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I

Margil was having hysterics. A small crowd had gathered on the strollway in front of the Rent-an-Alien Service, but none of them was standing very close to Margil. She had a way of threshing her arms and legs and of rumbling that kept even the other Bodelans away from her.

Her rolling and jerking became ecstatic and she howled like one of the wild animals in the 3-D show, Outback Planet Adventures. The strollway was fifteen meters wide but, as far as Endo Leduc could judge, that wasn’t going to be room enough for Margil. She was taking full meter jumps, and a few more spasms would have her up against the clearplast slab that guarded the strollway from five levels of empty air.

The clearplast guardlip was two meters high, but Endo had seen Margil make that much of a leap even flat on her back as she was now. He wasn’t concerned that she would fall very far if she did go over the edge; there were always police patrols ready to zoom out and net a falling object. But he was concerned that she would strike the guardlip hard enough to give herself a thorough bruising.

Most of the shoppers, workers, and just walkers on the strollway were busily pretending to ignore Margil. Few of them were doing a very good job. After all, Endo admitted, it wasn’t every day they had a chance to watch Haslo Veker’s ward perform in public. Some stayed well back and gawped at her; others hurried on, eyes averted. Only one was foolish enough to stay close, and she edged nearer and nearer to Margil. Endo identified her as a young alien, obviously unaware of what might happen to her.

It happened. Margil’s legs caught the girl’s ankles. She went sprawling directly into the path of Margil’s rolling one hundred twenty-five kilos. Endo reached, caught a slender arm and pulled. The girl came up, slamming against Endo’s chest. After maneuvering Margil’s mass around for nearly a year, the girl’s sixty kilos made little impression on him. He set her firmly on her feet and glared.

“That wasn’t very smart,” he said. He chose Common Galactic speech since she was clearly an Earth-type.

The girl glared and pulled her arm free. “What’s the matter with her? Is she hopped?”

“Bodelans don’t hop,” Endo said. “They don’t need to work themselves into moods artificially.”

“She can do that without any stimulation?” the girl asked.

“She’s got a good emotional range,” Endo said. He looked curiously at the girl, momentarily ignoring Margil. She was very much out of place, dressed as she was in a form-fitting neck-to-ankle travel suit. It was in sharp contrast to the standard Bodelan gear worn by most of those on the strollway; even aliens like Endo limited themselves to shorts, knee-high wound leggings and crossed shoulder straps. But for all of her odd clothing, he had to admit this Earth-type was attractive.

He tried to explain. “She tapped her frustration bank. She’s mad at me right now.”

“Mad at you?”

“I’m her tutor,” Endo said. He caught a flurry of movement from Margil, stepped around the girl, and moved close to Margil’s body. She wasn’t flailing now, merely lying on her stomach and quivering. He knew what the next procedure would be and he dreaded it.

“Time to go home,” he said softly in Bodelan.

Margil’s quivering increased. A low rumble came out of her, starting at about 20 hertz and working down. Endo gritted his teeth. This was more vibration than noise to him and he could feel it shaking his bones.

“Stop that! Or there’ll be no lessons for a five span.”

Margil increased the volume of her rumbling. Endo took a deep breath and bent down. Choosing a spot where her head melted necklessly into the broad plane of her shoulders, he gouged with a thumb. Margil’s rumbling stopped abruptly and she went limp.

Endo straightened up and stepped back. She had managed to roll herself against the clearplast lip but carefully and gently. Which meant she was still in control of herself.

The girl said, “What did you do to her?”

“Gave her a temporary nerve jab. The problem is that when she comes out of it, she may go into a true fit. If she does, keep back.”

The girl seemed to have an insatiable curiosity about Margil. “Why is she mad at you?”

“She didn’t want her lessons today. She wanted to go shopping and night clubbing. I refused, so she came to rent herself an alien for the day and evening.”

“Isn’t she a little young?” the girl asked.

“She’s fourteen,” Endo said. “Earth count, that is. By Bodelan count, she’s the equivalent of twenty plus. And since she passed her First Puberty Rites, she’s considered a responsible adult.”

The girl’s eyes opened wider. “How does an irresponsible one act?”

Endo said more sharply than he intended. “Every culture has its own patterns. To that culture they’re perfectly logical. Margil — or any other Bodelan — would regard your asking so many questions as unacceptable behavior.”

“Ouch,” the girl said. She stepped back a little. “You sound like a Uni …” Her voice trailed off as her eyes took in the deep yellow piping along the edges of Endo’s shoulder straps. “Oh,” she said.

“I said I was her tutor. Her Uni tutor.”

The girl returned to her interest in Margil. “She’s Uni too? I didn’t know Bodelans could be Uni.”

Endo was a born teacher. He answered questions first and only afterward became irritated at having been asked them. He said, “Anyone can be a Uni. For Margil, it began as a manifestation of rebellion against her culture. She’s at that age. She …”

He heard Margil’s awakening rumble and he turned quickly to her. She had turned onto her back so that the pale yellow piping of her Uni classification showed clearly. She was beginning to take deep, long breaths and so Endo knew, for the moment at least, she wasn’t going to have a true fit. She was well under control. But he also knew what her next ploy would be and he went to her.

“Let’s go home,” he said gently.

She opened her eyes and glared at him. “Behave!” he said more sharply. He tried to step back as she lifted one heavy arm. But Margil had also thrust out a leg, catching his ankle. He stumbled and the side of her arm caught him neatly alongside the jaw.

Arms flailing for balance, and feet doing an impromptu dance step, Endo staggered toward the guardlip. Again Margil lifted a leg, this time catching him in the midsection with her toe. The wind went out of Endo as his body changed directions. He felt hands catch and steady him. He sat down, gasping for breath and trying to clear the ringing from his brain.

Faintly, he heard the girl say, “Let me try. I mean, she and I are both females and …”

Endo shook his head. He could no longer hear her voice. He couldn’t hear anything, not even the ringing sounds. But he could see — a strange mishmash of flitting visions. The girl in her travel suit and Margil and the tall, imposing figure of Haslo Veker, and a slender handsome unknown male, and somehow they were blending and separating and blending again so that he couldn’t tell where one form ended and the other began. And then a young, almost faceless Bodelan male joined the trio and they seemed to be dancing and circling, moving together and apart. Behind them came, wraithlike, the features of Klovka Reedan. But she vanished so swiftly Endo wasn’t sure he’d seen her at all. The dance continued but now a fifth figure came to join them. It was himself.

Close to his ear, the girl said, “Please get up!” and suddenly he was aware that he was drawing in deep breaths but that his head was still ringing. Finally the ringing subsided and the fuzzy outlines in front of his eyes sharpened until he recognized the girl’s face. A deeper breath and the ringing stopped. He was on his back, the girl kneeling beside him.

“Margil?”

“She hasn’t moved since she tried to knock you over the side,” the girl said.

He said, “She also kicked me away from it.” He sat up and looked at Margil. She was motionless, her breathing barely visible by the slow rise and fall of her rib cage. Having done something she knew was wrong, she had withdrawn so she wouldn’t have to face the immediate consequences.

Endo sighed and hoped she would stop at withdrawal. Sometimes she went from it into a trance. He preferred her to trance at home, not on a public strollway.

The girl was tugging at his arm. “If you can stand …”

He got up. “I’m fine.” He removed her hand gently but quickly, hoping Margil hadn’t seen the possessive way the girl’s fingers had held him. Bits and pieces of the vision he had had popped into his mind. He shook his head. A momentary concussion, that was all. But when the bits and pieces faded, a residue of suspicion remained. This girl was altogether too helpful for a casual passerby. She was too persistent in her efforts to stay close to Margil and to him.

The girl was saying again, “Maybe I can help….”

Endo turned and looked carefully at her. It was in his mind that she could belong to one of the anti-Uni terrorist groups. The hipbag she wore was big enough to contain any number of the miniaturized but deadly weapons Terrorists liked so well. All illegal, of course, but there were ways of disguising all of them as innocent personal accouterments.

She shook her head. “You needn’t look at me like that. I’m not an anti-Uni terrorist. I didn’t come here to assassinate you.” She held out her arms. There wasn’t space between her suit and herself beneath it to hide the minute bulge of a toothpick.

He said doggedly, “What about your hipbag?”

She opened it. “Help yourself.”

As he rummaged in it, she added, “If I’d wanted to get rid of you, I had a good chance a few minutes ago.”

He gave up trying to make sense out of the jumble in her bag. “What made you think I suspected you of being anti-Uni?”

“Don’t sound so accusing. I didn’t read your mind. I don’t have that kind of talent. I read your expression. It was pure defensive Uni. Why are all Unis so on the defensive? You aren’t illegal.”

“No,” he agreed, “we aren’t illegal. But in many places — Bodelan worlds, for one — we’re barely tolerated. And you have to admit there are a lot of underground organizations after us, not to mention accepted political groups.”

“You can forget being on the defensive with me,” she said. “I’m really quite harmless.”

“And very curious,” he said pointedly.

“Of course I’m curious. All this is new to me,” the girl said. “Besides, I’m an artist, and when I saw her” — she pointed to the still quiet Margil — “I decided I wanted to draw her.”

Before Endo could tell her what he thought of that idea, Margil tapped a reservoir of energy. She began lifting her hips and slapping them heavily on the resilient surface of the strollway. At the same time, she gave high hertz yelps, each one a bit farther up the frequency scale than the last.

“Grud,” the girl said. “She’s really making a spectacle of herself.”

By the girl’s standards she might be, Endo acknowledged. But by Bodelan standards, Margil was doing nothing out of the ordinary. She was simply fitting to show a strong emotion. “It’s no spectacle to a Bodelan,” Endo snapped.

“Then why the audience?” The girl swept an arm at the large crowd that had gathered to watch since Margil had begun her high hertz howling.

“It isn’t what she’s doing that fascinates them,” he said. “It’s who’s doing it. That’s Margil Veker. Not even Bodelans here on Petrole often get a chance to see Haslo Veker’s ward and heir do public fitting. Some of them may be taking lessons. They’re seeing a real expert at work.”

The girl made a meaningless sound and rummaged in her bag. When Endo got around to looking at her, she had a sketch pad halfway out. He took a quick step and pushed it back out of sight.

“Do you want to cause a riot on top of everything else? This is Petrole. It’s a Bodelan world.”

The girl stared blankly at him. “I don’t understand.”

“Didn’t anyone acculturate you before they let you roam around this planet?”

She shook her head. Margil’s screeching was becoming physically painful and loud enough to attract the wrong kind of attention, controlling incipient jitters. He said, “Just stand still until I take care of Margil. Then I’ll give you a quick lesson.”

“That’s very kind of you,” she said icily.

“Not at all. I don’t want your life on my conscience.” He turned away and went to Margil. Bending, he caught a point on her arm just above the elbow, using both hands. He dug his thumbs into the precise spot he wanted. Margil’s voice died away in a sharp gasp. She focused angry but clear eyes on him.

“Party’s over,” Endo said. “We’re going home.”

“No.”

“Haslo wouldn’t care if you kept this up all night. Neither do I — except that you’re becoming a bore. So let’s play some other game.”

She said a rude Bodelan word and got to her feet. Glaring at Endo, she threw back her head, opened her mouth wide, and rumbled. The sound that came out vibrated in Endo’s bones. It made the girl give a surprised cry of pain, and it sent even some Bodelans scurrying for the safety of distance. Endo grabbed for Margil’s arm. She jerked away and increased the volume of her howl.

Endo reached again, this time getting a half-grip. Margil almost contemptuously put a finger on his chest and pushed. He stumbled back against the girl.

While Endo was untangling himself a police car swooped out of the airlane and perched on the rim of the guardlip. The police came out wearing the silver shorts and cape of the space forces. She looked Numadi to Endo, small, slender, and dark — a wisp alongside Margil’s two meters five and one hundred fifty kilos. Endo wished she had been local police. They understood about Haslo’s ward.

This one either didn’t know or didn’t care. She unhooked a popper from her belt and touched Margil’s well-padded ribs. A spark flew off her skin with a popping sound. She was suddenly very quiet.

“One hundred and seventeen pDb,” the police said. “That’s well above legal limit.”

Endo stepped forward. “This is Margil Veker,” he said.

The police’s expression said she couldn’t care less. “Ticket.”

Margil was motionless, whether from anger or shock Endo couldn’t tell. He opened her hipbag and took out her ID ticket. The police took it to the car, slipped it into a reader, gave it a glance, and brought it back.

“Highborn are supposed to set good examples,” she said stiffly.

Endo saw that Margil had decided to withdraw and he was afraid she might trance instead of having a true fit. He shrugged at the police. He wanted no trouble, only to get Margil away from there.

“This is on report,” the police said. Her eyes touched Endo’s piping and then Margil’s. “Are you related?”

“I’m her tutor,” he said.

“Then take her home. Any further outbursts will mean incarceration.”

“She’s a legal adult,” Endo said. “I can’t make her go home.”

Dark eyes studied the piping again. “Are you both registered Unis?”

“Both of us,” he said. He felt defensive again and the feeling angered him.

“Ask her to go home, take her home, carry her home. Just get her away,” the police said. Her voice was dry. “And convey my condolences to Haslo Veker.”

So she did know who Haslo Veker was. Endo said. “Did Haslo call you off space duty just to humiliate us?”

“He may be the richest man in the Galaxy,” the police said stiffly, “but he doesn’t control the space police. I’m here on a temporary exchange program. You have one minute.” She started for her car, then turned back. “As her tutor, you can be incarcerated with her.”

Margil said in a low voice. “I want to go home, Endo.” He turned to her, almost loving her.

The police climbed into her car and went off to chase traffic. Endo took Margil’s limp wrist and led her toward the taxi load dock. He was halfway there when he became aware that the girl was tagging along.

“You were going to explain something to me,” she said.

Margil peered at her. “Hello, who are you?”

“She’s a visitor,” Endo said hastily.

“I’m an artist,” the girl said. “I explained to him that I wanted to draw you.”

Margil stopped. “Portrait me!”

“I was about to explain Bodelan customs to her,” Endo said hastily.

Margil looked almost happy. “That’s wonderful. You come home with me.”

Endo said, “Wait a minute. Haslo …”

Margil threw a friendly arm around his shoulder and squeezed. He knew enough to expand by taking a quick, deep breath to keep his bones from being ground together. “Haslo,” she said scornfully. “And you — you’re my tutor, not my watchbeast, remember.”

Endo wriggled free and stalked ahead to find a taxi. The next hours were not ones he was looking forward to. Bringing a stranger, a non-Bodelan, into Haslo’s ménage was bad enough. Bringing an avowed artist was beyond imagining.

Also, Endo disliked the feeling of this whole affair up to now. He couldn’t conceive of anyone who had traveled as far into space as Petrole being as naïve as the Earth-type — especially when he realized how skillfully she had managed to attach herself to them.





II

The cab let them off at the public accommodation pod attached to the lowest level of Haslo’s apartment. This was Level 27 of his thirty-seven-level building complex. Actually he and Margil occupied only the upper four levels; those from Level 33 to Level 27 formed a kind of storage area buffer between them and the general populace renting on the first twenty-six levels.

A stiff sub-butler admitted them to the building. He made the obeisance sign to Margil and addressed himself to her, carefully ignoring both Endo and the girl.

“You are requested to the library.”

The airlift took them to Level 36. The library was less than twenty meters down a hallway but Endo counted every step. For all that he had done what had been necessary and that technically he was responsible only to Margil and not at all to Haslo Veker, he knew the power that Haslo could wield if he chose.

Haslo waited for them, standing, resplendent in puce shorts with gold piping. The girl whispered softly to Endo, “Oh, would I like to draw him!”

“For grud’s sake, shut up!” he whispered back. But he had to admit that Haslo would have appeal to an artist, especially one young and female. Not young even by Bodelan standards, he still had not reached the age where the male began to wither. He stood his full two meters fifty, and every gram of his one hundred seventy-five kilos was solid on his blocky frame. His head bristles were only just beginning to go from jet to pale rose, and only the faintest hint of late-age earpads had begun to grow at his aural openings. His great expanse of chest was highlighted by the lucent puce of his shoulder belts.

Margil went forward and touched her nose to his chin identation. “Haslo, Protector.”

She spoke in Bodelan and he answered her in the same tongue. “Who is the Earthling-type, her body so shamefully hidden! Have you brought another of those religious fanatics you call friend?”

Endo managed to look impassive. From the standpoint of most inhabitants of the Galaxy, no single group was thought of as more fanatical in its religious observations than Bodelans with their great number and variety of taboos.

Margil gave no answer to Haslo. Endo stepped forward. “The female is a visitor to Petrole, High One.” He anticipated Haslo’s next question. “She is here as part of Margil’s next acculturation lesson.”

The mention of Margil’s acculturation lessons made Haslo look as if he would commit a cardinal Bodelan sin and spit. But a hundred and thirty Earth count years and the accumulation of the greatest single fortune in the known Galaxy had taught him control. He said merely, “See that she confines herself from our eyes.”

He walked away, disappearing through the shimmer wall at the side of the room.

“What was that all about?” the girl demanded.

“Old Bodelan custom,” Endo said. “Haslo dislikes your being here. But don’t let it worry you. He dislikes my being here too. He’d dislike anyone or anything not Bodelan — just on principle.”

Margil patted the girl’s arm. “He is upset by your costume. But it does not matter. You can follow your own culture traits in comfort in my quarters.”

“Thank you,” the girl said. She clearly still had no idea of the effect she had made, coming into a Bodelan household in this manner. Endo said, “Let’s go there now. This is Haslo’s part of the apartment. We can be here only by invitation.”

They returned to the hall, where Endo activated the floor belt. It carried them quickly to the other side of the building where Margil’s area was. The girl was obviously impressed by the rooms and by the two hectares of terrace garden and woods, neatly subdivided to simulate conditions on several planets.

“Quite a setup,” she said.

“Endo designed it for me,” Margil said proudly. She waved at an expanse of forest. “My classroom for tomorrow’s lesson in Soldasan Culture. Endo says that it is a very accurate reproduction.”

She led the way into a comfortable lounge. “Endo is terribly clever and a wonderful teacher, you know. Haslo is very unhappy with me for pledging to Uni, but Endo made me see that it will be worth even Haslo’s displeasure.” She sighed fervently. “Endo explained to me the concepts of Universal Brotherhood. And when it comes about no world will hold more power than any other and no people will be looked down upon because of their cultural differences. Then everyone can have his own religious beliefs but none can impose his on another. When he told me I knew where my future lay, what I must devote my life to.”

The girl’s expression went blank. Endo nodded in sympathetic understanding. Obviously, she was reacting as he had the first time Margil had made a speech of this kind — Margil had found Uni at that age where a need for religious experience grips the maturing female. She could have turned to her own culture, but she had reached the age of rebellion simultaneously. The result was a turning from Bodelan rigidity toward something as far removed from it as possible, yet still within the framework of idealism.

The girl seemed to think that something was expected of her. She said, “Aren’t you afraid Haslo will disinherit you?”

Endo said quickly, “When Margil passed her First Puberty Rites, she became an adult under Bodelan law. The title she gives Haslo — Protector — is only a courtesy now. She is his heir, whatever he might want to do about it, because she is his closest blood relative. He’s helpless. She can do as she likes without his being able to invoke any monetary penalties.”

“And so she can safely have you tutor her up the hierarchy of Uni?”

“As far as I’m capable of taking her,” Endo said. “There will come a time when her rank is as high as mine. Then she’ll need someone else. Someone very high up.” He sounded proud. “Margil has the qualities to make herself one of the Leaders.”

Margil threw her shoulder against Endo’s side. “You are so sweet and encouraging, Endo!”

“That isn’t what you thought earlier today.”

“And you can be just as mean as you are nice!” she said. Motioning to the girl to follow her, she stalked away. Endo watched the girl leave, his mind still filled with questions about her. He wished she weren’t here. But this was Margil’s home; she could bring anyone she wished.

He wasn’t surprised when he received a summons to return to Haslo’s library. Haslo was seated at a large desk, riffling some papers and rumbling at a rather disconcerting 24 hertz. He looked coldly at Endo. “I wish to know about today. I had a call from the police. Margil is recorded.”

Endo shrugged. “She wanted to have what she calls ‘an alien fling’ — a night in the clubs, an affair. I told her how I felt — that she is not yet ready to make such a far-reaching decision. She ran away and went to the Rent-an-Alien Service. She was trying to spite me, of course,”

“And you called them and told them to close their doors until she had come and gone.” It was a statement, not a question.

“Since I’m neither physically nor temperamentally capable of making her a prisoner, I had no other choice,” Endo said.

Haslo vibrated a deep chuckle. “I approve. I am pleased that you finally have shown the capability of making a decision — and a sensible one.”

It was as backhanded a compliment as Endo had ever received. He merely nodded and waited for what else Haslo had to say.

“But tell me, are you protecting Margil for her own sake or for yours?”

“I need no protection,” Endo said. “My concern is for Margil. She is my responsibility.”

“You allowed her to bring that clothed female here.”

“I had no choice. But there is little harm in it. She will leave tomorrow.”

“I happen to know,” Haslo said, “that your acculturation lesson for tomorrow is on Soldasan Culture. I do not see anything Soldasan about the female.”

“I was thinking of changing the lesson. Margil has had very little exposure to Earth-types.”

“You are primarily an Earth-type,” Haslo said heavily. “I would say she has had more than adequate exposure.”

“I am male,” Endo pointed out. “Exposure to a young female is quite a different matter.”

Haslo riffled the papers and rumbled again, dropping the frequency to 20 hertz. Endo winced. Halso looked up. “You know how eager I am to have Margil study for and pass her Second Puberty Rites. And to marry. Only then will she be fit to inherit my interests. I will see to it that she has a male partner who can guide her in the more difficult decisions.”

Endo wondered how anyone with Haslo’s complete catalog of prejudices had managed to get cooperation in virtually every part of the Galaxy. But he said only, “Margil’s future is her own decision. She knows what you wish. She is being shown the meaning of Uni by me. What she does, she must do of her own mind.”

Haslo’s skin tone took on a faint greenish hue. “You’re her tutor! She will follow what advice you give her.”

“I cannot make her important decisions. Reliance on self is a Uni tenet.”

Haslo said very softly, “Once Margil is wed and mated, she can have as many non-Bodelan lovers as she wishes. It is our custom. It is also our custom to see that all consorts of a Highborn, whether male or female, are cared for financially. If, let us say, you were chosen as her Prime Consort after her marriage, you would be wealthy.”

Endo could only stare. Haslo said with a touch of impatience. “Have I broken one of your taboos, Earthling?”

Endo wasn’t precisely an Earthling but he let the term lie. He said, “Not exactly. I’m highly flattered. No one ever found me worth bribing before. I thank you for that.”

“You are refusing?”

“I’m refusing.”

“You’re a fool,” Haslo said. “Presumably I have suggested tampering with your code of — what is the term? — ethics.”

“Not really,” Endo said. “And don’t take this personally, but I have no yen to be Margil’s consort. Prime or other.”

Haslo threw back his head and laughed — a fine, honest laugh that ranged up and down the scale a good 300 hertz. “And you call yourself Uni!”

Endo was angry. People everywhere were always mistaking Uni tenets for license. He normally would have tried to explain the difference between accepting all cultures as natural and equal with wanting to become a part of any other culture but one’s own. But at the moment, the combination of concern because of the girl, Haslo’s blatant attempt at bribery, and Haslo’s bone-shaking, head-splitting laughter drove out even his natural diffidence.

He said, “Earlier, you remarked about my lack of ability to make decisions. All right, I’ll make one. From this moment I’ll do all I can to persuade Margil to continue in Uni, to turn her back completely on the hidebound, ossified existence you’d like to see her lead!”
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