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Words of the brood mother, Trova Hellstrom. I welcome the day when I will go into the vats and
become one with all of our people.

(Dated October 26, 1896.)

THE MAN with the binoculars squirmed forward on his stomach through the sun-warmed brown
grass. There were insects in the grass and he did not like insects, but he ignored them and
concentrated on reaching the oak shadows at the hillcrest with minimum disturbance of the growth
that concealed him even while it dropped stickers and crawling things on his exposed skin.

His narrow face, swarthy and deeply seamed, betrayed his age -- fifty-one years -- but the hair,
black and oily, that poked from beneath his khaki sun hat belied these years. So did his
movements, quick and confident.

At the hillcrest, he drew several deep breaths while dusting the binocular lenses with a clean linen
handkerchief. He parted the dry grass then, focused the binoculars, and stared through them at the
farm that filled the valley below the hill. The haze of the hot autumn afternoon complicated his
examination as did the binoculars, a pair of ten-sixties of special manufacture. He had trained
himself to use them the way he fired a rifle: hold breath, concentrate on rapid scanning with only
eye movements, keeping immobile the expensive instrument of glass and metal that brought
distances into such immediate detail.

It was an oddly isolated farm that met his amplified gaze. The valley was about half a mile long,
perhaps five hundred yards wide for most of its length, narrowing at the upper end where a thin
trickle of water spilled down a black rock face. The farm buildings occupied cleared ground on the
far side of a narrow stream whose meandering, willow-bordered bed was only a thin reminder of its
spring affluence. Patches of wavering green moss marked the stream's rocks, and there were a few
shallow pools where water appeared not to flow at all.

The buildings sat back from the stream -- a cluster of weathered boards and blind glass at rustic
variance with the neatness of harvested plantings that ran in parallel rows within cleanly squared
fencelines over the rest of the valley. There was the house, its basic unit in the old saltbox pattern,
but with two added wings and a bay window on the wing that pointed toward the creek. To the



right of the house there was a large barn with big doors on the second level and an upjutting cupola
arrangement along its ridgeline: no windows there, but louvered ventilators were spaced along its
entire length and at the visible end. Up on the hill behind the barn there stretched a decaying feed
shed; a smaller building on this end that could be an old outhouse; another small wooden structure
higher on the hill behind the farmhouse, possibly an old pumphouse; and, down by the higher main
fence at the valley's northern end, a squat concrete block about twenty feet on a side and with flat
roof: new pumphouse was the guess, but it looked like a defensive blockhouse.

The watcher, whose name was Carlos Depeaux, made a mental note that the valley fitted the
descriptions. It was full of default messages: no people stirring about on the land (although a
distinctly audible and irritating machinery hum issued from the barn), no road coming up from the
north gate to the farm buildings (the nearest road, a one-way track, came up to the valley from the
north but ended at the gate beyond the blockhouse). A footpath with narrow indentations
apparently from a wheelbarrow stretched from the gate to the farmhouse and barn.

The valley's sides were steep farther up and in places almost craggy with brown rock outcroppings
at the top on the far side. There was a similar rocky upthrust about a hundred feet to Depeaux's
right. A few animal tracks wound their dusty ribbons through oak and madrona along the valley
sides. The black rock of the tiny waterfall closed off the southern end where a thin cinnamon
tracery of water spilled into the stream. To the north, the land undulated away out of the valley,
widening into pasture meadows and occasional clumps of pine intermingled with oak and madrona.
Cattle grazed in the far distance to the north and, although there were no fences immediately
outside the farm's barrier, tall grass revealed that the cattle did not venture too near this valley.
That, too, accorded with the reports.

Having satisfied himself that the valley still matched its descriptions, Depeaux wriggled backward
behind the crest, found a shaded patch beneath an oak. There, he turned onto his back and brought
his small knapsack into a position where he could explore its interior. He knew his clothing would
blend well with the grass, but he still hesitated to sit up, preferring to wait and listen. The sack
contained his binocular case, a well-thumbed copy of Naming the Birds at a Glance, a good thirty-
five-millimeter camera with a long lens, two thin beef sandwiches wrapped in plastic, an orange,
and a plastic bottle of warm water.

He brought out a sandwich, lay for a moment staring up through the oak's branches, his pale gray
eyes not really focused on anything in particular. Once, he pulled at the black hairs protruding
from his nostrils. This was an extremely odd situation. Here it was mid-October and the Agency
still had not been able to observe the farmers in that valley through an entire harvest. The crops
had been harvested, however. That was obvious at a glance. Depeaux was not a farmer, but he
thought he recognized the stubby remains of corn plantings, although the stalks had been removed.

He wondered why they had cleared away the stalks. Other farms he had seen in the long drive to
this valley were still littered with harvest remains. He wasn't sure, but he thought this was another
default message in the valley that interested his Agency so much. The uncertainty, the gap in his
knowledge, bothered him, however, and he made a note to check on this. Did they burn the stalks?

Presently, sensing no watchers around him, Depeaux sat up with his back against the oak's bole, ate
the sandwich, and drank some of the warm water. It was the first food he had allowed himself
since before daylight. He decided to save the orange and other sandwich for later. It had been a
long, slow approach to this vantage point from the place far back in the pines where he had
concealed his bicycle. The van and the stake-out where he had left Tymiena were another half



hour's bicycle ride beyond that. He had decided not to venture back before nightfall and knew he
was going to be very hungry before he got back to the van. Not the first time on such a job. The
peculiar nature of this case had become increasingly obvious the nearer he came to the farm. Well
-- he'd been warned about that. Stubborn persistence had kept him pressing forward past the
imaginary hunger line he knew he'd have to pass on the return. The countryside was much more
open and empty of concealment than he'd expected from the aerial photos, although Porter's reports
had made specific mention of this. Depeaux had expected to approach from a different direction,
however, and find his own cover. But there had been, finally, only the tall brown grass to conceal
his stalking climb across a wide pastureland and up to the hill.

The sandwich finished and half his water gone, Depeaux sealed the bottle, restored it and the rest of
the food to his pack. For a moment, he peered along his back trail to see if anyone had followed.
There was no sign, but he couldn't put down an uneasy feeling that he was watched. The lowering
sun was picking up his trail with a shadow line, too. No helping that; the crushed grass represented
a track, and it could be traced.

He had driven through the town of Fosterville at 3:00 A.M., curious about the sleeping community
where, so he was told, they generally refused to answer questions about the farm. There had been a
new motel on the outskirts and Tymiena had suggested they spend a night there before
reconnoitering the farm, but Depeaux was playing a hunch on this case. What if there were
watchers in the town to report strangers to the farm?

The Farm.

It had been capitalized in all of the Agency's reports for some time, from quite a while before Porter
had turned up missing. Depeaux had driven on to a turnoff several miles below the valley and had
left Tymiena there shortly before dawn. Now, he was a bird watcher, but there were no birds
visible.

Depeaux returned to the gap in the grass and had another look into the valley. There had been a
massacre of Indians here in the late 1860's -- farmers killing off the remnants of a "wild" tribe to
remove a threat to grazing stock. As a marker of that all but forgotten day, the valley had been
named "Guarded." According to a historical footnote Depeaux had located, the original name of
the valley was Running Water, after the Indian name. Generations of white farming, however, had
depleted the water table and now the water did not run year round.

As he studied the valley, Depeaux thought about the record of human nature carried in such names.
A casual observer passing this way without doing his homework might think the valley had
achieved its name because of its setting. Guarded Valley was a closed-in place with apparently
only one real avenue of easy access. The hillsides were steep, a cliff marked the upper end, and
only to the north did the valley open out. Appearances could be deceptive, though, Depeaux
reminded himself. He had reached his vantage point successfully; his binoculars might just as well
be a violent weapon. In a sense, they were: a subtle weapon aimed at the destruction of Guarded
Valley.

For Depeaux, that pattern of destruction had begun when Joseph Merrivale, the Agency's
operations director, had called him in for an assignment conference. Merrivale, a native of Chicago



who affected a heavy English accent, had begun by grinning at Carlos and saying, "You may have
to waste a few of your fellow humans on this one."

They all knew, of course, how much Depeaux hated personal violence.

From Hellstrom's Hive Manual. The significant evolutionary achievement of the insects, more than
a hundred million years ago, was the reproductive neuter. This fixed the colony as the unit of
natural selection and removed all previous limits on the amount of specialization (expressed as
caste differences) that a colony could tolerate. It is clear that if we vertebrates can take the same
route, our individual members with their vastly larger brains will become incomparably superior
specialists. No other species will be able to stand against us, ever -- not even the old human species
from which we will evolve our new humans.

The short man with the deceptively youthful face listened attentively as Merrivale briefed Depeaux.
It was early on a Monday morning, not yet nine o'clock, and the short man, Edward Janvert, had
been surprised that an assignment conference could be called that early on such brief notice. There
was trouble somewhere in the Agency, he suspected.

Janvert, who was called Shorty by most of his associates and who managed to conceal his hatred of
the name, was only four feet nine inches tall and had passed as a teen-ager on more than one
Agency assignment. The furniture in Merrivale's office was never small enough for him, however,
and he was squirming on a big leather chair within a half hour.

It was a subtle case, Janvert observed presently, the type he had learned to distrust. Their target
was an entomologist, a Dr. Nils Hellstrom, and it was clear from Merrivale's careful choice of
words that Hellstrom had friends in high places. There were always so many toes around to be
avoided in this business. You couldn't separate politics from the Agency's version of a traditional
security investigation, and these investigations inevitably took on economic overtones.

When he'd called Janvert, Merrivale had said only that it was necessary to keep a second team in
reserve for possible assistance in this case. Someone had to be ready to step in on a moment's
notice.

They expect casualties, Janvert told himself.

He glanced covertly at Clovis Carr, whose almost boyish figure was dwarfed in another of
Merrivale's big wing chairs. Janvert suspected Merrivale had decorated the office to give it the air
of an expensive British club, something to go with his bogus accent.

Do they know about Clovis and me? Janvert wondered, his attention wandering under the onslaught
of Merrivale's rambling style. To the Agency, love was a weapon to be used whenever it was
needed. Janvert tried to keep his gaze away from Clovis, but he kept glancing back at her in spite
of himself. She was short, only half an inch taller than himself, a wiry brunette with a pert oval
face and a pale northern complexion that turned to burn at the drop of a sunbeam. There were
times when Janvert felt his love for her as an actual physical pain.



Merrivale was describing what he called "Hellstrom's cover," which turned out to be the making of
documentary films about insects.

"Deucedly curious, don't you think?" Merrivale asked.

For not the first time during his four years in the Agency Janvert wished he were out of it. He had
come while a third-year law student working the summer as a clerk in the Justice Department. In
that capacity, he had found a file folder accidentally left on a table of his division's law library.
Curious, he had glanced into the file and found a highly touchy report on a translator in a foreign
embassy.

His first reaction to the file's contents had been a kind of sorrowful outrage that governments still
resorted to such forms of espionage. Something about the file told him it represented an intricately
complex operation of his own government.

Janvert had come up through the "campus unrest" period into the study of law. He had seen the law
at first as a possible way out of the world's many dilemmas, but that had proved a will-o'-the-wisp.
The law had led him only into that library with its damnable misplaced file folder. One thing had
led inevitably to another, just as it always did, without a completely defined cause-and-effect
relationship. The immediate thing, however, was that he had been caught reading the file by its
owner.

What followed was curiously low key. There had been a period of pressures, some subtle and some
not quite subtle, designed to recruit him into the Agency that had produced the file. Janvert came
from a good family, they explained. His father was an important businessman (owner-operator of a
small-town hardware store). At first, it had been vaguely amusing.

Then the pay offers (plus expenses) had climbed embarrassingly high and he had begun to wonder.
There had been startling praise for his abilities and aptitudes, which Janvert had suspected the
Agency invented on the spur of the moment because he'd had difficulty seeing himself in their
descriptions.

Finally, the gloves had come off. He'd been told pointedly that he might find other government
employment difficult to obtain. This had almost put his back up, because it was common
knowledge that he'd set his sights on the Justice Department. In the end, he'd said he would try it
for a few years if he could continue his law education. By that time, he'd been dealing with the
Chief's right-hand man, Dzule Peruge, and Peruge had evinced profound delight at this prospect.

"The Agency needs men with legal training," Peruge said. "We need them desperately at times."
Peruge's next words had startled Janvert.

"Has anyone ever told you that you could pass for a teen-ager? That could be very useful,
especially in someone with legal training." This last had come out with all the overtones of an
afterthought.

The facts were that Janvert had always been kept too busy to complete his valuable legal training.

"Maybe next year, Shorty. You can see for yourself how crucial your present case is. Now, I want
you and Clovis --"



That had been how he'd first met Clovis, who also had that useful appearance of youth. Sometimes,
she'd been his sister; other times they'd been runaway lovers whose parents "didn't understand."

The realization had come rather slowly to Janvert that the file he had found and read was more
sensitive than he had imagined and that a probable alternative to his joining the Agency had been a
markerless grave in some southern swamp. He had never participated in a "swamping," as Agency
old-timers put it, but he knew for a fact that they occurred.

That's how it was in the Agency, he learned.

The Agency.

No one ever called it anything else. The Agency's economic operations, the spying and other forms
of espionage only confirmed Janvert's early cynicism. He saw the world without masks, telling
himself that the great mass of his fellows had no realization whatsoever that they already lived in
what was, for all intents and purposes, a police state. This had been inevitable from the formation
of the first police state that achieved any degree of world power. The only apparent way to oppose
a police state was by forming another police state. It was a condition that fostered its mimic forces
on all sides (so Clovis Carr and Edward Janvert agreed). Everything they saw in the society took
on police-state character. Janvert said it. "This is the time of the police states."

They made this a tenet of their pact to leave the Agency together at the first opportunity. That their
feelings for each other and the pact thus engendered were dangerous, they had no doubts. To leave
the Agency would require new identities and a subsequent life of obscurity whose nature they
understood all too well. Agents left the service through death in action or a carefully guarded
retirement -- or they sometimes just disappeared and, somehow, all of their fellows got the message
not to ask questions. The most persistent retirement rumor in the Agency mentioned the farm;
decidedly not Hellstrom's farm. It was, instead, a carefully supervised rest home that none located
with precise geography. Some said northern Minnesota. The story described high fences, guards,
dogs, golf, tennis, swimming, splendid fishing on an enclosed lake, posh private cabins for
"guests," even quarters for married couples, but no children. Having children in this business was
considered equal to a death sentence.

Both Carr and Janvert agreed they wanted children. Escape would have to occur while they were
overseas together, they decided. Forged papers, new faces, money, the requisite language facility --
all of the physical necessities were within reach except one: the opportunity. And never once did
they suspect adolescent fantasy in such dreams -- nor in the work that occupied their lives. They
would escape -- someday.

Depeaux was objecting to something in Merrivale's briefing now. Janvert tried to pick up the
thread: something about a young woman trying to escape from Hellstrom's farm.

"Porter's reasonably certain they didn't kill her," Merrivale said. "They just took her back inside
that barn that we are told is the main studio for Hellstrom's movie operation."



From the Agency report on Project 40. The papers were dropped from a folder by a man identified
as a Hellstrom aide. The incident occurred in the MIT main library early last March as explained in
the covering notes. The label "Project 40" was scribbled at the top of each page. From an
examination of the notes and diagrams (see enclosure A), our experts postulate developmental
plans for what they describe as "a toroidal field disrupter." This is explained as an electron (or
particle) pump capable of influencing physical matter at a distance. The papers are, unfortunately,
incomplete. No definite line of development can be determined from them, although our own
laboratories are exploring the provocative implications. It seems obvious, however, that someone
in the Hellstrom organization is at work on an operational prototype. We cannot be certain (1)
whether it will work or (2) if it works, to what use it will be put. However, in view of Dr.
Zinstrom's report (see enclosure G) we must assume the worst. Zinstrom assures us privately that
the theory behind such a development is sound and that a toroidal field disrupter large enough,
amplified enough, and set to the correct resonance could shatter the earth's crust with disastrous
consequences for all life on our planet.

"This is really a plum of a case we're handing to Carlos," Merrivale said. He touched his upper lip,
brushing an imaginary mustache.

Carr, who was seated slightly behind Depeaux and facing Merrivale, noted the flush of sudden red
at Depeaux's neck. He didn't like that obvious, pandering statement. The morning sun was shining
in the window to Merrivale's right, reflecting off the desk with a yellow brown underlight which
imparted a saturnine cast to the operations director's face.

"That movie-company front has got Peruge's wind up, I must say," Merrivale said. (Depeaux
actually shuddered.)

Carr coughed to conceal a sudden hysterical desire to laugh aloud.

"Under the circumstances, we don't dare go in and root them out, as I'm sure you can understand,"
Merrivale said. "Not enough evidence in our kip. Your job, that. This movie front does offer one
of our most promising points of entry, however."

"What's the subject matter of this film?" Janvert asked.

They all turned to look at him and Carr wondered why Eddie had interrupted. He seldom did that
sort of thing casually. Was he fishing for some of the information behind Merrivale's briefing?

"I thought I said," Merrivale said. "Insects! They're making a film about bloody insects. A bit of a
surprise, that, when Peruge first mentioned it. I confess my own first guess was that they were
making unsavory sex films and -- ahhh, blackmailing someone in a sensitive position."

Depeaux, sweating under a profound aversion to Merrivale's bogus accent and manner, squirmed in
his chair, resenting the interruption. Get on with it! he thought.

"I'm not sure I understand the sensitive conditions around Hellstrom's operation," Janvert said. "I'd
thought the film would supply a clue."



Merrivale sighed. Bloody nitpicker! He said, "Hellstrom is something of a madman on the subject
of ecology. I'm sure you know how politically sensitive that subject is. There's also the fact that he
is employed as a consultant by several, I repeat, several persons of extremely powerful influence. I
could name one senator and at least three congressmen. If we were to move frontally against
Hellstrom, I'm sure the repercussions would be severe."

"Ecology, eh," Depeaux said, trying to get Merrivale back on track.

"Yes, ecology!" Merrivale made the word sound as though he wanted it to rhyme with sodomy.
"The man has access to considerable sums of money, too, and we'd like to know about that."

Depeaux nodded, said, "Let's get back to that valley."

"Yes, yes indeed," Merrivale agreed. "You've all seen the map. This little valley's been in
Hellstrom's family since his grandmother's day. Trova Hellstrom, pioneer, widow, that sort of
thing."

Janvert rubbed a hand across his eyes. He was sure from Merrivale's description of Trova
Hellstrom that the intended picture was of a tiny "widow woman" fighting off attacking redskins
from a blazing log cabin, her brats passing a bucket brigade behind her. The man was
unbelievable.

"Here's the map," Merrivale said, extracting it from the papers on his desk. "Southeastern Oregon,
right here." He touched the map with a finger. "Guarded Valley. The closest civilization is this
town here with the unlikely appellation of Fosterville."

Carr wondered: Why an unlikely name? She glanced covertly at Janvert, but he was examining the
palm of his right hand as though he had just found something fascinating in it.

"And they do all of their filming in this valley?" Depeaux asked.
"Oh, no!" Merrivale protested. "My God, Carlos. Didn't you read enclosures R through W?"
"There were no such enclosures in my file," Depeaux said.

"Bloody hell!" Merrivale said. "Sometimes, I wonder how we ever get anything done correctly in
this establishment. Very well. I'll give you mine. Briefly, Hellstrom and his camera crews and
whatnot have been all over the bloody world: Kenya, Brazil, Southeast Asia, India -- it's all in
here." He tapped the papers on his desk. "You can see for yourself later."

"And this Project 40?" Depeaux asked.

"That's what attracted our attention," Merrivale explained. "The pertinent papers were copied and
the originals returned to where they were found. The Hellstrom aide subsequently returned for his
papers, found them where he expected, took them, and departed. Their significance was not
understood at the time. Purely routine. Our man on the library staff was curious, no more, but the
curiosity became increasingly intense as the papers were bounced upstairs. Unfortunately, we've
not had the opportunity to observe this particular Hellstrom aide since that moment. He apparently
is keeping to the farm. It is our belief, however, that Hellstrom is unaware that we know about his
little project."



"The speculation seems a little like science fiction, more than a little fantastic," Depeaux said.

Janvert nodded his agreement. Were those explicit suspicions the real reason the Agency was
prying into Hellstrom's affairs? Or was it possible that Hellstrom was merely developing a product
that threatened one of the groups that actually paid most of the Agency's expenses? You never
knew in this business.

"Haven't | heard of this Hellstrom before?" Carr asked. "Isn't he the entomologist who came out
against DDT when --"

"That's the chap!" Merrivale said. "Pure fanatic. Now, here's the farmstead plan, Carlos."

So much for my question, Carr thought. She curled her legs under her in the wing chair, glanced
openly at Janvert, who returned her stare with a grin. He's just been playing with Merrivale, she
realized, and he thinks I'm in the game.

Merrivale had a blueprint map on his desk now, unfolding it, indicating features on it with his long,
sensitive fingers. "Barn here - outbuildings -- main house. We have every reason to believe, as
those reports indicate, that the barn is Hellstrom's studio. Curious concrete structure here near the
entrance gate. Can't say what purpose it serves. Your job to find out."

"And you don't want us to go right in, nose around," Depeaux said. He frowned at the blueprint
map. This decision puzzled him. "The young woman who tried to get away --"

"Yes, that was March 20 last," Merrivale said. "Porter saw her run from the barn. She got as far as

the north gate here when she was apprehended by two men who came upon her from beyond the
fence. Their point of origin was not determined. They did, however, return her to the barn-studio.'

'

"Porter's account says these people weren't wearing any clothes," Depeaux said. "It seems to me
that a report to the authorities giving a description of --"

"And we'd have had to explain why we were there, send our one man up against numerous
Hellstrom accomplices, all of this in the presence of the new morality that permeates this society."

You damned hypocrite! Carr thought. You know how the Agency uses sex for its own purposes.
Janvert leaned forward in his chair and said, "Merrivale, you're holding something back in this
case. | want to know what it is. We have Porter's report, but he's not here to amplify it. Is Porter

available?" He sat back. "A simple yes or no will suffice."

That's a dangerous tack to take, Eddie, Carr thought. She watched Merrivale intently to measure
his response.

"I can't say I care for your tone, Shorty," Merrivale said.
Depeaux leaned back, put a hand over his eyes.

"And I can't say I care for your secrecy," Janvert said. "We would like to know the things that are
not in these reports."



Depeaux dropped his hand, nodded. Yes, there were some things about this case . . .

"Impatience is not seemly in good agents," Merrivale said. "However, I can understand your
curiosity, and the need-to-know rule has not been applied in this case. Peruge was specific on that.
What has our wind up, as it were, is not just this Project 40 thing, but the accumulation of items, the
indications that Hellstrom's film activities are actually (he pronounced it exshooly, and once more
for emphasis) -- actually a cover for serious and highly subversive political activities."

Bullshit! Janvert thought.

"How serious?" Carr asked.

"Well -- Hellstrom has been nosing around the Nevada atomic-testing area. He conducts
entomological researches, as well, you see. His films are offered under the guise of documentary
productions. He has had atomic materials for his so-called researches and --"

"Why so-called?" Janvert asked. "Isn't it possible he's just what he --"

"Impossible!" Merrivale snorted. "Look, it's really all in the reports here. Observe especially the
indications that Hellstrom and his people may be interested in forming some sort of new communal
society. It's quite provocative. He and his film crew live that sort of life wherever they go -- off to
themselves, clubby -- and their preoccupation with the emerging African nations, the numerous
visits to the Nevada testing area, the ecology thing with its highly inflammatory nature, the --"
"Communist?" Carr interrupted.

"It's -- ahhh -- possible."

Janvert said, "Where's Porter?"

"That - ahh --" Merrivale pulled at his chin. "That's a bit sticky. I'm sure you understand the
delicacy of our position in all of --"

"I don't understand it," Janvert said. "What's happened to Porter?"
"That's one of the things we hope Carlos can ascertain," Merrivale said.

Depeaux turned a speculative look on Janvert, returned his attention to Merrivale, who had sunk
back into apparent concentration on the blueprint map.

"Porter's missing?" Depeaux asked.

"Somewhere around this farm," Merrivale said. He looked up as though just noticing Depeaux.
"Presumably."



From recorded comments of brood mother Trova Hellstrom. Some threat is good for a species. It
tends to stimulate breeding, to raise the level of awareness. Too much, however, can have a
stupefying effect. It is one of the tasks of Hive leadership to adjust the level of stimulating threat.

As the sun moved lower behind him on the hill above Guarded Valley, Depeaux took care that the
light did not outline him. There were both advantages and disadvantages in such light. It tended to
throw some details of the farm into relief -- the fencelines, the paths on the opposite hillside, the
weathered boards on the barn's western face.

There still had not been one sign of human activity outside the buildings and no sure indication of
humans within them. The irritating hum continued to issue from the barn and Depeaux had
exhausted his speculations on what it might be. He had opted tentatively for air conditioning and
wished he could enjoy that relief from the hot afternoon in the dusty grass.

A long, cold drink, that's what I need, he told himself.

The fact that the farm fitted all of the reports and the descriptions (including Porter's) did not really
say anything for it.

Depeaux scanned the valley once more through his binoculars. There was a peculiar waiting air to
the emptiness of the place, as though forces were being marshaled to fill the farm with life.

Depeaux wondered what Hellstrom did with his farm's products. Why was the entire area so
devoid of human activity? There'd been no vacationers or picnickers on the dirt road to the valley -
- although the area seemed attractive enough. Why were the Fosterville residents so closemouthed
about Hellstrom's farm? Porter had been intrigued by this, too. This was a hunting area, but
Depeaux had seen no deer sign and not one hunter. The stream obviously held no attraction for
fishermen, but still . . .

A Steller's jay flapped into the tree behind Depeaux, called once with its raucous voice, then flew
across the valley into the trees of the far slope.

Depeaux watched the bird's flight with peculiar interest, realizing it was the first higher life form
he'd seen in Hellstrom's valley. One damned jay! That was some record for a day's work. But he
was supposed to be a bird watcher, wasn't he? Just a simple little old vacationer, a traveling
salesman for the Blue Devil Fireworks Corporation of Baltimore, Maryland. He sighed, worked his
way back to the oak's shade. He had studied the maps, the aerial photographs, Porter's descriptions,
all of the accumulated reports. Every detail had been committed to memory. He scanned his back
trail with the binoculars. Nothing moved in the tall grass of the open area or in the trees beyond it.
Nothing. The oddity of this became increasingly demanding of his attention.

One damned jay?

It had been a thing long inserting itself into his awareness, but now he focused on it to the exclusion
of all other considerations. One bird. It was as though animal life had been swept away from the
region around Guarded Valley. Why hadn't Porter mentioned that? And the grazing cattle down
there to the north toward Fosterville. No fence kept them from approaching the farm, but they kept
their distance.



Why?

In that instant, Depeaux recognized what it was that had made the farm's fields appear so strange to
him.

They were clean.

Those fields had not been harvested. They had been swept clean of every stalk, every leaf, every
twig. An orchard occupied the upper reaches of the valley and Depeaux crawled back to study it
through the binoculars. There were no bits of rotten fruit on the ground, no culls, no leaves or
limbs -- nothing.

Clean.

But the tall grass remained all around on the perimeter hills.

Hellstrom's own addenda to the dietary notes. The key workers must, of course, take the
supplemental leader foods without fail, but it is equally important that they keep up their intake
from the vats. It is here that we get the markers that maintain our awareness of mutual identity.
Without the chemical sameness provided by the vats, we will become like those Outside: isolated,
alone, drifting without purpose.

By late afternoon, Depeaux had become almost obsessed with the desire to find something animal
and alive in the valley. But nothing stirred there and the sun had moved several long notches
toward the horizon.

Perhaps another vantage point, he thought.

The longer he stayed on the hill above the farm, the less he liked his cover story. Bird watcher,
indeed! Why hadn't Porter mentioned the absence of animal life? Insects, of course: the grass was
alive with them, crawling, buzzing, flitting.

Depeaux slid and crawled away from the crest, got to his knees. His back ached from all of the
unnatural movement. Grass burrs had invaded his collar, under his belt, under his stockings, up his
sleeves. He managed a smile, half grimace, at his own discomfort; he could almost hear Merrivale
commenting, Part of the price you pay for engaging in this line of work, old bean.

Son of a bitch!

Porter's careful reports had indicated no guards posted outside the farm's perimeter, but that was
just one man's account. Depeaux asked himself how he felt about his position in the open under the
oak. You stayed alive in this business by trusting only your own senses ultimately -- and Porter
was missing. That represented an important piece of information. It could be innocent or ominous,
but it was safer to believe the worst. At the worst, Porter was dead and the people of Hellstrom's



farm were responsible. Merrivale believed this. He'd made that clear, and the secretive bastard
could have information to confirm it without any of his agents being the wiser.

"You will proceed with the utmost caution, keeping in mind at every juncture our need to determine
precisely what has happened to Porter."

The son of a bitch probably already knows, Depeaux told himself.

Something about the emptiness of the region spoke of hidden dangers. Depeaux reminded himself
that agents who leaned too heavily on the reports of others often ended up dead, sometimes in
painful and ugly fashion. What was it about this place?

He swept his gaze around his back trail, saw no sign of movement or watching eyes. A glance at
his watch told him he had slightly more than two hours before sunset. Time to get to the head of
the valley then and scan the length of it.

Bending low at the waist, Depeaux got to his feet and, in a crouching trot, moved swiftly toward
the south below the concealing ridge. His breathing deepened easily with the effort and he thought
for a moment that he wasn't in such bad condition for a man of fifty-one. Swimming and long
walks weren't the worst recipe in the world, and he wished he were swimming that instant. It was
dry and hot under the ridge, the grass full of nose-tickling dust. Desire for a swim did not bother
him greatly. Such wishes had come often in the sixteen years since he'd moved up from an office
clerk in the Agency. He usually passed off the fleeting desire to be elsewhere as an unconscious
recognition of danger, but sometimes it could be attributed to no more than bodily discomfort.

When he'd been a mere clerk in the Baltimore office, Depeaux had enjoyed his daydreams about
working as an agent. He'd filed final reports on agents "wasted in action" and had told himself that
if he ever got to be an agent, he would be extremely cautious. That had not been a hard promise to
keep. He was, by nature, careful and painstaking -- "the perfect clerk," some of his fellows carped.
But it was painstaking care that had led him to commit the farm and its surroundings to memory, to
note possible cover (little enough of that!), and the game trails through the tall grass indicated on
aerial photos.

Game trails but no visible game sign, he reminded himself. What kind of game ran these paths? It
was another note added to his increasing sense of caution.

Depeaux had once overheard Merrivale commenting to another agent, "The trouble with Carlos is
he plays for survival."

As though old Jollyvale didn't do the same! Depeaux told himself. The man hadn't reached his
present eminence as operations director without an eye for the main line.

Depeaux could hear the faint trickling of the waterfall. A clump of madronas stood at the invisible
line on Depeaux's mental map, marking the northernmost reach of Hellstrom's valley. Depeaux
paused in the shade of the madronas and made another survey of his surroundings, paying special
attention to his own back trail. Something about that open area -- nothing moved in it, but Depeaux
made a decision then and there to wait for darkness to cover his return across that space.

Thus far, it had not been too bad a go, he told himself. Just that faintly disquieting sense of an
unknown danger. The second examination of the valley from this upper vantage point should not



take too long. Perhaps he might reconsider and go back by daylight to the bicycle and an early
check-in with Tymiena at the van. Perhaps. That first sense of decision to wait for darkness had
gone deeply into him, though.

Play it safe, he reminded himself. Play for survival.

He turned left briskly, unslung his binoculars, and slipped up through a stand of oak and madrona
to a clump of oily green bushes behind the rock face of the valley's upper limit. The tinkling
waterfall was quite noisy off through the undergrowth. At the bushes, Depeaux dropped to all
fours, tucking the binoculars under his shirt and cinching the pack tightly against his right side. He
went through the now-familiar stalking crawl, turning partly onto his left side to protect the
binoculars and keep the pack off the ground. The bushes ended presently in a short rock lip which
exposed a lengthwise view of Guarded Valley.

As he brought out the binoculars, Depeaux wondered idly where the "wild" Indians had been
slaughtered. The noise of the waterfall was quite loud about fifty feet to his right. He rested on his
elbows, brought up the binoculars.

The farm buildings were farther away from him this time and the large barn-studio concealed all
but the western wing of the house. A crooked stretch of stream was clearly visible from this new
vantage. Its surface remained mirror calm, as though stagnant, reflecting the trees and brush at its
verge. The view opened up at the valley's far end, revealing the rolling grasslands and clumps of
trees, the patches of distant cattle.

Why wouldn't the cattle venture nearer into the rich grass closer to the end of the valley? There
was nothing visible to keep them away: no fence, no ditch -- nothing.

Depeaux became aware of a vehicle moving in a dust cloud far off beyond the cattle. That was the
narrow track he and Tymiena had taken. Who was coming down there? Would they see the van-
camper? Tym would be out there with her paints drawing pictures of the stupid landscape, of
course, but still . . . Depeaux focused his binoculars on the dust, made out presently a large covered
truck. It was following the crazy meander track toward the valley and moving fast. He tried to
locate Tymiena, but the hill to his left blocked off that vista, and they'd taken the camper into tree
shade along a side road. The oncoming truck might not come close enough to see her. It made no
difference, anyway, he told himself. A strange excitement gripped him.

He brought his attention back to the farm buildings. Surely, someone would come out and greet the
truck. He would get his first look at the occupants of this odd place. He studied the scene intently.

Nothing moved within the valley.

They must hear the truck. He could hear it himself even from this greater distance and above the
waterfall's intrusion.

Where were the farm's occupants?

The binoculars had collected dust again. Depeaux paused to reflect on the situation while he
applied the linen cloth once more to the lenses. He knew it might appear ridiculous, but the
absence of surface activity in the presence of so much evidence that people carried on an active life
here filled him with disquiet. It wasn't natural! Everything was so damned motionless in the



valley. He experienced the skin-creeping sensation of being watched by countless eyes. When he
rolled over and peered backward through the brush, he could see not one moving thing. Why did
he expect trouble from these conditions? He did, though, and his inability to explain the
expectation filled him with irritation. What were they hiding here?

Despite Merrivale's attempts to present this case as a plum for the chosen agent, Depeaux had
tasted the sourness of it from the beginning. Shorty Janvert obviously had shared that sense of
something profoundly wrong. This thing was sour! And it was not the sourness of green fruit and
easy pickings. It was a prickling of the senses that came from knowledge of something overripe
and rotten, something stewed too long in its own sour juices.

The truck was just beyond the valley now, making its final climb up the easy slope to the north
fence. Depeaux brought his binoculars to bear on it once more, saw two white-clad figures in the
cab. They were visible only dimly through sun reflections on the windshield.

And still, no one came from the farm buildings.

The truck turned close to the north fence, revealing large words on its fiat white side: N.
Hellstrom, Inc. The machine made a wide turn until it was heading away from the farm, stopped
then, and backed up to the gate. Two blond young men emerged from the cab. They trotted briskly
to the rear, dropped the gate that extended to a ramp on rollers. They clambered up into the open
cave of the bed, slid a tall yellow and gray box from the shadows there. The box appeared heavy
from the way they strained. They tipped it onto the gate's rollers, let it slide swiftly to a jolting,
dusty stop on the ground.

What the hell was in that box? It was big enough for a coffin.

The men hopped down, strained against the box until they brought it teetering upright. They
walked it then to a position clear of the tail gate, closed up the truck, got back into the cab, and
drove away.

The box remained about ten feet outside the north gate.

Depeaux examined the surface of the box through his binoculars. It was taller than the men from
the truck and it was heavy. It appeared to be made of wood and was bound by what seemed to be
flat metal straps that ran around it from the top to the bottom.

A delivery, Depeaux mused. What in hell could be delivered to this farm in a box that shape?

Hellstrom had his own truck to bring things to the farm, but he didn't worry about his deliveries
waiting in the sun outside his gate. There might be nothing unusual about that, on the surface of it.
The Agency's dossier carried considerable information about Hellstrom's film company. That was
the N. Hellstrom, Inc. Hellstrom was both owner and manager. He made documentary films about
insects. Sometimes, Hellstrom's film efforts were incorporated into quite substantial productions
which were distributed through other companies in Hollywood and New York. It was all easily
explained until you sat on this hillside and watched the operation, as Depeaux was doing now and
as Porter had done before him. What had become of Porter? And why wouldn't Merrivale permit a
straightforward missing person investigation?

There was something else about Hellstrom's operation.



His nonoperation.

From the Hive Manual. The relationship between ecology and evolution is extremely close, deeply
implicated in organic changes among a given animal population, and profoundly sensitive to the
density of numbers within a given habitat. Our adaptations aim to increase the population
tolerance, to permit a human density ten to twelve times greater than is currently considered
possible. Out of this, we will get our survival variations.

The conference room held an air of detached waiting as Dzule Peruge strode in and took the Chief's
chair at the head of the long table. He glanced at his wristwatch as he put his briefcase on the table:
5:14 P.M. In spite of it being Sunday, they were all present, all of the important men and the one
woman who shared responsibility for the Agency.

Without any of the usual preparations, Peruge sat down and said, "I've had an extremely trying day.
To cap it, the Chief called me just two hours ago and told me I would have to deliver his report to
you. He had to take care of some questions from upstairs. That, of course, took priority."

He swept his gaze around the room. It was a quiet and cushioned place, this penthouse board room.
Gray curtains covered the double windows on the north side, giving the sun's afternoon rays a
feeling of cool, underwater light as they filtered through to the dark, polished wood of the tabletop.

There were some impatient coughs around the table, but they took the replacement without
objection.

Peruge squared the briefcase in front of him, extracted its contents -- three thin folders. He said,
"You've all seen the Hellstrom file. The Chief tells me he circulated it three weeks ago. You will
be glad to know that we have now cracked the code on page 17 of the original papers. It was a
rather interesting code based on a four-unit configuration that our people tell me was derived from
the DNA code. Very ingenious."

He cleared his throat, pulled one thin sheet from the top folder, scanned it. "Again, this refers to
Project 40, but this time distinctly in terms of a weapon. The exact words are 'a sting that will
make our workers supreme over the entire world." Very suggestive."

A man down the table on Peruge's left said, "Poppycock! This Hellstrom produces movies. That
could be a dramatic piece of business for a film."

"There is more," Peruge said. "It includes partial instructions for an exchange circuit which our
man at Westinghouse assures us is real. He was quite excited by the implications. He called it
'another key to the puzzle." He concedes that it is an incomplete key; where the circuit would fit in
the larger scheme is not indicated. However, there was one more item in the coded section."

Peruge paused for effect, glanced once around the table. "The message is quite direct. It instructs
the bearer of the subject papers to transmit his future reports through a man in Washington, D.C.
The man is named. He is the senator whose activities we have come to question."



Peruge wanted to laugh. Their reaction was precisely what the Chief had said it would be. He had
their undivided attention, a thing seldom granted in this room of giants.

The man directly at his left said, "No doubt of that?"

"None whatsoever."

From Dzule Peruge's original report on Joseph Merrivale. Subject has no detectable inhibiting
emotions of warmth toward his fellows, but he counterfeits these reactions quite well. His
administrative abilities are adequate for the necessary tasks, but he lacks qualities of initiative and
daring. He is exactly what we had in mind, a man who can keep his division running smoothly and
can, if directed, send his people to their deaths without a qualm. Promotion recommended.

As he left the conference, Peruge allowed himself a small sense of triumph. There had been a few
touchy moments with that bitch, but he had managed them well, all things considered. He still
could not understand why they had ever allowed a woman onto that board.

It was raining when he reached the street, freshening the evening air, but also imparting a smell of
wetted dust that Peruge particularly disliked. He hailed a cab.

The driver, as luck would have it, was a woman. Peruge settled back into the seat with a sigh of
resignation and said, "Take me to the Statler."

There was no telling where women would intrude next, he thought. They were essentially frail
things and should not be allowed into these occupations. He had that judgment from observations
of his mother who had gone through life torn by conflicting attitudes toward her ancestry and
toward the demands of her sex. That she knew about, she had black, Cherokee, Portuguese, and
Cajun ancestors. Sometimes, she had been proud of her progenitors. "Never forget, boy, that your
ancestors were here before the first white thief set foot on these shores." Other times, she would
remind him, "We were sailors under Henry the Navigator when most sailors never came back from
a long voyage." But she could temper these outbursts of bitter pride with cautious warnings:
"Dzule, you look white enough for nobody ever to know about the niggers in our blood. Play the
white game, boy; that's the only way to win in this world."

And he had won the field this day, no doubt about that. The bitch of the board room had tried to
cross-examine him about Hellstrom's corporate activities, trying to catch him in a contradiction.
The Chief had warned him about that. "They'll try to take advantage of you and check up on the
Agency. I'm trusting you to give them blow for blow." That was the Chief for you: like a father to
those he trusted.

Peruge had never known his own father, who had been only the first in a long line of men who
partook of Juanita Peruge's favors. Her family name had been Brown, a commonplace easily
discarded for the more mysterious Peruge. The father had stayed with Juanita long enough to name
the infant Dzule for a half-remembered uncle, then he had gone commercial fishing on a voyage
that would have satisfied the Navigator's worst fears. His boat was lost in a storm off Campiche.



Tragedy had been the firming cement of Juanita's character. It offered her the splendor of a lifelong
search to replace a love that time made ever more romantic and unattainable. And for Dzule, she
created a myth of the mighty John (originally Juan) Peruge: tall, bronzed, capable of any great
deed he might envision. A jealous God had taken him, which said something pertinent about gods.

It was this tragedy, seen through his mother's fantasies, that made Dzule forgive any of her offenses
against morality. His earliest and strongest image of women told him that they could not withstand
life's crueler torments except by seeking the pleasures of the bed. That was just the way they were
and one had to accept it. Others might deny this, but obviously they were hiding identical behavior
in their own women.

The Agency had been a natural place for Dzule Peruge to find himself. Here, the strong sought
their place in life. Here, those who took the blinders from their eyes naturally gravitated. And
most important, it was a last outpost of swashbuckling. In the Agency, no dream was too remote,
provided that you recognized most humans as essentially frail -- especially women.

The bitch of the board was no exception. There was a weakness in her; had to be. She was clever,
though, with her own brand of driving ruthlessness.

Peruge stared out of the taxi's window at the rain-washed streets, reviewing the encounter in the
board room. She had opened the attack by bringing out her own copy of the Hellstrom file. She
had found the entries she wanted, referred to them, and said, "You tell us Hellstrom's company is
private, incorporated in 1958; one chief stockholder, himself, and three officers -- Hellstrom, a
Miss Fancy Kalotermi, and a Miss Mimeca Tichenum." She'd put down the file and stared down
the long table at him. "The disturbing thing to many of us is that, although two women signed their
names to these incorporation documents in front of witnesses, duly notarized, you show no other
record of them."

Peruge's response, he thought, had suited the attack. He shrugged and said, "That's correct. We
don't know where they came from, where educated, nothing. They both sound foreign, but the
notary in Fosterville was satisfied with their identities, and the attorney saw no objection to their
being officers in a corporation doing business in this country. Mimeca could be an oriental name,
as some of you have indicated, and the other one does sound Greek; we just do not know. This is
not a page we intend to keep in its present blank state. We are exploring this avenue."

"Do they live at Hellstrom's farm?" she asked.

"Apparently."

"Any description of them?"

"Vague: dark hair, possessed of general female characteristics."

"General female characteristics," she mused. "I wonder how you'd describe me. Well, no matter.
What is their relationship to Hellstrom?"

Peruge had taken his time with the response. He knew how he appeared to women. He was tall,
six feet four inches, and imposing, 221 pounds. His sandy hair held a distinct touch of red which
his eyebrows carried to a darker tone. His eyes were that dark brown often mistaken for black,



deeply socketed above a rather abbreviated nose, wide mouth, and square chin. The whole effect
was dominantly masculine. He sent this machismo message down the table with a sudden grin.

"Madame, I would not describe you to anyone, not even to myself. Such is my responsibility to the
Agency that you remain nameless and faceless. As to these other women, Hellstrom trusted them
sufficiently to want them as officers of his corporation, which makes us extremely curious about
them. We intend to satisfy that curiosity. You'll note the documents list the Kalotermi woman as
vice-president and the other one as secretary-treasurer, yet each has but a one percent interest in the
corporation."”

"How old are they?" she asked, glowering at him.

"Adult."

"Do they travel with Hellstrom?"

"We have no record of that."

"And you don't even know whether these women have husbands or male attachments of any other
nature?" she pressed.

Peruge's heavy brows tended to draw down in thought or anger, and he brought them into this
position, holding his voice flat and level to betray no upset at his present ignorance. "We don't

know this; no."

She suspected his distress, though, because she moved to the same attack on Hellstrom. "And
Hellstrom, is he married or otherwise entangled?"

"Not that we know. The reports tell you all that we have at this time."
"AlI?" she sneered. "How old is Hellstrom?"

"We're guessing at thirty-four. That's farm and ranching country and he was educated at home for
the first seven years. His grandmother, Trova Hellstrom, was an accredited teacher."

"I've done my homework," she said, tapping the file. "Only thirty-four. I raise that question to
suggest that he's fairly young to have caused so many waves."

"Old enough."

"You say he lectures and does an occasional seminar or colloquium, and he's been on the faculties
of several universities. How does he get these dangerous assignments?"

"On his reputation."”
"Hmmmph! What do we know of his other associates?"
"His technical people, business connections -- you've seen the file."

"And he banks in Switzerland. Interesting. Any indication of his worth?"



"Only what's in the file."

"Have you considered making discreet inquiries of his lawyers?"

"Do you take us for cretins?" Peruge asked.

She stared at him silently for a moment. "I said discreet."

"His legal counsel, as you've seen there, is a native of Fosterville, which is a small town," Peruge
explained carefully. "A liaison between two dogs cannot be undertaken discreetly in such a
setting."

"Hmmmph."

Peruge looked down at the folders in front of him. She knew, of course, as did the rest of them,
that he was not telling the full story. That was expected, but she had no way of guessing the
actuality. She had nothing but her suspicions.

"Have any of our people ever met this Hellstrom?" she asked.

Peruge looked up, wondering: Why are they letting her be their spokesman? Most unusual. "As
you perhaps know, the Chief has connections to a vice-president of the bank that handles financial
matters for the film company that usually markets Hellstrom's productions. This vice-president has
met Hellstrom socially and we have his report, which will be in your hands shortly."

"This bank does no work for Hellstrom's own company?"

”NO.”

"Have we made overtures through our Swiss connections?"

"There's no provable fraud involved and we cannot, therefore, gain open access to the Swiss
records. We are still pursuing this, however."

"What is the vice-president's impression of Hellstrom?"

"A capable man in his own fields, rather quiet, with occasional bursts of concentrated energy where
his own interests are concerned -- specifically, when the subject of ecology arises."

"What salaries does Hellstrom pay his employees?"

"Union scale where that's indicated, guild scale, but we have no tax returns for some of them."
"The two women on his corporation records?"

"Apparently they serve him for something other than money. We believe they live on the farm, but

they have declared no income. It has been suggested that Hellstrom is less than generous or that
fraud is involved. We cannot say as yet. Such records as we've seen indicate that his film company



makes no profit. All of the income appears to be taken by ongoing activities of an apparently legal,
that is to say, educational nature."

"Could that farm be some sort of subversive school?"

"Some of the younger people allegedly stay there for an education in film making and in ecology.
That's detailed in the file."

"Detailed," she said, her voice flat. "Can we presume his installations have been inspected,
building inspectors and that sort? Oregon must have laws about such things."

"He was inspected by local people, and the accuracy of information based on those inspections
remains in question. We will update your files as we are able."

"Hellstrom's technical people, cameramen and such, are they all recognized in the industry?"
"They have done work that has attracted praise."

"But the people themselves, are they admired?"

"One could say so."

"What would you say?"

"The question has little meaning except as an indicator for further investigations. It is our opinion
that successful people in that industry tend to achieve a surface admiration from their fellows, but
this surface attitude conceals an often quite profound hostility. Admiration in the usual sense has
little to do with the situation except as it may indicate competence or income."

"How much traveling has Hellstrom done since the report in our hands?"

"One trip to Kenya and two days at Stanford."

"Is he away at the moment?"

"Possibly. I would have to consult our most recent reports to be sure. We have just fielded a new
team, as you know. You will be informed, of course."

"Your previous reports show him staying away from his farm for two weeks to a month at a time.
Who minds the store while he's away?"

"We do not as yet know."

"How thorough have our investigations of him been during his more vulnerable travel periods?"
"We've had his luggage searched and found only cameras, film, technical works, papers, that sort of
thing. The most common subject matter for any written material in his possession has been insects.

He appears most thorough where his specialty is concerned. We have found nothing
incriminating."



"What about planting something on him?"

"It is contraindicated because of his stature in education. Too many would believe his
protestations."

She sat back then, quiet for a moment. Presently, she said, "You will inform the Chief that there
must be a profit in this somewhere. We are not satisfied."

Not satisfied! Peruge thought, tapping his finger impatiently on the taxi's black plastic seat. But
they were afraid, and that was enough for the time being. If the actual material of the Project 40
file panned out, if it developed along the lines he and the Chief had purposely not reported, there
would be profits enough for all, including Dzule Peruge. It would never be a weapon, of course.
The thing created too much heat in its own circuits. But at low temperatures, that heat might be
translated into an induced heat for metal and plastic products. At the very least, it would transform
metallurgy, reducing present costs by a breathtaking factor. There'd be profit in that!

Brood instructions for selected workers. We use the language of the Outside, but with our own
meanings. It is important that the key distinctions not be confused. The practices of concealment
demand this. Because we are virtually defenseless against the best forces of the Outside, our major
defense remains in their never learning that we live among them, patterning ourselves after Hive
creatures.

As the afternoon above Hellstrom's valley wore on, Depeaux began reflecting on the briefing
sessions with Merrivale. It was a matter of emphasis, but he began to wonder just how many
agents had been wasted on this project. Merrivale was a very queer duck -- that damned affected
British accent and all. There had been times when he gave off the distinct impression that he
admired Hellstrom. It was Merrivale's pattern to admire only success, but it was an admiration
always tinged with fear. The closer to Merrivale the success occurred, the greater his fear.

The isolated valley continued to bake in the hot autumn sun. Depeaux grew somnolent and there
were moments when his eyelids drooped.

He forced himself to concentrate on the farm buildings. If the last reports were to be believed,
Hellstrom himself was somewhere down there in one of those buildings. Nothing showed itself to
confirm this assumption, however.

Why would Merrivale admire Hellstrom?

An abrupt slamming sound shocked Depeaux into full awareness. He saw movement at the far-left
corner of the barn-studio. A wheeled cart came into view. It was an odd vehicle, reminiscent of an
old-fashioned railway baggage cart, the hand-pulled kind used in stations. It had high slat sides and
big spoked wheels. A high-pitched voice called out a command from somewhere behind the
building, but Depeaux could not make out the words. It had sounded like "work a load." That
made no sense, though.



A young woman strode from behind the barn to the front of the cart and, at first, Depeaux thought
she was nude. The binoculars revealed skin-colored briefs, but she wore no bra, no blouse. Her
feet were tucked into sandals.

The powerful glasses put Depeaux right up next to the young woman as she lowered a steering bar
that had been caught upright at the front of the cart. She had firm breasts with dark nipples. He
was so intent on watching her that he almost missed the approach of another young woman clad the
same way, noticing her only when a strange third hand entered his field of vision. The young
women were enough alike to be sisters, but they didn't fit the descriptions he had of the women
who served as officers of Hellstrom's corporation. Their hair was light gold.

The young women took the steering bar and, pulling on it, trundled the cart toward the north gate.
They moved with a bouncing urgency Depeaux found inconsistent with the long wait that box had
enjoyed outside the gate. He saw no other reason for the cart. They were going to get the box.
What was in that damned thing? And why were they almost nude? He recalled how the two
deliverymen had strained in moving the box, wondered if the two women were expected to get that
heavy object onto their cart. Surely, others would come out and help.

With increasing amazement, he watched the women open the gate, wheel the cart into position,
drop its end, and tip the box into the cart's bed. They lifted the heavy box with a muscular ease that
astonished him, displaying a far easier time with it than had the men who delivered it. Briskly, they
closed the end of the cart and trotted back toward the barn with the same sense of urgency they'd
shown on the outward trip. In far less time than he'd expected, they were at the barn and out of
sight behind it. Again, there came that abrupt slamming sound. A door?

Depeaux estimated the whole incident had taken no more than five minutes. Astonishing! They
were amazons! Yet, they'd appeared at first to be no more than well-developed, nubile young
females. Was Hellstrom's farm a hideout for health nuts, a kind of inland muscle beach? The
nudity argued for some such answer as that. Depeaux didn't like that answer, though. Everything
about the women had been too casually businesslike. They weren't muscle fanatics. They'd just
been two workers going about a job and it had been a job they knew well enough not to need excess
words or motions in executing it. Why women for that kind of work?

It was another goddamned default message!

Depeaux glanced at his watch: less than an hour to sunset. The valley and farm had settled back
into its disturbing surface tranquility. The place had been rendered even more empty by the brief
spurt of human energy from the young women.

What the hell was in that box?

The low sun washed across the ridgetop to his left, shadowing the valley's depths now, but light
reflected from golden grass and leaves on the opposite hillside kept the shadows lucent. Depeaux
knew he was in good cover under the dark bushes, but valley and countryside once more had taken
on that sense of ominous quiet. He took a deep breath and reaffirmed his decision to wait for night
before leaving. This place had all of the atmosphere of a trap. He squirmed backward, deeper into
shadows, peered left at the open countryside he would have to cross. The long, low light bathed the
field in a golden glow touched with orange. The light cast a definite shadow along the path of
crushed grass that marked his trail.



I was a fool to come up that way, he thought.
And perversely: What was Porter's mistake?

A sense of desperate immobility overcame him. The unexpected muscularity of those seminude
young women, the persistent irritating hum from the barn-studio, the unspoken warnings in
Merrivale's briefings and the reports, that internalized vacuum of a valley set against the distant
movement of cattle far outside it (why so far?) -- everything told him to wait for darkness. He lay
for almost an hour, watching, stewing in his own premonitions.

The light dimmed. Low in the west, the sky took on a purple streaming against incandescent
orange. The slopes of the valley drifted into a dusky almost blackness where it was difficult to
determine if he actually saw details or was remembering them. No lights showed from the
farmhouse or the barn. Visibility dropped to only a few feet, but when he crept out from under the
bushes there were stars and a far aura of light on the northern horizon. That would be Fosterville,
he knew. Still no lights from the farm.

Another default message.

Depeaux felt around him to make sure he was free of the bushes, got to his feet. There was a
tension ache in his back. He groped in his knapsack, took out the sandwich in a rattling of paper,
unwrapped it, and ate it while he regained his sense of direction. Fosterville's glow was a good
landmark. The sandwich restored him and he took a long swallow of water and secured his pack.

The sense of danger remained.

The illogic of it dominated his consciousness, but he had learned to trust that sense. It was a
message contained in everything he had studied about this place -- all he had heard and all he had
seen -- a message, as well, of things not seen and not heard. The combined default message said
danger.

Get the hell out of here, he told himself.

He twisted his watchband to bring the luminous dial of its companion compass into view, sighted
along it, and set off across the field. As he moved out of the trees, his vision improved and he
gained a sense of the long, sloping expanse of dried grass through which he had crept earlier.

The ground was uneven under the grass and he stumbled often. He kicked up dust unavoidably and
several times he stopped to repress a sneeze. His passage through the grass seemed to him
abnormally loud in the night silence, but there was a faint breeze and, when he stopped, he could
hear it soughing in the trees ahead of him. There was a similarity between the two sounds that he
tried to improve upon by slowing his pace. He had accumulated more grass burrs and they rasped
his skin. Slow movement irritated him, too. He found himself unconsciously picking up speed.
Something inside him said hurry.

The luminous dial of his compass and the glowing sky oriented him well, though. He found he
could see the occasional trees in the field and avoided them easily. The dark line of thicker trees
through which he had come stood out plainly. There would be the game trail to follow through
there. He expected to encounter the trail long before his feet actually felt the hard, grassless
surface. He crouched then to feel the surface with his hands, tracing the almost worn-down



hoofmarks in the dirt. No deer had passed this way in a long while. Those were very old marks; he
had noted this earlier, but now it compounded the total message of this place.

Depeaux started to straighten and strike out along the trail when he became aware of a distant
swishing in the field behind him. He tipped his head to listen. The swishing sounded neither like
someone walking through the grass nor like the wind. It had no definite position -- just somewhere
back there. Starlight showed nothing but distant shadows which could be trees, the configuration
of the land. The sound was growing louder and he felt menace in it. There was something more
akin to a susurrant humming in it now than to swishing. He straightened, turned away from the
sound, and began trotting along the trail. He found he could make out the track if he peered down
at a sharp angle.

Soon, he was at the line of thicker trees, the witch-spread of madronas, and the heavier spacing of
pines. The trees reduced the faint assistance of the starlight, and he was forced to slow his pace to a
walk. Several times he lost the trail and had to grope for it with his feet. He longed to take out the
small flashlight in his pack, but that odd sound had grown even louder behind him. It was a
definite hissing-humming now. What made that sound? The noise of countless hoopskirts
dragging through grass would not be as mechanical. The image of hoopskirts amused him for a
moment, though, until he thought of the seminude young amazons at the farm. Somehow, they
were not amusing, even when clad in his imaginary hoopskirts.

He had hidden the bicycle in bushes where the game trail crossed a narrow dirt road. That road led
around a low hill and down a long slope to the country road where he had parked the van. The
bicycle had a handlebar light and he promised himself he would use that light and ride like hell.

Was that sound behind him louder? What the hell could make such a sound? Was it something
natural? Birds, perhaps? The susurrant intrusion now reached out into the grass on both sides of
him, as though he were being drawn into the wings of an advancing army. Depeaux had the
auditory impression of many creatures moving in a wide fan to enclose him. He tried to increase
his speed, but it was too dark; he kept running into trees.

What was that sound?
His body was wet with perspiration, fear tight in his chest.

Again, he tried to quicken his pace, tripped and fell full length. The susurrant pursuit stopped.
Depeaux lay quietly waiting for a moment, probing with his ears. Nothing. What the hell! The
absence of sound was as frightening as its presence had been. Slowly, he got to his feet and,
immediately, the noise started again. It was on both sides and behind him. Terrified now, Depeaux
stumbled forward, tripping, lurching, crashing through trees, on the trail sometimes and sometimes
off it.

Where was that goddamned road where he'd hidden the bike?

The horns of enclosing noise were ahead of him now, on both sides and ahead. Depeaux, panting,
stumbling, groped for the flashlight in his pack, found it. Why hadn't he brought a gun? An
automatic even? Something small, like the one Tymiena carried. Damn! What was that noise? He
wondered if he dared turn on the flashlight and sweep its beam around him. He couldn't bring even
a little gun! No! His bird-watcher cover ruled against it! He was panting and gasping now. His
legs ached.



The road was under his feet before he realized it. He stumbled to a halt, tried to get his bearings in
the dark. Had he left the trail just back there? He didn't believe he could be far from the bushes
where he'd hidden the damned bike. It had to be nearby. Did he dare use the flashlight? The
hissing-hum enclosed him now. The bike had to be just to his right. It had to be. He groped
toward blacker shadows among shadows, stumbled over a bush, and landed in the frame of the
bicycle.

Cursing under his breath, Depeaux got to his feet, pulled the bicycle upright, and leaned against it.
He could see the road better now: a separation of lightness in the dark, and he thought suddenly
how good it would be just to get on the bicycle and coast back to the van and Tymiena. But the
hissing-hums had grown louder, closing in on him! The hell with them! He yanked the flashlight
from the pack, depressed the switch. A beam of light stabbed out into the trees. It revealed three
young women clad as the amazons at the farm had been, tight briefs and sandals, but their eyes and
noses were hidden behind glossy dark shields the shape of diving masks. Each of them carried a
long wand with a whiplike twinned end. The wands made him think of some odd antenna system,
but their doubled ends were pointed directly at him and there was no mistaking the menace.

From Nils Hellstrom's diary. Sometimes, I realize my name isn't important. It could be any other
grouping of sounds and I'd still be me. Names are not important. This is a good thought. It is
precisely as my brood mother and my first teachers said. The name I use represents an accident. It
is not the name that might have been given to me had I been born into an Outsider family with all
of their usual self-centered individualism. Their consciousness is not my consciousness; their
timeline is not my timeline. We of the Hive will do away with names someday. My brood
mother's words convey a deep sense of reassurance in this. Our perfect society cannot allow
permanent individual names. They are labels, at best, are names. They are useful only in a
transient way. Perhaps we will carry different labels at different stages in our lives. Or numbers.
Somehow, numbers feel more in keeping with the intent my brood mother expressed so well.

It was 2:40 A.M. and for almost ten minutes now Clovis had been watching Eddie pace back and
forth in the tiny living room of her apartment. The telephone had awakened them from deep sleep
and Eddie had answered it. He had come openly to her apartment. The Agency didn't mind that. It
expected certain sexual antics from its people and appreciated it when this activity was kept
intramural. Nothing deep and demanding in this sex; just good, energetic bodily enjoyment.

All Eddie had said after hanging up was, "That was DT. Merrivale told him to call. They've lost
contact with Carlos and Tymiena."

"Oh, my God!"

She'd gotten out of bed then, draped a robe about her body. Eddie had gone directly into the living
room.

"I should've answered the phone," she said now, hoping this would break him out of his deep
reverie.



"Why? DT was looking for me."

"Here?"

"Yes."

"How did he know you were here?"

"He tried my place and nobody answered."
"Eddie, I don't like that."

"Shit!"

"Eddie, what's the rest of it? What'd DT say?"

He stopped in front of her and stared down at her feet which she had pulled partly under her body
when flopping into a chair. "He says we've gotta play brother and sister again. Nick Myerlie is
going to be our daddy and we're going on a nice vacation way out in Oregon!"

From Nils Hellstrom's diary. Fancy is showing sure signs of unhappiness about her life in the Hive.
I wonder if she has, somehow, become conditioned to prefer life Outside. We've always worried
about that and it does appear to happen sometimes. I'm afraid she'll try to run away. If she does, |
think I will opt for stumping her, rather than putting her in the vats. Her firstborn, Saldo, is
everything we had hoped. I do not want the Hive to lose that breeding potential. It's too bad she's
so good with the insects. We will have to keep close watch on her until the present film is finished.
Whatever happens, we cannot send her on any more Outside assignments until we're sure of her.
Perhaps we should give her more internal responsibility for the film. She might grow to share my
vision of the film then and be cured of this instability. This film is so very necessary to us. Itis a
new beginning. With it, and the ones to come, we will prepare the world for our answer to human
survival. I know that Fancy shares the schismatic belief. She believes the insects will outlast us.
Even my brood mother feared this, but her answer and my refinement of that answer must be
developed. We must become more intensely like those upon whom we pattern our lives.

"Does that shock you?" Hellstrom asked.

He was a blond man of medium build, whose appearance suggested no more than the thirty-four
years Depeaux knew the Agency's records credited to him. There was a great sense of internal
dignity about Hellstrom, a sense of purpose that revealed itself in the way his blue eyes held a
direct stare on anything or anyone of interest to him. There was a feeling about him that he
contained more energy than he released.

Hellstrom stood in a laboratory confronting his captive, who had been tied into a plastic chair. The
laboratory was a place of polished metal and gleaming white surfaces, of glass and instrument dials
illuminated by a flat milky light that came from a coving completely around the ceiling's edge.



Depeaux had awakened here. He did not know how long he had been unconscious, but his mind
was still fogged. Hellstrom stood in front of him, and two completely naked women guarded him.
He knew he was paying too much attention to the women, another pair of amazons, but he couldn't
help it.

"I see it shocks you," Hellstrom said.

"Guess it does at that," Depeaux admitted. "I'm not used to seeing so much naked female flesh
around me."

"Female flesh," Hellstrom said and clucked his tongue.
"Don't they mind us talking about them this way?" Depeaux asked.

"They do not understand us," Hellstrom said. "Even if they did, they would not understand your
attitude. It is a typical Outsider attitude, but I never fail to find it strange."

Depeaux tried a cautious testing pull at the bindings that held him to the chair. He had awakened
with his head throbbing, and it still ached. There was a pain right behind his eyes and he had no
idea of how much time had passed. He recalled starting to speak to the three young women his
flashlight had revealed, then he'd been startled into silence by the sudden awareness that many
more similar figures filled the darkness all around him. A confused welter of memories clouded
that recollection. God, his mind still felt so thick. He remembered speaking, an innocuous and
stupid response brought about by fear and shock. "This is where I left my bicycle."

Christ! He'd been standing there, holding the damned bicycle, but those opaque diving masks had
daunted him. They gave no clue to the eyes behind them or to intentions. The wavering double
wands aimed at him could only mean threat. He had no idea what those wands were, but a weapon
was a weapon was a weapon. The double wands branched from short handles which the young
women gripped with a firm sense of competence. The tips of the instruments emitted a low hum
that he could hear when he held his breath, wondering if he dared try to break through the circle.
As he wondered, a night bird swooped toward the influttering insects attracted by his flashlight. As
the bird swept past him, a figure in the dim area beyond the light raised her double wand. There
came a sudden dry hissing, the same sound he had heard all around him crossing the fields. The
bird collapsed in the air and plummeted to the ground. A woman scrambled forward, stuffed the
bird into a sack at her shoulder. He saw then that many of the women carried such sacks and that
the sacks bulged.

"I -- T hope I'm not trespassing," Depeaux ventured. "I was told this was a good area for my hobby.
I like -- to watch birds." As he spoke, he thought how stupid that sounded.

What in hell were those wands? That bird hadn't even flopped once. Hiss-bang! Merrivale hadn't
said anything about this. Could this be Project 40, for God's sake? Why didn't the crazy broads
around him say something? It was as though they hadn't heard him -- or didn't understand him.
Did they speak another language?

"Look," he said, "my name is --"

And that was all he could remember, except for another brief burst of t