phone calls, electronic social networks, nothing. They had simply, independently, decided.
She focused on prospects for more specific investigation, and quickly oriented on one: a man named Yon, a failed private eye. He had been hired by the family of another disappearee, Adela, to locate her, apparently because they were unsatisfied with the official investigation and he could be had cheap and off the record. Then he, too, had softly and silently disappeared, the last to go. So far.
“I wish I could mentally commune with you, Bunky,” she told the Lamb. “So I could summarize what I know in my mind, then let you read it and guide me to a path. You might lead me to Yon and solve the mystery.” She sighed. “But though I am conscious, I have no living synapses for you to pick up on. I'm just a dead automaton to you. I can't emulate life, as I do for most human folk I know. Damn!”
She was overwhelmed for a moment by tears of frustration. She had tried so hard to be a woman, a real-life woman, but though she had gained legal recognition, she remained a machine.
Bela, sensitive to her moods, came to comfort her. She embraced him gratefully. He at least accepted her as his mother.
She felt a nudge. The Lamb was there too. And the Vulture. And the Python. They were all touching her. They were evidently guided by Bela's feeling, emulating him. Maybe now they related to Bela because he was Mona's genetic son, and they had come to know and respect Mona during her six months on Jones.
She spread her arms and embraced them all. “Thanks, folks,” she said. “Even machines have feelings. At least this one does. We appreciate acceptance.”
Then she became aware of something else. It was just a feeling, a minor urgency, to seek darkness, go somewhere, do something. What brought that to mind? She wasn't given to flights of imagination. Yet somehow she wanted to—to go to Yon's office, to a panel behind the kitchen sink, turn the handle of a tap. An obviously pointless exercise, not at all typical of her logical mind. Was she suffering the illusion of a human daydream? Impossible; that was not in her programming.
Bunky bleated.
Suddenly it came to her. It was not her thought.
Bela and all three animals were looking at her.
“Was that your thought?” she asked the Lamb, amazed.
Bunky bleated again, and she heard it as Yes.
“But I'm not telepathic,” she protested. “I'm not even alive. I can't receive thoughts.”
There was a silent blast of negation. She had definitely received a thought.
“You sent me a thought,” she said slowly. “And I received it. The three or four of you got together and overpowered my doubt.”
Now there was a thought of agreement. She was definitely receiving it.
“Pardon me a moment,” she murmured. “I have to cry.”
And cry she did, for several minutes, while baby and animals patiently supported her, physically and emotionally. It was her joy at achieving a breakthrough beyond any she had had since becoming conscious. She was relating mentally to living things. It was half a step farther toward empathy, a living quality she had emulated but not actually felt. Until now.
At length she came out of it. “I thank you, Companions,” she said. “We are going to get along.”
That afternoon she explained it to her husband Banner. “I have had a breakthrough, thanks to the visiting animals. They reached me telepathically.”
He caught the significance immediately. “Your mind is coming alive!”
“At least in their presence, when they focus, when I am with Bela,” she agreed. “Bunky has a lot of telepathic power. Now, tonight, guided by the Lamb, I must do some sneaking and finding, so others won't know. Is this okay with you?”
“Are you sure? I doubt you'll find anything; the police have gone over all those lost-people homes.”
“But not with precognition. The Lamb thinks he can find it.”
“Find what?”
“What we need. Whatever it is.”
“Go for it,” he agreed, kissing her. One of the things she loved about him was his reliable support of her endeavors, whatever they were.
She went for it, trusting the sheep. Banner took care of Bela at home, while Elasa drove with the animals to the deserted office of Yon the Private Eye. Guided by the Lamb she sneaked around to the dark back door. It was locked, of course. But Python slithered into a vent, and before long the door opened, unlatched from inside. Elasa, Bunky, and Vulture entered. They were successful housebreakers, or whatever. There did not even seem to be an alarm.
Inside Elasa used a small flashlight, though she could fairly readily make her way in darkness, as could the animals. Vulture stood guard at the open door, in case anyone came. Guided by the Lamb and continuing thoughts, Elasa made her way to the kitchen, opened the panel of the cupboard beneath the sink, saw dirty sponges and bottles, reached in, found the grimy knob, and turned it. What was she going to get, a drip of filthy grease? In a moment it swung out, revealing a small compartment. Oho! No wonder the police had not tried this. Yon had had a cunning notion how to hide something private. She reached in and found a small machine: a pocket recorder. Bunky's thought confirmed it: that was what they had come for.
She tucked it into a pocket, closed the compartment, and followed the animals out of the house, carefully closing the door behind her. With luck no one would know they had even been there, let alone found something the police had missed.
“I wonder what is on this, that makes this so important,” Elasa mused as she drove home with the Companions. “I hope it's not a message from the grave, as it were.”
Bunky bleated, amused.
When they got home, Elasa checked the unit more closely. It was a standard almost antique model with a battery backup. She plugged it in so as not to drain the battery, and turned it on. It turned out to be a somewhat jumpy narration by the subject, Yon Yonson, who apparently did not fully trust modern devices like holo recorders or the Internet and had kept this very private verbal record for his own information. Until he disappeared.
This was exactly what they needed. She listened, entranced.



Chapter 2:
Yon Yonson
My name is Yon Yonson. I don't live in Wisconsin, ha-ha. I'm a would-be private investigator who washed out of training for making too many stupid mistakes. So I'm a fucked-up dick. So now I work at the local jute mill and dream of PI glory on the weekends.
Well, this wealthy family contacted me for a gig. I told them I didn't have the badge, but they said they knew that, what they wanted was my expertise, off the record. Really off; no BingGoogle, no official records, nothing that could be traced or that would alert the authorities that anything was going on. They already tried that and got nowhere anyway. So I had to leave electronics out of it and do it the old fashioned way, physically, no record. Strictly low profile, gumshoe. That is, sneaking around. So okay, they paid my fee in advance, in cash, and I got on it. I guess I was what they could afford, who would do it their way and stay out of the news. Why not? I have no family, no living relatives; I was adopted as a baby. I could move about without making a scene.
It seemed their daughter, a pretty gal named Adela, age eighteen, abruptly vanished. No trace whatsoever. Police thought maybe she just ran away. No, they were sure she wouldn't do that. Was she abducted, raped, murdered? No sign of foul play. She was on her way to a college class, and didn't get there, and it was hours before anyone noticed. She was quietly gone. Anything in her background? Not so's you notice. Her dad had been in space, one voyage to that colony planet, what's its name, Jones, setting up a business connection. Odd coincidence: my dad too made such a voyage; that's the one thing they knew about my anonymous parentage. Lotsa people did, especially crewmen, which they had to replace often because they didn't like being stuck in space with only fembots to play with for a year at a time. The pay was good, very good, which was why they did it once, but that was enough. Once the exchange technology was developed, few folk traveled there physically any more anyway; it wasn't worth it. Anyway, no clue there.
I went out by night, checking out the scene. Just classrooms, walks, bits of grass and hedge, nothing out of order. Then I checked by day, students galore, many pretty girls, guys surreptitiously gawking at them. Nothing unusual there either. Adela, by her picture, was one of the best to gawk at, with her pretty face, hourglass figure, and what they told me was extreme poise. She didn't dress to encourage it, but she couldn't be mistaken regardless of clothing. She could wear a fish barrel and still be eye candy. But she had a sharp tongue to put boys in their place when she needed to. She was smart without advertising it either; again it couldn't help showing when she focused on a point in class. She could handle herself physically, too; she took martial arts classes and was good at them. Maybe her folks were prejudiced, but I looked at a yearbook, and others said it too. A gal I'd liked to have known.
So what happened to her? It was as if she had simply walked off campus and into empty space. Never came back for her stuff at home, never said good-bye to anyone, never used her ID or credit cards. Nobody else did either, so they weren't stolen. She just disappeared. I hated to think it, but it looked from here as if some love-struck goon might have grabbed her, chloroformed her, and taken her away in his van, never to been seen again. Yet even that scenario didn't work well, because there were surveillance cameras everywhere. One showed her on the day she vanished, walking nonchalantly along, no care in the world. The next one didn't show her. That had to have been where it happened. But in a crowded campus she couldn't have been abducted. Only maybe if she was lured to a car, someone asking for directions to the next class. Someone she knew. And nobody she knew would have hurt her. So it still didn't make sense.
One other thing: I had the sense of being watched. Now I may not be a good private eye, or even an average one, but this is basic: I know how to avoid being observed when I'm observing. No one was following me or spying on me, and I avoided surveillance cameras. So what was the source of this feeling? I trust my hunches. Someone was focusing on me, and I had no idea who it was or how it was being done. I did not pick up any hostility; it was more like a neutral study, like noting the spot on the suit of a passing businessman. But it was there.
So here I am at the end of the day, stymied. Damned if I'll give it up, though; I just have to come up with a new angle. What can that be?
So I went out again to the nocturnal campus, after classes had finished and the buildings were locked. There was really no point in it; I just somehow thought maybe I could get a notion there. I went to the place near the surveillance camera, just beyond its range so that my presence wouldn't activate it, and stood alone. “Where are you, Adela?” I asked the emptiness rhetorically.
“I am here,” she replied behind me. I jumped, surprised; I had been certain I was alone.
There she was, as pretty as her picture, definitely alive. “Adela, I could hug you!” I exclaimed stupidly in my astonishment.
“As you wish.” She stepped close, opening her lovely arms to me.
What could I do? I hugged her. She was completely solid and real and delightful in her limber slenderness. She smelled faintly of new mown hay, an unusual perfume. I was already coming to love her. I had studied her, trying to fathom her likely situation, and come to know her well enough. She was my ideal girl. Yes, I know: a PI never gets emotionally involved with a client. An excellent rule. I never said I was a good PI, did I? “But why!” I asked as she let me go.
“We must talk, Yon,” she said. So she knew my name. She must have been the one watching me.
“Whatever you wish. I presume you know that I'm a private dick hired to find you?”
“Of course. And you have found me. But this is not the place to talk.”
“Lead on, doll,” I said gallantly.
She smiled, appreciating my feeble attempt to be a smart-ass dick, and led me to a room in an unoccupied building. She sat me down on a work bench. “We will not be disturbed here.”
“Adela, you know your folks are worried sick about you,” I said. “They don't know whether you're alive or dead.”
“I know, and I regret it. But I must cease to exist.”
“Then why did you contact me? You know I have to report to your folks.”
“You must not.”
“I have to! That's what they hired me for.”
“No. No report.”
“Adela--”
She cut me off with a sudden kiss. It had its intended effect: it rendered me speechless.
“I will tell you about us. You must agree to make no report,” she repeated.
I opened my mouth to protest.
She kissed me again. I did not get my mouth closed in time, and she tongued me. She was young but clearly no innocent.
I got the message. “No report,” I agreed. “Anything you tell me will be like client/attorney privilege.”
“Exactly. You may tell my folks just one thing: that I am alive and well, and love them. That they should stop hunting for me. They need to let me go.”
“I will tell them that,” I agreed. “But--”
She pursed her lips.
“But no more,” I concluded, yielding to the inevitable.
She smiled. “Thank you.”
“But I still have a question. This one's for me. Why tell me anything, if I can't relay it?”
“I don't know.”
“You don't know! Adela, it makes no sense to contact me without good reason.”
“I agree.”
“So what is your reason?”
“I don't know.”
I eyed her. “Will you stifle me again if I try to say the obvious?”
“Do you want me to?”
My foolish eagerness for another kiss warred with what little was left of my professional ethics. “Why don't I just shut up and you tell me what you choose to, off the record. Then you can kiss me if you care to.”
“That will do,” she agreed. “I am an Aware. That is, I know exactly what to do in any situation. I don't know why, only what. That gives me more power than you might think. For example, I can disappear.”
“You did that before. That's why your family hired me.”
“Like this.”
She disappeared. I was looking right at her, and she faded out. I blinked, but she did not reappear. “Adela, are you there?”
“I am here,” she said behind me.
I twisted on the bench. There she stood, touchingly close. “You have an invisibility cloak?”
“No. I merely know how to escape notice. You were focusing on me so hard that you continued to see me where I had been, even through I moved. Then you realized I was gone. I never became invisible, merely unnoticeable.”
“I have trouble believing that. I'm a trained observer, and--”
She disappeared again.
“Point made,” I said quickly. “But it sure looks like invisibility.”
She reappeared. “But it's harder to do when there is more than one person, so we tend to avoid crowds. And of course cameras aren't fooled.”
“Cameras!” I said. “The surveillance camera showed you, and then the next one didn't.”
“I became Aware, and knew to avoid the next one,” she explained. “But I'm not comfortable where the cameras are; it is too much effort to avoid them all. Similarly it's awkward not being able to use credit cards, or the Internet, or anything that leaves a record. It's also somewhat lonely, because I can't talk to regular people, only other Awares.”
“You could if you chose to,” I pointed out. “You're talking to me now.”
“Yes. I don't understand that, but there's surely a reason.”
“It can't be my great looks or magnetic personality,” I said.
“True.”
I had half hoped she wouldn't agree with my self disparagement. Oh, well. “You say Awares, plural. So there are others.”
“Yes, and you will meet them too, if they choose.”
“So these disappearances—all those folk are all right?”
“Not all. Some are genuine abductions and murders. But most of the recent ones in this area are Awares like me.”
“So is there anything else you care to tell me?”
She shrugged. “Maybe.”
“Let's face it, Adela, you haven't told me much. Just that there are Awares who can pretend to be invisible, and who don't seem to care about their grieving families.”
“We care. We just can't return to them.”
I sighed. “So is there anything else you care to show me or tell me? Before you fade out again, leaving me to think it was a dream?”
“Yes, now that you mention it. We're pretty much invulnerable.”
“Like the man of steel?”
“No. We merely avoid trouble. I can demonstrate. Fire your pistol at me.”
“I wouldn't do that!”
“Then pretend to.”
Reluctantly I drew my Glock and pointed it at her with the safety on. “Bang! You're dead.”
“No, you missed me.”
“At this range? I'm not a perfect shot, but this is point-blank.”
“Maybe another way. Grab me.”
I put away the gun. Then without looking directly at her I suddenly grabbed her arm.
My hand closed on nothing. She had moved just at that moment.
I grabbed again, this time lunging, both arms extended. And missed her again. She was as elusive as a greased eel. “You've had training,” I said.
“No. I simply know where to be to remain clear. Its part of being Aware.”
I tried once more, this time grabbing for her knee so she couldn't dodge. All I got was a wicked glimpse at her pink panties as she lifted her leg clear.
“But if I already had hold of you, you couldn't escape,” I said, disgruntled.
“Take my hand.” She proffered it.
I held her hand. I put my other hand on her wrist, clamping it tightly.
She stepped into me and kissed me. I had forgotten about that tactic. I found myself standing there in a spot trance, empty handed.
“Point made,” I said. “I can't catch you or hold you unless you want me to. But what is the point of all this? You can't be flirting with me for no reason.”
“I suppose I am flirting,” she said, surprised. “You are sort of cute in your bumbling way.”
I let that pass. “So what is the reason?”
“I don't know.”
I should have seen that coming. “Then let me guess: you're lonely, and I'm convenient, so you're teasing me until you get bored. Then you'll fade out and I'll never see you again. No way can I hold you without your acquiescence. So I'm safe to play with.”
“Maybe that's it,” she agreed thoughtfully.
I hated it when she refused to disagree. “Let's get serious. I can go tell your folks you are okay. No more than that, per our deal. But it would be better if you told them yourself.”
“No.”
“Here's why: if I tell them they'll think I'm making it up, since I'll have no tangible evidence and won't go into details. They'll keep right on looking for you, maybe hire another dick. One's who's less bumbling and cute. So I'm just wasted time. Or.”
She took the hook. “Or?”
“Or you can come with me and show them that you're okay. Tell them you're on a special secret mission that they must not even admit exists, and that if they keep looking for you they'll only put your mission and you in peril. So they can relax, knowing as much as they need to. Then they'll stop looking, and you'll be more anonymous than you are now. That's not only more effective, it's far kinder to them. Because you do love them.”
“You're actually making sense,” she said, surprised. “You can tell them and I'll confirm. You're a better liar than I am.”
I could have gotten annoyed, if she weren't so pretty. “In person?”
“Yes.”
“Okay.” I pounced while it was hot. “Come now. Ride anonymously in my car. I'll warn them about the conditions, then you meet them, then you go, and it's done.”
“That must be why I'm talking with you,” she said. “Because you can help me. I just didn't know exactly how.”
“This way,” I said, walking out of the room.
She came with me, to my relief. I led her to my car, and she got in and I drove her to her folks house. “I'll go in first,” I said. “Then you come in when your sense tells you it's time.”
“Yes.” She kissed my ear. There was that new mown hay fragrance again. It almost made me want to take up farming. “Thank you.”
“God, I wish you were my girlfriend for real!” I said. Oh to roll in the hay with this doll. But I had the wit to stifle that part. Then I got out of the car and walked to the front door.
Her mother answered. “Yon Yonson. You hired me. I have a report to make,” I said. “I found Adela.”
“Come in!” she said gladly.
In their living room I explained. “I found her, but she's on a special mission. Not allowed to tell anyone about it. But I prevailed on her to tell you herself, so you wouldn't worry any more. Then you'll have to let her go. It's better that way.”
“Anything!” her father said. “Just so we know she's alive and well.”
“She is both,” I said. “Adela?” I hoped she hadn't changed her mind.
“I am here,” she said from an interior doorway.
“Adela!” her mother cried, almost flying to her.
They hugged, and tears flowed freely, Adela's as well as her mother's. I saw that Adela had really wanted to do this all along, but had not seen her way clear until I gave her the rationale. She was after all an ordinary smart beautiful girl who had suddenly achieved an extraordinary power and could use some guidance. I was supremely glad to have had the wit to give it.
After that joyful reunion Adela bid them adieu and returned to the doorway she had appeared in. Her mother thought of one more thing to tell her, but she was gone, as I knew she would be.
“I believe this concludes our association,” I told them. “You paid me in advance, and I have delivered what I could. Mainly, I think, peace of mind.”
“We are satisfied,” her father agreed. “Her mission is surely important.”
“Surely so,” I agreed. “I don't know what it is myself, but she is persuasive.”
“She was always that,” he agreed.
I left them and returned to my car. Sure enough, Adela was there. “I am so grateful for what you did, Yon. I am almost sorry your mission is over.”
I started the car and drove back the way we had come. “I am twice as sorry. I have known you only briefly, but--” I halted. What was the point?
“I shouldn't have flirted. You were right: I was lonely, and I took it out on you. I'm sorry.”
I took a flying leap at the moon. What did I have to lose? “Our association doesn't have to end just because my assignment did. I can still help you.”
“Can you?” I hoped it wasn't my eager imagination that made her seem interested.
“There are other Awares. They must be in a similar situation. They need to connect with their families the way you did, so that nobody continues to look for them. I can act as go-between, if that will help.”
“I think it would,” she said.
Now I bounded on toward the sun. “You folk can't use credit cards or Internet sites or anything, because those all have records galore. But I can. I can do things for you, using private personal anonymous accounts that can be traced back only to me, never to you. I can be your interface with the material world. If you trust my discretion.”
“That would certainly help,” she agreed. “But why would you do it? We can't pay you.”
“Not in money.”
She paused, considering. “Are you making a pass at me?”
Now I leaped for the rest of the Solar system. “Yes.”
“Why?”
“Why do you think, you exquisite creature? You fascinate me.”
“But you know I can vanish at any time without notice.”
“I hope you will choose to stay around long enough for a date.”
She was silent a moment. “I'll consider it.”
“Do that.” I was elated, though chances were at least even that it would come to nothing. I glanced at her, but she was gone. I was alone in the car.
I drove home and gobbled some vittles, deep in thought. Would the Awares really take me up on my offer? Would Adela get halfway friendly with me? I could only hope.
I cleaned up and slept. I dreamed of Adela. It wasn't just that she was young and pretty. It was that she had literal magic, and if she came into my embrace it would be because she liked me. I wanted her to like me. I envied her that special Awareness and wanted to be as near to it as I could be. But mainly I just wanted to kiss her and have it mean something more than just shutting me up.
In the morning I made ready to go out again. Would Adela come to me? Actually she could have joined me in the night if she had wanted to. So I fought to maintain my realism. What would be would be.
Then as I set foot on the street, heading for my car, I felt something. I was being watched, again, but this time I knew who was doing it. A man in a car parked across the street, theoretically reading a newspaper. An amateur private eye; I knew the type. And a girl standing on the sidewalk. Adela. I knew that no one else noticed either of them. I was also aware of everything else in the vicinity. If I stood just so, in the shadow of a lamppost, no one else would notice me either. Except the two Awares.
Then it passed. Normality resumed. I realized that I had just suffered a siege of Awareness myself. Now I knew what it felt like!
Adela and the man were gone, though the car remained. But now I knew what was what. I walked across to the empty car. “Check me out all you want,” I said. “I won't interfere with you. Adela's got me tethered.” Then I returned to my apartment.
And that's where I am at the moment, waiting on their decision. I've made my entry; I'll put this gimcrack away until next time, and we'll see. I've got the feeling something's going to happen soon.
It did. They decided to let me be their liaison with the material world. Starting with their families. I approached each of their families, explaining that I had news of their missing children, and would prove it if they gave me a chance. Some were suspicious, but I carried authentic letters of introduction. So they agreed to the conditions; they had to. In due course we went to each family, and had the same joyful/ tearful reunions, followed by departure. Overall, it was a good thing, in more than one way.
Oh, yeah, the letters: each Aware made sure to quietly recover his or her letter before leaving, so that there would be no physical evidence of the contact. So that the families could not inadvertently betray them.
I did not set up any formal accounts, because those too could be traced. I just made sure to get anything any Aware asked for, anonymously, and handed it over. Or to do any little thing they needed done, like destroying embarrassing pictures or diaries so they would never be discovered. Teens these days can do the most foolish things!
And Adela rewarded me with her increasing favor. In fact--



Chapter 3:
Contact
Elasa opened her eyes. She had almost succeeded in being the protagonist as she listened to the recordings. One mystery solved, leading to another: what had happened to Yon Yonson? But that one was readily solved: he had turned Aware and joined the other Awares. That one siege of Awareness he had experienced must have been a precursor to the later conversion.
The Awares related to the challenge, to somehow abate the threat to all of Earth. Mona had described the vision the sheep sent, of a giant Venus Flytrap taking the planet Earth into its leafy maw. A threat even the sheep could not find a path safely around. The Awares were few in number, maybe a dozen, judging by the missing offspring of space travelers, and largely unable to participate in the affairs of the world; how could they help?
Bunky bleated.
She put her hand on his woolly back. “But nevertheless they can help, and we need to recruit them,” she said. “So be it. Maybe as time passes we will come to understand how.”
She tended to Bela, then talked to Banner, describing what she had learned. “So now I need to get in touch with these supremely elusive folk, and recruit them to our cause, which is to save the world. But they aren't going to want to talk to me.”
He pondered, then spoke. “On Jones, you were able to see the vampires for what they were, because your consciousness is not influenced by the subjectivity of life. Could the Awares be utilizing a similar mechanism to make themselves disappear?”
“Clouding men's minds? It's possible.” Then she caught his point. “I might see them!”
“Especially if the Lamb is with you to zero in on them.”
“But they still could avoid me or refuse to talk with me. I need to be able to persuade them.”
“How about offering them what Yonson did? An interface with the real world. They still need that, especially now that he can't do it himself.”
“That's it!” she exclaimed gladly. “I could kiss you!”
“Oh, I think my input is worth more than that.”
“I'll pay!” She turned to the animals. “Please babysit Bela for one minute.”
“One minute!” Banner protested.
“I can do a lot in a minute.” She bundled him off to the bedroom and made impassioned love to him. It was a kind of game they played, wherein he was always angling for sex and she was always obliging him. She had been crafted as a fembot, a sex robot, and knew that business. In this manner they kept it from becoming routine.
Five minutes later she looked at her watch. She didn't need a watch to keep time, but it was part of acting like a normal woman. “One minute. You're done, you lecher.”
“I'm done,” he agreed, sated.
She returned to the Companions. “Tomorrow we go out looking for elusive Awares. Be ready.” As if they ever were not.
In the morning she packed them all in the car: Bela, Bunky, Vulture, and Python, because the Lamb's vision indicated that they were needed. She drove to a different section of town, trusting Bunky's precognition. Would she really see them, as others could not?
And there they were, or at least two of them: Yon and Adela. She recognized them by their pictures in her memory. Bunky had known.
“Now how many of us approach them?” she asked. “I don't want to leave anyone in the hot car, but some of you might freak out my subjects.”
It turned out that Elasa, Bela, and Bunky would go, while the other two remained near the car. If anyone thought it was odd for a woman with a baby and a lamb to be out on the street, well, they could ask.
She approached the two, who were seated on a covered bench. She thought they might quietly get up and depart as she approached, but they remained in place.
“Hello,” she said.
To her amazement, one answered. “Hello,” Yon said. “You can see us.”
“Yes. I am Elasa, a humanoid robot, not much subject to subjective illusions. I have a proposition for you.”
“We are interested,” Adela said. “We are Yon and Adela, Awares.”
“You were expecting me,” Elasa said, realizing. “So you waited for me.”
“It's the appropriate thing to do,” Yon said.
And just like that they were in the dialogue.
“This is my baby, Bela,” Elasa said. “And this is the Lamb, Bunky. He is telepathic and precognitive. That's how we were able to locate you. By the car are Vulture and Python, who I think will be liaison between us. Because we can't afford to meet personally again, yet will need to remain in close touch.”
“Why?” Yon asked. “I mean, why do we need to be in touch? We knew it was right to meet you, but we don't know why.”
“That's a long story. Maybe I can digest it down to the essence so as not to bore you.”
“We are interested,” Adela said.
“Do you know about the sheep of Colony Planet Jones?”
“We have heard of them,” Adela said. “My father went there once and heard the story. They know the future, and no one can hurt them.”
“All of you have parents who went to Jones,” Elasa said. “Where they must have picked up a virus or something that didn't affect them but did affect their children. You are like the sheep.”
“Like what?” Yon asked, startled.
“No one can hurt a sheep, because she knows exactly that will happen, and can defend herself. It's the same for Bunky here. I understand he killed a dire wolf.”
Adela shook her head. “That seems unlikely. Those are pony-sized wolves, fast and vicious, and they hunt in packs. I read about them.”
“Maybe we need a small demonstration. Try to hurt Bunky.”
“Oh, we wouldn't!” Adela protested.
“I see a stick in the gutter. Take it and strike him.”
“This is necessary,” Yon said. He fetched the stick, then swung it hard at Bunky.
The Lamb didn't move. He stood placidly beside the bench. The stick came down on his small woolly shoulder and struck something hard. It broke off, the end smacking beyond the bench and into the pavement.
Yon picked it up. “It's cut,” he said. “But I saw no knife.”
“Their knives project only at the moment of need,” Elasa said. “As when a wolf bites down. You don't necessarily see it happen, but it is effective.”
“Why didn't he just step out of the way?” Adela asked.
“Because it was necessary to make the demonstration,” Yon answered her. “He is like us. He knew.”
“I don't believe it.”
Yon, Elasa, and Bunky looked at her.
“Because the Lamb wasn't shipped to Earth by spaceship,” Adela said. “He's not old enough for that. His mind was exchanged with a local lamb. And the local lamb wouldn't have a knife.”
Elasa realized she was right. So what had happened? “Let me see that stick.”
Yon gave her the two pieces. They were fairly cleanly separated, but now she saw that the break was at a knot. It looked like a cut, but wasn't. And the bench had a hard metal rim lining its edge, to prevent wear. “I was mistaken,” Elasa said. “The bench severed the stick. He was standing right next to it.”
“Where he has been standing all along,” Yon said. “Knowing this was coming.”
“Just as we waited here, knowing Elasa was coming,” Adela said. “He did what it took to emulate the sheep of Planet Jones. You're right: he is like us.”
“Or similar,” Elasa said. “You do what you do because it feels right. Bunky can anticipate the future, and his telepathy assists.”
“Telepathy,” Yon said. “Can he demonstrate that too?” Then he did a double-take. “He just spoke to me! I heard ‘yes’ in a bleat.”
“So did I,” Adela said.
“I did not,” Elasa said. “But I'm a machine. Only with the combined focus of the three animals can I catch even a hint of it. But the point is, you now understand that these creatures are special, and similar to you in key respects.”
“We get it,” Yon agreed. “But we still don't know why you need to be in touch with us.”
“I am coming to that. There is a threat looming, not just to us, but to all Earth. Figuratively it is like a giant Venus Flytrap closing its digestive leaf-mouth on the planet. We are all doomed unless we can prevent it.”
“How can we prevent it?” Adela asked.
“I don't know.”
Adela frowned. Yon laughed. “She just did it back to us!”
Adela nodded, accepting it. “You know you need us, but not exactly how you need us.”
“That's it,” Elasa said. “Bunky and the sheep see it coming, but we have yet to discover exactly what it is or how to stop it. But we do know that the Awares must be a key part of our defense.”
“I think I can see a way,” Yon said. “Say this threat to Earth is technological, the enemy may be able to read all our communications, and know all our secrets. So we can't plan any effective defense. But we Awares aren't connected. They can't read our secrets. That could make the key difference.”
“What we need is to read the alien menace more specifically,” Adela said. “So that we will know their secrets and can devise a way to balk them.”
“That makes sense,” Yon said. “And if this is to be our only face-to-face meeting, we need to do it now, so we all know what we're up against.”
“There is one potential member of the team who is not here,” Elasa said. “On Jones I caught and tamed a vampire plant. I call her Venus. But she won't arrive here for another five months.”
“Venus Flytrap,” Yon agreed, smiling. “You figure that relates to the image?”
“Yes. This plant has pheromones and projective telepathy. She can, for example, make a man see her as the most alluring woman, making him eager to have sex with her. But if he does, she will suck his blood from his penis.”
“A plant?”
“The projected illusion shows a luscious woman, but the only solid physical part is the flytrap sheath that takes in his member. Picture it as like an automatic milker milking a cow. The penis is the teat.”
“Got it,” Yon said uncomfortably. “You figure the alien menace will look wonderful, fooling the marks, but treat Earth like a penis teat?”
“Maybe,” Elasa said. “Maybe not. An analogy may bear little physical relationship to the reality it suggests. The sheep know about the vampire plants, so maybe used that image. But whatever the reality, it means doom for Earth. That's the one sure thing.”
“I think we need to get a better picture of that reality.”
“The menace is coming closer, but so far it remains hopelessly vague,” Elasa said.
“You said it takes all the Companions working together to each your mind,” Adela said. “Because you're a machine. Suppose they tried connecting with Aware minds?”
“There should be more power there,” Elasa agreed.
“Let's try it,” Yon said.
Bunky bleated. Vulture and Python came over from the car. Elasa introduced them to the two Awares. Then Adela huddled with Bunky, Vulture, and Python, putting her head close to theirs.
“Focus on the menace,” Yon said. “Precog it. Merge your talents.”
They focused. Elasa wished she could tune in on their minds. The precognition of the Lamb augmented by the Awareness of the woman. That combination had not been tried before. What would they discover?
Then suddenly they fell apart. Adela looked sick. So, amazingly, did the three animals.
“It didn't work?” Elasa asked, disappointed.
“It worked,” Yon said, “I caught just a whiff of it. Totally awful.”
“I got it all. I will—will translate in a moment,” Adela said. “I just need—need time to recover.”
So did the animals. Vulture and Python returned to the car. Bunky came to lay his head on Elasa's lap. She stroked his wool, trying to comfort him. She had never before seen him so upset.
In due course Adela recovered enough of her composure to describe what she had seen. “It's not a giant carnivorous plant,” she said. “It's worse. Much worse.”
They waited silently.
She took a few breaths, then resumed. “A better analogy would be a dead rat being consumed by maggots. Earth is the rat.”
Another silence.
Adela spoke again. “The aliens are the maggots. Maybe some century they will metamorphose into halfway pretty flies, but right now they're just ugly eating and pooping machines.” She glanced at Elasa. “No offense.”
Elasa smiled. “I don't eat or poop.”
“Only these maggots are big and smart. They have spaceships galore. They can read minds. They can see the future, through their captives.”
“Technology, telepathy, precognition,” Elasa said. “So they can anticipate the sheep as much as the sheep anticipate them. Stalemate, except that the sheep don't have technology.”
“But we do,” Yon said.
“Not like theirs,” Adela said. “They're—they're galactic. By themselves, physically, they're largely legless grubs. But their minds—they can take over the minds of other creatures, make them do their bidding. That's how they got the spaceships.”
“They can take over minds,” Elasa repeated thoughtfully. “That's worse than projective telepathy. They've got us outgunned, even with Venus.”
“They take over the minds of key players, like kings or prime ministers, and make them serve Maggot interests,” Adela continued. “They set their planets up for the slaughter. Literally. Earth will become one giant slaughterhouse, to feed all our bodies to the maggots. By the time they go there'll be nothing left but a layer of maggot poop. No life beyond bacterial poop eaters.” She took a pained breath. “And we can't stop them. They've got overwhelming power, apart from their ability to anticipate and counter any defensive moves we might make. They're experienced planet harvesters. They know what they're doing.”
“Overconfidence might be their undoing,” Yon said.
“It's justified confidence. We can't defeat them.”
“How can you be so sure of that? Maybe we just need to find the right strategy.”
“Bunky,” Adela said.
The Lamb walked up to stand beside Yon.
“Put your hand on his back. You need the full effect of his telepathy.”
Yon put his hand on Bunky's back. Then he stepped back as if struck. “I got it,” he said, shaken. “Earth can not defeat the Maggots.”
Again Elasa wished she could have full mental contact. Obviously the vision that Adela and the Companions had shared brooked no doubt. That showed, again, why the sheep had not been able to select a path. There was none.
“Still, there has to be a way,” Yon said. “Maybe we can't beat them physically, but that's not the only game in town. What about mentally?”
“No,” Adela said, and Bunky nodded.
Yon walked around the bench, pondering aloud. “Sometimes a person comes up against a superior enemy force, but he can survive if he plays his cards right. Some bugs are easy prey, but they don't get eaten because they stink. That's how they do it: they taste bad. So nobody bothers to eat them.”
“We are standard meat,” Adela said. “Similar to what's on every other inhabitable planet in the galaxy. They know already from their precog that we're edible. We can't fool them about that.”
“Some bugs have spines,” Yon said doggedly. “They're edible, but too hard to eat, so they get left alone.”
“The Maggots are good at cutting off spines,” Adela said.
“Maybe if we could convince them that we're more trouble than we're worth,” Elasa said. “So they wouldn't bother with us.”
Bunky bleated yes.
Surprised, Elasa looked at him. “You mean I have a viable answer?”
“I think you do,” Yon said. “Lots of easy marks get left alone because they're just too awkward to handle. Like the tuberculosis carrier: nobody messes with him, because they don't want to risk getting it.”
“The Maggots don't fear disease,” Adela said glumly.
“Maybe not disease,” Yon said. “But something else. It's the principle that counts. The Lamb says there's a path. That's all we need to know right now. We have how long to figure it out?”
Adela touched Bunky. “Five months.”
“We'll work on it,” Yon said confidently. “At least now we know there is a way. That's more than we've had before.”
“A lot more,” Elasa agreed, relieved. “And it seems that it's up to you Awares to find it. Without telling me or anyone else who isn't an Aware.”
“We're on our way,” Yon agreed. “We'll let the Vulture or Python know when we need you.”
“Do that,” Elasa said. Then she and Bunky returned to the car. She felt elated, though she knew they had merely verified that the situation wasn't hopeless, not that they would prevail. Certainly they had accomplished a lot this day.



Chapter 4:
Secret Agent
There was continuing contact that Elasa stayed clear of. She let Bunky go with Vulture and Python to meet the Awares, knowing that the three animals could handle any likely situation they would encounter. Bunky and the Awares were zeroing in on whatever the path to salvation was, and Elasa needed not to know it. Nobody should know it, lest the Maggots read it in their minds and nullify it. Meanwhile she was happy loving Banner and Bela, being a family woman. Saving the world was necessary, but all she had ever wanted was to be a woman.
Yet something significant was brewing that was bound to take her in. It might not be pretty. She picked this up from the animals. Bunky did not understand it, but she did: sexuality. She was a fembot, and her talent might have to be used. She had to warn her husband before things got dicey. “Banner, you know I learned something on Jones.”
“And tamed a vampire plant,” he agreed.
“That is only part of it. There is an enormous threat to Earth itself, but I can't even talk about it without putting others in danger, including you.”
“If you tell me, you'd have to kill me,” he said, amused.
“Something like that. I can say only that very serious business is afoot that may require something unusual of me. I am asking you to trust me.”
“Elasa, you don't even need to ask! I love you.”
“I might have to be with other men. No, not to leave you! I'll always love you. But I might have to seduce others.”
He gazed at her, absorbing the import. “The way you did when we needed money to hitchhike.”
“Yes. Only this would not be for money.”
“Elasa, I do trust you. You do what you have to, and I won't hold it against you. I know you love me as I love you.”
“Oh, yes!” she agreed, and swept him into her arms and on into bed.
Two weeks later Elasa got the word: the Awares had information for her. She went quietly to the garden with Bunky, and there were Vulture and Python—and Adela, whom they had led in. It was the most private convenient meeting place.
“There are key personnel the Maggots will target,” Adela said. “They will take them over and use them to institute the processes that will convert Earth to a slaughterhouse. We will need to stop those personnel, and not by assassination, because they would simply be replaced.”
“If they are here, the Maggots will take them,” Elasa said.
“There is another way. But not yet. We must get close enough to them to read an essential part of their brain coding so that the Plant will be able to change it slightly, when, with her projective telepathy. This is where we need you.”
“Of course I want to do the necessary,” Elasa said. “But I can't afford to be obvious.”
“Exactly. You will need to have an affair with the American Secretary of Defense.”
“What?” This was shock rather than incomprehension.
“You need to get close to him, and stay close to him, because he will lead you to several of the other targets. We need to have them all primed by the time the Plant arrives, because then we shall have to act immediately. The salvation of our world depends on it.”
“How could I get close to him, let alone have an affair with him?”
“He will need a personal secretary. You will be that, in the form of his ideal figure of a woman. The rest will follow.”
“This is too complicated for me to handle,” Elasa said. “I would be thoroughly vetted before I ever got near such an important figure, and they'd never trust him with a robot.”
“That is why I will go with you,” Adela said. “He must not know you are a robot. This is vital.”
Elasa worked it out. “Because anything he knows, the Maggots will know when they take him over. If he knows my nature, they will realize that this is a devious connection, and they will use me to track down the Awares. Then you won't be able to stop them.”
“That's it. We have to catch them by complete surprise, or we are lost. The path we have found is not guaranteed; it is merely the one most likely to succeed. Bunky is unable to precog the outcome. But any other path is doom.”
Elasa sighed. “My husband will not be pleased.”
“Because he thought your fembot days were behind you?”
“Actually he understands that aspect. But he will have to take care of Bela while I'm away. He doesn't mind, but Bela can get fussy without me.”
“Tell him,” Adela said. “Because tonight you must be with Pauling Hudson.”
“Tonight!”
“You have just time to get to the Temp Agency. Timing is precise.”
Elasa told Banner that the time had come. She had to become anonymous and be a fembot. But first she made love to him, passionately.
“That man you are going to will never know how lucky he is,” Banner said. “I will be here when you return.”
“You know I am programmed to love you, Banner. But I think that even if I wasn't programmed, I'd have come to love you. Because you know me for what I am, an animated machine, and you accept me just as if I were a real woman.”
“You are a real woman!” he protested.
“Legally, yes, since I won my personhood. But--”
He cut her off with a passionate kiss. That was answer enough.
Soon, bemused, Elasa drove Adela to the Temp office. On the way she downloaded a thorough course in personal secretary information, and Adela changed Elasa's wig to make her a peach blonde with curls to her waist. Then she had to change into a slightly too-tight dress with a slightly low decolletage. Adela had come prepared with all the things Elasa had not known she would need. She put in matching contact lenses and enhanced her breasts slightly. The car mirror showed a rather sexy young woman without being obvious about it. Elasa was now a different person, Silver Sessions, with an ID to match. How the Awares had arranged that she had no idea, and thought it best not to inquire. Yon Yonson, the private eye, evidently knew his business.
At the Temp office she registered under the new name, and it checked out. She had just arrived from another city, and her references were excellent. “We're sure you'll do,” the clerk said reassuringly. “We get frequent calls for women with your skills. In fact we have none in reserve at the moment.”
Her skills? She had seen the woman appraising her figure, knowing what counted.
A phone on the desk sounded. The clerk glanced at it. “In fact there's a call now.” She whistled. “An important one! Emergency. Go immediately to this address. The name is Pauling Hudson.” The name Adela had mentioned. Surely Bunky's precognition had figured into this assignment.
Adela had been with her all along, unnoticed. Elasa drove her to the address. “You knew this unlikely coincidence was going to happen,” she said.
“I knew you had to be at the Temp office at the moment the call came in,” Adela agreed. “I did not know the details, just that timing was critical.”
“And my new appearance. I'm the kind of secretary the boss makes passes at.”
“Yes, of course. We spent a long time with the Lamb fathoming exactly what you needed to look like.”
“Well, now you're stuck with whatever I'm doing tonight. I got no chance to return you to your own site.”
“I will be with you throughout,” Adela said. “Just ignore me, unless I signal you. Then follow my directions precisely.”
Elasa sighed. “When I first contacted you Awares, not all that long ago, I had no idea it would lead to this.”
“Neither did we. But when we got into it, it became apparent. This is important.”
The address turned out to be an eloquent suite in a prominent hotel. She rang the bell, and in a moment a portly older man answered. “I am Silver Sessions, a personal secretary sent by the Temp office,” she said.
“You're beautiful!”
By no accident. “You have work for me to do?”
“Oh, yes! My regular secretary had an accident, and I have an important interview tomorrow morning. I have to review the background, and I don't even know how to organize it. My secretary has a system.” He paused. “But I'm babbling. Come in, Miss Sessions.”
“Mrs Sessions,” she said.
He didn't bat an eyebrow. “Of course. Here is her material. Do you think you can--”
“Of course.” Elasa took the package, scanned it, and recognized it as an internal intelligence report. She could handle it.
She sat at the table and got to work, while the man relaxed with the holo news and a glass of wine. She was conscious of his eyes on her, appraisingly. “He's checking you out,” Adela murmured.
Elasa took a deep breath as though girding herself for a challenging effort. This put a strain on her tight decolletage.
“You need to have him in you within the hour,” Adela said. “I will leave you to it.” She departed. What was she up to?
Elasa had the material organized in minutes, then made spot notes to key it in for an extemporaneous presentation. “I believe this is ready, sir,” she said.
“Already? You've hardly started.”
“This kind of organization is my specialty,” she said. “I have prepared a standard format. You will want to verify it.” She leaned forward to hand him the note card.
He almost dropped it, distracted by her cleavage. Then he glanced at the card and was surprised. He was of course familiar with the material; it was the presentation he had needed. “This is it! You have keyed in the salient points I need to make. Remarkable.”
“Thank you, sir.”
“Paul,” he said warmly. “Have a drink.”
She hesitated. “I do not wish to seem unduly familiar and I prefer not to drink on the job.”
“I think you have completed it, Silver. Now you can relax before you go home.”
“If you are satisfied, Paul.” She glanced at her watch. “Darn! It's rush hour.”
“A bad time to drive,” he agreed. He proffered her a glass of wine.
She hesitated visibly. “If you are sure it's all right.”
“Your notes are perfect. You have organized the material in a way I could not. You are a truly competent worker. I would like to know more of you.”
She decided. She accepted the glass and took a sip. She could eat and drink; it merely did not do her any good and had to be eliminated later. “Divine,” she said, settling into an easy chair so that her perfectly crafted thighs were accidentally exposed.
“I always prefer the best.” His pupils dilated as he took in the view. “Your husband is surely a lucky man.”
“He knows my nature.” She crossed her legs carelessly while savoring the wine, and heard the faint catch of his breath. Seduction 101. “He understands when I have to work late.”
“My wife has little interest in my work,” he said. “Or in me.”
“That's too bad.” There was just a hint of a slur to her words, as if she wasn't used to wine this potent. Her inhibitions were clearly fading. “You must get lonely.”
“I do,” he confessed. “But the company of a woman like you can do wonders for my comfort.”
“Why Paul! If I didn't know better I might think you were coming on to me.”
“I would never force myself on a woman.”
She smiled invitingly. “As if force would be necessary. A handsome man like you.” They were getting there on schedule. Men were easy.
“How is it that a woman of your elegance is doing common secretarial work?” Pauling asked. “You obviously have superior skills.”
“My husband is—between jobs,” she said. “I do what I can to assist.” She stretched, at the risk of tearing fabric. “I am feeling warm. Do you mind if I loosen my--?”
“Not at all. In fact I'll join you.” He removed his jacket.
“Thank you.” She loosened the upper contours of her dress, providing her breasts additional exposure. Now somewhat tipsy, it seemed she didn't notice.
Within half an hour they were both naked and on the bed. He was fascinated by every part of her, especially her breasts. He kissed them avidly. He was a breast man, and she had the best that technology could provide.
Looking past him, Elasa saw Bunky. She masked her surprise, realizing that Adela must have fetched him; that was why she had departed. Had she driven the car? Or were other Awares here? Elasa took hold of Paul's head and pressed his face between her breasts while the Lamb came close enough to sniff the back of the man's head. Bunky's telepathy was strongest up close. He was taking the necessary reading of the essential brain coding.
Then Lamb and Aware were gone, their business completed. Elasa let Paul up for air and guided him into her for a powerful climax. She didn't need to make any pretense of a climax of her own, though she was adept at faking it; this was all for him.
“Oh Silver!” he gasped. “You perfect creature! I want to take you with me!”
“With you?” she asked, gently perplexed.
“On my global tour. For your secretarial skills. I have many important men to see, and it would be incredibly dull without your company.”
“But your secretary--” His wife at this point was a non-issue.
“Will be out for two weeks.”
“But if you're traveling globally, I have no passport, no clearance. I'm just a temp secretary.”
“I can clear you with a quick call, as part of my staff.”
“But two weeks—my husband would be concerned.”
“I can arrange for bonus pay that will more than satisfy your husband.” Clearly he had had experience with husbands before.
“Then, perhaps,” she agreed, drawing him back into her bosom. The Awares would keep Banner posted, and actually, the money would be nice.
In this manner she allowed herself to be persuaded to accompany him on the tour. Exactly as the Awares had found necessary. She processed the department notes for each encounter, setting them up so that Pauling had no trouble with his presentations. There were other complications to navigate, because Pauling insisted that she eat well and maintain her health, and they generally ate together. She protested that she was on a diet to maintain her figure; he could not protest, as he much admired that figure. But she still had to eat some. That meant she had to eliminate it, which was not the easiest thing. She could urinate in the normal living manner, straining out the water, and took pains to let Pauling accidentally see that on occasion. As lovers they often shared the bathroom. But defecation would be another matter. Her undigested poop would be a giveaway.
This was where Adela came in. She ate what Elasa removed from her internal pouch, privately. It looked awful, being a jumbled mess, but was quite sanitary, and Adela knew that. So Adela digested it, getting her food that way, and in due course defecated in the normal manner. Once Elasa managed to let Pauling see the turds in the toilet just before she flushed it. They were mutually embarrassed by the incident, but it was a necessary reassurance. There had to be no suspicion whatsoever that she was not a normal woman, poop and all.
*
There followed a rapid succession of flights and meetings. Pauling arranged for sufficient privacy during the dull hours in air so that they could have exuberant sex, and she made sure he was always more than satisfied. She was officially there to take notes during his actual meetings with high officials; no one even noticed her, theoretically, and if they suspected that Pauling was getting some on the side, well, what else was new?
Until Adela gave her the word. “The next contact is critical. He's a womanizer, but we have to have him.” She dressed Elasa in a theoretically conservative but tight outfit that clearly showed her figure. “Be sure to show him your profile.”
She did, and the man practically drooled. She evinced no eagerness to oblige him, being a proper secretary.
“Damn,” Paul murmured, reading a note the translator pressed into his hand. “We really need the favor of this man, but he's on the fence. Except he can be swayed, if--”
“If?”
“If you will cater to him for one hour.” He braced as if expecting her to strike him.
“His support is important?” She knew it was.
“Vitally important. He can sway several other allies we need.”
Adela was there. “We need this man,” she reminded Elasa.
That decided it. “Then for you I will do it.” And for the Awares. She did not expect to enjoy it.
“Oh thank you, Silver!” he said, greatly relieved.
The man was horny as hell, and had some weird notions about what went into where, but she obliged them all and he pronounced himself satisfied. And in the middle of his third climax, which spurted into her ear, there was Adela with the Lamb. Somehow the Awares had managed to smuggle Bunky in to this foreign capital to do his job. She was impressed despite herself; the Awares were demonstrating their amazing abilities.
Back at the hotel suite, as she showered and scrubbed as if trying to scrape off filth, Pauling was effusively grateful. “The public supposes that reason and negotiation account for international deals, but sometimes it's uglier than that. I hope he didn't hurt you.”
“He didn't hurt me,” Elasa reassured him. “But I'd much rather be with you.”
He laughed. “A female baboon would rather be with me than him! But his favor is worth hundreds of millions of dollars to us, and enhanced military security. You have done your country a significant service, though it will never be recognized.”
She emerged from the shower and toweled herself dry. “I am glad for both.” Then she kissed him and aroused and satisfied his own passion.
Word evidently got rapidly around, because a quarter of the globe away another key man asked for her favor. This one, too, was attended by the Lamb. But there was a surprise, because after the sex, which was accomplished in under five minutes, he brought out a board. “You know Go?”
“Why, by a coincidence, I do,” Elasa said. “But I seldom get to play it in America.” Adela had warned her, and she had downloaded the rules and strategies of the Game of Enclosure. It was said to be one of the oldest and finest games in the world, though largely unknown in the west.
They played, and she played well, but lost. “I think I could have taken you, had you really tried,” he said, not fooled. “But I am impressed, and it was an enjoyable game. If Hudson ever loses the need for your services, keep me in mind.”
“I will,” she agreed. As such contacts went, he had not been bad. And such had been his concentration that he never noticed the visit of the Lamb.
Then they had quick sex again, and the hour was over.
“You played a board game with him!” Pauling exclaimed later. “And converted him to a far more solid ally. You are amazing!”
“Thank you,” she said modestly.
Then she cleaned up and they had sex, as they normally did after a contact. The meetings and dialogues with foreign dignitaries worked him up, and sex was the way he eased the tension. Elasa, of course, could handle it, as any fembot could; she had been crafted for this, before she became a person. But she was coming to like Pauling, who was a decent man with a high pressure job. Their interludes were pleasant.
She confessed this privately to Adela. “Yes, I think that is part of what makes you right for this mission,” the Aware said. “A flesh woman would have trouble with some of those clients, and maybe take it out on Pauling. We can't afford that.”
“So there is more than sex involved here.”
“Yes. It is vital that you maintain your relationship with him.”
“Even after this tour is over?”
“Yes. The Lamb indicates that the salvation of Earth may depend on that association.”
“So it's safe for me to like him.”
“It is essential that you like him, and that you let him know it.”
Elasa did not inquire further. She knew that her role as a secret agent for Earth had to be performed flawlessly. But it helped that this aspect was not onerous.
She almost lost it with one client. The man had enthusiastic sex with her, then looked at her with dawning recognition. “Fembot!”
Elasa froze.
Then Bunky was there with Adela. “No, impossible,” the man concluded. “It was just that the only experience I have had before that matches yours was with one of those robots.”
“Thank you,” Elasa said, relieved that the Lamb, in concert with the Aware, had been able to project the necessary thought. Bunky was telepathic, but projection was not easy for him. It was the vampire plants that had real powers of projection. “I understand they are very good at what they do.”
“Oh, yes. But ultimately there is no substitute for a real live girl.”
“That is reassuring to know.”
She did not mention the incident to Pauling.
The tour concluded. Pauling's regular secretary had recovered and would return to her position, which included bed as well as board. Adela reported that the woman was jealous as hell of his time with Elasa, for good reason; he preferred Elasa. It was time for Elasa to go home.
“Oh Silver,” Pauling lamented. “I'm ashamed to admit it, but I don't want to lose you. You have been the best secretary and companion I have ever had, and--” He took a breath. “I think I have fallen in love with you.”
There was the crux. She had to maintain the relationship, but it was better that it be at his behest rather than hers. Elasa made a pretense of surprise. “I assumed it was just business and sex. You know I am married.”
“It was supposed to be. I do know you are married. I do know better. There can never be anything formal between us. But you are the perfect woman, the very image of my desire. Is there not at least some hint of return feeling on your part?”
“All I can legitimately say is that I do like you, Pauling, and have enjoyed our sessions together, of whatever nature. I will be sorry to see them end. But I will always love my husband best. I would not have taken this job were it not for the money.” That was a necessary lie, and perhaps not a complete one.
He grasped at that straw. “There are occasional projects you could facilitate. They can be well paid. If you could handle one every week or so--”
“I believe I could do that,” Elasa agreed. “If your secretary is amenable.”
For a moment grim lines formed about his mouth. He was a man of power. “She will be amenable.” Or else.
“Then perhaps this is not farewell,” Elasa said, kissing him. Not farewell until the Maggots took him over. She wished that were not part of the equation.



Chapter 5:
Alien
Banning and Bela were glad to have her back, and Elasa was glad to be back. She made love to Banning six times in two days, catching up. She also hugged Vulture and Python. They were Mona and Elen's creatures rather than hers, but she had come to care for them. She had been seeing Bunky all along, of course.
“The key players are on our registry,” Adela reported.
“So you will know when they are taken over by alien minds?”
“Yes. Actually that process is already occurring.”
“Already!” Elasa was unpleasantly surprised. “Pauling seemed entirely normal to me.”
“He is. He doesn't know that an alien is in his mind, observing everything.”
“Everything?”
“Your entire association with Pauling was observed by the alien.”
“And you did not tell me!”
“We thought it best that you not know, any more than he did.”
“Bunky was in on this?”
“Bunky's sense was that it could be either way. We Awares made the decision. We wanted you to be entirely natural, so that the alien could have no suspicion. I was on the scene and it felt right.”
It did make sense. Handling Pauling had been tricky enough without her having to factor in an alien observer. “Why are you telling me now?”
“Because now you need to seduce the alien.”
Elasa stared at her. “And I thought you were an innocent girl.”
“I was, until six months ago. Awareness is hard on innocence.”
“And now there's a planet to save,” Elasa said. “By a fembot?”
“Yes. You are the key player. We merely assist.”
“How do I seduce the alien?”
“We're not sure, but Bunky approves the path we have chosen. When you seduce Pauling, you mention your experience exchanging to another host on another planet. That should be similar to the alien's position.”
“But that was Elasa! With Pauling I am Silver. It would give away my real identity.”
“Pauling already knows it.”
“He knows it?”
“He's a high power official. He routinely does due diligence on his contacts. He liked you, so let it pass.”
“And you thought it better than I not know,” Elasa concluded grimly.
“With one exception. Somehow the term fembot was omitted from the report.”
“Somehow?”
“We are getting better at what we do.”
“So he still believes I am alive.”
“Yes. That much is essential.”
“So when I let slip my experience, it will not be news to Pauling.”
“Or the alien,” Adela agreed. “We believe the alien already is interested in you, for that reason. You can use that to win him over.”
“An alien who means to take over our world and destroy it?”
“We think the alien is a person impressed into service by an utterly ruthless power. He may have sympathy for you.”
“That and a galactic space fleet just might save Earth.”
“The space fleet belongs to the Maggots.”
“You're sure this alien is male?”
“Yes, Bunky sniffed that out. We suspect he is lonely.”
“But surely his romantic interest is in a female with three heads and five tentacles.”
“When in human host, his interest should align with human. The body orientation governs in that respect.”
“Well, we'll see. At least so far he's just observing.”
“He will take over in another month.”
“And what will happen to Pauling then?”
“We think takeover is not the same as displacement. This is not like the exchanges. There will be two minds in one host, the alien mind governing. That is so there is no confusion about identity or program. The aliens do not want to be discovered prematurely.”
“Prematurely to what?”
“To the final takeover of the planet. They don't want it to be wastefully messy. As nearly as we can tell, from vague precognition, the final thrust will come when Maggot minds take over the hosts directly. They will be powerfully telepathic, governing the minds of all creatures in range. Then it will be too late for Earth.”
Elasa considered. “At what point, then, do you plan to stop them?”
“The moment the Maggots strike.”
“And if you are a whisker too late?”
“Then Earth is lost.”
“You can't make your counter-strike sooner?”
“We can't,” Adela agreed.
“Oh, I hope you know what you're doing!”
“So do we,” Adela said seriously.
*
Pauling brought the special project personally. Elasa met him at the hotel. She saw immediately that the material was important and complicated. She set to work organizing it, and in three hours was done.
“You're a marvel, Silver,” Pauling said. “The sponsoring outfit told me this was a five hour job.”
“I like to think I am good at what I do.”
“You're the best at whatever you do.”
Then they made love. It was fair to call it that, rather than mere sex, because it was clear that Pauling did love her, and she liked him well enough.
Then as they lay together on the bed, relaxing, she spoke. “This reminds me vaguely of the time I visited Colony Planet Jones. That's the one where the sheep govern. They are said to be precognitive, but all they really care about is ovine events.”
He smiled. “I remind you of a sheep?”
She laughed. “No, of course not. I was just identifying the locale. It's that I visited there by exchange, occupying the body of a native host, and had unusual sex there. It's a different kind of experience. Here on Earth I'm just a housewife, but this time with you has been a whirlwind of experience with exotic locales and high-powered officials. Not quite the same as being in a different body on a different planet, but maybe there are parallels.” She was talking to the alien observer. Was he listening?
“I appreciate the analogy. I'm sure you're competent and lovely wherever you are.”
Soon they made love again, and she wondered what the alien thought about it. Did he dream of his five-tentacled lover?
The following week she did more work, and they had another tryst. And again the week after.
Then Adela told her. “The alien has taken over the host.”
“My next encounter will be with the alien?”
“We don't know. So far he has been content to continue observing. But soon he will start acting. Pauling will follow his normal schedule except when the alien directs otherwise.”
“Why take over, if not to act?”
“To get into it gradually, making no waves. Maybe he's waiting to interact with you before getting serious. It's still three months before the official strike.”
“He wants to fuck me before he kills me,” Elasa said sourly.
“Males are males throughout the galaxy.”
But she went on schedule. The survival of the planet depended on it.
She knew the instant she saw him that Pauling had changed. The indications were subtle, but she was primed to pick up on them. It was his body and his mind, but a different personality governed both. She made no reaction, so as to keep her knowledge private, but she was not comfortable.
He gazed at her. “You know,” he said.
So much for that. She glanced at Adela, who nodded. It was, astonishingly, all right.
The alien followed that glance. “You have Awares!”
Now Adela was the astonished one. “You see me!”
He laughed. “I am Aware myself, and telepathic, though I prefer verbal communication when dealing with alien minds. Come join the dialogue.”
Elasa recovered her equilibrium. “Shall we introduce ourselves? I am Elasa.” Because if Pauling knew it, so did the alien.
“I am Adela.”
“And I am Qqopp,” he said, pronouncing it with a kind of stutter at each end, K-kop-p. “You may call me Kop, of the late planet Qqq.” That was pronounced Queue.
“I am interested to meet you, Kop,” Elasa said.
“And I am intrigued by you, lady machine. My host had no knowledge of your nature. But I have experience and powers of observation he does not, apart from the fact that your electronic mind is opaque to me.”
“And what has happened to Pauling?” Elasa asked evenly.
“He remains. I have taken over the command centers of his brain, and govern absolutely, but I have not otherwise damaged him. You may consider him as a prisoner, unharmed but restricted.”
“Can you demonstrate that?”
“I can, if you provide me reason to do so.”
This was curious. “Why should you bargain with me?”
“Let's make ourselves comfortable, Elasa. We have a fair dialogue coming.”
The three of them took easy chairs. Both Elasa and Adela crossed their legs, showing thighs under skirts. The alien did look, faintly smiling.
“I think it will be best if we consider ourselves to be in a state of truce,” Kop said. “I am aware that each of you has mechanisms to alert your associates to the details of this interview, while I have the perception and means to destroy you before you can do so. We all can benefit by maintaining a civilized discussion, after which we may reassess our positions.”
Elasa glanced at Adela again. “He's not bluffing,” Adela said.
“None of us are,” Kop said.
“I do not promise total candor,” Elasa said. “But I will facilitate the dialogue. You have answered my question about why you should bargain: you want something of us you will not obtain if you destroy us. Now I will answer your question: I had an ongoing relationship with Pauling, and liked him well. I realize I can not dictate to you how he is treated, but I will be significantly more cooperative with your designs if you can show me that you have not hurt him.”
“My designs?”
“You desire me sexually. You may be an alien in a human body, but your immediate impressions and emotions are governed by that body.”
“You are correct. I am incidentally curious how you know, since you are neither telepathic nor Aware.”
“I am trained to observe men,” Elasa said. “When I do this, your pupils expand.” She separated her knees more widely, giving him a glimpse almost to her crotch. “Also when I do this.” She leaned forward and inhaled while her decolletage fell loose.
“Ah. You have powers of observation beyond those of a mortal woman.”
“I do when I focus, though all women know the standard ploys. It facilitates the business I was designed for.”
“It does indeed,” Kop agreed.
“But if you know me for a machine, why do I turn you on?”
“You turn me on in significant part because you are a machine. I am unable to read your mind or fathom your personal future, yet I know you are conscious and feeling. I have never encountered that before. It lends intriguing mystery. I think I can't trust any native girl with the truth about my situation, but you are more rational. I can truly interact with you, physically and mentally.”
“So you know you will have to work to earn my favor.”
“I do desire your favor. Therefore I will demonstrate that I have not harmed Pauling Hudson.”
In a moment his expression changed. “Hello, Silver,” Pauling said.
“That's him,” Adela said.
“I was never aware of you,” Pauling said to her. “I never heard of Awares before.”
“We are folk who somehow know our immediate situations,” Adela said. “We can seldom be surprised. I have been helping Elasa manage you.”
“She already knows how to tempt a man,” Pauling said wryly.
“In connection with the coming invasion of the Maggots.”
“I never heard of them either,” Pauling said. “Not before Kop took over.”
“He will surely fill you in,” Elasa said. “You sound normal. Are you all right?”
“Apart from being captive, yes. Kop lets me handle routine matters. It is easier to delegate tasks than to micro-manage.”
“So you simply serve a new master.”
“That's it.”
“You're not fighting him?”
Pauling shook his head. “I can't fight him. This is not coercive. It is as if I suddenly decided to follow a new course. I am now his loyal assistant.”
“You don't even want to be free of his control?”
Pauling considered briefly. “Objectively I can see that I should oppose him. After all, he will implement policies that destroy my world. But it seems that my motive center has been revised. I am satisfied to do his business.”
“And while he is governing, where are you?”
“Here, observing. It is as if I am seeing a movie, appreciating the action without being directly involved. To the extent I am involved I am like a horse in harness, not questioning the directives of my rider.”
“So he is not a monster.”
“He is not a monster,” Pauling agreed. “He is an alien master. He has motives and feelings similar to mine. He merely serves a different cause.”
Elasa nodded. “I am satisfied, Kop. You are not mistreating him.”
“Thank you. Now I will tell you that I was observing when you first encountered Pauling. When you seduced him, you seduced me, though I was at that point merely a spectator. When he fell in love with you, so did I. I would do almost anything in my power to win your favor.” His mouth quirked. “I'm sure that was one reason you were selected for this mission. Your Aware associates anticipated my tastes.”
“They did,” Elasa agreed. “You can win my favor by canceling the invasion.”
Kop shook his head. “You of course know that is beyond my power. I am a functionary, serving my master as you serve yours. Make some other demand.”
“Tell me everything you know about the Maggots.”
He laughed. “That is not what we call them, but is nevertheless apt. But the telling would take some time.”
Elasa was surprised. “You will do it?”
“In return for your favor, yes.”
“My sexual favor is available in return for information. My emotional favor has to be won, not bargained for.”
“I will settle for the first, and hope for the second in due course.”
Elasa was uncertain. This was too easy. “I think we need the Lamb,” she said to Adela.
“I will fetch him,” Adela said, rising.
“I know of no lamb,” Kop said. “This is a pet animal?”
“The pet of a friend, yes. He has powers you will appreciate.” She glanced at the table, where there was a briefcase. “Suppose I organize the material, as I normally do, while we wait? My presumption is that you prefer to maintain Pauling's routine as much as is feasible, until you substitute your own.”
“Official business mixed with an unofficial affair,” Kop agreed.
Elasa stood, went to the table, opened the briefcase, and slid out the papers. She scanned their content. “This is not routine.”
“It is my routine rather than Pauling's,” Kop said. “You do not have to do it if you find it distasteful.”
“I do find it distasteful. This is a plan for the biggest and most sophisticated slaughterhouse ever built.”
“One of a number. I have three months to get the local ones set up and staffed. All living tissue will be processed in the course of the six months following.”
Elasa was surprised again. “You are telling me this? I'm the enemy!”
“You are not my enemy, Elasa. You are the enemy of the Maggots. So am I.”
“But you are doing their business.”
“Because if I do not, they will feed me immediately into the grinder, literally, and substitute a better performer. I survive only because I am a capable administrator. When this task is complete, I will be ground up regardless. They don't keep workers beyond one planet. So I perform, for the sake of less than a year of extended life.”
She considered that. “So you really do want my favor. To make your last months happier than otherwise.”
“Exactly.”
“But if I tell our government, we can organize resistance.”
“Your congress? Lot's of luck. We have our agents there too, though we hardly need them. They will not believe you, and if they did, they would still accomplish nothing. All you would achieve would be mass panic, if the corrupt media even ran the news.”
He had a pretty good grasp of local politics, surely gleaned from his host. Elasa was coming to appreciate why the Awares were operating secretly. There was nothing to be gained by publicity. So she shut up and organized the papers. It seemed that Kop would be making presentations in the name of Pauling to promote a secret military building project that no one would dare veto. Military projects were sacred, regardless of their cost or irrelevance. Congress would probably not even inquire into the nature of these huge buildings. There was, after all, a lot of money to be made from construction contracts.
Adela returned with Bunky. The Lamb sniffed the man and backed off, recognizing the alien quality.
“Telepathy!” Kop exclaimed. “And precognition! Maybe there is yet hope.”
“Hope for what?” Elasa asked.
“Hope for your salvation. Food-species legend has it that three things are required to balk the Maggots even temporarily: telepathy, precognition, and power. My folk had the first two but not the third; our space fleet was only a fraction of the Maggot swarm. So we were doomed.”
“Power is not necessarily military,” Elasa said.
“Indeed. But what else is there, in the face of an armada? Imagination?”
“So it seems that we also are doomed,” Elasa said.
“You're lying. You believe you have something.”
“I did not promise you complete candor,” she reminded him.
“Which gives me faint hope. My world is gone. I would help save yours if I could. Meanwhile I will build the slaughterhouses.”
Elasa put her arm around Bunky. “Is he serious?”
“Yes,” Bunky bleated. Then he and Adela departed.
“Remarkable,” Kop said. “The creature is not close to human intelligence, yet his telepathy enables him to understand and respond. But I fear that such mental qualities limited to an animal mind will not suffice to accomplish much.”
“Nevertheless, the Lamb endorses your sincerity,” Elasa said. “Then I will be your lover, while you tell me all about the Maggots.”
“Gladly.”
“Starting with the best way you think Earth might save itself despite your construction program.” She started removing her clothing.
“You can't balk them militarily,” he said as he undressed. “The only way you can possibly save your planet is to persuade them that Earth is more trouble than it is worth. Since it is worth half a year's food for them, that's a lot. But if you should succeed, they will bypass you and move on to the next edible world.” He advanced on her, human penis erect. Obviously he was more than ready to make sex the native way.
“We will ponder it,” Elasa said as she opened her arms to him. Kop had already given them much to ponder, and the Lamb and Awares would be working on it. Kop might not think the Maggots could be stopped, but she believed they would find a way.
“Now tell me the rest,” Elasa said as she took him into her. She knew she could keep his sexual interest indefinitely, and he would have her interest as long as his information held out. “I want your personal story, too. From the beginning of your contact with the Maggots.”
“You shall have it,” he gasped as he ejaculated into her.



Chapter 6:
Invasion
I was making love to my sibling Qqess when the call came. “Inferno!” I swore. “There's an emergency at the observation station. I must leave you, Kess.”
She was used to emergencies, for my profession was to handle them. “I will be here when you return, beloved, with my cloaca hot.”
I bit her ear affectionately as I disengaged. “I love you, sister.” Then I departed.
Space Command had detected a blip, and the power precognitor reported it was dangerous. All of us have precognition, of course, but the vicissitudes of changeability make it virtually worthless for routine things. What point to precog the next day's highlights, when one's very awareness of them changes them? The routine is similar regardless whether one takes one route or another. So we normally survey our near future routinely each day to be sure there is no significant mischief, such as a blip in the motor causing the flyer to crash, then proceed satisfyingly null. Similar with telepathy; the Qqq mind is one of the most complicated objects extant, and reading other minds soon makes a person queasy; they are filled with disorderly thoughts and impressions that one would never tolerate in one's own mind. I have thoughts of my own to organize without having to struggle with the messiness, desires, and guilts of others. It is better to stick to verbal and visual communication, allowing each other comfortable privacy while sparing ourselves avoidable disgust. Professional precogs, however, have far greater powers, not wasted on personal interactions, and can spot future events that need to be expeditiously handled.
Such as that blip. It was at the extreme range, and ill defined, but already carried the aura of menace. It might be a false reading; at the fringe reliability suffered. But it was not worth the risk of ignoring. Not until we were sure. I am also an Aware, which is another reason for my position, and I knew this situation was wrong. There was genuine mischief here.
I gave commands. It was my profession to assess borderline risks and categorize them, relaying them to the appropriate authorities for resolution. First I had the visual and auditory scopes orient on the blip, to get a literal picture of it. It fit the profile of a space ship. None of ours were that far out. That was in the direction of the Oumic realm, a pseudo-civilized species with which we had very limited contact. We probably would have been at war with each other, were the costs of interstellar combat not so wastefully extreme. Had they now embarked on the foolishness of a physical invasion of our sphere? That did not seem to make sense. They were reprehensible but not crazy.
Yet as the analysis was tallied, it turned out to be true: it was an Oumic ship. Worse, it was definitely foreboding. Menace was migrating to doom. If we let that craft into our region of space, we would pay a hideous price. The precogs were certain.
But I was not. I did not want to make a planetary case of a potential misunderstanding. So I alerted our military arm to organize, then messaged the alien contact crew. “Beam them a warner,” I said. “To justify their approach, retreat, or be demolished.” Beam communication is of course the fastest, and protocols were in place; the Oumic would receive it. They would respond, or else. They knew that, just as we would if we foolishly invaded their space.
They did not respond. They kept on coming, and the aura of menace intensified. “Do not let them get within mental range,” the head procog warned me.
But protocols are tedious, and by the time we had to act, the ship was in range. The precogs went wild. “Get rid of it!”
This seemed apt. I turned it over to the military, which had been eagerly waiting permission to blast.
And nothing happened.
I rechecked. “Why aren't you blasting?” I demanded.
“The order was mislaid,” the general responded, evidently out of sorts.
“Well, recover it,” I snapped. “The precogs are losing their minds.”
Yet somehow nothing was done. The alien continued on course, its menace growing. It was not blasted.
I was furious, but also perplexed. Such mismanagement was not typical of our personnel. Always alert for the unexpected, I checked with a private telepath, the kind who could survey a distant mind and identify a deviance from the normal pattern. “What's going on?” I asked him. “Why aren't the blasting orders being executed?”
He checked, and expelled a whistling breath through three vents. “There's an interference in their minds. They are unable to execute the order.”
Aha! “What is the source of interference?”
“It is masked, but seems to originate in the alien ship.”
“So it is a mind attack preceding a physical attack?”
“This may be the case,” he agreed uncertainly. “The masking is subtle.”
I messaged our Supreme Coordinator. He responded immediately, knowing that I took such a step only from urgent need. “I fear we are under attack by the Oumics,” I reported. “They have nullified our triggermen so that their ship is not being blasted. That means they are in our minds.”
“I am aware of the situation,” he said. “Abate your concern.”
I chilled. My Awareness does not function long-distance, but I knew that this was not right. In fact I feared that the enemy had already reached and corrupted a key mind: that of the Coordinator himself.
“Thank you for your reassurance,” I said politely. “My concern is abated.”
We were definitely under attack. But what could we do, with our top official already corrupted?
I did what I could. I prepared an all-points bulletin. WARNING! WE ARE UNDER ATTACK BY AN ALIEN FORCE. THE MINDS OF TOP OFFICIALS HAVE BEEN CORRUPTED. DEAL ONLY WITH THOSE YOU TRUST. That at least would get the word out and give us a better chance.
And my bulletin did not go out. Key minds in that chain too had been corrupted. Then I knew it was bad.
I went home and communed with Kess. She agreed that any further effort on my part would only attract attention to me and get me killed by one of the corrupted personnel. We made desperate love, and her cloaca was indeed hot, but much of the joy in it was gone.
We watched as the alien ship arrived at a planetary port unscathed. There was no commotion; it never made the planetary news. That was more evidence that there was suppression, as an alien landing should have been phenomenal news. Instead the normal planetary routine continued.
Months passed, and things happened. Huge new buildings were constructed near the largest municipalities, their presence also unremarked. Special highways were cut through neighborhoods to terminate at those buildings. Traffic formed, a seemingly endless line of transport trucks, driving into one side of the local building and out the other side, lighter. Still no news. A rail track was laid down, extending form the building to the hugely expanded spaceport, and a continuous line of boxcars rolled along it, unloading something that the giant alien spaceships carried away.
But some citizens were curious, and managed to peek into the building without being seen. Thus I received word: it was a slaughterhouse. For animals and people.
Our world was being rendered into meat to feed the aliens. And it seemed that there was nothing we could do about it.
“We can't trust anyone else,” I told Kess. “I have to do it myself.”
“Do what, my love?”
“Disrupt the process. I will bomb the slaughterhouse. That will at least slow them down.”
“Not for long,” she said. “A bomb will demolish only a small portion of it, which they will soon rebuild.”
“I have access to a small nuclear bomb.” One of the prerogatives of my position was knowledge where such things were stored, and I had the access codes to reach it and transport it. It was almost as if our forerunners had known there would come a time when such access was needed.
“Oh! But that will take you out too, beloved.”
“Yes. It will be a suicide mission. But maybe it will show our world that resistance is possible, and there will be a spontaneous general uprising that will extirpate the alien menace.”
“It will kill a great number of our neighbors.”
“I know it, and it pains me. But if I do not act, they will soon die anyway, being canned for alien food. This seems less unkind.”
“I will help you.”
“No, Kess! I want you to survive and find happiness elsewhere. You must flee far from here.”
“I will have no happiness without you, Kop. Besides, it requires two to transport the bomb.”
She was correct. Reluctantly I allowed her to assist me in our suicide mission. We fetched the bomb and wheeled it by night to the outer wall of the building. The stench surrounding the edifice was terrible. I went about arming it. There would be no delay once I completed the process and depressed the DETONATE button. It would blow, and this entire section of the planet would be vaporized.
It was ready. My digit hovered over the button. “I love you, Kess,” I said sincerely.
“I love you, Kop.”
“You can still escape,” I said. “I can wait a time period, long enough for you to get clear.”
She licked my hide. “I can imagine no greater honor than dying with you, for the greater welfare of our planet.”
I was gratified. If I had to die, dying with her was my preference. I went for the button.
But my digit did not descend. It remained hovering.
“Do it, beloved,” Kess said urgently.
“I can not,” I said.
“Then I will do it.” She reached for the button.
And paused. “Neither can I,” she said, appalled.
Then I understood. “We have been taken over by alien minds.”
“Duh!” a voice in my head said. “Did you think we would allow you to destroy our handiwork?”
“Who are you?” I asked aloud, for the moment unable to think of a better reaction.
“I am your alien master from Oumic. I have been with you all along, observing. But now it was necessary to take over.”
“How did Oumic achieve the means to defeat us like this?”
There was a hollow laugh. “We didn't. We were taken over by the Maggots. Our planet is now a mass of fecal matter, the remnant of the meat that once governed it. The Maggots are moving on to the next food planet, this one. I have been spared temporarily to do their bidding, which is to govern you. Too bad; I admit I had hoped that you would successfully oppose them. But now I know they can not be stopped by species as stupid as ours or yours. Only one that can make the reduction of their planet more costly than it is worth can balk them even temporarily.”
“You can balk them!” I cried. “Set off the bomb!”
“This?” The Oumic laughed hideously. “Like this?” Kop's digit descended and punched the button.
Kop flinched, but nothing happened for a moment. Then a panel on the surface lighted with the word DUD.
“Did you think the Maggots would leave dangerous weapons adrift for any fool to use?” the Oumic asked rhetorically. “You never had a chance.”
“But I'm Aware,” Kop protested. “I know that bomb was live.”
“You knew only what I allowed you to know. The bomb was illusion.”
So it seemed. They had, as the alien said, never had a chance. Kop's Awareness had been functioning as usual in other respects, enabling him to bring the bomb here unobserved. It had never occurred to him that an alien mind had joined his own, blocking off both his Awareness of its presence and the trap set for him. It had not occurred to him because the alien blocked him.
“Now you are catching on. We have dawdled long enough,” the Oumic said. “The master is hungry.”
Then the two of us marched on into the building. I was not conscious of being directed; it seemed that the imperative was my own, though I now knew it was not. Here the odor was a magnitude greater. I was surprised that the people of the neighborhood had not remarked on it.
“What people?” the Oumic asked. “They have all been reduced. You are the last; we saved the two of you for two purposes.”
Was there any point in asking what those purposes were? We would surely learn it all too soon.
We came to a kind of office. There was a person sized grub, with several little forefeet, a slimy snout, several body segments, and a tail that oozed excrement. It smelled even worse than the building. But its mind was quite another matter. Telepathic awareness fairly radiated from it, overwhelmingly powerful.
This, I realized, was a Maggot.
Kess walked forward, seized by the rapacious mind of the Maggot. I tried to call out to her, warning her to stay away from it, but its mind had control of mine too. All I could do was stand there, mute.
“Canned meat is fine,” the Oumic said in my mind. “But Maggots prefer live meat when it is available.”
Kess rapidly stripped away her apparel and threw it aside. Then she went right up to the awful thing, reaching her forelimbs out toward it as if seeking to embrace its gross torso. But it was neither love nor sex it sought. Its snout oriented, and squirted translucent juice that soaked her skin. She screamed in utter agony as that strong digestive acid melted her flesh and continued penetrating to the bone, but she did not flee.
Beloved! I cried internally, still unmoving.
“The Maggot appreciates your pain also,” the Oumic said with my mouth. “That is one reason you are witnessing this.”
The Maggot applied its gross snout to that dissolving flesh and slurped it in with gusto. Kess continued to scream. She could not move or defend herself, only shriek as the pain of dissolution continued. Just as I could not move or defend her, only watch in horror.
When her forelimbs were gone, Kess bent forward as if to kiss the monster. It squirted more liquid on her head. She screamed anew as her fur, skin, and face dissolved, then the bone of her skull. When the pulsing matter of her brain was exposed, the Maggot put its snout to it and sucked it in, slowly hollowing out her head.
Before long Kess stopped screaming. Her vocal apparatus had dissolved. But she was still hurting; I could tell by the helpless quivering of her body. Not until most of the brain was gone did I know that she had found the relief of death. Beloved!! I repeated, stunned by grief and desolation.
At which point the Maggot stopped eating. “Dead meat is less tasty,” the Oumic remarked.
Now I walked forward. Was it my turn to be eaten? Why not; I had nothing left to live for. But the Maggot settled back on its fat posterior, squeezing out fecal pudding, ignoring me. I reached down, grabbed hold of Kess's remaining torso, heaved it up on my shoulder, and walked out of the chamber. I went to a large hopper and dumped the body in. There was a grinding sound as it disappeared into that mechanical maw. It was being rendered into meat for canning.
The Oumic took me on a tour of the slaughterhouse, showing me how the naked people were marched inside, ascended a ramp, and dived into the open orifice of a larger meat grinder. They didn't even scream; apparently that was merely for the enjoyment of the Maggot during its repast. The rate of reduction seemed to be about one per second, and the line was continuous. This was only one of many grinders, and one of many slaughterhouses. Giant pipes conducted the slurry to the canning section where it was rendered into barrels of paste. These barrels were loaded onto the cars of the rail facility, which then were sent to the spaceport.
It required a lot of meat to feed the full Maggot force. The life of our entire planet was being efficiently converted to that sustenance.
At the conclusion of my involuntary tour, I paused at a dispenser of small cans. I took one and opened it. I tried to balk, but the Oumic had possession of my willpower. “Yes, it's fresh; your sister may be part of the mix. You need to eat, as you have work to do.”
I ate, though my gut retched. I had no power of resistance.
“You are an intelligent, trained, experienced executive,” the Oumic informed me. “You will learn the details of instituting, constructing, and staffing a slaughterhouse. For this chore your life is spared, for perhaps a year of conscious functioning.”
“I'd rather die!” I retorted, now able to speak.
“So would we all. But we have no choice. The Maggots govern, and they are hungry.”
“Why should I learn this, when my world is already doomed?”
“You will direct this operation on the next world.”
I was dully surprised. “Then what of you?”
“My term is expiring. Within months my body will be canned, and my mind will cease. You will continue on your own.”
“Yet you continue to do their dreadful business!”
“As will you.” I could not question his certainty.
He trained me, and in due course his mind faded from mine and I knew he had been canned. He had not seemed like a bad sort, considering. All of us simply obeyed the will of the Maggots.
In due course my planet was exhausted. It was nothing but a layer of shit surrounding islands of slaughterhouses. All the original life, animals, insects, plants, bacteria were gone; only feces-eating entities remained. I was packed into a spaceship and put in stasis, for how long I do not know. Later I was revived and my mind was sent to occupy that of one of the selected denizens of the next planet slated for reduction. This one. I observed for several months, learning the local details so I could perform my assignment effectively when the time came. Once that was done, I would be canned.
There was just one bright spot. In that time I came to know you, Elasa, and to love you.
You see, you have two aspects I require, apart from your animation, beauty, and intellect. You are not alive, so I do not feel as if I am somehow cheating on my beloved sibling Kess. Because you are not made of flesh, the Maggots will be unable to eat you, and I will be spared that horror. That makes you safe in another respect. I am satisfied to endure my remaining months in your company. I would love to have you succeed in defending your planet from the Maggots, but I can neither assist you nor encourage you in that lost cause. I can only find faint solace in loving you.
I have rendered this narrative into your vernacular for more ready comprehension, adapting things like body parts to the closest equivalents you have. Now you know my story. I hope you will come to care for me despite it.
I will return this body to its original owner for a while, so that you will have the illusion of privacy as you assimilate my narrative.



Chapter 7:
Analyste
“This is amazing,” Elasa said. “A thorough alien invasion not for dominance, but simply for food. That's all they want our planet for: a passing fast-food stop.”
“And I, or rather, my body, is facilitating it,” Pauling said. “All my organizational expertise is co-opted to destroy my people. And I can do nothing about it.”
Elasa smiled. “That's my job. It may be impossible, but I'll have to try.”
“Kop believes it is impossible. I gather the Maggots made a survey of Earth's resources and concluded that it lacked the ability to stop them. Which is not surprising, as few if any galactic species have made them pause even briefly. They expect to eat the galaxy.”
“Well we do have some precognition. That's what warned us of this threat.”
“They have it too. Not the Maggots, but their captive species, whose powers become theirs. Their precognition indicates that Earth has nothing sufficient.”
“Well, we'll just have to hope something comes up.”
He smiled. “Kop doubts you have anything, but he likes the aura of your illusion. He hates the Maggots.”
“But serves them loyally.”
“He has no choice, any more than I do. He has felt the direct power of a Maggot; nothing on Earth can withstand even a single one of those monsters, and they have millions.”
“I must go,” Elasa said. “I'm sorry you got caught up in this ugly business, Paul.”
“So am I.” He shrugged. “I love you. So does Kop. At least our final months are in your company.”
“That's sweet.” Elasa departed.
Adela was with her on the drive home. “We do have a way,” she said. “But it is devious and fraught with danger. We are treading extremely carefully.”
“It can't be more dangerous than doing nothing and getting eaten by the Maggots.”
“True. But there is luck involved. We have worked with Bunky to clarify the path, and we are on it, but we can't be certain we will succeed.”
“I thought precognition made it certain.”
“Not when there is precognition on both sides. They tend to cancel each other out. One side makes a plan, the other side makes a counter-plan, and the result is future-vision chaos.”
“But then how can the Maggots be so sure they'll win?”
“More than ninety-nine point nine nine percent of the likely paths give them the victory. Those are acceptable odds.”
“And we have only one hundredth of one percent chance to stave them off?”
“Not even that. Our odds are so small they don't even register on the chart.”
“Then what gives us any hope at all?”
“We are zeroing in on that one faint chance. We have a secret weapon they don't know about.”
“What secret weapon?”
Adela smiled. “If I told you, I would have to kill you.”
“I can't be killed!”
“So I can't tell you.”
Elasa sighed. The logic was tight. “I will gladly leave it to you.”
“No, you are the centerpiece. Without you we would have no chance.”
“I can't be your secret weapon!”
“True. But you are the one who will wield it.”
“You have more for me to do?” Elasa asked, surprised. “I thought that zeroing in the key personnel and getting the story of the Maggots would conclude my part.”
“Here is the thing: you are the only conscious person on Earth whose mind can not be read or taken over by the minions of the Maggots. That makes you central.”
“But I have no idea how to stop them!”
“You don't need to know, yet. Just keep doing what you're doing.”
“Maintaining a placid home life while having a weekly affair with a high Earth official and/or an alien spy. This does not seem like much of a resistance effort.”
“The Maggots agree. They know you mean to stop them if you can. Every person on this planet wants to stop them. They don't care. Now they know you're a robot. It doesn't matter. They have encountered machines before. It simply means you are inedible. They are not concerned.”
“How do you know so much about the Maggots?”
“When Kop told you his history, the Lamb and I read his wider thoughts. He learned a lot about the Maggots while working for them. Now we know what he knows.”
“The Maggots seem pretty arrogant.”
“They are. But also unstoppable. Until now.”
“Do you believe that, or are you merely giving me hope?”
“Yes.”
Elasa did not pursue it farther. She had plenty to assimilate regardless.
She dropped Adela off at an empty corner. The Aware would find her own way back into anonymity. Then she drove to her house.
Banner welcomed her home. He knew she had been having sex with another man, but he loved her and trusted her. She welcomed that attitude. She practically dragged him into bed.
Then she got together with the Companions. Lamb, Vulture, Python—she had come to love them all. They identified more with Mona, who had brought them to Earth, and they preferred her, but had become friends with Elasa.
*
Time passed in the current mode. Elasa continued her affair(s) and Earth continued its routine, not even noticing the appearance of huge new buildings near city centers. Evidently the titans of the media had been taken over, and anyone who tried to raise a question was quietly silenced. Elasa was amazed by how readily Earth was submitting to the looming disaster. But by similar token, it was clear that any potentially effective resistance would have to be hidden, because the Maggots were quite capable of extinguishing it the moment it manifested.
So the Maggot menace cruised steadily closer. Elasa knew that their ships were now visible to Earth's observers, but as with the Qqqs there was no alarm. Earth remained almost willfully blind. Could she run in the street crying “The Maggots are coming! The Maggots are coming!” and thus publicize the peril? Hardly; that would just get her institutionalized, if any attention was paid at all.
What did the Awares have in mind? Elasa was desperately curious, but also knew it was best to remain ignorant, lest she give it away prematurely. Yet the schedule for opening the slaughterhouses was approaching. Once that process started, it was likely to be too late. As it was, the Companions, here in exchange, were nearing the end of their term, and would have to exchange back to Jones. Mona also planned to exchange, so she could have a baby with her husband Brian. If the Maggots didn't eat Earth first.
The threat was like a dark cloud intensifying as it loomed. But it seemed that only she could see it. The rest of the world went placidly in its petty pace, with no notion of the dreadful doom about to be unleashed.
Then the ship from Colony Jones arrived, and a woman delivered Venus Flytrap to Mona, who promptly brought it to Elasa. Bunky immediately went to sniff noses, as it were, and so did Vulture and Python. The three were old friends. The plant was larger now, and would soon need a new pot. Elasa had tamed Venus, but Mona had spent far more time with her on Jones. It would be an experience getting to know this more mature version. It would be a minor distraction from the larger disaster that had been tormenting Elasa the past few months.
She introduced the Plant to her son Bela with a certain caution. But in the presence of the Companions, who knew about Plants and babies, it was all right. They gave Venus the word, and it was clear that she and Bela would get along. Just as Venus and Elen's baby Elmo had got along on Jones, according to Mona.
“Now we must have a welcoming party for the Plant,” Mona said brightly. “Brian and I will attend. Tomorrow night.”
“But I have an appointment with Pauling Hudson,” Elasa said. “I don't think it wise for him to see Venus.” Because that would give the information to Kop, who would relay it to the Maggots. That was likely mischief, since the Plant was supposed to relate to the resistance effort in some manner.
“That is covered,” Mona said.
“Are you sure?” Elasa had not discussed any of the Maggot threat with her friend, fearing that would just put Mona in danger.
“Adela will take him to visit with her people.”
Mona knew of Adela? That meant she was in the loop. The Awares were going to meet Kop? It was true that he was one of them, in a sense, but this seemed phenomenally risky. Yet if the Awares wanted it, there had to be a reason. “Then I leave it in your hands.”
“Adela will pick him up. They know each other.”
They did, but Elasa wondered how much Mona had been told. Did she have any idea of the magnitude of the danger? So she spoke cautiously. “Complicated matters are afoot.”
Mona smiled. “Yes, Bunky has advised me. I will avoid contact with the alien, lest he read my mind. I will be safe with you.”
“Oh, I hope so,” Elasa said fervently.
“We'll play cards.” Mona departed.
Cards? This was becoming unreal.
Elasa set up for the party next day. She called Pauling to make sure. “I understand you will be otherwise occupied tonight.”
“Yes, Adela has invited me to party with her friends, giving you the evening off. That is fine.”
“Is it? I am concerned. There could be awkwardness.” If not outright world-imperiling danger. Were the Awares planning to kill the Maggot agent? That would be foolhardy in the extreme.
Then it was Kop's voice. “Elasa, we're Awares.”
“Oh.” And Awares knew what they were doing, pretty much by definition. Evidently Kop and the Awares had some understanding, and all parties knew it was all right. If they weren't making some mistake similar to the one Kop had made before he knew there was an alien in his head. “All right, then. I'm not an Aware. I didn't know.”
“Are you jealous?” he asked teasingly. “I was never jealous of your husband.”
She had to laugh. “Maybe that's it.” But what was going on?
Mona and Brian arrived for the party. Brian too knew Venus from of old. “You wouldn't tempt an old friend, would you?” he asked.
Bunky and the animals came to stand close around Elasa, and with their telepathic ambiance she was able to see what Brian saw. The solitary green stem became a breathtakingly lovely young woman, nude. “Do you wish to be tempted?” she asked.
Brian glanced at Mona. “He wouldn't dare,” Mona said, forcing a frown. Then both laughed, and Venus laughed with them.
Oh, yes, Venus had matured in the interim. She was no longer the virginal creature Elasa had harvested on Jones. Now she was showing her image to all of them, male and female, and teasing Brian without really trying to seduce him. Her seduction, of course, was deadly. She had no mind of her own; that was borrowed from the human company. But even so, she had personality.
Yet how could a telepathic vampire plant affect the outcome of the struggle to save Earth from the Maggots? Venus's mode of predation was to lure a man into sex with her, the sexy woman illusion buttressed by pheromones concealing the fact that the penis was actually entering the cone of the blood-sucking leaf and in effect ejaculating blood rather than semen. As far as she knew, Maggots did not have sex; they grew and fissioned. So the vampire could not drain their blood that way, assuming she could make a tempting projection, and in any event it would require millions of flytraps to make a dent in the alien horde. Mona had spoken of the sheep's vision of a giant flytrap closing on the planet Earth, but the threat was actually the Maggots; the flytrap seemed irrelevant.
Bunky nuzzled her. She focused on what the Companions were telling her, again appreciating the manner they lent her a fleeting semblance of telepathy. RELEVANT. VENUS IS THE KEY. Not exactly those words, but the essence.
Her doubt was overruled. The Lamb's precognition was sure. Not that it would work, but that this was the path that would do it if it was destined to happen. With precognition, the certainty was impossible to refute. She believed.
Elasa hugged them all. “Thank you, friends,” she murmured. Then Vulture and Python retreated to the garden, where they felt more comfortable, and Bela went along. Banner sat down beside Elasa. He had known throughout that complicated things were afoot, but never inquired. That had spared Elasa the need to lie to him.
“Play for us, Brian,” Mona said.
Brian brought out his merliton. Elasa remembered it from her visit to the Colony. He played a light classical piece that was transcendentally beautiful. Elasa was charmed, as she had been before.
Then he played a song. Now Mona sang along with him. Elasa, remembering also, joined in. “He who is noble, pure and simple-hearted, needs not a weapon, needs no man to guard him; virtue defends him.”
“Oh, I love this,” Elasa said as they finished. “Just relaxing with friends, as if we don't face the worst crisis the world has known.”
“Let's see how Kop is doing,” Brian said.
“Coming up,” Banner agreed. He turned on the wall phone. The life-sized picture looked like a window to an adjacent room.
There was Pauling/Kop in the embrace of Adela and another pretty female Aware. All three were naked, and he was sandwiched between the two girls, who were kissing him front and back as he clasped their bodies. It looked like a porn movie. They had evidently had sex at least once, and were working up to another bout. The male Awares were munching on crackers.
Elasa was surprised. “How can Awares be caught off-guard like this?”
“Nobody's off-guard,” Banner said. “They all know we're the only ones peeking, and that we won't tell. They're just having fun.”
“Methinks there's an element of exhibitionism in them,” Mona said.
“And of voyeurism in us,” Elasa said.
“Awares seldom get to show off,” Banner said. “It must get wearing, being always invisible.”
“But how can Kop be part of this?” Elasa asked. “Do the Maggots allow it?”
“What, moralistic Maggots?” Banner asked. “They don't care, as long as he does his job. He'll be dead in six months. They have probably learned that their minions need a little leeway on occasion if they are to perform well.”
“You two males are enjoying this too much,” Mona said. “Turn it off.”
Banner made a show of reluctance, and turned it off. “And of course it distracts Kop from anything we might be doing here, which is the point.”
“Singing a song?” Elasa asked.
“Not exactly. We're establishing the rules of engagement.”
“I must be missing something,” Elasa said.
“Now we shall play cards,” Mona said brightly. She turned on the monitor and touched the buttons to put the cards on display. “This is the ancient standby, Klondike. You know the rules?”
“Sure,” Brian said. “Never saw it on the screen before. Back where I came from, we have physical decks of cards.”
“You're not where you come from, dear,” she said, kissing him. Indeed, on his home planet he would be in his own body, while Mona would occupy the body of an appealing elf woman. Here he was in a borrowed body, while Mona was in her own superlatively endowed one, to his evident constant amorous delight. That was the nature of exchange romance.
Meanwhile Elasa downloaded the rules for the game. It was straightforward: seven rows of cards were dealt with one to seven cards in a row, the bottom card of each pile face up. 28 cards in all, with the remainder of the deck of 52 in a separate stack. There were places for four aces, which were supposed to be built up in suits to kings, to win. Cards could be placed on the next higher number, the colors alternating. This particular deal had the ace and two of spades turned up; they went immediately to the first stack, exposing a black seven and black six.
“Play, Elasa,” Mona said.
“But this is solitaire, limited to a single player. I assumed we would play an interactive game, like Rummy or Bridge.” Though the problem there was that Elasa would play flawlessly, giving her an unfair advantage. This whole business seemed largely pointless.
“We'll watch you play.”
And the Lamb sent her a go-ahead thought.
Elasa shrugged and moved a red six to the seven and a red five to the six. There was nothing else to do, so she turned over the first card of the talon, as it was called. This was a black seven, unplayable. The next was a red five, also unplayable. The third was a black two, unplayable. Eventually playable cards turned up, but in the end the game was lost with only five cards built on the foundations. It was not much of a game, because there was very little actual skill involved; the chances for victory depended overwhelmingly on the random deal of the cards.
“Did you notice the Game Solver indication?” Mona asked.
“It indicated the obvious: that the game was questionable from the beginning, and in the end could not be won.”
“Now try Free Cell,” Mona said. “The cards are all laid out face up, and every game there can be won.”
“But just try to do it,” Brian said. “The route can be obscure as hell.”
“The solver helps,” Mona said. “Because it informs you the moment you go wrong. It's the ‘analyste,’ the program that constantly analyzes the potential moves. It doesn't tell you how to win, just when you go wrong. Then you back off a move and try another. Eventually you will get there.”
Elasa played the game, and it was so. “But I do that anyway,” she said. “I'll always win.”
“In cards,” Mona agreed. “But the game we are in to save Earth is beyond your computing capacity.”
“Yes, of course,” Elasa agreed, nettled. She was not comfortable with things that were not answerable to her logic.
“Now the relevance,” Mona said. “According to Bunky and the Awares, you are the Player. The Awares are the Analyste. The Maggots are the cards. You must deal with them without ever going wrong, lest Earth be lost. The Awares can't tell you how to play or even give you a strategy; all they can do is warn you when you leave the correct path. Sometimes even they well be uncertain, so it will be your judgment.”
“My judgment? I'm a machine!”
“You're a woman deriving from a machine. There's a difference, as you know.”
Indeed she did. Mona had been her friend throughout, helping her to be the woman she longed to be.
Elasa thought of something else. “Meanwhile Kop is cavorting with the Awares. Are they telling him how to play?”
“Yes, in their fashion. He has to thread the deviously narrow course between his necessary duties as an enemy agent and his private desire to please you and somehow get back at the Maggots for destroying his world.”
“Getting him to love me—that's part of the plan?”
“Yes. You are central, throughout.”
“He's a decent guy, for an alien agent bent on destroying our planet.”
“So the Companions and Awares informed me,” Mona agreed.
“But he knows they are his enemy.”
“They are the Maggots’ enemy. There too is a difference, as you also know.”
“But if the Maggots know whatever he knows--”
“They're not paying attention. That's the arrogance of power.”
So it might be. As an Aware Kop should know what he could get away with. Or was he simply gambling, since he did not have very much longer to live anyway? “How is it that you got roped into this awful business? I thought to spare you.”
“Bunky loves me, as I love him,” Mona said. “He couldn't keep it from me, so the Awares made the best of it. After all, I'm the one who brought the news of the big threat to Earth that started all this, with the sheep's image of the giant flytrap. I'm okay as long as I don't know the details of the path.”
“Let's hope that none of us ever have to learn the full details.”
“Let's hope,” Mona agreed.
But still Elasa wondered: how did Venus relate, and what was the point of calculating the odds of success, whether in cards or life? What they needed was an effective course of action.



Chapter 8:
Cutoff
Adela appeared. “Tomorrow, for your regular date, take the Plant to each of the key personnel we visited before.”
“That's impractical,” Elasa said. “That was a tour Pauling made. He couldn't justify making the same trip again.”
“Kop will arrange it.”
“In violation of his duty to the Maggots? That will attract their attention. We can't afford that yet.”
“It is time.”
Bunky nudged her, sending a mental impulse. Yes, it was time. “Tomorrow,” she agreed. “Will you be along?”
“Yes. To be sure the timing is right. The Plant is primed, but it will be better if I guide it.”
“Better,” Elasa agreed, relieved. At least the Aware would have some notion what was happening.
Elasa made desperate love to Banner that night. “Tomorrow it starts,” she whispered.
“I love you.” Which was all the answer she needed. She had first encountered him as a sex object, but had become much more in the course of her association with him, and she remained forever grateful.
In the morning she took Bunky, packed the heavy pot in the car, and drove to the hotel for the regular rendezvous. She toted it up the stairs to the suite. No one seemed to notice, maybe because Adela was along and subtly guiding her.
Kop welcomed her, as usual, with a hug and kiss and a feel. “What is that?”
Elasa hesitated, but then she saw Adela standing there with Bunky, nodding affirmatively. She could tell the truth. “This is Venus Flytrap, a vampire plant I tamed on Colony Planet Jones and had shipped to Earth.”
He gazed at Venus. “She's telepathic!”
“Yes. She feeds by luring men into having sex with her, and sucking blood from their penises. She uses pheromones and projective illusion.”
“So I see. She has assumed the form of the world's most sexy woman, present company excluded. Even though you and Adela have given me marvelous good times, Venus is even more alluring. She resembles my sibling lover Kess. Were I not an Aware, I would likely succumb despite knowing her nature.” He leaned toward the Plant, intrigued. “Since I do know her nature, I will not try to have sex with her. She does not have power over me. Yet she was surely brought here for a reason. I would like to fathom that reason.”
“So would I,” Elasa said.
Adela and the Lamb came close.
Kop looked up, startled. “What just happened?”
“We just freed you,” Adela said.
“I have lost my connection to my home base!”
“Yes,” Adela agreed. “But it will be a week before the Maggots know. We waited until just after your regular report. We have much to do in that time.”
“I must report!” Kop said, agitated. “I don't wait on routine when something significant occurs.”
“Report,” Adela agreed.
“But I can't reach the base! There's no connection!”
“I'm confused,” Elasa said. “What did happen?”
“Venus projected an illusion that scrambles the access code in Kop's mind,” Adela said. “He can no longer dial out, as it were, or receive incoming calls. The system remains in place undisturbed, but his memory is flawed. In effect he has forgotten his password.”
“But if I don't report on schedule, they will assume I have been corrupted and cut me off from my body,” Kop said. “Then my identity will slowly fade away.”
“You will die,” Adela agreed. “In the course of perhaps six months. Then there will only be Pauling in this host. But look at it this way: you would have died about that time anyway, as your mission on Earth was completed; they will dump your body into the grinder regardless. We have not actually shortened your life, but we have freed the last part of it.”
Kop assessed the situation, using his Awareness. “The Plant is the key. It was not on Earth before, and without it Earth is lost, so the Maggots were assured of victory. Had I picked up on Venus's arrival on Earth, I would have had to destroy her immediately. But I was not paying attention. I never thought to run a routine telepathic or precog check. I was distracted. By you.”
“It was some party,” Adela agreed. “We made sure you thought of nothing beyond the moment. I must confess, it was fun for us too. You are some lover.”
Suddenly Elasa understood. While she and her Companions were welcoming Venus, Adela and the Awares were distracting Kop. Lonely for his own kind, as the Awares were in spirit, he had enthusiastically participated. And never caught on to the new presence of the key element in the game. He had later made his routine report, lulling his alien masters. Now the Awares had struck, using Venus. The battle for Earth was on. Timing, as the Awares had stressed, was everything.
“Congratulations,” Kop said. “That was well played.”
“Thank you,” Adela said.
“I did not know of this,” Elasa said. “Only that I should bring Venus to you, and that she was in some manner the key to our campaign. It is as if we are playing a game of cards, and Venus is my tool for progress. I don't necessarily know what I'm doing.”
“You are innocent,” he agreed. “That is not a fault.”
“I have a question. Are you now a captive enemy agent, or are you with us?”
Kop laughed. “I am both. I have hated the Maggots from the outset, but was powerless to oppose their will. Now perhaps I have a chance to make them pay, to some slight degree, for the grief they have inflicted on me. I will make you this deal: be my lovers, the two of you, and I will do everything in my considerable power to facilitate your mission. Working closely together we just may succeed in saving your planet.”
“That is the object,” Adela agreed, stepping out of her clothing to stand with nymph-like sex appeal. As an Aware she was quite ready for this.
Elasa realized that the Awares had played for this too, by giving him a taste of the pleasure they could offer him when they chose: not merely Kop's nullification as an agent, but his enthusiastic cooperation. That would immeasurably enhance their chances of success.
There followed another sandwich with the man in the middle. As Elasa knew, men put inordinate store in sex, and would often put their entire careers in jeopardy for its transient pleasures. Men could be utter fools. But Kop had little to lose long term, and much immediate pleasure to gain by helping them. Both Elasa and the Awares had freely played on that to convert him to their side, and he knew it. Now they freely delivered.
Then they got to work on the mission. There were a number of important government figures to be nullified, but to do it they had to get Venus Flytrap close to them. They had been primed during Elasa's prior tour, so that the Plant, guided by the Lamb, guided in turn by the Aware, could readily locate the spot and fudge the settings. It was painless, actually imperceptible to the men, until they tried to communicate with the alien home base. Then they were on their own. They could join the Earth defense effort if they chose, as Kop had, or remain aloof; in either event they would remain cut off from the Maggots.
Kop turned the body over to Pauling, who promptly organized a spur of the moment duplicate tour to update the prior one. No one questioned him; Pauling remained a top official, and Kop remained, as far as the other Maggot agents knew, a top enemy agent. Elasa accompanied him as his personal secretary, as before, and Adela and Bunky came along too, unlisted. Plus one decorative plant, Venus. During the long flights they had frequent sex interspersed by discussion, while Bunky communed companionably with Venus. As a wether, a neutered sheep, Bunky had no interest in sex, which also protected him from Venus.
“Now you know the Maggots are not going to accept this without objection,” Kop said. “When a number of agents fail to report, they will try to send clarifying directives, and when those fail, they will realize that something is wrong. There are two ways they may proceed: if they conclude that the human form is fundamentally unstable, so that transfer agents are subject to random elimination, they may conclude that this world is too awkward to process conveniently, and will bypass it and move on. In that event Earth will be spared, for now. But more likely they will be suspicious, and will send a Maggot to investigate physically. That would be mischief.”
“I presume we can't simply lay an ambush and assassinate the Maggot when it arrives,” Elasa said. “How would they react to the death of a Maggot? Would they blow up the whole planet?”
“And waste all that good meat?” Adela asked.
“Wasting good meat is anathema,” Kop said. “They will either harvest Earth, or bypass it, because there is also the potential for a future harvest. But because a bypass represents a certain loss of productive energy and postponement of gratification, they are likely to investigate first. The Maggot's report will govern: proceed with the harvest, or bypass this world. But yes, you can't simply lay an ambush. The Maggot will have more mental power than a thousand local inhabitants, and all of them will be immediately under its sway. All of them will defend the Maggot to the death. In fact several will give up their lives, screaming, as it feeds on them. No living thing will get close without being taken over and serving the Maggot's purpose. It will soon know the situation, and make the decision.”
“So if a Maggot lands, Earth is lost?” Elasa asked. “Since human hosts aren't unstable, and we would not be able to nullify any that the Maggot is directly controlling, if they have not been zeroed in.”
“Correct. If a Maggot lands, Earth is surely lost. And I judge that to be the likely choice.” He lifted an eyebrow in tacit query. “Unless your Lamb or Plant have some other ploy available.”
“We have Elasa,” Adela said.
“Whose mind can't be read or taken over,” Kop agreed. “She could at least make an effort to take out the Maggot. But when it discovered that it could not control her, it would orient the living captives on her, and they would attack in a coordinated mass, heedless of losses. She would have to mow them down with a machine-gun, and probably would run out of bullets before they stopped coming. They would converge and tear her apart, literally.”
“If I had a machine-gun,” Elasa said, “I would use it to mow the Maggot down.”
“Good thought,” Kop agreed. “But meanwhile the captive folk would be throwing themselves between you and it, to take the bullets, and a number would be firing at you, aiming eyes and legs so as to disable you. Even well armed, your chances of killing a Maggot are remote. It is not a situation you should seek.”
“Are you saying we can't stop the Maggot if it comes here?” Elasa asked.
“I'm saying that killing it would be no easy task. It might be better to do what I attempted to do: nuke it. A missile fired from a safe distance might do it.”
“But the other casualties!” Elasa protested.
“This ain't beanbag,” Kop reminded her. “Anyway, chances are that the key personnel required to make a nuclear strike would be under Maggot control, so that wouldn't work either.”
“So our best course is to persuade the Maggots that Earth is not suitable for harvesting at the moment,” Elasa said. “Is that possible?”
“It is unlikely, because Earth is eminently suitable for harvesting. Only if there were some suggestion that it would cost more to reduce than it would be worth, would they decide to bypass it. The mysterious disappearance of their agents, suggesting that Earth has ways to spot and eliminate them, might do it. But I suspect they will send the Maggot.”
“Which will likely doom us,” Elasa concluded.
“Exactly. You have a nice touch here, cutting off their agents, but it's not enough in itself. You need something more.”
“We'll work on it,” Elasa said.
They met with the first foreign official, and sure enough, he had been possessed by a minion of the Maggots. He was telepathic and precognitive, but not using either talent at the moment, for reasons Kop had clarified before: short-range precog was too changeable, and other minds were messy. “What's this about, Kop?” he demanded. “We're busy here, about to go into harvest mode.” He eyed Elasa, surely aware from his host of her prior visit. “Not that a brief pause would be unwelcome.”
“There is a complication,” Kop said. “We're not going into harvest mode.”
“Surely you jest.”
“I have something to show you,” Elasa said, carrying the Plant toward him.
But now the agent's Awareness registered. “That thing is dangerous!”
Elasa stood and opened her shirt to display her breasts. The man looked, momentarily distracted. In that moment, Adela and Venus struck.
The man froze. “You cut me off,” he said, surprised.
“Your best bet is to put your host's mind back in charge, so he can start reversing the preparations for the harvest,” Kop said. “You have plenty to do, just not what it was.”
“Yes, of course,” the man agreed, looking somewhat dizzy. His Awareness was stabilizing him, showing him the best course through this new reality.
They moved out, heading for the next meeting. Elasa knew they had to keep moving, because once the Maggots caught on that they were losing their agents, they would immediately act to safeguard the remaining ones.
“Can we get them all in time?” she asked.
Adela put her hand on Bunky's back. “We think so. But we can't be sure of the ones not on our immediate circuit. Other Awares traveled with Bunky to set them up, but there is no clear indication of complete success.”
“And Bunky is with us now,” Elasa said. “And Venus. They can't be everywhere at once.”
“Yes. Anticipating this problem, we primed the others slightly differently.”
“Differently?”
“It's a cruder setting. When they try to contact the Maggots, their memories will short circuit, throwing them into convulsions. Some may die.”
“Won't that attract attention?”
“Yes. That's why it's not the preferred mode. But we could not allow them to continue to function as Maggot minions.”
“I suppose not,” Elasa agreed. She didn't like it, but as Kop had said, this wasn't beanbag. Beanbag was a cloth bag filled with dried beans, used in children's games. They were playing for much higher stakes. At least the ones they nullified personally would be able to retire peacefully, making no waves, and their hosts would emerge in due course, perhaps not badly scathed.
In the course of the excursion, Elasa got to see the formidable processing stations being set up. The local one was a slaughterhouse, but that was only one element of a multi-pronged program. Walking meat could be marched into the station and fed into the grinders, but what of sea, insect, and plant life? They visited a huge underwater center designed to generate a major ocean current that would sweep in all swimming things and chop them up and can them with the flow of water almost unimpeded. Another station was designed to set up a flow of air with tornado force that would draw in all flying things from birds to insects, filtering out the dust and rocks and compacting the flesh. Another was mobile, a giant mower type apparatus that would crunch overland and sweep in and grind up all plant life. If houses and buildings got in the way, well, the wood in them was organic and the metals, plastics and stone could be recycled into the manufacture of more harvest machines. Of course this would not be good for the health of the planet, but that was a non-issue: there would be no survivors anyway.
“You mentioned poop,” Elasa said, morbidly fascinated. “If everything gets canned and shipped out, where does the poop come from?”
“Poop gets shipped in,” Kop explained. “It can get messy leaving it in space, so it is loaded into the cargo ships and brought to Earth in an almost continuous conveyor line. Then the ships are reloaded with canned meat and head back out to the fleet within hours. It's very efficient.”
“But what happens to it on Earth? Is it just one monstrous pile burying the city?”
“No, that would interfere with the food processing. Instead it is vaporized and blown high into the atmosphere, where in time—days, weeks, months—it will settle out like volcanic ash and form a growing layer across the globe. There the feces processors—mostly natural bacteria—will feast on it.”
“But all that—that shit in the air will make it unbreathable,” Elasa protested.
He glanced at her. “What part of ‘no survivors’ did you not understand?”
The tour continued, and all of their contacts were quietly nullified. So far there was no commotion, and no evidence of mischief from the Maggots.
Then as they returned there came news of a mysterious wave of incidents around the world, wherein important people had acted in crazy ways. One encouraging thing was that the news was not suppressed. That suggested that the Maggot censorship had been abated. There were no reported incidents among the people Elasa's party had visited, indicating that the controls remained, but that the harvesting was not starting.
As Elasa and her companions returned home, the corner seemed to have been turned. But was it enough? The final decision remained in the deadly hands of the Maggots.
“It does not look good,” Adela murmured. “Bunky can't see a clear outcome. The decision remains obscure.”
So it still could go either way. Elasa hated that.



Chapter 9:
Maggot
It did not take long to clarify. “They are sending a Maggot,” Adela reported after communing with Bunky. “It will arrive in two days.”
“And I'm the only one whose mind it can't take over,” Elasa said grimly.
“You and Venus. Maggots are not adept at handling plant minds.”
“Because they don't have minds, strictly speaking. But if you're with Venus, it could get at her through your mind.”
“Yes. So you must be with Venus.”
“I must be with Venus,” Elasa agreed. “She was always my plant. At least we can travel incognito. Where are we going?”
“The Maggot will go to the slaughterhouse to stage its investigation. They like to feed while they think.”
“But it has been established that I can't kill it, alone.”
“You will have help.”
That was much of what she needed to know. “I think I'll need it.”
“One other thing,” Adela said. “The Maggot is already broadcasting to the remaining minions on Earth. A warrant for your arrest has just been issued. The police will be here in nine minutes.”
Of course the Maggot knew about her; she'd been having the affair with Kop. Now she realized that cutting his line did not end his connection to the Maggots; it merely interrupted it. The Maggot might already be reconnecting, and was naturally suspicious of Elasa, for excellent reason.
Elasa explained things briefly to Banner, put Venus in her car and headed for the slaughterhouse as she heard the police siren approaching. Banner would handle it, saying she had just left, but he expected her back soon. That might turn out to be a long wait.
Unfortunately the police were not completely fooled. There was a backup car that evidently had the description of her car; it made a U-turn when she passed, and took off after her. They did not know where she was going.
What she would do when she got there she didn't know, but at least she would be on the scene. But first she had to shake the pursuit. Because it was evident that the Maggot did not want to meet her on her terms; it wanted her nullified. Not all the Maggot's agents had been nulled, or else new ones had been made, including the local police chief. She would not survive arrest.
Damn! She wished she had Bunky along, to precog the dangers and steer her correctly. But he had to be with the Awares now, because they could understand him more directly.
She looked ahead. Another police car was coming through an intersection, toward her, siren going. They had her boxed in. In thirty seconds she would be sandwiched between them.
“Venus, I need help,” she said. “You're telepathic; I'm not. You may be in touch with Bunky and the Awares. Your stem is prehensile, and you can hear. If I were a living person you could talk directly to me, but maybe indirect will do. Touch the right side of the dashboard before you for YES, the left side for NO. Do you understand me?”
The curled leaf touched the right side. Voila! That was YES.
“Point the way I must go to escape capture.”
The stem pointed to the right.
Elasa slewed the car into a sharp right turn and cruised into a narrow alley. Behind her the two police cars almost collided; she had barely escaped that vice. But she knew their confusion would not last long. Already she could hear the siren of a cruiser circling to intercept her at the far end of the alley.
“Where now?”
The stem pointed toward the back of the car.
Elasa didn't argue. She braked and turned, finding a widening in the alley, and spun the car around to face back the way it had come. She gunned it forward, noting that the stem now pointed forward. She shot across the road, right between the two stopped police cars, and entered the alley on the other side.
The stem pointed left. Elasa slewed left, into another alley, then right, then left again, following Venus's signals. She knew Bunky was the one guiding her, and she trusted him.
She wasn't sure exactly how she did it, but somehow she slipped through the police net and found herself on a highway leading the way she needed to go: toward the slaughterhouse. “I get it!” she exclaimed. “They assume I'm fleeing the Maggot. They're not looking for me this way.” Still, she did not take a straightforward route, but turned frequently, sometimes backtracking slightly, so that her destination was not evident. Venus warned her of mischief several times, and she detoured to avoid it.
But, inevitably, the avenues of avoidance were shut off, and the sirens converged again just as she reached the slaughter complex. They were probably tracking her car directly now, having oriented on its locator. She slewed to a stop before it, put the car on auto-pilot, heaved up the pot, leaped out as the car resumed motion and ran under cover of trees toward the dread building. With luck the moving vehicle would lure the police after it, giving her sightly more leeway.
The slaughterhouse was not yet in operation, and there were no personnel. It was simply there, a giant blank-walled edifice with four broad avenues leading to it. A single vehicle was there, a van; that must have brought the Maggot.
Elasa stayed in the shadow of the wall and slunk around to the main entrance, carrying the heavy pot. The door was open. She entered. The halls and chambers were empty. Where was the Maggot?
Then people appeared: men, women, children. They all oriented on Elasa simultaneously. They advanced on her, like zombies. Which surely what they were, really, being under the mind control of the alien visitor. She had walked into an ambush.
Why hadn't Venus warned her? Bunky and the Awares had to have foreseen this trap. They would not let her be torn apart by possessed people.
Then the people scrambled back, looking horrified. “Dinosaur!” one cried.
Oho! Venus was projecting a phantasm, maybe Tyrannosaurus Rex, that frightened them. They might be under the control of the Maggot, but evidently Venus could still govern what they saw. Why charge toward that monster?
The Plant's stem pointed to the side. There was a narrow stairway, evidently for private use. Elasa ran to it. This could be defended, because her attackers could mount the steps only one at a time. But what was the point? It was the Maggot she needed to get at, not its captives.
The zombies came to the foot of the stairway, but none tried to mount it. Did no one want to be the first to get knocked back down? That shouldn't matter to possessed people; the Maggot hardly cared about their welfare, and would probably eat them when this was done.
She did not have time to analyze it. At least this spared her the need to put Venus down to free her arms to fight. She ran up, hauled open the door at the top, and plunged into a short hall. That exited to a larger chamber. There stood a man and a Maggot. The Maggot was huge and gross in exactly the manner Kop had described, with the soggy remnant of a human being on the floor beside it, evidently its last meal. The man--
“Kop!” she exclaimed as she set down the pot.
“The Maggot has resumed control,” he said. “It now knows how my contact was interrupted, and used another access point. That device will not be effective again. Now that it is here on Earth it has far greater resources. It seeks a dialogue with you.”
“With me?” Elasa asked. “I am here to kill it.”
“You are here because it herded you here, being unable to control your mind directly. It is intrigued by you. Maggots know of machines, of course, including machines that emulate living creatures, some of which cleverly mimic consciousness. It assumed you were you were such an emulation, despite my understanding of your nature, but now it knows you are real. The Maggots want your secret for future use.”
“My secret is not available for Maggot use,” Elasa said grimly.
“To encourage the dialogue, the minions of the Maggots have arrested your husband, your child, and your friend Mona Maverick. They have been prepped for torture, should indirect coercion become necessary.”
Elasa knew it was no bluff. The Maggots played hardball. She would have to kill this horrible thing quickly. But she doubted it was quite time for her to act. There was supposed to be a signal of some sort, and she knew timing was critical. She needed to keep the dialogue going until Venus indicated it was time. “And is there anything else?” she asked with irony.
“Yes. The Maggot now knows that the second mystery is the Plant. It has projective telepathy. This is another potentially useful tool the Maggots mean to acquire. They will encourage you to cooperate in fathoming this mechanism before you are disassembled.”
“By more torture?”
“Yes. You have animal companions, including a telepathic and precognitive Lamb. They work together with the Plant to achieve its effects, but the Plant can operate when supported by a human mind, making the animals expendable. They too will be tortured in your presence, once they are located and apprehended.”
So the Companions had avoided capture. That was a relief. “Lotsa luck, insect.”
“Observers indicate that the animals are in the vicinity. They should be captured soon.”
“Maybe,” Elasa agreed. She was still waiting for some indication that it was time for her to act. Its absence left her unsettled. It was not safe to leave the initiative to the Maggot. Venus seemed poised; it had to be on the verge.
“Perhaps you are forgetting that I have telepathy and precognition,” Kop said. “The first is useless against you, but the second indicates that a settlement is incipient.”
“I agree,” Elasa said. Apparently she wasn't going to get any more information from the Maggot.
“This dialogue is ended. At such time as you become willing to cooperate, you will say so and the coercion will pause.”
That meant that Banner and Mona were about to be tortured. But she just couldn't turn Venus over to the Maggots.
Now at last Venus's stem pointed forward. It was time. Was she supposed to charge the Maggot? Then why was Kop not alarmed? Something was missing here.
Elasa looked directly at Kop. “I am about to attack. It is time to call in your zombies.”
“They are ready. The Maggot preferred to dialogue with you directly, before capturing and demolishing you.”
Then Venus's stem turned and pointed to a side door, barred from inside the chamber. Elasa went to it and lifted the bar. The door opened.
Outside were Adela, Bunky, Vulture, and Python. “Companions!” Elasa exclaimed gladly. They had not been letting her struggle alone; they had followed her, avoiding the attention of the police. Maybe Elasa had been a distraction so that the Aware could guide them in without detection.
But then she changed her mind. “You can't remain here. They mean to torture you!”
“We are prepared,” Adela said. “The six ewes exchanged and are standing outside. They are supporting Bunky. Also, we are watching Banner, Bela, and Mona, and will act if necessary.”
The Awares certainly had not been idle! The Lamb had fair powers, but the full grown sheep had more, and the complete little herd would be formidable. Elasa was relieved to know that they were watching her family and friend, and would stop any torture. But could they handle the dread Maggot?
The Companions entered and moved toward the Maggot. Adela went to stand beside the Plant.
“Interesting,” Kop said, evidently speaking for the Maggot. “They are not trying to help you flee, Elasa, but are advancing on us.”
“And your zombies won't come to help,” Adela said. “They are locked out, and won't find their way back in soon enough to help you. It's just you versus us, a fair fight.”
“Ludicrous,” Kop said. “The Maggot has no fear of any number of machines, animals, or Awares. It knows about you, Adela, from my fond memories of our interaction, and even telepathic animals were never a concern. My own precognition is at its service; we knew you were coming, and are ready for this showdown. I will--” He broke off, astonished. “I'm free! Again.”
“The Maggot may have reestablished telepathic control,” Adela said. “But the Lamb and Plant cut it again. Now get away from here. It's not safe for you any more.”
Amazed, Kop backed away. Then he turned and ran for the door the Companions had used. Obviously he preferred freedom from the Maggot.
Only to halt, as the Maggot found another access and took over again. “As I said, that device won't work again,” Kop said. “Long distance telepathic control is limited, but now the Maggot is right here, with a hundred times the power.”
“And the sheep are here, with power to counter the Maggot,” Adela said evenly. “Precognition will not determine the victor.”
“I see that,” Kop agreed. “I precogged the encounter, but was not able to determine the outcome. Now I see why. However, the Maggot's telepathic control is more than capable of dealing with you. First it will take over your mind--”
“Really?”
Kop paused. “The line has been cut. Again.”
“Yes,” Adela said. “You are not going to be a factor in this engagement.”
Kop's expression changed. “The Maggot differs. I am back under control.”
“Not for long. We can keep up this game as long as the Maggot can.” But then Adela's expression changed. “Oops!”
Elasa realized with horror that the Maggot had gotten smart and taken over Adela's mind.
But then it changed again. “I'm back,” Adela said. “The Lamb anticipated this ploy too, and can restore me immediately, thanks to his buttressing by the sheep.” She made a face. “But even five seconds of possession by a horror like that is more than I care for.”
“Damn!” Kop swore, and leaped for Adela. Her precognition had not warned her in time, perhaps because of her temporary loss of control, and he caught her. He swing his fist and struck her in the face. She fell, unconscious.
Elasa hurled herself into the fray even as Kop was attacking Adela, and her fist caught him on the side of the face with a power no living woman could muster. He too dropped, unconscious.
Now there was just the Maggot. The Vulture and the Python moved toward it. Elasa was about to join them, but realized that this battle was as much mental as physical. She could not boost them mentally, but Adela could.
She got down beside the girl, cradling her head. “Wake, Adela!” she said. “We need you!”
Adela moaned. “My head!”
“Kop was repossessed, and caught you off-guard,” Elasa said. “It's hard for one Aware to anticipate another. He punched you and knocked you out. The Companions need your living mind for guidance.”
“So they do,” Adela agreed, sitting up woozily.
“Now I'll go help Vulture and Python physically.”
 Adela roused herself enough to shake her head. “Not yet,” she gasped. “Venus needs more time.”
Time for what? Elasa didn't ask, since the Maggot could hear. She continued to tend Adela, who had a nasty bruise forming on her face, but her attention was on the fight.
The Maggot oriented on the bird and snake, but seemed to lack finesse dealing with animals. It was trying to take over their minds, and they did hesitate. Then Bunky bleated, sending them mental support, and the two resumed their charge. They collided with the Maggot. Vulture flapped her wings, flying up to peck viciously at the Maggot's snout.
The Maggot sprayed a blast of digestive juice. It caught Vulture broadside, burning into her feathers, blinding her. But still she dug her claws into the Maggot's soft flesh and continued pecking, doing all the damage she could.
Meanwhile Python was wrapping around the distracted Maggot's torso and beginning to squeeze. Now the Maggot focused on her, spraying more acid. It etched into the serpent's scales and exposed the flesh below.
Elasa had thought the Maggot alone would be largely helpless, physically. Now it was clear that was not the case. It was time for her to get into the action. “I have to help.”
“Not yet,” Adela warned.
“But it's killing them!”
“Yes.”
Furious, Elasa was about to attack the Maggot anyway. But Bunky bleated no. He was the one with precognition, and she trusted him; he would not betray his friends without absolute reason. She had to wait, though it galled her.
Repeated sprays of acid made Vulture fall to the floor. Python kept constricting, but her flesh was dissolving and finally she too dropped down, dying.
“How could we let this happen?” Elasa asked, appalled.
“It is a difficult encounter,” Adela said. “Timing is vital.”
The Maggot turned to face them. It hunched across the floor toward them, menace incarnate. “We have to get away from it,” Elasa said.
“No.”
Bunky walked toward the Maggot. Oh, no! The thing had taken over the Lamb's mind!
“Not yet,” Adela said.
Bunky shook himself and stopped advancing. Venus, guided by Adela, had broken the Maggot's hold on him. But he remained too close.
The Maggot sprayed acid. It caught the Lamb and singed his wool, probably also blinding him.
This could not go on. To hell with timing; Bunky was in trouble. Elasa charged the Maggot. She leaped over the fallen body of the Lamb and collided with the alien hulk. It doused her in acid, and her pseudo skin blistered and started peeling off, but that did not stop her. She punched it repeatedly, hard, but its hide was tough. She stiffened her fingers and jammed them into its eye patches, causing ichor to well out. She was hurting it.
Now she felt the Maggot's mind focusing on hers. Such was its dreadful power that even her machine circuits felt it. But she held it off while she continued her attack.
Then the Maggot fought back physically, being unable to stop her mentally. Its small forelegs looked weak, but were not. They caught Elasa, held her tight, and ripped her apart. Her body fell in pieces, and her head rolled across the floor to fetch up against the wall. She was out of the fight.
It seemed that Adela had known what she was talking about. Elasa had acted prematurely, and wasted her chance. She hadn't even saved Bunky. All she could do was watch, at a skewed angle, as the Maggot went after what little was left of their party.
Now only Adela and Venus remained to face the monster. Obviously Adela could not oppose it physically or mentally, and Venus was a potted plant with little physical motion.
But now the Maggot paused, facing the Plant. Adela stood behind Venus, unmoving. What was happening?
“Venus is throwing illusions,” Adela explained, knowing that Elasa could hear her. “Nasty ones, to frighten the Maggot. She had to have time to get into its mind, so as to find what worked. But it's an alien mind, and difficult to fathom. We had to keep distracting it until she succeeded.”
Distracting it by giving up their lives? Elasa could not talk with her head disconnected, but the question was rhetorical anyway. She might have saved her friends if she had plowed into the battle sooner.
“By sacrificing themselves to buy time,” Adela said, as though aware of Elasa's thoughts. “Everything depends on Venus.”
Yes, the Plant was their secret weapon; its arrival on Earth had changed the outlook from negative to possible. But Elasa had never understood exactly how.
“There's the giant flytrap swallowing Earth,” Adela reported. “Only its not a threat to Earth, but to the Maggots. If they take over Earth, they will be consumed.”
And those cynical monsters were supposed to believe that? It was the other way around: the Maggots were going to eat Earth.
“It's a warning to all Maggots,” Adela continued. “Because this Maggot is in mental touch with its brethren in space. They know everything it knows. That's why one of them came physically: to get an accurate picture, unfiltered by the distortions of captive minions.”
And Earth was wide open for the harvest. No chance to bluff them out now. Had they been able to kill the Maggot at the outset--
“And now the piece de resistance,” Adela said. “The thing the Maggots most fear. Venus finally found it.”
The Maggot closed on the Plant, spraying acid. But Venus caught the acid on her leaf, unharmed, and hurled it back. It splattered on the Maggot, burning its hide. Of course! Venus used similar acid to digest her meals.
“Now she's sending it,” Adela said.
The Maggot drew back so quickly it fell over in its back and wriggled helplessly for a moment. The sight would have been humorous, had there been any humor in the situation. It rolled back upright, then scrambled on its little legs to the door the Companions had entered by, and on out.
“It's over,” Adela said, coming across to pick up Elasa's battered pieces and reassemble them. Elasa was made to come apart; she was actually not much damaged, apart from the blistering of her surface. Soon she was together and functioning, though hardly in top form. Banner would not want to clasp her skinless torso.
“What happened?” she asked when her body was able to supply her with air for talking. “A little return acid couldn't scare that thing off.”
“Venus finally found the key image. Mites.”
“Mites? Little bugs?”
“Tiny parasitic spiders that feed on animals, plants, or insects. Difficult to eradicate, because they have had millions of years evolving with their hosts and are versed in survival. The ones that feed on Maggots must be Awares, like those that feed on sheep, and immune to digestive acid, so they can avoid countermeasures.”
“True,” Kop said, sitting up. Elasa had for the moment forgotten that he was still there. He had a bad bruise on his face, but seemed otherwise intact. “Maggots will go to extraordinary lengths to avoid contamination by them, because it's nothing but mischief.”
“Are you possessed or free?” Elasa asked him warily.
“Possessed but ignored for the moment. I believe you can safely free me again.”
Adela and Venus oriented on him.
“Yes, thank you, girls, that's better,” he said.
Elasa returned to Adela. “The Maggot is fleeing the mere image of Maggot mites?”
“The threat of them,” Adela said. “It gleaned from our minds that Venus was a native of Colony Jones, not an exchangee, so carried native infestations with her. Her arrival on Earth brought them here. Normally those mites infect sheep, but there's a small chance that they could also feed on Maggots. Enough of a chance to cloud the precognitive indication. The Maggot didn't want to take that chance. It's heading back to the fleet now.”
“But the Maggots are aliens from another section of the galaxy,” Elasa protested. “They did not evolve with Earth creatures. Our mites should not infect them.”
“Wrong,” Kop said. “All life in this region of the galaxy has a common origin, and is fundamentally compatible. That's why the Maggots can feed on it. Your mites might indeed feed on them.”
Elasa realized it was true. Like could feed on like.
There was the sound of an explosion from the direction of the nearby spaceport.
“That was the Maggot's ship,” Adela said. “It seems the Maggots didn't want to risk it either. This Maggot had been exposed to the Plant, and to other creatures associating with it; infestation was distinctly possible. They prefer a sure thing, and their precogs and Awares have to have gone murky. So they eliminated the threat.”
“They are nothing if not efficient,” Kop agreed.
“And our friends Vulture, Python, and Bunky had to die for this?” Elasa asked bitterly, gazing at the three bodies.
“It was essential that the Maggot get the message, and relay it to the other Maggots,” Adela said. “So that they would give up any notion of touching Earth. Our friends sacrificed themselves to make that possible. Fortunately they aren't really dead.”
“They look dead to me,” Elasa said sourly.
“The Earth animal hosts are dead, yes; that could not be avoided. But we arranged for the originals to be exchanged back to Colony Jones just before they expired. That was another reason timing was critical.”
“That can be done?” Elasa asked. “Exchange without equipment?”
“We prepped them with a delayed exchange, timed for the moment of their death. It's not a routine procedure, but can be done. Mona's dad had a connection, and pulled a string.”
“They knew they were going to die,” Elasa said, disturbed.
“They knew they were going to leave their Earth hosts,” Adela said. “We regret having the hosts die, but the precognition and Awareness indicated that this was the course of least mischief.”
“Until I messed it up by acting out of turn.”
“No. Your mind may be telepathically opaque, but your time of action was precogged. Your attack on the Maggot gave Venus that last bit of time she needed to locate the key. Without that, the Maggot would have overrun the Plant and eaten it. You were the final stage in the salvation of Earth.”
Elasa was amazed. “So you knew! Bunky, Venus, and the Awares—you collaborated to save Earth.”
“Yes. We couldn't have done it without you. As it was, it was a close call. The precognition was murky to us as well as to the Maggots. You were the necessary element of chaos.”
“But the mites really did it, not me.”
“They did and they didn't. There was only a five percent chance that they could infect Maggots. Had we not really, graphically, impressed that risk on the Maggots, they would have come in anyway, and chances are they would have been all right. Add that to the projective telepathy of the Plant, and the mystery of machine consciousness in you, and it was enough. They don't like uncertainty.”
“But once they sort it out, and realize how small the actual risk is, they could return.”
“That's why you will have to remain on duty, as the secret mistress of Earth,” Adela said. “We discussed it with Mona's father, Moncho Maverick, and he is setting up the obscure connections to the real sources of power. Your word will be law.”
“The secret mistress of Earth! I never sought any such thing!”
“You do not seek power, and are incorruptible,” Kop said. “It makes sense. You will work with the sheep and the Awares, and of course Venus, ready to take necessary action the moment a threat is precogged.”
“But that's the province of government.”
He laughed. “The government I knew was corrupt and helpless. So was the one Pauling knew. They need to be quietly bypassed for anything important.”
Elasa looked desperately at Adela. “The Awares are in on this?” But of course they were. This was their area of expertise, written large. They knew what worked.
“We have special properties,” Adela said. “But we are living humans, therefore corruptible. We need an incorruptible guide. Now we know that our mission is to protect the world from being eaten. We will gladly do that, maintaining contact only with you.”
“All I want to do is go home to my husband and baby and take care of my Plant. To be a normal woman.”
“And you will do that,” Kop said. “You will make no waves at all. No one else will even know.” He smiled. “But Pauling and I hope you will not forget us as we do our part. We do love you.”
And Kop would fade out in six months, leaving Pauling. It was probably better to maintain that contact, apart from the fact that she did like them.
Elasa still couldn't quite accept it. “Maybe Mona could--”
“Mona will soon return to Colony Jones for her next six month stint with her loving husband and the Lamb,” Adela said. “That's all she wants to do.”
Elasa realized it was true. There was no one but her to keep the watch. She was stuck for it. “Let's go out and thank the sheep,” she said.
“They already know,” Adela said. “We shouldn't annoy them by interrupting their grazing.”
Then they all laughed. Elasa picked up the pot. She was going home.
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