



[image: Cover Image]





Cat-A-Lyst


ALAN DEAN FOSTER


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com




      

      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




Human kind cannot bear very much reality.


           T. S. ELIOT




Author’s note


MANÚ National Park in the Madre de Dios region of eastern Peru contains what many scientists believe to be the greatest number of species of any comparable region for its size on Earth. While the Peruvian government has set aside this remarkable biota as a park, the same enormous size and lack of modern facilities which enable highly endangered species such as the giant otter, black caiman, and spectacled bear to survive within its borders create comparable problems of management for a society under considerable economic stress. Resources are necessarily spread thin and the danger from poachers and miners is great.


If you wish to contribute to the preservation of one of the world’s great natural wonders, contributions may be made to the nonprofit Friends of the Peruvian Rainforest, 668 Public Ledger Building, Philadelphia, PA 19106.


The Manú is the Grand Canyon of rainforests. Perhaps the greatest wonder of all is that it can still be rescued from destruction and preserved intact for future generations to enjoy. I urge all of you who are concerned to contribute to its survival.


ALAN DEAN FOSTER
Prescott, Arizona
June 1990




I


SPLINTERS of light flashed from the captain’s buttons as he strove to peer through the roiling actinic smoke. His ears were assaulted by the screams of dying men, echoes of an insufficiently distant Hell. A shell struck nearby, showering him with clods of hot earth and fragments of torn human flesh.


“I don’t see her!” He had to scream to make himself heard above the awful thunder of battle. “Regulus! Can you see anything?”


The colored soldier crouching alongside wiped at his eyes with one hand, the knuckles of the other pale where they gripped his rifle.


“No, suh! But she got to be heah somewheres, suh!” He squinted into the stinging smoke. “This be the country where I was raised and I still remembers it like the back o’ mah hand. I ain’t been gone North that long, suh.” He gestured with the muzzle of his rifle.


“That be the old quarters over there, where I growed up. The big house be just beyond. The creek’ll be to our right, with the smokehouse where they used to dry the fish. Let’s try there, suh. I know the missus. She too smart to stay in the house while this fightin’s goin’ on.”


“This is all Sherman’s fault,” the captain growled as he dragged the dirty, sweaty sleeve of his uniform across his forehead. The yellowish light imparted an eerie glow to his saber. “Won’t be anything left of Atlanta when he gets through.”


“No, suh. The general, suh, he’s a hard man.”


“He’s fighting to win, Regulus. To win this war and keep your people free. But he’s no gentleman.”


“Yes, suh. Missy Amanda, suh, she might be …”


A feminine scream rose above the sound of exploding shells and the deadly whistle of minié balls. The soldier rose excitedly.


“That’s her, suh! I’d know that precious voice anywheres!”


“Quickly now, Regulus!”


The two men scrambled down the sloping river-bank toward the slate-roofed shed that squatted by the water’s edge.


The interior of the ramshackle structure had become the stage for a scene of imminent outrage. Three men—dirty, worn, conscripts all—orbited a flurry of white crinoline and silk through which flashes of red hair and smooth skin could occasionally be glimpsed. Their expressions, gap-toothed and grim, left no doubt as to their intentions. Though outnumbered and overpowered, the woman trapped in their midst was doing her best to resist their onslaught.


Sword at the ready, the captain burst into the room. “That’ll do for you, you bastards.” His voice and hand were steady.


The trio whirled to regard the intruder. The nearest, a tall, heavyset ruffian who might once have been a seaman, glared unrepentantly at the officer.


“This be none of your business, sir.” He grinned nastily. “Why don’t you just take that darkie with you and go on about your business, and leave us to ours?” Grunts of assent issued from his companions.


The captain returned the smile as he hefted his saber. “My intention was just to see the three of you court-martialed, but I think now that it would be only proper that I spare Mr. Lincoln’s government that expense.” Regulus at his side, he let out a yell and charged.


One man took a saber cut to the cheek and dropped like a stone, leaving the brigands’ erstwhile spokesman to engage the captain from behind. The officer spun and parried, too late to block the scything rifle butt which struck him across the forehead. As he stumbled away from the blow he saw the third attacker taking shaky aim at the recumbent woman with his service revolver. The coward’s intent was clear: no witness, no trial.


“No!” With a cry, Regulus threw himself forward.


The officer heard the revolver discharge as he twisted and lunged. Down went the giant, his heart pierced by the captain’s blade. The private who’d wielded the unsteady pistol scrambled through the open doorway and fled.


The captain started to pursue but halted at the sight of Regulus lying sprawled near the woman’s feet. A spreading crimson stain darkened the front of the corporal’s uniform.


“Regulus!” Putting his sword aside, the officer knelt next to his orderly’s body. “You can’t die, my friend,” he said more softly. “Not after all we’ve been through together. Not since New York.”


The enlisted man’s reply was hoarse, strained. “It … it’s alright, Captain Hector, suh. It’s my time, is all.” He turned to gaze up into his friend’s face. “It had to be this way, don’t you see?”


“Oh, Regulus, I remember you, I do! I knew you’d come back!” The woman cradled the dying man’s head against her crinoline-caressed bosom, tears streaming down her flushed cheeks. “Please don’t die!”


Pain made the orderly flinch as he turned his head to gaze fondly up at her. “I promised your daddy, Miss Amanda, that I’d look after you if the war came. I nevah forgot that you was the one responsible for havin’ me set free. If …” He paused. It was a long pause. The woman continued to peer expectantly down at him while the captain knelt sorrowfully at her side.


“If what, Regulus?” she finally murmured.


“Shit!” the orderly exclaimed explosively. “I can’t do it!” He sat up sharply. “I can’t do these lines, man! I can’t identify with this part.”


“Cut!” howled a new voice. The distant rumble of background explosions ceased. Fans began to chide smoke from the shed. “I said cut, dammit!”


A new figure joined the trio. The man was short, dark-eyed, swarthy, more than a tad apoplectic. “What do you mean,” he inquired through clenched teeth, “you can’t do these lines?”


“I’m sorry, man.” Showing no effects from what had transpired earlier, the orderly stood and wiped dirt from his face. The stain on his chest had stopped spreading. “I just can’t do this anymore. I mean, this dude was born a slave, right? So he gets freed, goes North, finds a decent job, joins the Union Army where he meets this white bread over here”—he gestured at the captain, who was now standing and listening quietly—“and they’re the same age, right?


“This corporal, he’s gone through all that hell to make it out of the South, so what does he do? He decides to play servant again to this captain so he can come all the way back to where he was a slave and throw himself in front of a bullet to save the fox whose daddy once owned him. Why? Because she had an attack of conscience and freed him? She didn’t free nobody else. It just doesn’t jibe, man. I can’t buy it.


“I mean, this character’s got a wife and kids back in New York. Sure, maybe he feels grateful to this chick.” He indicated the woman in the shredded crinolines, who by now was looking thoroughly disgusted. “But he ain’t gonna give his life for her. It just ain’t real.”


The shorter man was staring hard at him. “So now you’re a writer.” He glanced at the captain. “What about you, Jason? You a writer too?”


The captain raised both hands, palms outward. He’d left his sword lying on the ground. A man in his early twenties was cleaning it with a white cloth.


“Don’t look at me, Nahfoud. I read my lines.”


“I’m asking your opinion. You think he’s right?”


Jason Carter looked past the director, to the crew bustling behind him. Men adjusted scrims and shades. Gaffers checked wires. The Steadycam team was helping the tired cameraman slip free of his harness.


“Look, I’m doing my job. Don’t put me in the middle of something, okay?”


“I am so putting you.”


Carter saw that Melrose was staring at him. He sighed. “Well, since you ask, no; I don’t think this guy would sacrifice himself under those circumstances. Not if he had a family. If he didn’t have a—”


“There, you see?” said his fellow actor, not letting him finish. He was more angry than grateful. “It’s like I’ve been saying all along. How come I gotta die? How come it’s always the black guy who’s gotta sacrifice himself? Shit, man, let him throw himself in front of the damn bullet! He’s the one with the thing for the chick. Me, I’m supposed to have a wife and two kids back in Brooklyn. Why can’t the white guy do the noble death number for a change?”


It required a visible effort for the director to control himself. “Because—that’s—not—the—way—it—is—written,” he said very slowly. “That is not what it says in the script.” He smiled humorlessly. “You remember the script, don’t you? The big wad of colored paper everyone is carrying around? The script you read months ago and agreed to follow?”


“Look, jack,” said the actor, “my agent read the script, see? He’s the one told me I should do it. I don’t want to be difficult. Soon as I heard it was a Civil War pic I knew I wasn’t bein’ hired to be the lead. Like, unless Spike Lee or one of the Hudlin brothers is the director, no black actor is gonna get the lead in no Civil War flick. I passed on four weeks in Vegas to do this little epic.


“But I still don’t see why I gotta die, especially under these circumstances.” He shook his head. “I just can’t do it, man. I’m an actor, but there’s times and lines a man’s just gotta deal with, and this is one of ’em. Ever since I saw The Dirty Dozen as a kid, saw Jim Brown sacrifice himself to save all his white buddies … I mean, I just can’t do it.” He brushed past Carter and the director.


“I got some heavy thinking to do, man.”


“Listen, you guys make up your minds what you wanna do, but I can’t take this anymore.” The woman was gathering her soiled costume around her. “All this yelling and shouting has wounded my karma enough as it is.” She looked around desperately. “Where’s Siddarthee? Where’s my Guide?”


“Here, little one.” A black-bearded scarecrow clad in a long beige robe shuffled forward to place a reassuring arm around the actress’s bare shoulders. With his free hand he took one of hers.


“Everything will be all right. Just close your eyes and breathe deeply. Have good thoughts. Think of the wind in the trees, making music with the leaves.”


The director muttered a curse in Arabic. “Somebody get that fake holy man off my set. We’re trying to make a movie here.”


“Siddarthee is no fake,” said the actress with wounded dignity. “He is my Guide. If he goes, I go.”


The scarecrow raised an arm heavenward, imploring in Hindi. “I do not ask for anything for myself,” he added in English. To the actress he murmured, “Come, little one. We must allow time for the discordant vibrations to settle.”


As he led her off the set she turned to the director and concluded sweetly, “And you tell the jerk with the revolver, the ugly little fart with the brown eyes, that if he doesn’t keep his hands off my ass during shooting I’m going to kick his nuts out through his nose.”


“Amanda. Dear, sweet Amanda.” The director trailed his leading lady and her mentor off the set. “These Union deserters are attempting to rape you. If you will kindly enlighten me as to how to stage such a sequence while completely avoiding physical contact I will be most happy to do so.”


“That’s your problem,” she snapped. “You’re the director. I’m just telling you that if that creep puts his hands under my costume one more time he’s the one the captain and corporal are gonna have to rescue. You hear me good, Nahfoud?”


“That’s in your contract too, I suppose.” The director’s voice faded as the trio marched in lockstep toward the actress’s trailer. “That you’re not supposed to be touched?”


“I can’t take this, man.” Melrose Fleet was leaning against a fake boulder, incinerating a cigarette. “This was supposed to be a quick shoot. They told me Nahfoud was fast. I mean, I know there’s a lot of action.” He saw Carter standing nearby, gestured to him.


“Those lines, man; nobody can say lines like those with a straight face today. On top of that we gotta deal with that crazy bitch and her fruitcake guru mumbling mantras while the rest of us are trying to rehearse.” He flicked the cigarette butt aside, reached into his pocket, and extracted a vial.


“You want some Seconal, man?”


Carter shook his head, smiled noncommittally. Fleet nodded, popped a couple of the pills, and slipped the bottle back in his pants.


“I don’t have to take this. Contract or no contract. I got a Tony, man. I’ve done Shakespeare.”


Carter came over to put a hand on the other man’s shoulder. “This isn’t Othello, Mel. It’s just a job.”


“Yeah, I know, I know.” Fleet removed his Union cap. “I know I shouldn’t let it get to me. I know there’s times everyone’s got to be the professional regardless of personal feelings. But dammit, sometimes you gotta take a stand.”


“It’s just one scene,” said Carter soothingly.


“It’s always ‘just one scene,’ man,” his colleague muttered. “Always just one more scene. I know it seems like I’m making a lot of noise over nothing. But you walk into a theater full of brothers and sisters and that’s your face up there twenty feet wide in the dark and those words are coming out of your mouth, you’re the one who’s gotta listen to the comments afterward.” He stared at Carter.


“You don’t have to go through that, man. You’ll never have to go through that. Look at you: big, blond, good-looking. You got a great voice, muscles, the women are fallin’ all over themselves to get next to you. You can say anything you want and you’ll never come off stupid.”


“Maybe not,” Carter replied, “but that doesn’t mean there aren’t plenty of times when I don’t feel stupid.”


Fleet’s gaze narrowed. “I can’t figure you, man. I can’t figure you at all.” He gestured at the outdoor set behind them. “You just walk through this like it’s nothing.”


“It’s my profession,” Carter said softly.


“That’s not what I mean. You got everything, jack, but I’ve been watching you. You got it all and you don’t seem happy. Not as happy as me, not as happy as that dumb broad with the measurements bigger than her IQ. What’s with you, anyway? What’re you after?”


“I’m just trying to practice my craft,” Carter told him.


“Yeah, well, maybe you’re right. Maybe I’m overreacting. But sometimes you gotta overreact to get anything changed in this business. You gotta take a position.”


Carter was nodding understandingly. “Sure you do. Everyone does. But you have to pick your stands carefully if you want results, and I’m not sure that this piece of carefully crafted commercial tripe is one of the right places to do it.”


“Hey, whose side are you on, anyway? Mine or Nahfoud’s?” Fleet nodded in the direction of the actress’s trailer.


“Yours. I’m just saying that based on what I’ve seen of this production so far, you’re not going to change anything here.” He hesitated. “You know, I’d give my right arm to play in Othello.”


“Yeah? Well, why don’t you, man?”


“Nobody’ll cast me. Look at me. Do you see me as Iago? It’s the way I am. My face doesn’t have enough ‘character.’ Not dirty enough. I auditioned for Shakespeare in the Park once. Julius Caesar. I thought they might give me a shot at Brutus.


“Know what they wanted me to play? One of the guards. They wanted to stick me in a leather bikini and armor and have me carry a spear. I had one line.


“That’s why I’m in this epic. I’ve got the lead. I get to act, even if the words aren’t by Hecht or Mankiewicz.”


“Yeah, well. One line of Shakespeare versus the lead in this, I ain’t sure which is better.”


“I don’t have any choice,” Carter replied. “This is the only kind of part I can get. You at least have a choice. They hired you for your acting ability, because of that Tony.” He inhaled sharply.


“Look. I’ll talk to Nahfoud after he’s finished with Amanda and he’s settled down some. Maybe we can try something a little different.”


“Oh, yeah. Like what?”


“Sound effects. Maybe we can blur some of the lines that are bothering you. Or speed the whole interchange up. You know … overlapping dialogue. I’ll discuss it with Amanda.”


“That crazy bitch? Shit, ever since she made the break from porno films she thinks she’s some kind of cross between Stanwyck and Monroe. That chick is spacey, man.”


“Maybe Nahfoud’s right,” said Carter. “Not only do you want to be the writer, you want to do the casting too.”


Fleet started to snap off a reply, then caught himself. A sly grin started to spread across his face. “You know, Carter, you’re all right. A little slow, maybe, but all right.”


“She’s got the best pout in the business,” Carter told him. “You have to admit that much.”


“Good thing, too. It’s her only expression. That and total confusion.”


“We have to work with her, Mel, just like we have to work with the script. Remember, the producer’s nephew is the screenwriter. I’ll talk to Nahfoud. I don’t think this picture will hurt your career.”


“We’re not talking about my career, jack. We’re talking pride. We’re talking about my dignity as a human being.”


“If pride and dignity are important to you, you ought to get out of the movie business.”


“Yeah, right.” Fleet chuckled softly. “Okay, man, you got a deal. You talk to Nahfoud. And if you can’t do anything, hell, I don’t want to get you into trouble, or hold this up any more than I have to. The sooner it’s a wrap, the sooner I can get out of here. But I got my pride, man.”


“There’s a time for pride and a time for professionalism. Think about it.”


“I will, man. You take it easy. I’m gonna get me a sandwich.” Technicians and gofers gave Fleet a wide berth as he headed for the catering truck.


Carter found himself alone on the set. Behind him, workers were reinstalling the shed’s breakaway wall. The long continuous sequence had been a complicated one to stage and shoot, but most of it could be salvaged since Fleet’s outburst had come near the end.


His promise to his fellow actor had not been an empty one. He would talk to Nahfoud, though he didn’t expect to make much headway with the director. Probably Nahfoud would reshoot the ending with Fleet’s stunt double, then dub in the requisite lines later. That didn’t bother Carter. By then his own involvement with the picture would be over.


He considered what to do next. If they were on a studio lot Nahfoud would probably call a break to allow everyone to cool off, but they were on location. Too expensive to call a halt. The next scene involved a tender reunion between the captain and his beloved. Given Amanda’s current state of mind Carter was certain he had an afternoon full of traumatic retakes ahead of him.


As he started for the caterer he found himself beginning to shiver. The long, complicated Steady-cam shot had exhausted him and he was still sweating heavily. The local TV weatherman had predicted the onset of a chilly fall for central Georgia. As a freshening breeze cooled his face Carter could well believe it.


He’d gone halfway when an insistent voice interrupted his reverie.


“Mr. Carter, Mr. Carter!”


Not now, he thought tiredly. Turning, he saw the diminutive form of Trang Ho hurrying toward him. She held her microcassette recorder out in front of her, much as the fictional Union captain had carried his saber. A saber, of course, was far less lethal. He had long since come to the conclusion that the recorder was not a separate instrument but was in fact a small rectangular appendage of the woman’s body. Swollen and black, it protruded threateningly from her right hand.


The tabloids she sold her stories to were invariably not worth the trees slain to print them. Indeed, he often wondered why they bothered with reporters at all, since their tales were invariably based on unauthorized photographs, pure hearsay, and innuendo. An actor ignored them at his peril. To do so meant inviting a front-page story along the lines of, “Jason Carter … Antisocial Star Despises Fellow Actors! Worst Film in Cinematic History, Carter Implies!”


You couldn’t win with such people, he knew. If you told them the truth they misquoted you; if you told lies they printed them as the truth; and if you said nothing at all they invented something twice as horrible to fill the void. Privately he wondered if the North Vietnamese still operated any of their infamous “reeducation camps,” and if they might accept someone like Trang Ho on scholarship. He knew many colleagues who would be eager to contribute to such a fund.


She caught up with him as he was filling a plastic tumbler with iced tea from the large canister marked “Sweetened.”


“I hear there was some trouble on the set.” Her recorder quivered beneath his lips like some exotic African parasite seeking a path to its host’s innards. Her eyes were agleam. She smelled conflict, Carter knew, the way a sheepdog could smell a dead lamb half a mile away.


“Nothing happened,” he muttered.


“That’s not the way I heard it, Jason. I heard there was a real blowup.”


“Sorry. Nobody died.”


She didn’t look disappointed. There were plenty of deaths in Georgia she could somehow work into a story.


“I hear that Melrose Fleet stormed off the set and refused to finish his scene.”


Carter sipped tea. “It’s been a tough shoot. Mel got a little tired, that’s all.”


He needed for this picture to end. Maybe the next one would be better, he told himself. If he kept calm and did his job, kept throwing himself wholeheartedly into crap like this, he might finally be offered something worthwhile. A role where he’d be given the chance to act instead of pose, to do something more significant than reveal his chest and declaim heroically while flashing his famous smile.


He could always black out his teeth. Envisioning Nahfoud’s reaction to that made him grin.


“Something funny?” Trang Ho inquired hopefully.


“Nothing you can use.” He glanced down at her. Her elfin face and stature gave her the appearance of a harmless waif, but the nonthreatening image was deceptive. Speak softly and carry a big tape recorder, he mused.


“I can use anything. Come on, Jason,” she prodded him. “Give me something I can use. I’ll be good to you. When they print the pictures I’ll make sure they only show your best side.”


I don’t have a best side, he thought. I don’t have a bad side, either. That’s what all the cinematographers kept telling him. He wished fervently they’d quit photographing him like he was a refugee from Mount Rushmore.


“Give me a break, Trang. I’ve never done anything to you. I’m trying to build a career as a serious actor.”


“Serious actor?” She almost but fortunately for her did not giggle. “I know your credits by heart, Carter. The Toxic Waste Monster. Crack Slashers of Manhattan. And what was that Academy Award winner you did last year in Italy? Hercules Meets Jesse James or something?”


Carter counted slowly to five. “The British don’t have this problem. An actor can do Lear one week and pratfalls on The Simples the next. The important thing is to work.”


“Sure. Listen, Carter, you help me and I help you. I’m just trying to get some ink. I get paid by the column inch and page.” She looked across to the trailer which housed the film’s leading lady. “Personally I consider this opus to be a step up in your career.” Her voice fell to a conspiratorial murmur. “Now, if you could just give me something really interesting, something of serious import for our readers.”


“Something juicy?” said Carter.


She was practically salivating. “Yeah.”


“Something like, ‘Jason Carter Fathers Amanda Peters’s Two-headed Baby’?”


She didn’t blink. “That would fly,” she deadpanned. “But since I haven’t seen any evidence of babies on this set, two-headed or otherwise, I’d settle for a clue to whom she’s sleeping with.” Black and claw-like, the recorder hovered below his chin.


“Not Nahfoud … she hates his guts. You? I know she’s got the hots for you, Carter. Every woman in the crew has the hots for you.”


“Well, I don’t have the hots for anybody,” he shot back. “I’m just trying to do my job.”


Her eyes widened hopefully. “Fleet? Or the guy playing the big rapist, maybe?”


“I don’t know whom she’s sleeping with,” Carter said tiredly, “and I don’t care.”


Mercifully the lamprey-like mouth of the recorder retreated. “And if you did you wouldn’t tell me, I know. Or would you? God knows this picture could use some PR.”


Carter eyed her wonderingly. “Is this what your parents became boat people for? Is this why they fled a tormenting and corrupt regime?”


“No. They did it so they could come to the land of the free and the home of the brave. So they could raise three kids on tacos and apple pie and burgers. So their daughter could graduate cum laude from UC Irvine with a degree in journalism.


“But since the editor’s chair at the New York Times seems to be occupied right now and The Economist isn’t hiring any overseas-based L.A. interns, this is the best their daughter can do. And you know what? I make less than the editor of the New York Times but a lot more than The Economist’s overseas interns. And I get to meet people who are much more interesting.”


His felt a flicker of concern. “You think I’m interesting?”


“Not particularly. But you’re about the prettiest thing I’ve ever seen.”


“God but I’m sick of that. I want people to see me as an actor.”


She stepped back and looked him up and down. “Well, I suppose that’s not impossible. Being blond, six four, and gorgeous shouldn’t be an insurmountable handicap. We all have our crosses to bear. Mine’s a deadline, yours is your appearance. You do realize somewhere behind those deep blue eyes of yours that there are misguided people in this world who would not object to trading places with you?”


“I know, I know. But whether you believe me or not I’d rather not look like this.”


“Not even for one hundred fifty thou per picture? You can always go do Ibsen at the local Y.”


“I have,” he told her.


“Sure, and twenty people came to see it. Keep plugging away, Carter. You’re not such a bad guy, even if you are closemouthed. So I don’t think I’ll do a number on you just yet. Right now I’m more interested in Peters’s mattress wars. We have a lot in common, you and I.”


“We have nothing in common,” Carter told her.


“No? You get the leads in the B-minus pictures, and I get to cover the stars of the B-minus pictures. We’re both working our way up. Down the coast they’re doing that space shuttle hijack picture with Scheider and Kostner. You think I could get assigned to that? No such luck.”


“If you didn’t have the morals of a cobra and the literary aspirations of a turnip I might get to like you a little, Ho.”


“Don’t,” she warned him. “It’s dangerous. You’re too sensitive to like me. Although if you changed your mind about being a source I could do wonders for your career.”


“I’ll handle my career just fine, thank you.”


“Sure you will. What’s that next picture your agency has you lined up for?” She frowned theatrically. “Something with you and three bimbos down in Brazil where you all lose your money, your inhibitions, and your clothes while drifting down some obscure tributary of the Amazon on a reject riverboat from The African Queen?”


He turned away. “I haven’t agreed to do that.”


“Bullshit. Your agent’s verbally committed you.”


He whirled on her. “How do you find these things out?”


“Hey, it’s my job.” She pocketed her recorder. “Think about it, Carter. You give me something and I’ll see you get some good space. If not,” and she was grinning as she strolled away, “I’ll just have to make do with the best I can.”


Carter followed her with his eyes. Her petite Asian shape was quite attractive. But when considering poisonous creatures one always had to keep in mind the general rule that the smaller they were, the more toxic.


The crew did their best to ignore the muffled shouts emanating from the vicinity of Peters’s trailer, indication that Nahfoud’s ongoing conversation with his leading lady was proceeding in a manner less than smooth.


He was abruptly aware that people were pointing at him. A cluster of tourists, well dressed and privileged, was visiting the set. He smiled back automatically, provoking disparate responses from the women in the group. It was so easy for him, a talent he’d discovered and grown bored with in his teens.


He drank his tea and like a good team player let them snap pictures until their guide, someone from the film’s PR team, urged them along. Then he headed for his own trailer.


It was not as big as Peters’s. That was specified in the contracts, along with everything else down to how many oxygen molecules per day were to be allotted to each performer. He didn’t care. He would’ve been happy to sleep in a tent in the Georgia woods.


Something shiny in the grass caught his attention. At first he thought it might be a piece of jewelry, but when he knelt he saw it was a metal disc two inches in diameter. As he picked it up the afternoon light cued a rainbow on its surface.


He wiped dirt from both sides. It didn’t look bent or otherwise damaged. Interestingly enough, there was no label.


A quick look around showed no one nearby examining the ground for lost property or asking anxious questions of the crew. As he continued toward his trailer he showed the disc to everyone he encountered. No one admitted to having lost anything like it, nor did they know anyone who had.


Gathering clouds had begun to shed afternoon rain by the time he reached his home away from home. A low rumble reverberated through the damp air, though whether it came from overhead or from the direction of Peters’s abode he couldn’t say. It might well have been Nahfoud: even if he managed to mollify his leading lady there would be no more shooting today. The light was gone.


Carter was glad of the respite. He could relax and read. The rain on the roof was imitating a snare drum on uppers as he carefully put the unlabeled compact disc on the kitchenette table and went to ferret out a magazine.




II


O’LAL had been aware of the disturbance for some time. It was subtle in character, unmistakable in nature. Something was very wrong with The Way Things Were. The shift in the plenal equilibrium was sufficient to alarm her, though it was premature to consider alerting any Others. Not that anyone could be spared to assist her anyway. The Monitors were spread too thin as it was, and this world was her responsibility.


The exquisite delicacy of the disturbance suggested that whoever was responsible was aware of the serious nature of the interference they were causing. As presently constituted it was impossible for her to trace it without revealing herself, and that of course she could not do. Not without damaging the course of social evolution on the very world whose development she was charged with safeguarding. Over the centuries she had grown very protective of her simple charges.


Now someone was trying to make trouble.


No reason yet for serious concern. The interference was still little more than a tremulous suggestion of unease sliding across her field of perception. Its source might be wholly natural in nature, distorted by some causational trick of mutaphysical mimicry. No need to panic.


But when it did not vanish and continued to perpetuate itself on her consciousness she began to believe that another Shihararaneth was responsible. It had the distinctive thrust of the Kind. Yet all of the Shihararaneth in this Quadrant were accounted for. So her instincts must necessarily be playing her false.


Only, she didn’t think so.


One of the primitive Kind sauntered across her physical plane of perception. Non-Shihar, it resembled her closely. It paused to consider her, able to utilize only a tiny fraction of that great range of cognizance which characterized the mature Shihararaneth. The root Kind of this world were still evolving, still maturing. They had a long ways to travel before approaching the level of the Monitors.


Though beginning to properly comprehend their surroundings and their environment, their first hesitant explorations of the spacetime continuum still exceeded their capacity for deductive cognition. Mastery of both was required to qualify for true sentience.


They were still restricted to those places where matter had concentrated itself sufficiently to generate retentive gravitation, unlike the Shihararaneth, who could travel through progressively less organized reality with ease.


Such jumps remained beyond the ability of the primitive locals. Occasionally, haltingly, one of them would stumble clumsily between the planes of existence and emerge safely elsewhere without knowledge of how it had accomplished the mature feat of transposition. They invariably survived such accidents of maturity undamaged but confused.


So she was not surprised when the male confronting her made an inquisitive noise and started to approach. His eyes were intent on hers: the true Shihar stare, she was pleased to note, though devoid of adequate accompanying intelligence. She gazed back appraisingly.


He was a handsome specimen, lean and muscular. A pity she was not one of those who enjoyed dallying with primitives. Its attitude signaled a confused mix of hostility, curiosity, and lust, a not uncommon combination among undeveloped elemental Kind.


When it was very close she tensed, chose her angle of departure carefully, and jumped. She passed above and beyond, vanishing into the open place the primitive could sense but not enter. She felt the curved plane she’d chosen slip glutinously beneath her, the one above brush lightly at her head. Up and down had no meaning during the jump, directions having become momentarily as irrelevant as gravity.


Greatly puzzled, the immature Kind blinked and looked around wildly for the one he’d been stalking. There was no sign of her. O’lal had jumped from one reality nexus to another by means of a gap in real space. For a mature Shihar such dissimilarities were easy to negotiate.


She emerged near in time but quite a distance away in space, landing neatly on her feet in another city on the other side of the world. This time no one saw her, though on several occasions she had been observed. It did not matter. Unequipped to correctly interpret her means of locomotion, the primitives of this world satisfied themselves with comforting rationalizations. Besides, the elemental Kind they shared this world with occasionally made similar if undirected voyages. So O’lal’s arrival provoked no comment.


More than ever, she was convinced that the persistent disturbance was the product of a fully mature Shihar. It clung to the fringes of her consciousness, refusing to go away. She’d been feeling it now for years. Each time she had tried to pursue, it had fled, its echoes dissipating untraceably in the pockets of emptiness that occupied the plenum between ordinary mass, mocking her attempts to carry out her monitoring functions. She was persistent and dedicated, but not even the most experienced Monitor could capture a taunt.


Nor could she expend very much energy tracking disquieting phantoms. Too many other tasks made demands on her time and talents. There were the immature Shihar of this world to nurture, and the promising Others to guide and cajole toward civilization. Yet the disturbance never left her entirely, and occasional widely spaced reminders of its presence served to keep her alert for any chance to pounce.


Somewhere an unregistered Shihar was biding its time, planning disruption, intending inimical influence. It was her task to ensure that did not take place while simultaneously preserving her anonymity.


So much work to be done, so many seemingly inconsequential yet vital details to attend to. Endless was the task of Monitor, yet also endlessly rewarding. Not one but two species benefited from her untiring attention: the domestic immature Kind, and the Others. The rewards of monitoring lay in watching her charges progress.


She had no intention of seeing her hard-won accomplishments jeopardized by some unregistered, mischievous Renegade.


Somewhere there must be a god, Jason thought, who looks after fools, idiots, and suicidal film directors. Not only did the cloud cover break and the rain stop falling, so did most of the crap.


After a lengthy conversation with his agent, a gentleman of no taste and impeccable credentials within the field who expounded tersely to his client on the virtues of working in any capacity as opposed to not working at all, Melrose Fleet returned to the set to deliver the remainder of his lines with a subservient aplomb that left even jaded crew members applauding.


Amanda Peters (nee Ethel Berkowitz of Tope, Oklahoma) executed her final scenes with vigor and style, managing to appear at once distraught waif, noble southern belle, and period costume nymphomaniac. The fact that her three erstwhile attackers concluded their parts with their parts more the worse for wear than hers constituted a kind of poetic justice, not to mention license. Once the director had been assured by his sound man that her occasional out-of-character four-letter outbursts could be easily edited out of the live track, he pronounced himself delighted.


As for the lingering clouds, they provided the kind of diffuse dramatic lighting the best matte artists could not have surpassed. Only after the final covering shots were in the can did the rain return, in the form of a deluge heavy enough to have extinguished the real burning of Atlanta had it fallen a hundred and some years earlier.


Carter made his way through the rain toward the wardrobe trailer. Inside, he slipped behind a privacy screen and began removing his costume. Along with those which had garbed the rest of the cast it would be carefully packed and returned to Los Angeles, preserved and numbered in case reshooting or sequels were required.


After dressing in jeans, sweatshirt, and sneakers, he stepped out and passed the Union uniform one piece at a time to the diminutive woman waiting behind a narrow counter. She chatted as she checked each piece against the readout on her laptop.


“Bet y’all are glad this shoot is over.” Her consonants twanged against her palate as if someone were using the letters for guitar picks. Texas, Carter thought. He’d never asked her but the accent was pretty easy to slot.


He shrugged. “The usual disagreements over artistic interpretation.”


She let out a derisive snort. “Artistic copulation, you mean. But you stayed clear of what was flyin’, didn’t you? That’s the best thing you got goin’ for you in this business, cuddles. Not your looks, not your voice. You got equilibrium. Always say that no matter what his profession, a body’s got to maintain its equilibrium.” She tucked his officer’s hat into a plastic bag that had his name scrawled on it.


“Gonna keep everybody around for another week, I hear. Try and get some close-ups and two-shots with backgrounds, make the editors happy. Then we’re outta here.” She smiled up at him. She was in her fifties, he suspected. Country-pretty, not Hollywood. Marjorie Ashwood was part flirt, part grandma, all professional. She could whip up a new costume on the computer laser cutter in the back of the trailer faster than most seamstresses could alter a hem.


His reciprocal smile turned to a wince when she added, “Goin’ to do a pic in South America, I hear.”


“Possibly,” he mumbled.


“Some kind of river epic?”


“I’d rather not discuss it. It’s still in the talking stage.”


“You don’t have to explain.” She was buttoning the officer’s jacket she’d hung on a plastic hanger. “This is ol’ Marj you’re talking to, remember?” When the jacket was ready she pushed a button that revolved the wardrobe rack, hung the jacket alongside its identical twins. The rack was crammed full. Period pictures demanded extensive wardrobes and experienced wardrobe masters to look after them.


As she clipped the pants to a second hanger something slipped from a front pocket. Catching it before it hit the floor, she held it up to the light.


“What’s this?”


“Oh, I forgot about that.” He pulled his rain poncho from his carry pack. “Found it in the grass today. Asked around but nobody claimed it.” He looked thoughtful. “There were a bunch of gawkers around earlier. Some studio flunky was escorting them. Maybe one of them lost it. There’s no label.”


“I can see that.” Light refracted from the argent slice as she turned it over in her fingers. “This size, it’s probably a storage disc. Funny there’s no label. Maybe it peeled off.” Her eyebrows lifted. “Want to see what’s on it?”


Her eyes were blue but paler than his. “That’s private property. I don’t know if we should do that.”


“Hell, it’s probably a bootleg copy of some concert. Illegal on the face of it. We might find some identification. Then you could have the pleasure of returning it to its rightful owner.”


“Why me?”


“Because it wouldn’t mean anything coming from me. You, on the other hand, might make a lifelong fan.” She turned and sat down at her tiny workstation. “Here, let’s see.”


The laptop whined as she powered it up and slid the disc into the two-inch slot. A couple of keys got her out of her cadcam costume program and into a search utility. Carter waited patiently.


“That oriental gal was in earlier looking for you.” Ashwood spoke as she teased keys. “The reporter?”


“Trang Ho. The term ‘reporter’ doesn’t apply to her. She’s a professional snoop.”


“That a fact? I’d almost think she had a thing for you.”


“She’s like that with everybody. Not that she wouldn’t sleep with me, but it’d be to get a story, not sex.”
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