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Make oneness.

I/we: Feet belonging to Guardian Of North Gate and others who can be, to Raft Farer and Woe who
will no longer be, to Many Thoughts, Cave Discoverer, and Master Of Songswho can no longer be;
Wings belonging to Iron Miner and Lightning Struck The House and othersto be, to Many Thoughts
who can no longer be; young Hands that has yet to share memories. make oneness.

(Olight, wind, river! They flood too strongly, they tear mefus apart.)

Strength. Thisis not the first young Hands which has come here to remember the journey that was
made so many years before he/she was born; nor shall thisbethelast. Think strength, think cam.

(Blurred, two legs, facdess ... no, had they besks?)

Remember. Lie down at ease where leaves whisper beneath hues of upthrusting land cora; drink light
and wind and sound of theriver. Let reminiscence flow fredly, of deedsthat were done before this
my/our Hands cameto birth.

(Clearer, now: so very strange they were, how can the sight of them even be seen, let doneheldin
me/ us? ... Answer: The eye learnsto see them, the nose to smell them, the ear to hear them, the tongue
of the Feet and the limbs of the Wings and the Hands to touch their skinsand fed, the tendrilsto taste
what they exude.)

Thisgoeswel. More quickly than usua. Perhapsi/we can become agood oneness that will often
have reason to exist.

(Flicker of joy. Tide of terror at the risng memories—alienness, peril, pain, desth, rebirth to torment.)
Liedill. It waslong ago.

But timetoo isone. Now isunred; only past-and-future has the length to be redl. What happened
then must be known to Us. Fedl in every fiber of my/our young Hands, that i/we am/are part of Us—We
of Thunderstone, Ironworkers, Fellers and Builders, Flowers, Housedwellers, and lately Traders—and
that each oneness. We may create must know of those who come from beyond heaven, lest their
dangerous marvelsturninto Our ruin.

Wherefore let Hands unite with Feet and Wings. Let the oneness once again recal and reflect on the
journey of Cave Discoverer and Woe, in those days when the strangers, who had but single bodies and
yet could talk, marched over-mountain to an unknown battle. With every such reflection, aswith every
later encounter, i/we gain alittle moreingght, go alittle further dong thetrail that leads to understanding
them.

Though it may bethat on thet trail, We aretraveling in afdse direction. The unit who led them said on
acertain night that he/shefit/? doubted if they understood themselves, or ever would.

The prison satdllite swung in awide and canted orbit around LIynathawr, well away from normal
pacetraffic. Often aviewport in Hugh McCormac's cell showed him the planet in different phases.



Sometimesit was a darkness, touched with red-and-gold sunrise on one edge, perhapsthe city
Catawrayannis nickering like astar upon its night. Sometimesit was a scimitar, the sun burning dazzlingly
close. Now and then he saw it full, around shield of brilliance, emblazoned on oceans azure with clouds
argent above continents vert and tenné.

Terralooked much the same a the same distance. (Closer in, you became aware that she was
haggard, asis any former beauty who has been used by too many men.) But Terrawas apair of
light-centuries removed. And neither world resembled rusty, tawny Aeneas for which McCormac's eyes
hungered.

The satellite had no rotation; interior weight was due entirely to gravity-field generators. However, its
revol ution made heaven march dowly across the viewpoint. When LIynathawr and sun had disappeared,
aman's pupils readjusted and he became able to see other stars. They crowded space, unwinking,
jewd-colored, winter-sharp. Brightest shone Alpha Crucis, twin blue-white giants |ess than ten parsecs
away; but Beta Crucis, asingle of the same kind, was not much further off in its part of the sky.
Elsawhere, trained vison might identify the red glimmers of Aldebaran and Arcturus. They resembled
fireswhich, though remote, warmed and lighted the camps of men. Or vision might swing out to Deneb
and Polaris, unutterably far beyond the Empire and the Empires very enemies. That wasacold sight.

Wryness tugged at McCormac's mouth. If Kathryn were tuned in on my mind, hethought, she'd
say there must be something in Leviticus against mixing so many metaphors.

He dared not let the knowledge of her dwdll with him long. I'm lucky to have an outside cell. Not
uncomfortable, either. Surely this wasn't Shelund's intention.

The assistant warden had been as embarrassed and apologetic as he dared. "We, uh, well, these are
ordersfor usto detain you, Admird McCormec," he said. "Direct from the governor. Till your trial
or ... transportation to Terra, maybe ... uh ... till further orders.” He peered at the fax on his desk,
conceivably hoping that the wordsit bore had changed since hisfirst perusd. "Uh, solitary confinement,
incommuni cado—state-of-emergency powers invoked—+rankly, Admira McCormac, | don't see why
you aren't allowed, uh, books, papers, even projectionsto passthetime ... I'll send to His Excellency
and ask for achange." | know why, McCormac had thought. Partly spite; mainly, theinitial stagein
the process of breaking me. Hisback grew yet stiffen Well, let them try!

The sergeant of the housecarl platoon that had brought the prisoner up from Catawrayannis Port said
inhisbrassiest voice, "Don't addresstraitors by titlesthey've forfeited.”

The assistant warden sat bolt upright, nailed them al with alook, and rapped: " Sergeant, | was twenty
yearsin the Navy before retiring to my present job. | made CPO. Under His Mgesty's regulations, any
officer of Imperidsranks every member of any paramilitary loca force. Fleet Admira McCormac may
have been relieved of command, but unless and until he's decommissioned by a proper court-martia or
by direct fiat from the throne, you'll show him respect or find yoursdlf in worse trouble than you may
dreedy bein."

Flushed, breathing hard, he seemed to want to say more. Evidently he thought better of it. After a
moment, during which a couple of the burly guards shifted from foot to foot, he added merdly: "Sign the
prisoner over to me and get out.”

"We're supposed to—" the sergeant began.

"If you have written ordersto do more than ddliver this gentleman into custody, let's see them.” Pause.
"Sign him over and get out. | don't plantotell you again.”

McCormac placed the assistant warden's name and face in his mind as carefully as he had noted each
person involved in his arrest. Someday—if ever—

What had become of the man's superior? McCormac didn't know. Off Aeness, he had never been
concerned with civilian crime or penology. The Navy looked after its own. Sending him herewas an
insult tempered only by the fact that obvioudy it was done to keep him away from brother officerswho'd



try to help him. McCormac guessed that Snelund had replaced aformer warden with afavorite or a
bribegiver—as held done to many another officia since he became sector governor—and that the new
incumbent regarded the post as a sinecure.

In any case, the admira was made to exchange his uniform for agray coverdl; but he was dlowed to
do so in abooth. He was taken to an isolation cdll; but athough devoid of ornament and luxury, it had
room for pacing and facilitiesfor rest and hygiene. The celling held an audiovisua scanner; but it was
congpicuoudy placed, and no one objected when he rigged a sheet curtain for his bunk. He saw no other
being, heard no other voice; but edible food and clean fabrics camein through avave, and he had a
chute for disposal of scraps and soils. Above dl ese, he had the viewport.

Without that sun, planet, congtellations, frosty rush of Milky Way and dim gleam of sister gdaxies, he
might soon have crumbled—screamed for release, confessed to anything, kissed the hand of his
executioner, while honest medics reported to headquarters on Terrathat they had found no sign of
torture or brainscrub upon him. It would not have been the sensory deprivation per se that destroyed his
will in such short order. 1t would have been the loss of every distraction from the thought of Kathryn,
every way of guessing how long atime had gone by while she dso lay in Aaron Snelund's power.
McCormac admitted the weakness to himself. That was not one he was ashamed of.

Why hadn't the governor then directed he be put in ablank cell? Oversght, probably, when more
urgent business demanded attention. Or, being wholly turned inward on himsdlf, Snelund perhaps did not
redlize that other men might love their wives abovelife.

Of course, as day succeeded standard day (with never achange in this bleak white fluorescence) he
must begin wondering why nothing had happened up here. If his observersinformed him of the exact
Situation, no doubt he would prescribe that M cCormac be shifted to different quarters. But agents
planted in the guard corps of asmall artificid moon were lowly creatures. They would not, asarule,
report directly to asector governor, viceroy for HisMgesty throughout some 50,000 cubic light-years
surrounding Alpha Crucis, and a very good friend of His Mg esty to boot. No, they wouldn't even when
the matter concerned afleet admird, formerly respongble for the defense of that entire part of the
Imperid marches.

Petty agents would report to administrative underlings, who would send each communication on its
way through channels. Was somebody seeing to it that materid like this got—no, not lost—shunted off to
oblivioninthefiles?

McCormac sighed. The noise came loud across endless whisper of ventilation, clack of his shoeson
metal. How long could such protection last?

Hedidn't know the satdllite's orbit. Nevertheess, he could gauge the angular diameter of LIynathawr
pretty closdly. He remembered the approximate dimensions and mass. From that he could calculate
radius vector and thus period. Not easy, applying Kepler's lawsin your head, but what €lse was there to
do? The result more or less confirmed his guess that he was being fed thricein 24 hours. He couldn't
remember exactly how many meals had come before he started tallying them with knotsin athread. Ten?
Fifteen? Something like that. Add thisto the 37 points now confronting him. Y ou got between 40 and 50
spaceship watches; or 13 to 16 Terran days, or 15 to 20 Aenean.

Aenean. The towers of Windhome, tall and gray, their banners awake in a whistling sky;
tumble of crags and cliffs, reds, ochers, bronzes, where the llian Shelf plunged to a blue-gray
dimness sparked and veined with water-gleams, that was the Antonine Seabed; clangor of the
Wildfoss asit hurled itself thitherward in cataracts; and Kathryn's laughter when they rode forth,
her gaze upon him more blue than the dazzingly high sky—

"No!" he exclaimed. Ramonas eyes had been blue. Kathryn's were green. Was he already confusing
hislivewifewith his dead one?

If he had awife any more. Twenty days since the housecarls burst into their bedchamber, arrested



them and took them down separate corridors. She had dapped their hands off her wrists and marched
among their guns with scornful pride, though tearsrivered over her face.

McCormac clasped his hands and squeezed them together till fingerbones creaked. The pain wasa
friend. | mustn't, herecalled. If | wring myself out because of what | can't make better, I'm doing
Shelund's work for him.

What elsecan | do?
Resist. Until the end.

Not for thefirst time, he summoned the image of abeing he had once known, aWodenite, huge,
scaly, tailed, four-legged, saurian-snouted, but comrade in arms and wiser than most. "Y ou humansarea
little breed,”" the deep voice had rumbled. "Together you can show courage that may cross the threshold
of madness. Y et when no one dseisnear to tell your fellows afterward how you died, the spirit crumbles
away and you fal down empty."

"Heritage of ingtinct, | suppose," McCormac said. "Our race began as an animal that hunted in
packs.”
"Training can tameingtinct,” the dragon answered. " Can the intelligent mind not train itself?

Alonein hiscell, Hugh McCormac nodded. I've at least got that damned monitor to watch me.
Maybe someday somebody—Kathryn, or the children Ramona gave me, or some boy | never knew
—will seeitstapes.

Helay down on his bunk, the sole furnishing besides washbasin and sanitizer, and closed hiseyes. I'll
try playing mental chess again, alternating sides, till dinner. Give me enough time and I'll master
the technique. Just before eating, I'll have another round of calisthenics. That drab messin the
soft bowl won't suffer from getting cold. Perhaps later I'll be able to sleep.

He hadn't lowered hisimprovised curtain. The pickup recorded a human mae, tall, rangy, more
vigorous than could be accounted for by routine anti-senescence. Little betrayed his 50 standard years
except the grizzling of black hair and the furrowsin hislong, lean countenance. He had never changed
those features, nor protected them from the weathers of many planets. The skin remained dark and
leathery. A jutting triangle of nose, astraight mouth and lantern jaw, were like counterweightsto the
dolichocephalic skull. When he opened the eyes benesth his heavy brows, they would show the color of
glaciers. When he spoke, his voice tended to be hard; and decades of service around the Empire, before
he returned to his home sector, had worn away the accent of Aeneas.

Helay there, concentrating so furioudy on imagined chessmen which kept dipping about like
fog-wraiths, that he did not notice thefirgt explosion. Only when another went crump! and thewalls
reverberated did he know it was the second.

"What the chaos?' He surged to hisfeet. A third detonation barked dully and toned in metal. Heavy
dugthrowers, he knew. Sweat spurted forth. The heart dammed within him. What had happened? He
threw aglance a the viewport. LIynathawr wasrolling into sght, unmarked, serene, indifferent.

A rushing noise sounded at the door. A spot near its molecular catch glowed red, then white.
Somebody was cutting through with a blaster. V oices reached McCormac, indistinct but excited and
angry. A dug went bee-yowww down the corridor, gonged off awall, and dwindled to nothing.

The door wasn't thick, just sufficient to contain aman. Itsaloy gave way, streamed downward, made
fantadtic little formations akin to lava. The blaster flame boomed through the hole, enlarging it.
McCormac squinted away from the glare. Ozone prickled his nostrils. He thought momentarily, crazily,
no reason to be so extravagant of charge.

The gun stopped torching. The door flew wide. A dozen beings stormed through. Most were menin
blue Navy ouitfits. A couple of them bulked robotlike in combat armor and steered a great Holbert
energy gun on itsgrav ded. One was nonhuman, a Donarrian centauroid, bigger than the armored men



themselves, he bore an assortment of weapons on his otherwise nude frame, but had left them hol stered
infavor of abattleax. It dripped red. His Smian countenance was asingle vast grin.

"Admiral! Sir'" McCormac didn't recognize the youth who dashed toward him, hands outspread.
"Areyoudl right?'

"Yes. Yes. What—" McCormac willed out bewilderment. "What isthis?'

The other sngpped a sd ute. "'Lieutenant Nasruddin Hamid, sir, commanding your rescue party by
order of Captain Oliphant.”

"Assaulting an Imperia inddlation?' It was asif somebody dse used McCormac'slarynx.

"Sir, they meant to kill you. Captain Oliphant's sure of it." Hamid looked frantic. "Weve got to move
fast, Sir. We entered without loss. The man in charge knew about the operation. He pulled back most of
the guards. Helll leave with us. A few disobeyed him and resisted. Snelund's men, must be. We cut
through them but some escaped. They'll be waiting to send amessage soon's our ships stop jamming.”

The event was il unreal for McCormac. Part of him wondered if his mind had ripped across.
"Governor Snelund was appointed by HisMgesty,” jerked from hisgullet. "The proper placeto settle
thingsisacourt of inquiry."

Another man trod forth. He had not lost the lilt of Aeneas. "Please, Sit." He was near weeping. "We
can't do without you. Loca uprisin's on more planets every day—on ours, now, too, in Boreaand
Ironland. Snelund'stryin' to get the Navy to help hisfilthy troops put down thetrouble ... by his
methods ... by nuclear bombardment if burnin', shootin’, and endavin' don't work."

"War on our own people,”" McCormac whispered, "when outside the border, the barbarians—" His
gaze drifted back to Llynathawr, aglow in the port. "What about my wife?"

"l dont ... don't know ... anything about he—" Hamid stammered.

McCormac swung to confront him. Rage |legped aoft. He grabbed the lieutenant'stunic. "That'salie!™
heydled. "Y ou can't help knowing! Oliphant wouldn't send men on araid without briefing them on every
last detail. What about Kathryn?"

"Sir, thejamming!! be noticed. We only have asurveillance vessdl. An enemy ship on picket could—"

McCormac shook Hamid till teeth rattled in the jaws. Abruptly helet go. They saw hisface becomea
machine's. "What touched off part of the trouble was Snelund's wanting Kathryn," he said, altogether
tondess. "The Governor's court likesits gossip juicy; and what the court knows, soon al Catawrayannis
does. She'still inthe palace, isn't she?!

The men looked away, anywhere except at him. "I heard that,” Hamid mumbled. "Before we
attacked, you see, we stopped at one of the asteroids—pretended we were on aroutine relief—and
sounded out whoever we could. One was amerchant, come from the city the day before. He said—wall,
apublic announcement about you, Sir, and your lady being 'detained for investigation,' only she and the
governor—" He stopped.

After awhile, McCormac reached forth and squeezed his shoulder. ™Y ou needn't continue, son,” he
sad, with scarcely more inflection but quite softly. "Let's board your ship.”

"Wearen't mutineers, sir,” Hamid said pleadingly. "We need you to—to hold off that mongter ... till
we can get the truth before the Emperor.”

"No, it can't be called mutiny any longer,” McCormac answered. "It hasto berevolt." Hisvoice
whipped out. "Get moving! On the double!”

A metropalisinitsown right, Admiraty Center lifted over that part of North America's Rocky



Mountainswhich it occupied, asif again the Titans of dawn myth were piling Pelion on Ossato scae
Olympus. "And one of these days," Dominic Flandry had remarked to a young woman whom he was
showing around, and to whom he had made that comparison in order to demonsirate his culture, "the
gods are going to get asirritated asthey did last time—I et us hope with less deplorable results.”

"What do you mean?' she asked.

Because his objective was not to enlighten but smply to seduce her, he had twirled his mustache and
leered: "1 mean that you are far too lovely for me to exercise my doomsmanship on. Now asfor that
plotting tank you wanted to see, thisway, please.”

Hedidn't tdl her that its spectacular three-dimensiond star projections were mainly for vistors. The
smallest astronomicd distanceistoo vast for any pictoria map to have much value. Thered information
was stored in the memory banks of unpretentious computers which the genera public was not allowed to
look on.

Ashis cab entered the areatoday, Flandry recaled the little episode. It had terminated satisfactorily.
But his mind would not bresk free of the parald he had not uttered.

Around him soared many-tinted walls, so high that fluoropanels must glow perpetudly on the lower
levels, alianatangle of eevated ways |ooping between them, the pinnacles crowned with clouds and
sunlight. Air traffic swarmed and glittered in their sky, a dance too dense and complex for anything but
electronic brainsto control; and traffic pulsed among the towers, up and down within them, deep into the
tunnels and chambers benesth their foundations. Those cars and buses, airborne or ground, made barely
awhisper; likewise the dideways, and avoice or afootfal was soon lost. Nevertheless, Admiraty
Center stood in ahaze of sound, anight-and-day hum like a beehive's above an undergroundish
growling, the noise of itswork.

For here was the nexus of Imperia strength; and Terraruled arough sphere some 400 light-years
across, containing an estimated four million suns, of which a hundred thousand werein oneway or
another tributary to her.

Thusfar the pride. When you looked behind it, though—

Flandry emerged from hisreverie. His cab was danting toward Intelligence headquarters. He took a
hasty fina drag on hiscigaret, pitched it in the disposer, and checked his uniform. He preferred the
dashing dress version, with as much elegant variation asthe rather elagtic rules permitted, or atrifle more.
However, when your leave has been cancelled after amere few days Home, and you are ordered to
report straight to Vice Admira Kheraskov, you had better arrive in plain white tunic and trousers, the
latter not tucked into your half-boots, and belt instead of sash, and smple gray cloak, and bonnet cocked
to bring its sunburst badge precisaly over the middle of your forehead.

Sackcloth and ashes would be more appropriate, Flandry mourned. Three, count 'em, three
gorgeous girls, ready and eager to help me celebrate my birth week, starting tomorrow at Everest
House with a menu | spent two hours planning; and we'd've continued as long as necessary to
prove that a quarter century isless old than it sounds. And now this!

A machinein the building talked across seething communications to a machine in the cab. FHandry was
deposited on the fiftieth-level parking flange. The gravs cut out. He lent his card to the meter, which
transferred credit and unlocked the door for him. A marine guard at the entrance verified hisidentity and
gppointment with the help of another machine and et him through. He passed down severd halson his
way to thelift shaft he wanted. Restless, he walked in preferenceto letting astrip carry him.

Crowds moved by and overflowed the offices. Their members ranged from junior techniciansto
admirals on whose heads might rest the security of athousand worlds and scientists who barely kept the
empireafloat in auniversefull of letha surprises. By no meansdl were human. Shapes, colors, words,
odors, tactile sensations when he brushed against adeeve or an dien skin, swirled past Flandry in
endlessincomprehengble patterns.



Hustle, bustle, hurry, scurry, run, run, run, sad hisglumness. Work, for the night is coming—the
Long Night, when the Empire goes under and the howling peoples camp in its ruins. Because how
can we remain forever the masters, even of our insignificant spatter of stars, on the fringe of a
galaxy so big we'll never know a decent fraction of it? Probably never more than this sliver of one
spiral armthat we've already seen. Why, better than half the suns, just in the micro-bubble of
space we claim, have not been visited once!

Our ancestors explored further than we in these years remember. When hell cut loose and their
civilization seemed about to fly into pieces, they patched it together with the Empire. And they
made the Empire function. But we ... we've lost the will. We've had it too easy for too long. And so
the Merseians on our Betelgeusean flank, the wild races everywhere else, pressinward ... Why do
| bother? Once a career in the Navy looked glamorous to me. Lately I've seen its backside. | could
be more comfortable doing almost anything else.

A woman stopped him. She must be on incidental business, because civilian employees here couldn't
get away with dressing in quite such atrand ucent wisp of rainbow. She was constructed for it. "I beg
your pardon,” she said. "Could you tell me how to find Captain Y uan-Li's office? I'm afraid I'm logt.”

Flandry bowed. "Indeed, my lady.” He had reported in there on arrival at Terra, and now directed
her. "Please tdl him Lieutenant Commander Flandry said he'salucky captain.”

Shefluttered her lashes. "Oh, Sr." Touching theinggne on his breast, astar with an eye: "I noticed
yourein Intelligence. That'swhy | asked you. It must befascinating. I'd loveto—"

Flandry beamed. "Wdll, since we both know friend Y uan-Li—"

They exchanged names and addresses. She departed, wagging her tail. Flandry continued. His mood
was gregtly lightened. After all, another job might prove boring. He reached his upbound point.
Here'swhere | get the shaft. Stepping through the portd, he relaxed while the negagrav field lifted him.

Rather, hetried to relax, but did not succeed ahundred percent. Attractive women or no, a
new-made lieutcom summoned for a persond interview with asubchief of operationsis apt to find his
tonguealittle dry and hispdmsalittle wet.

Catching ahandhold, he drew himsdlf out on the ninety-seventh level and proceeded down the
corridor. Here dwelt a hush; the rare soft voices, the occasiona whirr of amachine, only deepened for
him his sllence between these austere walls. What persons he met were of rank above his, their eyes
turned elsewhere, their thoughts among distant suns. When he reached K heraskov's suite of offices, the
receptionist was nothing but a scanner and talkbox hooked to a computer too low-grade to be called a
brain. More was not needed. Everybody unimportant got filtered out at an earlier stage. Flandry cooled
his hedls amere five minutes before it told him to proceed through the inner door.

The room beyond was large, high-ceilinged, lushly carpeted. In one corner sood an infotriever and an
outsze vidiphone, in another asmall refreshment unit. Otherwise there were three or four pictures, and as
many shelvesfor mementos of old victories. The rear wall was an animation screen; at present it had an
image of Jupiter seen from an gpproaching ship, so vivid that newcomers gasped. He hated at an
expanse of desktop and snapped a sd ute that nearly tore hisarm off. "Lieutenant Commander Dominic
Flandry, reporting as ordered, Sir.”

The man aft of the desk waslikewise in plain uniform. He wore none of the decorations that might
have blanketed his chest, save the modest jewe of knighthood that was harder to gain than a patent of
nobility. But his nebulaand star outglistened Flandry's ringed planet. He was short and squat, with tired
pugdog features under bristly gray hair. His return salute verged on being doppy. But Flandry's heartbeat
accelerated.

"Atease" said Vice Admird Sir IlyaKheraskov. "Sit down. Smoke?' He shoved forward abox of
cigars.
"Thank you, gir." Flandry collected hiswits. He chose acigar and made a production of starting it,



while the chair fitted itsalf around his muscles and subtly encouraged them to relax. "The admird is most
kind. | don't believe abetter brand existsthan Corona Augtrdis. In fact, he knew of severa: but these
weren't bad. The smoke gave histongue alove bite and curled richly by hisnogtrils.

"Coffeeif youlike," offered the master of perhaps amillion agents through the Empire and beyond.
"Orteaor jane.”

"No, thanks, gr."

Kheraskov studied him, wearily and apologeticaly; hefelt X-rayed. "I'm sorry to break your furlough
likethis, Lieutenant Commander,” the admird said. "Y ou must have been anticipating considerable
overdue recreation. | see you have anew face."

They had never met before. Flandry made himsdlf amile. "Well, yes, Sir. The one my parents gave me
had gotten monotonous. And since | was coming to Terra, where biosculp is about as everyday as
cosmetics—" He shrugged.

Still that gaze probed him. Kheraskov saw an athlete's body, 184 centimeterstdl, widein the
shoulders and narrow in the hips. From the white, tapered hands you might guess how their owner
detested the hours of exercise he must spend in maintaining those cat-supple thews. His countenance had
become straight of nose, high of cheekbones, cleft of chin. The mobile mouth and the eyes, changeable
gray benesth dightly arched brows, were original. Speaking, he affected a hint of drawl.

"No doubt you're wondering why your name should have been plucked off the roster,” Kheraskov
said, "and why you should have been ordered straight hereinstead of to your immediate superior or
Ceptain Yuan-Li."

"Yes, gr. | didn't seem to rate your attention.”

"Nor were you desirousto." Kheraskov's chuckle held no humor. "But you've got it." He leaned
back, crossed stumpy legs and bridged hairy fingers. "I'll answer your questions.

"Firgt, why you, one obscure officer among' tens of smilar thousands? Y ou may aswel know,
Flandry, if you don't already—though | suspect your vanity hasinformed you—to a certain echelon of the
Corps, you aren't obscure. Y ou wouldn't hold the rank you've got, at your age, if that were the case. No,
welve taken quite an interest in you since the Starkad affair. That had to be hushed up, of course, but it
was not forgotten. Y our subsequent assignment to surveillance had intriguing consequences.” Flandry
could not totally suppress atinge of darm. Kheraskov chuckled again; it sounded like iron chains.
"Wevelearned thingsthat you hushed up. Don't worry ... yet. Competent men are so heartbreakingly
scarce these day's, not to mention brilliant ones, that the Service keeps ablind eye handy for abroad
range of escapades. Y oull either bekilled, young man, or you'll do something that will force usto step on
you, or you'll go far indeed.”

He drew breath before continuing: "The present business requires amaverick. I'm not letting out any
great secret when | tell you the latest Mersaian crissis worse than the government admitsto the citizens.
It could completely explode on us. | think we can defuseit. For once, the Empire acted fast and
decisively. But it demands we keep more than the bulk of our fleets out on that border, till the Merseians
understand we mean business about not letting them take over Jhannath. Intelligence operationsthere
have reached such a scale that the Corpsis sucked dry of able field operatives € sawhere.

"And meanwhile something €l se has arisen, on the opposite Sde of our suzerainty. Something
potentidly worse than any single clash with Mersaia™ Kheraskov lifted ahand. "Don't imagine you're the
only man were sending to cope, or that you can contribute more than aquantum to our effort. Still,
sretched asthin aswe are, every quantum isto be treasured. It was your bad luck but the Empire's good
luck ... maybe ... that you happened to check in on Terralast week. When | asked Fileswho might be
available with the right qudifications, your redl was among a dozen that came back.” Flandry waited.

Kheraskov rocked forward. The last easiness dropped from him. A grim and bitter man spoke: "As
for why you're reporting directly to me—thisis one place where | know thereisn't any spybug, and you



are one person | think won't backstab me. | told you we need amaverick. | tell you in addition, you
could suck around the court and repeat what I'm about to say. 1'd be broken, possibly shot or endaved.
Y ou'd get money, possibly a sycophant's preferment. | have to take the chance. Unless you know the
entire Stuation, you'l be usdess”

Flandry said with care, "I'm askilled liar, Sir, so you'd better take my word rather than my oath that
I'm not avery experienced buglemouth.”

"Hal" Kheraskov sat quiet for severa seconds. Then he jJumped to hisfeet and started to pace back
and forth, onefist hammering into the other palm. The words poured from him:

"Y ou've been away. After Starkad, your visitsto Terrawere for advanced training and thelike. You
must have been too busy to follow events at court. Oh, scandal, ribald jokes, rumor, yes, you've heard
those. Who hasn't? But the meaningful news—L et me brief you.

"Three years, now, since poor old Emperor Georgios died and Josip |1 succeeded. Everybody
knows what Josip is: too weak and stupid for hisviciousnessto be highly effective. We dl assumed the
Dowager Empresswill keep him on areasonably short leash while she lives. And he won't outlast her by
much, the way he treats his organism. And he won't have children—not him! And the Policy Board, the
Generd Staff, the civil service, the officers corps, the Solar and extra-Solar aristocracies ... they hold
more crooks and incompetents than they did in former days, but we have afew good oneseft, afew ...

"I'vetold you nothing new, have |?' Flandry barely had time to shake his head. Kheraskov kept on
prowling and talking. "'I'm sure you made the same quiet eva uation as most informed citizens. The Empire
iss0 huge that no oneindividua can do critical damage, no matter if he'stheoreticaly al-powerful.
Whatever harm came from Josip would dmost certainly be confined to areative handful of courtiers,
politicians, plutocrats, and their sort, concentrated on and around Terra—no gresat loss. We've survived
other bad Emperors.

"A logica judgment. Correct, no doubt, asfar asit went. But it didn't go far enough. Even Wewho're
closeto the seat of power were surprised by Aaron Snelund. Ever hear of him?'

"No, sr," Flandry said.

"He kept out of the media," Kheraskov explained. "Censorship's fficient on this planet, if nothing else
is. The court knew about him, and people like me did. But our data were incompl ete.

"Later you'll see details. | want to give you the factsthat aren't public. He was born 34 years ago on
Venus, mother aprogtitute, father unknown. That wasin Sub-Lucifer, where you learn ruthlessness early
or go down. He was clever, tdented, charming when he cared to be. By his mid-teenshewasa sensie
actor hereon Terra. | can see by hindsight how he must have planned, investigated Josip'stastesin
depth, sunk hismoney into just the right mannerisms. Once they met, it went smooth as gravitation. By
the age of 25, Aaron Snelund had gone from only another catamite to the Crown Prince's favorite. His
next step was to ease out key people and obtain their offices for those who were beholden to Snelund.

"It roused opposition. More than jealousy. Honest men worried about him becoming the power
behind the crown when Josip succeeded. We heard mutters about nation. | don't know if Josip
and Snelund grew darmed or if Snelund foresaw the danger and planned againgt it. At any rate, they
must have connived.

"Georgios died suddenly, you recdl. The following week Josip made Snelund a viscount and
appointed him governor of Sector Alpha Crucis. Can you see how well caculated that was? Elevation to
ahigher rank would have kicked up astorm, but viscounts are amillo athousand. However, it's sufficient
for amagjor governorship. Many sectorswould be too rich, powerful, close to home, or otherwise
important. The Policy Board would not tolerate aman in charge of them who couldn't be trusted. Alpha
Crucisisdifferent.”

Kheraskov dapped a switch. The fluoros went off. The breathtaking view of Jupiter, huge and
banded among its moons, vanished. A trikon of the principa Imperid stars jumped into its place. Perhaps



Kheraskov's rage demanded that he at |east have something to point at. His blocky form stood
slhouetted against agem-hoard. "Betelgeuse.” He stabbed one finger at ared spark representing the
giant sun which dominated the borderlands between the Terran and Merseian empires. "Where thewar
threat is. Now, Alpha Crucis."

His hand swept dmost 100 degrees counterclockwise. The other hand turned a control, swinging the
projection plane about 70 degrees south. Keenly flashed the B-type giants at that opposite end of Terras
domain, twinned Alphaand bacheor Beta of the Southern Cross. Little showed beyond them except
darkness. It was not that the stars did not continue asrichly strewn in those parts; it was that they lay
where Terras writ did not run, the homes of savages and of barbarian predators who had too soon
gotten spacecraft and nuclear weapons; it was that they housed darkness.

Kheraskov traced the approximately cylindrica outline of the sector. "Here," he said, "iswhere war
could redly erupt.”

Flandry dared say into the shadowed silence which followed, "Does the admiral mean the wild races
are going to try afresh incurson? But sir, | understood they were well in check. After the battle
of—uh—I forget its name, but wasn't there a battle—"

"Forty-three years ago.” Kheraskov agreed in the shoulders. "Too big, thisuniverse," he said tiredly.
"No one brain, no one species can keep track of everything. So we let the bad seed grow unnoticed until
too late.

"Well." He straightened. "It was hard to see what harm Snelund could do yonder that was worth
provoking a congtitutional crissto forestall. The region's as distant as they come among ours. It's not
highly productive, not densely populated; itsloyaty and stability are no more doubtful than most. There
are only two things about it that count. One's the industrial rogue planet Satan. But that's an ancient
possession of the Dukes of Hermes. They can be trusted to protect their own interests. Second isthe
sector's position as the shield between us and various raiders. But that means defense is the business of
the fleet admira; and we have—had—a particularly fine man in that post, one Hugh McCormec. Y ou've
never heard of him, but you'll get data.

"Of course Snelund would grow fat. What of it? A cento or two per subject per year, diverted from
Imperid taxes, won't hurt any individud so badly helll maketrouble. But it will build afortune to satisfy
any norma greed. HeEd retirein timeto alife of luxury. Meanwhile the Navy and civil servicewould do
all thered work as usual. Everyone was happy to get Snelund that chegply off Terra. It'sthe kind of
solution which has been reached again and again.”

"Only thistime," Handry said lazily, "they forgot to alow for abugger factor.”

Kheraskov switched the map off, the fluoros on, and gave him ahard look. Flandry's return glance
was bland and deferential. Presently the admird said, "He left three years ago. Since then, increasing
complaints have been received of extortion and cruelty. But no single person saw enough of those reports
to stir action. And if he had, what could he do? Y ou don't run an interstellar realm from the center. It isn't
possible. The Imperium is hardly more than a policeman, trying to keep peaceinternal and externd.
Tribes, countries, planets, provinces are autonomous in most respects. The agony of millions of sentient
beings, 200 light-years away, doesn't register on severd trillion other sophonts el sewhere, or whatever
thefigureis. It can't. And we've too much e se to worry about anyway.

"Think, though, what a governor of a distant region, who chose to abuse his power, might do.”
Flandry did, and logt hislightness. "McCormac himsef finally sent proteststo Terra," Kheraskov plodded
on. "A two-star admira can get through. The Policy Board began talking about appointing acommission
toinvesigate. Almost immediately after, adispatch came from Snelund himself. Hed had to arrest
McCormac for conspiracy to commit treason. He can do that, you know, and select an interim high
commander. The court-martial must be held on aNaval base or vessd, by officers of suitable rank. But
with thisMersaian crisis—Do you follow me?*



"Too damnwell." Flandry'swordsfell muted. "Provinciad rebellions aren't unheard of," Kheraskov
sad. "We can less afford one today than we could in the past.”

He has stood looking down at the younger man, across his desk. Turning, he stared into the grand
vision of Jupiter, that had come back. "Therest you can find in the datatapes,” he said.

"What do youwant metodo... sr?'

"Asl| told you, were sending what undercover agents we can spare, plus afew ingpectors. With al
that territory to dedl with, they'll take long to compile atrue picture. Perhapsfataly long. | want to try
something in between aso. A man who can nose around informally but openly, with authorizationsto
flash when needed. The master of awarship, posted to Llynathawr as areinforcement, has standing.
Governor Snelund, for instance, has no ready way of refusing to see him. At the sametime, if she'snot a
capita ship, her skipper isn't too blazing conspicuous.”

"But I've never had acommand, Sr.”

"Haven't you?'

Tectfully, Kheraskov did not watch while theimplications of that question sank in. He proceeded:
"Weve found an escort destroyer whose captain is dated for higher things. The record says she hasan
able executive officer. That should free your attention for your true job. Y ou'd have gotten aship

eventudly, in the norma course of grooming you and testing your capabilities. Welike our field
operatives to have a broad background.”

Not apt to be many broads in my background for a while, passed through the back of Flandry's
mind. He scarcely noticed or cared. Excitement bayed in him.

Kheraskov sat down. "Go back to your place,” he said. "Pack up and check out. Report at 1600
hoursto Rear Admira Y amaguchi. Hell provide you with quarters, tapes, hypnos, synapse transforms,
simpills, every ad you need. And you will need them. | want your information to be as complete as mine,
insde 48 hours. Y ou will then report to Mars Prime Base and recelve your brevet commission asafull
commander. Your ship isin Marsorbit. Departure will be immediate. | hope you can fake the knowledge
of her you don't have, until you've gathered it.

"I you acquit yourself well, we'll see about making that temporary rank permanent. If you don't, God
help you and maybe God help me. Good luck, Dominic Flandry."

Thethird stop Asieneuve made on her way to Llynathawr was her find one. FHlandry recognized the
need for haste. In straight-line, flat-out hyperdrive his vessd would have taken dightly worse than two
weeks to make destination. Perhaps he should have relied on records and interviews after he arrived. On
the other hand, he might not be given the chance, or Snelund might have found waysto keep the truth off
his headquarters planet. The latter looked feasible, therefore plausible. And Flandry's order granted him
latitude. They instructed him to report to LIynathawr and place himsdlf under the new high command of
Sector Alpha Crucis "with maximum expedition and to the fullest extent consistent with your fact-finding
assgnment.” A sealed letter from Kheraskov authorized him to detach his ship and operate
independently; but that must not be produced except in direst need, and he'd have to answer for his
actions.

He compromised by making spot checksin three randomly chosen systems within Snelund's bailiwick
and not too far off his course. It added an extraten days. Two globes were human-colonized. The
habitable planet of the third sun was Shamu.

So it was caled in one of the languages spoken by its most technologically advanced civilization.
Those communities had been in abronze age when men discovered them. Influenced by sporadic



contacts with traders, they went on to iron and, by now, a primitive combustion-powered technology
which was spreading their hegemony across the world. The process was dower than it had been on
Terra; Shdmuanswere lessferocious, less ableto trest their fellow beings like vermin or machinery, than
humankindis.

They were happy to come under the Empire. It meant protection from barbarian starfarers, who had
aready caused them grief. They did not see the Nava base they got. It was elsawhere in the system.
Why risk aliving planet, if matters cameto aloca fight, when abarren one served equaly well? But there
was asmal marine garrison on Shalmu, and spacemen vidited it on leave, and this attracted a scattering
of Imperid civilians, who traded with the autochthons as readily as with service personnd. Shdmuans
found employment among these foreigners. A few got to go outsystemn. A smaller but growing number
were recommended for scholarships by Terran friends, and returned with modern educations. The dream
grew of entering civilization as afull-fledged member.

In return, Shalmu paid modest taxes in kind: metals, fuels, foodstuffs, sdeable works of art and smilar
luxuries, depending on what a particular area could furnish. It accepted an Imperid resident, whose word
wasthe ultimate law but who in practice let native culturesfairly well done. His marines did suppress
wars and banditry asfar as practicable, but this was considered good by most. The young Imperids,
human or nonhuman, often conducted themselves arrogantly, but whatever serious harm they might inflict
on an innocent Shamuan resulted, asarule, in punishmen.

In short, the planet wastypica of the mgority that had fallen under Terran sway. Backward, they had
more to gain than lose; they saw mainly the bright sde of the Imperia coin, which was not too badly
tarnished. Or so the case had been till acouple of years ago. Flandry stood on a hill. Behind him were
five men, bodyguards from his crew. Beside him was Ch'kessa, Prime in Council of the Clan Towns of
Att. Ch'kessa's home community sprawled down the dope, a collection of nest, whitewashed,
drum-shaped houses where severd thousand individuals lived. Though peaked, each sod roof wasa
flower garden, riotous with color. The ways between houses were "paved” with atough mossy growth,
except where fruit trees grew from which anyone might help himself when they bore and no one took
excessively. Pastures and cultivated fields occupied the valey beneath. Onits other Sde, the hillswere
wooded. Apart from somewhat weaker gravity, Shamu was terrestroid. Every detail might be strange,
but the overall effect gpoke to ancient human ingtincts. Broad plains, tall mountains, spindrift across
unrestful seas; rustling sun-flecked shadows in aforest, unexpected sweetness of tiny white blossoms
between old roots; the pride of agreat horned beast, the lonesome cries descending from migratory
wings,; and the people. Ch'kessas features were not so different from Fandry's. Hairless bright-green
skin, prenengletail, 140-centimeter height, details of face, foot, hand, interior anatomy, exoticism of his
embroidered wraparound and plumed spirit wand and other accouterments—did they matter?

The wind shifted. On planetslikethis, the air had always seemed purer than anywhere on Terra, beiit
in the middle of a nobleman's enormous private park. Away from machines, you drew more life into your
lungs. But Handry gagged. One of his men must suddenly vomit.

"That iswhy we obeyed the new resident,” Chkessasaid. He spoke fluent Anglic.

Down the hill, lining avalleyward road, ran a hundred wooden crosses. The bodies lashed to them
had not finished rotting. Carrion birds and insects still made black clouds around them, under awantonly
brilliant summer sky.

"Do you see?' Ch'kessa asked anxioudy. "We did refuse at first. Not the heavy taxes the new
resdent laid on us. | amtold he did that throughout the world. He said it wasto pay for meeting aterrible
danger. He did not say what the danger was. However, we paid, especidly after we heard how bombs
were dropped or soldiers came with torches where folk protested. | do not think the old resident would
have donethat. Nor do | think the Emperor, may his name echo in eternity, would let those things happen
if heknew,"

Actually, Fandry did not answer, Josip wouldn't give a damn. Or maybe he would. Maybe he'd



ask to see films of the action, and watch them and giggle. The wind changed again, and he blessed it
for taking away part of the charndl odor.

"Wepaid," Ch'kessasaid. "That was not easy, but we remember the barbarianstoo well. Then this
season afresh demand was put before us. We, who had powder rifles, were to supply males. They
would beflownto landslike Y anduvar, where folk lack firearms. There they would catch natives for the
dave market. | do not understand, though | have often asked. Why does the Empire, with many
meachines, need daves?'

Personal service. Flandry did not answer. For instance, the sort women supply. We use
enslavement as one kind of criminal penalty. But it isn't too significant. Thereisn't that big a
percentage of slaves in the Empire. The barbarians, though, would pay well for skilled hands. And
transactions with them do not get into any Imperial records for some official computer to come
upon at a later date.

"Continue," he said doud.

"The Council of the Clan Towns of Att debated long,” Chkessasaid. "We were afraid. Still, thething
was not right for usto do. At length we decided to make excuses, to delay as much as might be, while
messengers sped overland to Iscoyn. Therethe Imperiad marine baseis, asmy lord well knows. The
messengers would appedl to the commandant, that he intercede for us with the resident.”

Flandry caught amutter behind him: "Novaflash! Is he saying the marines hadn't been enforcing the
decrees?

"Yeh, sure," growled an adjacent throat. "Forget your barroom brawlswith 'em. They wouldn't
commit vilenesslike this. Mercenaries did it. Now dog your hatch before the Old Man hears you.”

Me? Handry thought in stupid astonishment. Me, the Old Man?

"| suppose our messengers were caught and their story twisted from them,” Ch'kessasighed. "At
least, they never returned. A legate came and told us we must obey. We refused. Troops came. They
herded us together. A hundred were chosen by lot and put on the crosses. The rest of us had to watch il
all were dead. It took three days and nights. One of my daughters was among them." He pointed. His
arm was not steady. "Perhaps my lord can see her. That quite smal body, eleventh on our left. It isblack
and swollen, and much of it hasfdlen off, but she used to come sumping and laughing to meet mewhen |
returned from work. She cried for meto help her. The crieswere many, yet | heard hers. Whenever |
moved toward her, a shock beam stopped me. | had not thought there could be happinessin seeing her
die. We were ingructed to leave the bodiesin place, on pain of bombing. An aircraft flies over from time
to time to make sure.”

He sat down in the whispering silvery pseudograss, face on knees and tail across neck. Hisfingers
pluck at thedirt. "After that," he said, "we went daving."

Flandry stood silent for a space. He had been furious at the carnage being inflicted by the more
advanced Shamuans on the weaker ones. Swooping down on a caravan of chained prisoners, he had
arrested its leader and demanded an explanation. Ch'kessa had suggested they flit to his homeland.

"Where are your villagers?' Flandry asked at length, for the houses stood empty, smokeless, silent.

"They cannot live here with those dead,” Ch'kessareplied. "They camp out, coming back only to
maintain. And doubtless they fled when they saw your boat, my lord, not knowing what you would do."
Helooked up. "Y ou have seen. Are we deeply to blame? Will you return meto my gang? A sumis
promised each of usfor each davewebring in. Itishdpful in meeting the tax. | will not get mineif | am
absent when the caravan reaches the airfield.”

"Yes." Handry turned. His cloak swirled behind him. "Let'sgo."

Another low voice at hisback: "I never swalowed any brotherhood-of-beings crap, you know that,
Sam'l, but when our own xenos are scared by avessd of ours—!"



"Silence," Handry ordered.

The gig lifted with ayell and trailed a thunderbolt across haf a continent and an ocean. Nobody
spoke. When shetilted her nose toward jungle, Ch'kessa ventured to say, "Perhaps you will intercede for

us, my lord."
“I'll do my best,” Handry said.

"When the Emperor hears, let him not be angry with us of the Clan Towns. We went unwillingly. We
scken with fevers and die from the poisoned arrows of the Y anduvar folk.”

And wreck what was a rather promising culture, Handry thought.

"If punishment must be for what we have done, let it fall on me done," Ch'kessabegged. "That does
not metter greetly after | watched my little one die.”

"Be patient,” Flandry said. "The Emperor has many peoples who need his attention. Y our turn will
come.”

Inertia navigation had pinpointed the caravan, and a mere couple of hours had passed since.
Flandry's pilot soon found it, grudging down a swae where ambush was less likely than among trees. He
landed the gig akilometer off and opened the airlock.

"Farewdl, my lord." The Shamuan kndlt, coiled histail around Flandry's ankles, crawled out and was
gone. Hisdim green form bounded toward hiskin.

"Return to the ship," Flandry ingtructed.

"Doen't the captain wish to pay acourtesy cal on the resdent?' asked the pilot sarcastically. He was
not long out of the Academy. His hue remained sick.

"Get doft, Citizen Willie" Flandry said. "Y ou know were on an information-gathering misson and in
ahurry. We didn't notify anyone except Navy that we'd been on Starport or New Indra, did we?'

The ensign sent hands dancing across the board. The gig sood on itstail with aviolence that would
have thrown everybody into the stern wereit not for accel eration compensators. "Excuse me, sir," he said
between histeeth. "A question, if the captain pleases. Haven't we withessed outright illegaity? | mean,
those other two planets were having abad time, but nothing like this. Because the Shamuans have no
way to get acomplaint off their world, | suppose. Isn't our duty, Sir, to report what we've seen?”

Sweat glistened on hisforehead and stained his tunic beneeth the arms. Flandry caught an acrid whiff
of it. Glancing about, he saw the other four men leaning close, Sraining to hear through the throb of
power and whistle of cloven atmosphere. Should | answer? he asked himsdlf, atouch franticaly. And if
so, what can | tell him that won't be bad for discipline? How should | know? I'm too young to be
the Old Man!

He gained timewith acigaret. Starstrod forth in view-screens as the gig entered space. Willig
exchanged asignd with the ship, set the controlsfor homing on her, and swiveled around to join in staring
a hiscaptan.

Flandry sucked in smoke, trickled it out, and said cautioudy: "Y ou have been told often enough, we
arefirst on afact-finding misson, second at the disposd of Alpha Crucis Command if we can help
without prejudice to the primary assgnment. Whatever we learn will be duly reported. If any man wishes
to file additional materiad or comment, that's his privilege. However, you should be warned that it isn't
likely to go far. And thisis not because inconvenient factswill be swept under the carpet,” though |
daresay that does happen on occasion. "It's due to the overwhelming volume of data."

He gestured. " A hundred thousand planets, gentlemen, moreor less" he said. "Each with itsmillions
or billions of inhabitants, its complexities and mysteries, its geographies and civilizations, their pastsand
presents and conflicting aimsfor the future, therefore each with its own complicated, ever-changing,
unique set of relationships to the Imperium. We can't control that, can we? We can't even hopeto



comprehend it. At most, we can try to maintain the Pax. At most, gentlemen.

"What's right in one place may be wrong in another. One species may be combative and anarchic by
nature, another peaceful and antlike, athird peaceful and anarchic, afourth abunch of aggressive
totalitarian hives. | know a planet where murder and cannibalism are necessary to race survivd: high
radiation background, you see, making for high mutation rate coupled with chronic food shortage. The
unfit must be esten. | know of intelligent hermaphrodites, and sophonts with more than two sexes, and a
few that regularly change sex. They al tend to look on our reproductive pattern as obscene. | could go
on for hours. Not to mention the variationsimposed by culture. Just think about Terran history.

"And then the sheer number of individuas and interests; the sheer distance; the time needed to get a
message across our territory—No, we can't direct everything. We haven't the manpower. And if we did,
itd remain physcaly impossible to coordinate that many data.

"Welve got to give our proconsuls wide discretion. We've got to let them recruit auxiliaries, and hope
those auxiliarieswill know theloca scene better than Imperid regulars. Above dl, gentlemen, for surviva
if nothing else, welve got to preserve solidarity."

Hewaved ahand at the forward viewscreen. Alpha Crucis blazed lurid among the congtellations; but
beyond it—"1f we don't stick together, we Terrans and our non-human allies" he said, "1 assure you,
ether the Mersaians or the wild races will be delighted to stick us separately.”

He got no reply: not that he expected one. Was that a sufficiently stuffy speech? he wondered.
And was it sufficiently truthful ? I don't know about that last. Nor do | know if | have any right to
inquire.

His ship swam into sight. Thetiny spindle, well-nigh lost beside the vast glowing bulk of the planet and
circled, grew to asted barracuda, guns rakish across the star clouds. She was no more than an escort
destroyer, she had speed but was lightly armed, her crew numbered a bare fifty. Nevertheless, she was
Flandry'sfirg officid command and hisblood ran alittle faster each time he saw her—even now, even
now.

The gig made aragged approach. Willig probably didn't fed well yet. Flandry refrained from
commenting. Thelast part of the curve, under computer choreography, was better. When the boat
housing had closed and repressurized, he dismissed his guards and went doneto the bridge.

Halls, companionways, and shafts were narrow. They were painted gray and white. With the interior
grav generators set for full Terran weight, thin deckplates resounded under boots, thin bulkheads cast the
noise back and forth, voices rang, machinery droned and thumped. Theair that gusted from ventilator
grilles came fresh out of the renewers, but somehow it collected afaint smell of oil ontheway. The
officers cabins were cubbyholes, the forecastle could be packed tighter only if the Pauli exclusion
principle were repedled, the recreation facilities were valuable chiefly as a subject for jokes, and theless
said about the galley the wiser. But she was Flandry'sfirst command.

He had spent many hours en route reading her officia history and playing back tapes of former
logbooks. Shewas afew years older than him. Her name derived from aland mass on Ardéche, which
was gpparently a human-settled planet though not one he had ever chanced upon mention of. (He knew
the designation Asieneuve in different versions on at least four worlds; and he speculated on how many
other Continent-class vessals boreit. A name was a mere flourish when computers must ded with
millions of craft by their numbers.) She had gone on occasiond troopship convoy when trouble broke
loose on a surface somewhere. Once she had been engaged in aborder incident; her captain claimed a
probable hit but lacked adequate proof. Otherwise her existence had been routine patrols ... which were
essentia, were they not?

Y ou didn't salute under these conditions. Men squeezed themselves aside to make way for Flandry.
He entered the bridge. His executive officer had it.

Rovian of Ferrawas dightly more than human size. Hisfur was velvet a midnight. His ponderoustail,



the claws on hisfeet and fingers, the saber teeth in hisjaws, could deal murderous blows; hewasaso an
expert marksman. Thelower pair of hisfour arms could assist hislegs at need. Then hisslent undulant
gait turned into lightning. He habitually went nude except for gunsand inggnia. His nature and nurture
were such that he would never become a captain and did not want to be. But he was capable and well
liked, and Terran citizenship had been conferred on him.

"Ss30?7" he greeted. Hisfangs handicapped him alittle in speaking Anglic.

Alone, he and Flandry didn't bother to be formal. Mankind's rituals amused him. "Bad,” the master
sad, and explained.

"Why bad?' Rovian asked. "Unlessit provokesrevolt.”
"Never mind the moras of it. Y ou wouldn't understand. Consider the implications, however."

Flandry inhaled acigaret to lighting. His gaze sought Shalmu's disc, where it floated unutterably
peaceful in itsday and night. "Why should Snelund do this?' he said. "It's considerabl e trouble, and not
without hazard. Ordinary corruption would earn him more than he could live to spend on himsdf. He
must have alarger purpose, one that requires moonsful of money. What isit?"

Rovian erected the chemosensor antennae that flanked the bony ridge on his skull. His muzzle
twitched, his eyes glowed ydlow. "To finance an insurrection? He may hope to become an independent
overlord.”

"M-m-m ... no ... doesn't make sense, and | gather he's not stupid. The Empire can't concelvably
tolerate breakaways. He'd have to be crushed. If necessary, Josip would be deposed to clear the track
for that operation. No, something else—" FHandry brought his attention back. " Get patrol clearance for us
to goin haf an hour. Next rendezvous, LIynathawr."

Hyperdrive vibrations are ingantaneous, though the philosophers of science have never agreed on the
meaning of that adjective. Unfortunately, they damp out fast. No matter how powerful, asignal cannot be
received beyond adistance of about one light-year. Thus spaceshipstraveling at quasivelocity are not
detectable by their "wakes' a any farther remove than that. Neither are the modulations that carry
messages quicker than light; and the uncertainty principle makesit impossibleto relay them with any hope
that they will not soon degenerate into gibberish.

Accordingly Asieneuve was within two hours of her god before she got the news. Fleet Admird
Hugh McCormac had escaped to the Virgilian System. There he had raised the standard of rebellion and
proclaimed himself Emperor. An unspecified number of planets had declared for him. So had an
unspecified proportion of the ships and men he formerly commanded. Armed clashes had taken place
and full civil war looked inevitable.

A

When the Empire purchased LIynathawr from its Cynthian discoverers, the aim had been to
srengthen thisfrontier by attracting settlers. Most of the world was delightful in climate and scenery, rich
in natura resources, wide in unclaimed lands. Navy sector headquarters were close enough, on Ifri, and
housed enough power to give ample protection. Not all the barbarians were hostile; there existed
excdlent possibilities of trade with anumber of races—especidly those that had not acquired
pacecraft—as well aswith Imperid planets.

Thusfar the theory. Three or four generations showed that practice was something else again. The
human species gppeared to have lost its outward urge. Few individuas would leave afamiliar, not too
uncomfortable environment to tart over in a place remote from government-guaranteed security and
up-to-date entertainment. Those who did usudly preferred city to rurd life. Nor did many arrive from the
older colonies nearby, like Aeneas. Such people had struck their own roots.



Catawrayannis did become a substantia town: two million, if you counted in the floating population. It
became the seat of the civil authority. It became a brisk mart, though much of the enterprise was carried
on by nonhumans, and a pleasure resort, and aregiond listening post. But that was the end of the
process. The hinterland, latifundia, mines, factories, soon gave way to forests, mountains, trafficless
oceans, empty plains, awilderness where lights gleamed rare and lonely after dark.

Of coursg, this has the advantage of not turning the planet as a whole into still another
cesspool, Flandry thought. After reporting, he had donned mufti and spent afew days incognito. Besides
sounding out various bourgeoisie and servants, he had passed through a particularly ripe Lowtown.

And now | feel so respectable | creak, hismind went on. Contrast? No, not when I'm about to
meet Aaron Shelund. His pulse quickened. He must make an effort to keep hisface and bearing
expressionless. That skill he owed lessto officid training than to hundreds of poker games.

Asaramp lifted him toward an impressive portico, he glanced back. The gubernatorial palace
crowned ahighill. It was a big pastel-tinted structure in the dome-and-colonnade style of the last
century. Beneath its gardens, utilitarian office buildings for civil servants made terracesto theflatland.
Homes of the wedlthy ringed the hill. Beyond these, more modest residences blended gradually into
cropground on the west side, city on the east. Commercia towers, none very tdl, clustered near the
LuanaRiver, past which lay the dums. A haze blurred vision today and the breeze blew cool, tasting of
goring. Vehicles moved insectlike through streets and sky. Their sound came as awhisper, dmost hidden
in the sough of trees. It was hard to grasp that Catawrayannis brawled with preparation for war, shrilled
with hysteria, tensed with fear—

—until adow thundering went from horizon to horizon, and a spatial warcraft crossed heaven on an
unknown errand.

Two marines flanked the main entrance. ""Please date your name and business, Sir," one demanded.
Hedidn't aim his dug-thrower, but his knuckles stood white on butt and barrel.

"Commander Dominic Flandry, captain, HMS Asieneuve, herefor an appointment with His
Excdlency.”

"A moment, please." The other marine checked. He didn't merely call the secretarid office, he turned
ascanner on the newcomer. "All right.”

"If you'll leave your sidearm with me, gr," the first man said. "And, uh, submit to abrief search.”
"Hey?' Flandry blinked.

"Governor's orders, sir. Nobody who doesn't have a specid passwith full physicd 1D goesthrough
armed or unchecked." The marine, who was pathetically young, wet hislips. "Y ou understand, sir. When
Navy units commit treason, we ... who dare we trust?"

Flandry looked into the demoralized countenance, surrendered his blaster, and alowed handsto feel
across hiswhites.

A servant appeared, bowed, and escorted him down a corridor and up a gravshaft. The décor was
luxurious, its bad taste more a question of subtly too much opulence than of garish colorsor ugly
proportions. The same applied to the chamber where Flandry was admitted. A live-fur carpet reached
gold and black underfoot; iridescences swept over the walls, dynasculps moved in every corner; incense
and low music tinged the air; instead of an exterior view, an animation of an Imperia court masquerade
occupied one entire Sde; behind the governor's chair of state hung athrice lifesize, thrice flattering portrait
of Emperor Josip, fulsomely inscribed.

Four mercenaries were on guard, not human but giant shaggy Gorzunians. They stirred scarcely more
than their helmets, breastplates, or wegpons.

Flandry saluted and stood at attention.



Snelund did not look diabolica. He had bought himself an dmost girlish beauty: flame-red wavy hair,
creamy skin, dightly danted violet eyes, retrousse nose, bee-stung lips. Though not tal, and now growing
paunchy, he retained some of his dancer's gracefulness. Hisrichly patterned tunic, flare-cut trousers,
petd-shaped shoes, and gold necklace made Flandry envious.

Rings sparkled as he turned aknob on a memascreen built into the chair arm. "Ah, yes. Good day,
Commander." Hisvoicewas plessant. "l can give you fifteen minutes." He smiled. "My gpologiesfor such
curtness, and for your having to wait thislong to seeme. Y ou can guess how hectic thingsare. If Admira
Pickens had not informed me you come directly from Intelligence HQ, I'm afraid you'd never have gotten
past my office staff.” He chuckled. "Sometimes | think they're overzeal ous about protecting me. One
does appreciate their fending off as many bores and triviators as possi ble—though you'd be surprised,
Commander, how many | cannot escape seeing—hut occasionally, no doubt, undue delay is caused a
person with avaid problem.”

"Yes, Your Excdlency. Not to waste your time—"

"Do gt down. It'sgood to meet someone straight from the Mother of usal. We don't even get
frequent mail out here, you know. How faresold Terra?'

"Well, Your Excdlency, | wasonly there afew days, and quite busy most of them." Flandry seated
himsdlf and leaned forward. " About my assgnment.”

"Of course, of course," Snelund said. "But grant me amoment firg." His geniality was replaced by an
appearance of concern. Histone sharpened. "Have you fresh news of the Mersaian situation? Were as
worried about that as anyone in the Empire, despite our own current difficulties. Perhaps moreworried
than mogt. Transfer of unitsto that border has gravely weakened this. Let war break out with Mersaia,
and we could be depleted till furthe—an invitation to the barbarians. That's why McCormac'srebellion
must be suppressed immediately, no matter the cost.”

Flandry redized: I'mbeing stalled. "I know nothing that isn't public, Sir," he said a aleisured rate.
"I'm sure Ifri HQ getsregular couriers from the Betel geusean marches. Theinformation gap isin the other
direction, if | may use ametaphor which impliesthat gaps aren't isotropic.”

Snelund laughed. "Wl spoken, Commander. One grows starved for alittle wit. Frontiersare
traditionally energetic but unimaginative.

"Thank you, Y our Excellency," Flandry said. "I'd better state my business, though. Will the governor
bear with meif | sound long-winded? Necessary background ... especidly since my assgnment is
indefinite, redly just to prepare areport on whatever | canlearn ... " Snelund lounged back. "Proceed.”
"Asasdranger to these parts,” Flandry said pompously, "I had to begin with studying references and
guestioning a broad spectrum of people. My application for an interview with you, sir, would have been
cancelled had it turned out to be needless. For | do see how busy you arein thiscrisis. As matters
devel oped, however, | found I'd have to make arequest of you. A smplething, fortunately. Y ou need
only issue an order."

"WdI?' Sneund invited.

He's relaxed now, Handry judged: takes me for the usual self-important favorite nephew, going
through a charade to furnish an excuse for my next promotion.

"l would liketo interview the Lady McCormac,” he said.
Snelund jerked upright where he sat.

"My information isthat she was arrested together with her husband and has been detained in Y our
Excdlency's persond custody,” FHlandry said with afatuous smile. "I'm sure she has agood many valuable
data. And I've speculated about using her as a go-between. A negotiated settlement with her husband—"

"No negotiation with atraitor!" Snelund'sfist smoteachair am.
How dramatic, Flandry thought. Aloud: "Pardon me, sir. | didn't mean he should get off scot free,



smply that—Wsell, anyhow, | was surprised to discover no one has questioned the Lady McCormac.”

Snelund said indignantly, "I know what you've heard. They gossip around herelike agaggle of
dirty-minded old women. I've explained the factsto Admira Pickens chief Intelligence officer, and I'll
explain them again to you. She gppears to have an unstable persondity, worse even than her husbhand's.
Their arrest threw her into acompletely hysterica condition. Or 'psychotic’ might not be too strong a
word. Asahumane gesture, | put her in aprivate room rather than acell. There wasless evidence
againg her than him. She's quartered in my residential wing because that's the sole place where | can
guarantee her freedom from bumbling interruptions. My agents were preparing to quiz McCormac in
depth when hisfdlow criminalsfreed him. Hiswife heard, and promptly attempted suicide. My medica
staff has had to keep her under heavy sedation ever since.”

Flandry had been told otherwise, though no one dared give him more than hearsay. "' beg the
governor's pardon,” he said. "The admird's saff suggested perhaps |, with adirect assgnment, might be
alowed wherethey aren't.”

"Their men have met her twice, Commander. In neither case was she éble to tetify.”

No, it isn't hard to give a prisoner a shot or a touch of brainshock, when you have an hour or
two advance notice. "l see, Y our Excellency. And she hasn't improved?”

" She'sworsened. On medica advice, I've banned further visits. What could the poor woman relate,
anyway?"

"Probably nothing. Y our Excedllency. However, you'll appreciate, Sir, I'm supposed to make afull
report. And as my ship will soon beleaving with theflet,” unless | produce my authority to detach
her, "thismay be my lone chance. Couldn't | have afew minutes, to satisfy them on Terra?!

Snelund bristled. Do you doubt my word, Commander?'

"Oh, no, Your Excdlency! Never! Thisisdgtrictly pro forma. To save my, uh, reputation, Sir, because
they'll ask why | didn't check thisdetail aso. | could go there Straight from here, sir, and your medics
could be on hand to keep me from doing any harm.”

Snelund shook hishead. "' happen to know you would. | forbid it."

Fandry gave him areproachful stare. Snelund tugged his chin. "Of course, | sympathize with your
position,” he said, trading ascowl for adight smile. "Terrais so far away that our redlity can only come
through as words, photographs, charts. Um-m-m ... Give me anumber where you can be contacted on
short notice. I'll have my chief doctor inform you when you can go to her. Some days she's more nearly
sane than others, though at best she'sincoherent. Will that do?"

"Y our Excdlency ismost kind," Flandry beamed.

"l don't promise shelll be available before you depart,” Snelund cautioned. "Small timeremains. If not,
you can doubtless see her on your return. Though that will hardly be worth the trouble, will it, after
McCormac has been put down?”

"Pro forma, Your Excelency," Flandry repeated.

The governor recorded amemorandum, including a phone exchange which would buck amessage on
to Asieneuve, and Flandry took hisleave with expressions of mutual esteem.

He got a cab outside the palace and made sure he was heard directing it to the shuttleport. It was no
secret that he'd been on the ground these past severa days; his job required that. But the fainéant
impression he wanted to give would be reinforced if he took the first excuseto return to hisvessd.
Ascetical though his cabin there might be, it was a considerable improvement on the flea circus dormitory
which was the best planetside quarters alate arrival like him had been able to obtain. Catawrayannis was
overflowing a the hatches with spacemen and marines, as ship after ship made rendezvous.

"Why here?' he had asked Captain Leclerc, the member of Admira Pickens staff to whom he



actudly reported. "Ifri isHQ."
Leclerc shrugged. "The governor wantsit thisway."
"But he can't—"

"He can, FHandry. | know, the Nava and civilian provincia commands are supposed to be
coordinate. But the governor isthe Emperor's direct representative. As such, he can invoke Imperial
authority when hewants. It may get him into the kettle on Terra afterward, but that s afterward. On the
spot, the Navy had better heed him."

"Why the order, though? Ifri hasthe main facilities. It's our natural center and starting point.”

"Well, yes, but Llynathawr doesn't have Ifri's defenses. By our presence, we guard againgt any
revengeful raids McCormac may plan. It makes a degree of sense, even. Knocking out the sector
capita—or preferably occupying it—would put him along way toward control of the entire region. Once
we get sarted, hell be too busy with usto think about that, although naturaly we will leave some
protection." Leclerc added cynicaly: "While they wait, our men on liberty will enjoy agood, expensve
last fling. Snelund's careful to stay popular in Catawrayannis.”

"Do you redly think we should charge out for an immediate full-dress battle?!

"Governor'sdirective again, | hear. It certainly doesn't fit Admira Pickens temperament. Left done,
I'm convinced held see what could be done first by dickering and small-scale shooting ... rather than
maybe end up bombarding Imperia worldsinto radioactive rubbish. But the word is, we've got to blast
theinfection beforeit soreads.” Leclerc grimaced. ™Y ou're an ingdious one. I've no businesstalking like
this. Let'stake up your business!"

When he stopped out at the termina, Flandry received the not unexpected information that he must
walit acouple of hoursfor aseat on aferry to Satdlite Eight, where he could summon his gig. He phoned
the dormitory and had hisluggage shunted to him. Since this consisted merely of one handbag, aready
packed, he didn't bother to check it, but carried it long into a refresher booth. From there he emerged in
drab civvies, with ahooded cloak and douching gait and bag turned insde out to show adifferent color.
He had no red reason to think he had been followed, but he believed in buying insurance when it was
cheap. He took a cab to an unpretentious hotel, thence another into Lowtown. The last few blocks he
walked.

Rovian had found arooming house whose clientele were mostly nonhumans: unchoosy ones. He
shared hiskennd with abetentacled hulk from an unpronouncesble planet. The hulk reeked of exuded
hydrogen sulfide but was persondly decent enough; among other sterling qudities, it did not know the
Eriau language. It rippled on its bunk when Handry entered, mushed an Anglic greeting, and returned to
contemplation of whatever it contemplated.

Rovian gtretched dl sx limbs and yawned darmingly. "At last!" he said. "I thought | would rot."

Flandry sat down on the floor, which carried no chairs, and lit acigaret more against the stench than
because he wanted one. "How goesthe ship?' he asked in the principal Merseian tongue.

"Satisfactorily,” Rovian answered likewise. " Some were curious at the exec absenting himsdf before
the captain returned. But | passed it off as needful to our supplying and left Vaenciain charge. Nothing
can redly happen whileweidlein orbit, so no great comment followed."

Flandry met the dit-pupilled eyes. You seem to know more about what your human shipmates
think than a xeno should, hedid not say. | don't pretend to understand what goes on in your brain.
But ... | have to rely on somebody. Sounding you out while we traveled, as well as might be, |
decided you're least improbably the one.

"l didn't ask you to locate a den, and tell me where, and wait, for sport,” he declared with the
explicitnessrequired by Eriau grammar. "My ideawas that we'd need privacy for laying plans. That's



been confirmed.”
Rovian cocked his ears.

Flandry described his session with the governor. He finished: ""No reasonable doubt remains that
Snelund islying about Lady McCormac's condition. Gossp leaks through guards and servants, out of the
private apartments and into the rest of the palace. Nobody cares, aside from malicious amusement. He's
packed the court, like the housecarls and the residencies, with his own creatures. Snooping around,
getting sociable with people off duty, | led them to talk. Two or three of them got intoxicated till they said
more than they would have normally.” He didn't mention the additives he had dipped into their drinks.

"Why don't the regular Intelligence officers sugpect?' Rovian inquired.

"Oh, | imagine they do. But they have so much elseto ded with, so obvioudy vitd. And they don't
think she can tell anything useful. And why collide with the governor, risking your career, for the sake of
the arch-rebe's wife?'

"Youwishto," Rovian pounced.

"Kraich." Flandry squinted into the smoke he was blowing. It curled blue-gray across what sunlight
straggled through awindow whose grime seemed of geologic age. The rotten-egg gaswasgivinghima
headache, unless that was due to the genera odor of decay. Faintly from outside came traffic rumble and
an occasional raucouscry.

"You see" he explained, "I'm on detached service. My noseisn't committed to any of the numberless
grindstones which must be turned before a Nava expedition can get under way. And | have more
background on Aaron Snelund than provincid officers do, evenin my own corpsand in hisown
preserve. I've been free and able to sit and wonder. And | decided it wasn't logical he should keep
Kathryn McCormac locked away smply for the purpose the court is sniggering about. The admird's saff
may think so, and not care. But | doubt if he's capable of feeling more than a passng attraction for any
fellow creature. Why not turn her over for interrogation? She might know alittle something after al. Or
shemight be handy in dedling with her husband.”

"Scarcely that," Rovian said. "Hislifeisaready forfeit.”

"Uh-huh. Which iswhy my harried colleagues didn't check further. But—oh, | can't predict—her, in
exchange for various limited concessions on his part—her, persuading him to give up—Wédll, | supposeit
takes a coldblooded bastard like me to consider such possibilities. The point is, we can't lose by trying
her out, and might gain atrifle. Therefore we ought to. But Snelund is holding her back with ayarn about
her illness. Why? What'sin it for him, besides herself? His sector's being torn gpart. Why isn't he more
cooperativein thistiny matter?'

"l couldn't say." Rovianimplied indifference.

"1 wonder if she may not know something he would prefer didn't get out,” Flandry said. "The

assumption has been that Snelund may be a bad governor, but heisloya and McCormac's the enemy.
It'sonly an assumption.”

" Should you not then invoke the authority in your second set of orders, and demand her person?’

Flandry made aface. "Huh! Give them five minutes of stalling at the gate, and I'll be presented with a
corpse. Or ten minutes under amisused hypnoprobe could produce amemorylessidiot. Wherefore |
waked very softly indeed. | don't expect to be summoned before the fleet leaves, either.”

"And on our return—"
"She can easily have 'passed away' during the campaign.”

Rovian tautened. The bunk where he crouched made agroaning noise. "Y ou tel methisfor a
purpose, captain,” he said.

FHandry nodded. "How did you guess?' Again Rovian waited, until the man sighed and proceeded: "'|



think we can spring her loose, if wetimeit exactly right. Y ou'll be herein town, with some crewmen
you've picked and an aircar handy. An hour or so before the armada accelerates, I'll present my seded
ordersto the admira and formaly remove usfrom his command. It's a safe bet Snelund's attention will be
on the fleet, not on the palace. Y ou'll take your squad there, serve awarrant I'll have given you, and
collect Kathryn McCormac before anybody can raise the governor and ask what to do. If need be, you
can shoot; whoever triesto stop you will be in defiance of the Imperium. But | doubt the necessity will
ariseif youwork fast. I'll have the gig waiting not too far off. Y ou and your ladsfit Lady McCormac
there, haul gravsfor space, rendezvous with Asieneuve, and welll depart this system in ahurry.”

"The scheme appears hazardous," Rovian said, "and for dight probable gain.”

"It'sdl | canthink of," FHandry answered. "1 know you'll be getting the operative end of the reamer.
Refuseif you think I'mafoal.”

Rovian licked his saber teeth and switched histail. "I do not refuse my captain,” he said, "1, a Brother
of the Oath. It does seem to me that we might discuss the problem further. | believe your tactics could be
made somewhat more elegant.”

Vv

Ship by ship, Pickens forces departed orbit and moved outward. When the sun of Llynathawr had
ghrunk to abright point, the vessals assumed formation and went into hyperdrive. Space swirled with
impalpable energies. As one, the warcraft and their ministrants aimed themsalves at the star cdlled Virgil,
to find the man who would be Emperor.

They were not many. Reassgnments, to help confront Merseia, had depleted the sector fleet. A
shocking number of units had subsequently joined McCormeac. Of those which stayed true, enough must
remain behind to screen—if not solidly guard—the key planets. It was estimated that the rebels had
about three-fourths the strength that Pickens would be able to bring to bear on them. Given
nuclear-headed missiles and firebeams powered by hydrogen fusion, such numerica comparisons are less
meaningful than the layman thinks. A single penetration of defenses can put a ship out of action, often out
of exigence.

On that account, Pickenstraveled cautioudy, insde awide-flung net of scoutboats. Hisfastest vessals
could have covered the distance in aday and ahaf, hisdowest in twice that time; but he planned on a
whole five days. He had not forgotten the trap hisformer commander sprang on the Vadotharian
corsairs.

And on the bridge of Asieneuve, Dominic Flandry leaned forward in his control chair and said:
"Twenty degrees north, four degrees clockwise, 3000 kilometers negative, then match quasi-velocities
and steady as she goes."

"Aye, ar." The pilot repeated the instructions and programmed the computer that operated the
hyperdrive.

Flandry kept his attention on the console before him, whose meters and readouts summarized the far
more complex datawith which the pilot dedlt, until he dared say, "Can you hold this course, Citizen
Rovian?'

In point of fact, he was asking his executive officer if the destroyer was moving as planned—tagging
along after the fleet in order that her wake be drowned in many and that she thus be hidden from pursuit.

They both knew, and both knew the master'sritud infallibility must be preserved. Rovian sudied the
board and said, "Aye, r," with complete solemnity.

Flandry opened the generd intercom. "Now hear this," heintoned. "Captain to al officersand crew.
Y ou are aware that our ship has aspecia mission, highly confidentia and of the utmost importance. We
arefinally embarked on it. For success, we require absol ute communications silence. No messages will



be received except by Lieutenant Commander Rovian or mysdlf, nor will any be sent without my express
authorization. When treason hasinfected His Mg esty's very Navy, the danger of subversion and of ruses
must be guarded againgt.” How's that for casuistry? he grinned within. "The communications officer will
st hiscircuits accordingly. Carry on." He switched off. His gaze lifted to the smulacrum of heaven
projected on the viewscreens. No spacecraft showed. The greatest of them waslost in immensity,
findable only by instruments and esoteric caculations. The starsignored them, were not touched by the
wars and pains of life, wereimmorta—No, not that either. They have their own Long Night waiting
for them.

"Qutercom circuits reedy, Sir,” Rovian announced after a study of the main panel. He dipped ona
headband receiver. Every incoming signa would go there, to be heard by him done.

"Takethe bridge, then." Flandry rose. "I'll interrogate the prisoner. When the time comes to change
vectors, notify meimmediately but don't wait for meto arrive beforeyou do it.”

Wheat heredlly told Rovian was: Monitor transmissons. Snelund's bound to yell when he learnswhat's
happened. If we're out of hyperwave range by that time, helll probably send aboat after us. Either way,
hell demand our return, and Pickens might well givein. That could make adelicate Stuation. The minute
it looks like coming about, we're to sheer off and get the devil away. I'd rather be able to prove by the
log that | never could have received any order from Pickens, than try to make a court-martia agree | was
rightin disregardingit.

But those two a one knew the code. Possibly the ratings who had gone to the pal ace with their exec
could have guessed. No matter there. They were rough and close-mouthed and, after what they had seen
en route from Terra, caloudy cheerful about any inconvenience they might have caused His Excellency.
"Aye, dr," said Rovian.

Flandry went down a companionway and aong athrobbing passage to his cabin. The door had no
chime. He knocked.

"Whoisit?' The voicethat came through the thin panel was ahusky contrato, Ssngingly
accented—and how tired, how empty!

"Captain, my lady. May | comein?"
"l can't stop you."

Flandry stepped through and closed the door behind him. His cabin had room for little morethan a
bunk, a desk and chair, acloset, some shelves and drawers. His bonnet brushed the overhead. A curtain
hid awashbasin, toilet, and shower stall. Hed had no chanceto instal many persona possessions. The
sound and vibration and oily-electrical odor of the shipfilled the air.

He had not even seen a picture of Kathryn McCormac. Suddenly everything el se dissolved around
him. He thought afterward he must have given her a courtly bow, because he found his bonnet clutched in
hisfingers, but he couldn't remember.

Shewasfive sandard years older than him, he knew, and in no Terran fashion of beauty. Her figure
wastoo tall, too wide-shouldered and deep-bosomed, too firmly muscled benesth a skin that was till,
after her imprisonment, too suntanned. The face was broad; across the high cheekbones, between the
luminous eyes (gold-flecked green under thick black brows), in the blunt nose and generous mouth and
strong chin. Her hair was banged over her forehead, bobbed below her ears, thick and wavy, amber with
shadings of gold and copper. She wore the brief nacreous gown and crystaflex sandalsin which she had
been taken from the palace. Mother looked sort of like her, Flandry redlized. He hauled hiswits back
in. "Welcome aboard, my lady.” He could fed his smile was atouch unstable. "Permit meto introduce
mysdlf." Hedid. "Entirely at your service," hefinished, and held out his hand.

She did not give him hers, either to shake or lass, nor did she rise from his chair. He observed the
darknesses around and behind her eyes, hollowing of cheeks, faint dusting of freckles ... "Good day,
Commander." Her tone was not warm or cold or anything.



Flandry lowered hisbunk and himsdlf onto it. "What may | offer you?' he asked. "We have the
regular assortment of drinks and drugs. And would you like abiteto eat?' He extended his opened
cigaret case.

"Nothing."

Heregarded her. Stop skyhooting, son. You've been celibate unrightfully long. She's handsome
and—he dragged it forth—no doubt you speculated about her possible availability ... after what's
happened to her. Forget it. Save your villainies for the opposition.

He said dowly: "Y ou don't want to accept hospitality from the Imperium. Correct? Please be
sensible, my lady. Y ou know you'll take nourishment to stay dive, asyou did in Snelund's house. Why
not begin now? My cause isn't necessarily irreconcilable with yours. | had you fetched here, at somerisk,
intending that we'd discuss metters.”

Sheturned her head. Their glanceslocked. After awhile that seemed lengthy, he saw part of the
tension go from her. "Thanks, Commander," she said. Did her lipsflutter the ghostliest bit upward?
"Coffee and asandwich 'ud taste well, for truth.”

Flandry got on the intercom to the galley. Sherefused acigaret but said she didn't mind if he smoked.
Heinhaled severd times before he said, fast:

"I'm afraid an escort destroyer leaves something to be desired in the way of accommodations. Y oull
have this cabin, of course. I'll movein with the mates; one of them can throw a pad on the deck. But I'll
have to leave my clothes and so forth where they are. | hope the steward and | won't disturb you too
badly, trotting in and out. Y ou can take your meals here or in the wardroom, asyou prefer. I'll seeyou
get some spare coveralls or whatever to wear—sorry | didn't think to lay in afemale outfit—and I'll clear
adrawer to keep themin. A propos which—" herose and opened onein hisdesk—"1'll leavethis
unlocked. It has the nonsecret items. Including a souvenir of mine." Hetook out aMersaian war knife.
"Know how to handle this cheap and chippy chopper?| can demonstrate. It's not much useif you get in
theway of abullet, ablast, astun beam, et cetera. But you'd be surprised what it can do at close
quarters." Again he caught her gaze. "Do be careful withit, my lady,” he said low. ™Y ou've nothing to fear
on my ship. The stuation might dter. But I'd hate to think you'd gotten reckless with my souvenir and
bowed out of the universe when there was no real need.”

The breath hissed between her teeth. Color and pallor chased each other across her face. The hand
shereached out for the knife wavered. Shelet it fall, raised it back to her eyes, clenched the remaining
fist, and fought not to weep.

Flandry turned his back and browsed through afull-size copy of atrandated Genji Monogatori that
he'd brought aone to pass the time. The snack arrived. When he had closed the door on the messman
and set the tray on his desk, Kathryn McCormac was her own captain again.

"You'readrider, gr," shetold him. He cocked his brows. "Aenean word," she explained. "A strong,
good man ... let me say agentleman.”

He stroked his mustache. " A gentleman manqué, perhaps.” He sat back down on the bunk. Their
knees brushed. "No business discussion over food. Abominable perversion, that." She flinched. "Would
you carefor music?' he asked hadtily. "My tastes are plebeian, but I've been careful to learn what's
considered high art." He operated a selector. Eine Kleine Nachtmusik avokein joy.

"That's beautiful," she said when she had finished egting. "Terran?"

"Pre-spaceflight. Therésaded of antiquarianism in the inner Empire these days, reviva of everything
from fencing to alemands—uh, sport with swords and a class of dances. Wistfulness about eras more
picturesgue, less cruel and complicated. Not that they redlly were, I'm sure. It's only that their troubles
aresafely buried.”

"And we've yet to bury ours." She drained her cup and clashed it down on the bare plate. "If they



don't shove usunder fird. Let'stalk, Dominic Flandry.”

"If youfed uptoit." He started afresh cigaret. "I'd better. Time's none too long ‘fore you must decide
what to do 'bout me."

The dark-blonde head lifted. "1 fed ‘freshed. Liefer attack my griefsthan dump.”
"Very wdl, my lady." Wish | had a pretty regional accent.

"Why'd you rescue me?" she asked gently.

He studied the tip of hiscigaret. "Wasn't quite arescue,” he said.

Once more the blood left her countenance. "From Aaron Snelund,” she whispered, "anything'sa
rescue.”

lle?l

"I'd'vekilled mysdf, comethe chance. Didn't get it. So | tried to keep sane by plannin’ waysto kill
him." She strained her fingers againgt each other until she noticed she was doing so. "Hugh's habit," she
mumbled, pulled her hands free and made them both into fists.

"Youmay win alittlerevenge." Flandry sat Sraight. "Listen my lady. I'm afield agent in Intelligence. |
was digpatched to investigate Sector Alpha Crucis. It occurred to me you could tell things that nobody
elsewould. That'swhy you're here. Now | can't officidly take your unsupported word, and | won't use
methods like hypnoprobing to squeeze the facts out against your will. But if you lie to me, it'sworse than
if you keep silence. Worse for us both, seeing that | want to help you."

Steadiness had returned to her. She came of ahardy breed. "I'll not lie," she promised. "Asto
whether I'll speek at dl ... depends. Isit truth what | heard, my man'sin revolt?’

"Yes. Werretrailing afleet whose mission isto defeat the rebels, seize and occupy the planets that
support them—which includes your home, my lady.”

"And you're with the Imperidigs?’
"I'm an officer of the Terran Empire, yes."

"So'sHugh. He ... he never wanted ... anything but the good of the race—every race everywhere. If
you'd think the matter through, | 'spect you yoursdlf 'ud—"

"Don't count on that, my lady. But I'll listen to whatever you careto tell me."

She nodded. "I'll speak what | know. Afterward, when I'm stronger, you can give me alight 'probe
and be sureI'm not switchin'. | believe | can trust you'll use the machine just for confirmation, not for
pryin' deeper.”

"Youcan."

In spite of her sorrow, Flandry felt excitement sharpen each senseand riot in hisblood. By Pluto's
singleicy ball, | anonalivetrail!

She chose words and uttered them, in aflat tone but with no further hesitation. As she spoke, her face
congedled into a mask.

"Hugh never planned any treason. I'd've known. He got me cleared for top security so we could also
talk together 'bout hiswork. Sometimes|'d give him an idea. We were both murderin® mad over what
Snelund's goonswere doin'. Civilized worlds like Aeneas didn't suffer worsen pratcheted taxes at firdt.
Later, bit by bit, we saw fines, confiscations, politica arrets—more and more—and when a secret
police was officidly installed—Buit that was mild compared to some of the backward planets. We had
connections, we could eventuly raise azoosny on Terra, even if Snelund was a pet of the Emperor's.
Thaose poor primitives, though—

"Hugh wrote back. To start with, he got reprimands for interferin’ with civilian affairs. But gradu'ly the
seriousness of his charges must've percolated through the bureaucracy. He started gettin’ replies from the



High Admirdty, askin' for more exact information. That was by Nava courier. We couldn't trust the mails
any longer.

Heand | spent thisyear collectin' facts—depositions, photographs, audits, everything needed to
make a case nobody could overlook. We were goin' to Terrain person and deliver the microfile.

"Snelund got wind. Wed taken care, but we were amateurs at sneakery, and you can't dream how
poisonous horrible'tis, havin' secret police 'round, never knowin' when you daretak free ... Hewrote
offici'ly askin' Hugh to come discuss plansfor defendin’ the outermost border systems. Well, they had
been havin' trouble, and Hugh's not a man who could leave without doin' something for them. | was more
scared than him of abounceplay, but | went dong. We adways stayed close together, those last days. |
did tip the hand to Hugh's chief aide, one of my family's oldest friends, Captain Oliphant. He should stand
aertin case of treachery.

We stayed at the paace. Normal for high-rankin' visitors. Second night, as we were 'bout to turnin, a
detachments of militiaarrested us.

"l wastaken to Snelund's persond suite. Never mind what came next. After awhile, though, | noticed
he could be gotten to boast. No need for pretendin’ I'd changed my mind 'bout him. Contrary: he liked to
seeme hurtin'. But that was the way to play, then. Show hurt at the right times. | didn't redlly think I'd
ever pass on what hetold me. He said I'd leave with my mind scrubbed out of my brain. But
hope—How glad | am now for grabbin' that one percent of hope!”

She stopped. Her eyeswere reptile dry and did not appear to see Flandry.

"l never imagined he intended his gubernatoria anticsfor afull-time career,” the man said, most softly.
"What's hisplan?"

"Return. Back to the throne. And become the puppeteer behind the Emperor.”

"Hm. Does His Mg esty know this?'

"Snelund claimed the two've them plotted it before he left, and've kept in touch since.”

Flandry fdt asting. His cigaret had burned down to hisfingers. He chucked it into the disposer and
garted anew one. "I hardly believe our lord Josip hasthree brain cellsto click together,” he murmured.
"He might have apair, that occasionaly impact soggily. But of course, brother Snelund will have made
our lord fed like amongtrous clever felow. That's part of the manipulation.”

She noticed him then. "Y ou said that?"

"If you report me, | could get broken for lése majesté,” Flandry admitted. " Somehow | doubt you
will."

"Surely not! 'Cause you—" She checked herself.

Hethought: | didn't mean to lead her up any golden paths. But it seems | did, if she thinks
maybe I'll join her man's pathetic revolt. Well, it'll make her more cooperative, which servesthe
Cause, and happier for a few days, if that's doing her any favor. Hesad:

"| can see part of the machinery. The Emperor wants dear Aaron back. Dear Aaron points out that
this requires extracting large sums from Sector Alpha Crucis. With those, he can bribe, buy eections,
propagandize, arrange events, maybe purchase certain nations ... till hehhasaPolicy Board
mgority on hissde.

"Ergo, word gets passed from the throne to various powerful, handpicked men. The facts about
Snelund's governorship are to be suppressed as much as possible, the investigation of them delayed as
long as possible and hampered by every available trick when findly it doesroll. Y es. I'd begun to suspect
it on my own hook."

Hefrowned. "But ascanda of these dimensions can't be conceded forever,” he said. "Enough people
will resgn themsdvesto having Shelund for agray eminence that his scheme will work—unless they



understand what he's done out here. Then they might well take measures, if only because they fear what
he could do to them.

"Snelund isn't stupid, worse luck. Maybe no big, spectacular warriors or statesmen can topple him.
But aswarm of drab little accountants and welfare investigatorsisn't that easily fended off. He must have
aplanfor deding with them too. What isit?'

"Civil war," she answered.

"Huh?' Handry dropped his cigaret.

"Goad till he'sgot arebellion,” she said bleskly. " Suppressit in such away that no firm evidence of
anything remains

"Held soonest not have thisfleet win aclear victory. A prolonged campaign, with planets comin'
under attack, would give him his chaos free. But sposin', which | doubt, your admiral can best Hugh at a
stroke, ther€ll till be'pacification’ left for his mercenaries, and they'll have their ingtructions how to go
‘bout it.

"Afterward hdll disband them, long with his overlord corps. He recruited from the scum of

everywhere esein the Empire, and they'll scatter back through it and vanish automaticly. Hell blamethe
revolt on subversion, and claim to be the heroic leader who saved thisfrontier.”

She dghed. "Oh, yes," shefinished, "he knowsther€lll be loose ends. But he doesn't 'spect they'll be
important: 'specily as he reckonsto supply alot of them himself."

"A consderablerisk," Handry mused. "But Krishna, what stakes!"

"The Mersaian crisswas agrand chance,” Kathryn McCormac said. "Attention bent yonder and
mogt of thelocal fleet gone. He wanted Hugh out of the way 'cause Hugh was dangerousto him, but also
‘cause he hoped thisd clear the path for tormentin’ Aeneastill Aeneas rose and touched off the fission.
Hugh was moren chief admird for the sector. He's Firstman of 1lion, which puts him as high on the planet
as anybody 'cept the resident. Our Cabinet could only name him an 'expert advisor' under the law, but
toward the end he was Speaker in everything savetitle and led its resistance to Snelund'stools. And
Aenesas hastraditionly set thetonefor al human colonies out here, and a good many nonhumans
besdes"

Lifeflowed back. Her nogtrilsflared. " Snelund never looked, though, for havin' Hugh to fight!"

Flandry ground the dropped butt under his hedl. Presently hetold her, "I'm afraid the Imperium
cannot alow arebelion to succeed, regardless of how well-intentioned.”

"But they'll know the truth," she protested.

"At best, they'll get your testimony,” he said. "Y ou had abad time. Frequent drugging and
brain-muddling, among other things, right?' He saw her teeth catch her lip. "I'm sorry to remind you, my
lady, but I'd be sorrier to leave you in adream that's due to vaporize. The mere fact that you believe you
heard Snelund tell you these schemes does not prove one entropie thing.

Confus on—paranoia—ddiberate planting of false memories by agents who meant to discredit the
governor—any smart advocate, any suborned psychiatrist, could rip your story to ions. Y ou wouldn't
cary it past thefirst investigator screening witnesses for acourt of inquiry.”

She dared a him asif he had struck her. "Don't you believe me?

"l want to," Flandry said. "Among other reasons, because your account indicates where and how to
look for evidence that can't be tiddlywinked away. Yes, I'll be shooting message capsules with coded
dispatches off to various strategic destinations.”

"Not goin' home yoursdf?"

"Why should I, when my written word has better odds of being taken serioudy than your spoken
one? Not that the odds are much to wager on." Flandry marshdled histhoughts. They were rductant to



stand and be identified. "Y ou see," he said dowly, "bare assertions are cheap. Solid proofs are needed.
A mountain of them, if you'reto get anywhere againgt an Imperia favorite and the big men who stand to
grow bigger by supporting him. And ... Snelund isquiteright ... aplanet that's been fought over with
modern wegponsisn't apt to have aworthwhile amount of evidence left onit. No, | think this ship's best
next moveisto Aeness”

"What?'

"WEell try aparley with your husband, my lady. | hope you can talk him into quitting. Then afterward
they may turn up what's required for the legd frying of Aaron Snelund.”

Vi

Thedar Virgil istype F7, dightly more massive than Sol, haf again asluminous, with ahigher
proportion of ultraviolet in itsemission. Aeneasisthe fourth of its planets, completing an orbit in 1.73
standard years a an average distance of 1.50 astronomical units and thus receiving two-thirdsthe
irradiation that Terra gets. Its mean diameter is 10,700 kilometers, its mass 0.45 Terra, hence gravity on
the surface equals 0.635 g. This sufficesto retain a humanly bresathable atmosphere, comparable on the
lowest levelsto Denver Complex and on the highest to the Peruvian dtiplano. (Y ou must bear in mind
that aweak pull means a correspondingly smal density gradient, plus orogenic forcesinsufficient to raise
very tall mountains.) Through ages, water molecules have ascended in the thin air and been cracked by
energetic quanta; the hydrogen has escaped to space, the oxygen that has not has tended to unite with
minerals. Thuslittle remains of the former oceans, and deserts have become extensive.

The chief origina inducement to colonize was scientific; the unique races on the neighbor planet Dido,
which itsdf was no world whereon aman would want to keep hisfamily. Of course, various other kinds
of people settled too; but the explorer-intellectuals dominated. Then the Troubles came, and the Aeneans
had to survive as best they could, cut off, for generations. They adapted. The result was a stock more
virile and gifted, asociety more patriotic and respectful of learning, than most. After civilization returned
to the Alpha Crucisregion, Aeneasinevitably becameitsloca leader. To the present day, the University
of Virgil in NovaRomadrew students and scholars from greeter distances than you might expect.

Eventuadly the Imperium decided that proper organization of this critical sector demanded an end to
Aenean independence. Intrigue and judicious force accomplished it. A hundred years later, some
resentment lingered, though the ordinary dweller agreed that incorporation had been desirable on the
whole and the planet supplied many outstanding men to the Terran armed services.

Itsmilitary-intellectua tradition continued. Every Aenean trained in arms—including women, who
took advantage of reduced weight. The old baronia familiestill led. Their titles might not be recognized
by the Imperia peerage, but were by their own folk; they kept their strongholds and broad lands; they
furnished more than their share of officers and professors. In part thiswas due to their tendency to
choose able spouses, regardless of rank. On its upper levels, Aenean society was rather formal and
audtere, though it had its sports and holidays and other depressurizing inditutions. On itslower levels
there was morejollity, but also better mannersthan you could find on Terra

Thus adescription, cata oguing severa facts and omitting the redlly sgnificant one: that to four
hundred million human beings, Aeneas was home.

The sun was amost down. Rays ran gold across the Antonine Seabed, making its groves and
plantations a patchwork of bluish-green and shadows, burning on its cands, molten in the mists that
curled off asdt marsh. Eastward, the light smote crags and cliffs where the ancient continental shelf of
Ilion lifted amany-tiered, wind-worn intricacy of purple, rose, ocher, tawny, black up to aroya blue sky.
The outer moon, Lavinia, was acold smal horn on top of that mass.

Thewind was cold too. Itswhittering blent with the soft roar of awaterfall, the clop of hoofs and



creak and jingle of harness as horses wound along a steep upward trail. Those were Aenean horses,
shaggy, rangy, their low-gravity gait looking less rapid than it was. Hugh McCormac rode one. Histhree
sons by hisfirst wife accompanied him. Ostensibly they had been hunting spider wolves, but they hadn't
found any and didn't care. The unspoken real reason had been to fare forth together acrossthisland that
wasthers. They might not have another chance.

A vulch whedled into view, wings across heaven. John McCormeac lifted hisrifle. Hisfather glanced
behind. "No, don't,” hesaid. "Let it live"

"Save death for the Terries, hey?' asked Bob. At nine years of age—16 standard—he was a bit loud
about his discovery that the universe wasn't quite as smple as they pretended in school.

He'll outgrow that, McCormac thought. He's a good boy. They all are, like their sisters. How
could they help being, with Ramona for mother? "I don't hold with killing anything unnecessarily," he
sad. "That isn't what war is about.”

"Well, | don't know," Colin put in. He was the oldest. Since he would therefore be the next Firstman,
family custom had kept him from joining the service. (Hugh McCormac had only succeeded when his
elder brother was caught in asand hell and died childless.) Perhaps his planetographic researchesin the
Virgilian System had not satisfied every inborn impulse. ™Y ou weren't here, Father, when the revolution
reached Nova Roma. But | saw crowds—plain, kindly citizens—hound Snelund's politica police down
the streets, catch them, string them up, and beat them to death. And it felt right. It till does, when you
think what they'd done earlier.”

"Snelund himsdf'll beawhiledyin, if | catch him,” John said hotly.

"No!" McCormac snapped. "Y ou'll not sink yoursdf to hisways. Hell be killed as cleanly aswekill
any other mad dog. His associates will havefair trids. There are degreesof guilt.”

"If we canfind thelice," Bob said. McCormac thought of the wilderness of sunsand worldswhere his
life had passed, and said, "Probably most will succeed in disappearing. What of it? Well have more
urgent work than revenge.”

They rode silent for awhile. Thetria debouched on one of the steplike plateaus and joined a paved
road to Windhome. Soil lay deep, washed down from the heights, and vegetation flourished, in contrast
to afew dwarf bushes on the eroded dopes. Trava decked the ground amost as luxuriantly asit did the
seabed. Mainly it wasfire trava here, the serrated |eaves edged with scarlet; but the sword kind bristled
and the plume kind nodded. Each type was curling up for the night as temperature dropped, to form a
springy heat-conserving mat. Trees grew about, not only the low iron-hard native sorts but imported oak,
cedar, and rasmin. Thewind carried their fragrances. Some ways to theright, smoke blew from a
farmer's stone cottage. Robotized latifundiaweren't practical on Aeneas, and McCormac was glad of
that; hefdt in hisbonesthat a hedthy society needed yeomen.

Colin clucked to his horse and drew dongside. His sharp young face |ooked unhappy. "Father—" He
stopped.
"Go ahead,” McCormac invited.

"Father ... doyouthink ... do you redly think we can pull it off?"
"I don't know," McCormac said. "WEéll try like men, that'sdl."
"But—makin' you Emperor—"

McCormac felt anew how pitifully little chance heldd had to spesk with his nearest, since hisrescuers
brought him home: too much to do, and each scant hour when something wasn't clamoring for attention,
the body toppled into deep. He had actually stolen this one day.

"Please don't imagine | want thejob," he said. "Y ou haven't been on Terra. | have. | dont likeit. |
was never happier than when they reassigned me back where| belong.”



Imperial routine, passed over hismind. Rotate careerists through a series of regions; but in the
end, whenever feasible, return them to the sectors they came from. Theory: they'll defend their
birthhomes more fiercely than some clutch of planets foreign to them. Practice: when revolt
erupted, many Navy personnel, like civilians, discovered that those homes meant more to them
than a Terra most of them had never seen. Problem: if | win, should | discontinue the practice, as
Josip doubtlesswill if hisadmiralswin?

"But why, then?' Colin asked.
"What else could | do?" McCormac replied.
"Wl ... freedom—"

"No. The Empireisnot so far decayed that it'll dlow itself to be broken gpart. And eveniif it were, |
wouldn't. Don't you see, it'sthe sSingle thing that stands between civilization—our civilization—and the
Long Night?

"Asfor amed protest, it might stimulate policy changes, but the Imperium could not pardon the
ringleaders. That'd invite everybody with agrudge to start shooting, and spell theend asclearly as
partition would. And besides—" McCormac's knuckles stood white where he grasped the reins—"it
wouldn't get Kathryn back, if any hope remains of that.”

"S0 you aim to preserve the Empire, but teke it over,” Colin said quickly. Hisdesireto guide his
father's thoughts off his stepmother’s captivity was so obvious that McCormac's heart writhed. "I'm with
you. Y ou know that. | honestly think you'd giveit new life—the best Emperor we've had since |samu the
Gresat, maybe since Manud | himself—and I'm layin' not just me, but my wife and son on the board for
you—but can it be done?' He waved at the sky. "The Empire'sthat huge!”

Asif & asgnd, Virgil went down. The Aenean amosphere hed no twilight worth mentioning. Alpha
and Beta Crucis blazed forth, then almost instantly thousands more and the frosty bridge of the Milky
Way. Theland mass on the right became utterly black, but Lavinia silvered the sea bottom under the
left-hand dliffs. A tad-mouse piped into the mordant wind.

McCormac said: "Therevolution hasto have aleader, and I'mitschoice. Let'shaveno false
modesty. | control the Cabinet on the principa world of this sector. | can prove by the record I'm the top
Nava drategist the Empire has. My men know I'm strict about things that matter, compassi onate about
therest, and alwaystry to befair. So do ahundred planets, human and nonhuman. It'd be no serviceto
anyoneif | damed different.”

"But how—" Colin'svoicetrailed off. Moonlight glimmered along his leather jacket and off his
Slver-mounted saddle.

"Well take control of this sector,” McCormeac told him. "That'slargely amatter of defesting the
Josipist forces. Once weve doneit, every significant community in aten-parsec radius will come over to
us. Afterward ... | don't liketheideamysdf, but | know where and how to get barbarian dlies. Not the
few Darthan ships I've dready engaged; no, redlly wild warriors from well outside the border. Don't
worry. | won't let them plunder and | won't et them settle, even if they'll swear dlegiance. They'll be
hirdings paid from tax monies.

"Thewhole Imperid fleet can't ever come againgt us. It hastoo many other duties. If wework fast
and hard, well be in shape to throw back whatever does attack.

"Beyond that—I can't predict. I'm hoping well have awell-governed region to show. I'm hoping that
will underline our message: an end to corruption and tyranny, afresh sart under afresh dynasty,
long-overduereforms ... What we need is momentum, the momentum of asnowbdl. Then dl thegunsin
the Empire can't stop us. because most of them will be on our side.”

Why a snowball? jeered hismind. Who knows snow on Aeneas, except a thin drift in polar
winter?



They rounded a cluster of trees and spied the castle. Windhome stood on what had once been acape
and now thrust out into air, with adizzying drop beneath. Lights glowed yellow fromitsbulk, outlining
dark old walls and battlements. The Wildfoss River brawled past in cataracts.

But McCormac did not see thisimmediately. His eyes had goneto the flat Antonine horizon, far
below and far away. Above alast greenish trace of sunset, beneath awan flicker of aurora, burned pure
white Dido, the evening Sar.

Where Kathryn worked, xenologist initsjungles, till that time I met her, five years ago (no,
three Aenean years; have | really been so long in the Empire that I've forgotten the years of our
planet?) and we loved and were married.

And you always wished for children of your own, Kathryn, dyuba, and we were going to have
them, but there were always public troubles that ought to be settled first; and tonight—He
thanked hisiron God that the sun of LIynathawr was not visblein those latitudes. His throat was thick
with the need to weep. Instead, he spurred his horse to agallop.

The road crossed cultivated fields before it reached Windhome's portd. A caravan of itinerants had
established itself on the meadow in front. Their trucks were parked aside, lost in gloom; light from the
cadtlefdl only on gaily striped tents, fluttering flags, half-erected booths. Men, women, children, packed
around campfires, stopped their plangent music and slamping dancesto give thelord of the manor ahail
as herode by. Tomorrow those tatterdemalion wanderers would open their carnivd ... and it would
draw merrymakers from a hundred kilometers around ... though thefist of the Imperium was aready
damming forward.

| don't under stand, McCormac thought. Horseshoes rang in the courtyard. A groom caught his
reins. He jumped to the ground. Guards were about, the new-come Navy personnel and the liveried
family retainers strutting with jeal ous glances at each other. Edgar Oliphant hurried from the keep.
Though McCormac, as Emperor, had raised him to admira, he hadn't yet bothered to change the
captain's star on either shoulder. He had merely added a brassard in the Ilian colors to the tunic that
snugged around his stocky form.

"Welcome back, sr!" he exclaimed. "I was 'bout to dispatch a search party.”

McCormac achieved alaugh. "Good cosmos, do you think my boysand | can get lost on our
ancedrd lands?’

"N-no. No, sr. But 'tis, well, if you'll 'scuse me, gir, ‘tisfoolish for you to run loose with not asingle
security escort.”

McCormac shrugged. "I'll have to endure that later, on Terra. Leave me my privacy awhile." Peering
closer: "Youve something to tdl me."

"Yes, gr. Word came in two hours ago. If the admira, uh, the Emperor will come with me?

McCormac tried to give his sons arueful look. He was secretly not sorry to have his awareness taken
from the orbit into which it had fallen—again.

Theancient dignity of the Firsman's office had vanished of recent weeksin aclutter of new gear:
communication, computation, eectronic files and scanners. McCormac sank into achair behind his
battered desk; that at least wasfamiliar. "Well?' he said.

Oliphant closed the door. "Theinitid report's been confirmed by two more scouts," he said. "The
Imperia armadais movin'. Twill be hereinsdethree days." It made no difference whether he meant the
standard period or the 20-hour rotation of Aeness.

McCormac nodded. "I didn't doubt the first crew," he said. "Our plans still stand. Tomorrow, 0600
NovaRomatime, | board my flagship. Two hours later, our forces depart.”

"But are you certain, Sir, the enemy won't occupy Aeneas?'



"No. | would be surprised, though, if he did. What gain? My kinfolk and | won't be around to seize.
I've arranged for the enemy to learn that when he arrives. What €l se can he make a prize of on Aeness,
till the fighting's past? Whoever winsin space can mop up the planets soon enough. Until then, why
commit strength badly needed el sawhere, to grip a spearwasp's nest like thisworld? If he does occupy,
then he does. But | expect hell leavethe Virgilian System the instant he discoverswe aren't trying to
defend it, were off to grab the real trophy—Satan.”

"Y our screenin’ forces, however—" Oliphant said dubioudly.

"Do you mean protection for offplanet bases like Port Frederiksen? A light vessd each, mostly to
guard againgt possible casud destructiveness.”

"No, gr. I'm thinkin' of your interplanetary patrols. What effect 'ull they have?'

"They're just Darthan mercenaries. They have no other purpose than to midead the enemy, gaining
timefor our fleet,” McCormac said. Have | really not made it clear to him before now? What else
have 1 overlooked since the avalanche hit me?—No, it's all right, he's simply been too engaged
with administrative details on the ground, "A few vessels posted in local space, with ordersto attack
any Josipist craft they may spot. Thoselll be scouts, of course, weakly armed, easily defeated. The
survivors among them will carry the news back. | know Pickens style of thinking. Helll be convinced we
intend to make afight of it at Virgil, and proceed ultra-cautioudy, and therefore not detect us on our way
off to BetaCrucis." Oh, good old Dave Pickens, who always brought flowers for Kathryn when we
invited you to dinner, must | indeed use against you the things | learned when we were friends?

"Well, you're the Emperor, ar." Oliphant gestured at the machines hemming them in. "Plenty of
businesstoday. We handled it how we could in Staff, but some items seem to require your attention.”

"I'll givethem alook-over right away, before eating,” McCormac said. "Stay available afterward, in
cae | need to consult.”

"Aye, gr." Oliphant sduted and |eft. McCormac didn't retrieve the communications at once. Instead,
he went out on aba cony. It opened on the cliff and the rich eastern bottomlands. Creusa, the inner
moon, was about dueto rise. Hefilled hislungswith dry chill and waited.

Nearly full, the satellite exploded over the horizon. The shadowsit cast moved noticeably; and asit
hurtled, he could watch the phase change. Drowned in that living white light, the Antonine appeared to
get back its vanished waters. It was asif phantom waves ran across those reaches and surf beat once
more on the foot of Windhome ness.

You used to say that, Kathryn. You loved these moments best, in the whole year of our world.
Dyuba, dyuba, will you ever see them again?

VIl

When Virgil showed a perceptible disc without magnification, Asieneuve went out of hyperdrive and
accelerated inward on gravs. Every sensor strained a maximum receptivity; and nothing came through
save an endless seething of cosmic energies.

"Not so much asaradio broadcast?' Flandry asked.
"Not yet, Sr," Rovian'svoicereplied.

Flandry turned off theintercom. "I should be on the bridge mysdlf," he muttered. "What am | doingin
my—your cabin?'

"Gatherin” intelligence," thewoman said with afaint amile.
"If only | were! Why totd silence? Has the whole system been evacuated?”
"Hardly. But they must know the enemy'll arrive in acouple days. Hugh'sagenius at deployin' scouts.



Heisat mogt things."

Flandry's gaze sharpened on her. Too restlessto sit, too cramped to pace, he stood by the door and
drummed fingers on it. Kathryn McCormac occupied the chair. She appeared almost cam.

But then, she had done little except deep, between hisfirst talk with her and thisone. It had gone far
toward healing her in body and, he hoped, at least asmall distance toward knitting the wounds that had
been torn in her mind. The time had, however, given him abad case of the crawlies. It had been no easy
decision to race ahead of the fleet, the whole way at top quasi speed, bearing his prisoner to the rebel
chieftain. He had no hint of authority to negotiate. His action could only be defended on the freest
imaginable interpretation of his orders; wouldn't it be valuable to sound out the greet insurrectionist, and
didn't the wife's, presence offer awindfal opportunity to do so?

Why does it bother me to hear love in her voice? Flandry wondered.

Hesad, "My own geniusisin glibness. But that won't get my stern out of the ding if this maneuver
doesn't show some kind of profit."

The chrysocolla eyes benesth the amber bangs focused on him. "Y ou'll not make Hugh yield,” she
warned. "1'd never ask him to, no matter what. They'd shoot him, wouldn't they?"

Flandry shifted his stance. Sweet prickled under hisarms. "Well—apleafor leniency—"

He had seldom heard as grim alaugh. " Of your courtesy, Commander, spare us both. | may bea
colonial, and | may've spent my adult life 'fore marriage doin’ scientific studies on abreed of bein'sthat're
scarcely more concerned with mankind than Ymiritesare ... but | did study history and politics, and bein’
the Fleet Admira'slady did give mealot to observe. 'Tis not possible for the Imperium to grant Hugh a
pardon.” Briefly, her tonefatered. "And 1 ... 'ud rather see him dead ... than abrain-channeled dave or
alifdong prisoner ... acrag bull like him."

Flandry took out a cigaret, though his palate was scorched leather. "Theidea, my lady,” hesaid, "is
that you'l tell him what you've learned. If nothing ese, he may then avoid playing Shelund's game. He can
refuse to give battle on or around those planets that Snelund would like to see bombarded.”

"But without bases, sources of supply—" She drew a shaken breath. It bulged out the coverall she
worein away to trouble Handry. "Well, we can talk, of course," she said in misery. The regained
grength fell from her. She haf reached toward him. "Commander ... if you could let me go—"

Flandry looked away and shook hishead. "I'm sorry, my lady. Y ou've acapita charge againgt you,
and you've been neither acquitted nor pardoned. The single excuse | could give for releasing you would
bethat it bought your husband's surrender, and you tell methat's unthinkable." He dragged smoke into
his lungs and remembered vaguely that he ought soon to get an anticancer booster. "Understand, you
won't be turned back to Snelund. 1'd join the rebellion too before permitting that. Y ou'll come with meto
Terra. What you can relate of your treatment at Snelund's hands, and hisbragsto you ... well, it may
cause him difficulty. At aminimum, it ought to gain you the sympathy of men who're powerful enough to
protect you."

Glancing her way again, he was shocked to see how the blood had left her face. Her eyes stared
blank, and beads of perspiration glittered forth. "My lady!" He flung the cigaret aside, made two steps,
and stooped above her. "What'swrong?' helaid apalm on her brow. It was cold. So were her hands,
when hisdipped asif of themselves down her shoulders and arms. He hunkered in front and chafed
them. "My lady—" Kathiyn McCormeac gtirred. "A simpill?* she whispered.

Flandry debated caling the ship's medic, decided not to, and gave her the tablet and atumbler of
water. She gulped. When he saw the corpse color going and the breath becoming steady, it rejoiced in
him.

"I'm sorry," she said, scarcely audible above the murmur of the ship. "The memory bounced out a me
too quick."



"| said thewrong thing," he sammered, contrite.

"Not your fault." She stared at the deck. He couldn't help noticing how long the lashes were against
her bronze skin. "Terran mores are different from ours. To you, what happened to me
was ... unfortunate, nasty, yes, but not a befoulin' I'll never quite cleanse me of, not athing makes me
wonder if | redly should want to see Hugh ever again ... Maybe, though, you'll understiand someif | tell
you how often he used drugs and brain-scramblers. Time and again, | was trgpped in anightmare where
| couldn't think, wasn't me, had no will, wasn't anything but an anima doin’ what hetold me, to 'scape
pain—"

| oughtn't to hear this, Handry thought. She wouldn't speak of it if her self-command had
entirely returned. How can | leave?

"My lady," he attempted, "you said afact, thet it wasn't you. Y ou shouldn't let it count. If your
husband's hdf the man you clam, hewon't."

She sat motionlessawhile. The stimulol acted faster than norma on her; evidently shewasn't in the
habit of using chemical crutches. At length she raised her head. The countenance was deeply flushed, but
the big body seemed in repose. And she smiled,

"You are adrider,” shesad.
"Uh.... feding wdl now?'
"Better, anyways. Could wetak straight business?’

Flandry gusted a secret sigh of relief. A touch weak in his own knees, he sat down on the bunk and
began another cigaret. "Yes, | rather urgently want to," he said. "For the proverbia nonce, we have
common interests, and your information might be what lets us carry on instead of scuttling off for home
and mother.”

"What d'you need to know? | may not be able to answer some questions, and may refuse to answer
others.

"Agreed. But let'stry on afew. Weve caught no trace of astronautical activity in thissystem. A fleet
the sze of Hugh McCormac's should register one way or another. If nothing else, by neutrino emission
from powerplants. What's he done? He might be fairly close to the sun, keeping behind it with respect to
us; or might be lying doggo agoodly distance out, like haf alight-year; or might have hauled massfor
some different territory adtogether; o—Have you any idea?"

“No."
"Certain you don't?"
Shebridled. "If | did, would | tell?"

"Sizzleit, one destroyer doesn't make atask force! Put it thisway: How can we contact him before
battle commences?'

Sheyidded. "I don't know, and that's honest," she said, mesting his stare without wavering. "I can tell
you this, whatever Hugh's plannin’ 'ull be something bold and unexpected.”

"Marveous," Flandry groaned. "Wdll, how about the radio silence?'

"Oh, that'seasier to 'splain, | think. We don't have many stations broadcastin’ with enough power, at
the right wavelengths, to be detectable far out. Virgil'stoo apt to hash them up with solar sorms. Mainly
we send tight beams viarelay satdllites. Radiophonesre common—isolated villages and steadin's need
them—but they natur'ly use frequenciesthat theionosphere 'ull contain. Virgil gives Aeneasamighty
deep ionosphere. In short, 'tisn't hard to get ‘long without the big stations, and | Spose they're doin' it so
enemy navigators 'ull have extratrouble obtainin' in-system positions.”

You understand that principle too—never giving the opposition a freeride, never missing a
chance to complicate hislife? Flandry thought with respect. |'ve known a number of civilians,



including officers spouses, who didn't.

"What about interplanetary communications?' he asked. "1 assume you do mining and research on the
sster worlds. Y ou mentioned having been involved yourself. Do you think those bases were evacuated?”

"N-no. Not the main one on Dido, at least. It's salf-supportin’, kind of, and there'stoo big an
investment in apparatus, records, relaionshipswith natives." Pridetaking: "1 know my old colleagues.
They won't abandon smply ‘cause of aninvason.”

"But your people may have suspended interplanetary talk during the emergency?'

"Yes, belike. 'Speci'ly since the Josipists probly won't find any data on where everythingisin our
system. And what they can't find, they can't wreck.”

"They wouldn't,” Handry protested. "Not in mere spite.”
Sheretorted with an acrid: "How do you know what His Excellency may'vetold their admira ?*

Theintercom's buzz saved him from devising areply. He flipped the switch. "Bridge to captain,” came
Rovian'sthick, hissing tones. "A ship has been identified at extreme range. It appearsto have sarted ona
high-thrust intercept courseto ours.”

"I'll be right there." Handry stood. "Y ou heard, my Lady?' She nodded. He thought he could see how
she strained to hold exterior cam.

"Report to Emergency Station Three," he said. "Have the yeoman on duty fit you with a spacesuit and
outline combat procedure. When we close with that chap, everyone goesinto armor and harness. Three
will be your pogt. It's near the middle of the hull, safest place, not that that's avery glowing encomium.
Tel the yeoman that I'll want your helmet transceiver on adirect audiovisua link to the bridge and the
comshack. Meanwhile, stay in this cabin, out of theway."

"Do you 'spect danger?' she asked quietly.

"I'd better not expect anything else.” He departed. The bridge viewscreens showed Virgil
agonishingly grown. Asieneuve had entered the system with ahigh relative true velocity, and her
subsequent accel eration would have squashed her crew wereit not for the counteraction of theinterior
gee-fidd. Itsradiance stopped down in Ssmulacrum, the sun burned amidst aglory of coronaand zodiacal
light.

Flandry assumed the command chair. Rovian said: "'l suppose the vessdl was orbiting, generators at

minimum, until it detected us. If we wish to rendezvouswith it near Aeneas'—a claw pointed at aruddy
spark off the starboard quarter—"we must commence deceleration.”

"M-m-m, | think not." Flandry rubbed his chin. "If | were that skipper, I'd be unhappy about ahostile
warship close to my home planet, whether or not she's alittle one and says she wantsto parley. For dl
he knows, our messages are off tapes and there's nobody here but us machines, boss." He didn't need to
spell out what devagtation could be wrought, first by any nuclear missilesthat didn't get intercepted,
finally by asuicide plunge of the ship'smultiple tons a perhaps ahundred kilometers a second. "When
they've got only one important city, akamikaze isworth fretting about. He could get awee bit impulsive.”

"What does the captain mean to do, then?"

Flandry activated an astronomica display. The planet-dots, orbit-circles, and vector-arrows merely
gave him arough idea of conditions, but refinements were the navigation department'sjob. "L et's see.
The next planet inward, Dido they call it, past quadrature but far enough from conjunction that thered be
no ambiguity about our aiming for it. And ascientific base ... cool heads ... yes, | think it'd be an earnest
of piousintentionsif wetook station around Dido. Set course for the third planet, Citizen Rovian.”

"Aye, ar." The directives barked forth, the cal culations were made, the engine sang on adeeper note
asits power began to throttle down speed.

Flandry prepared atape announcing his purposes. "If discussion isdesired prior to our reaching



terminus, please inform. We will keep areceiver tuned on the standard band,” he finished, and ordered
continuous broadcast.

Time crept by. "What if we are not alowed to leave this system afterward?' Rovian said oncein
Eriau.

"Chance wetake," Flandry replied. "Not too big arisk. | judge, considering the hostage we hold.
Begdes, in spite of our not releasing her to him, | trust friend McCormac will be duly appreciative of our
having gotten her away from that swine Snelund ... No, | shouldn't insult the race of swine, should 1? His
parents were brothers."

"What do you redly expect to accomplish?'
"God knows, and He hasn't seen fit to declassify the information. Maybe nothing. Maybe opening

some smdl channdl, some way of moderating the war if not hating it. Keep the bridge for ten minutes,
will you?If | can't snake off and get asmoke, I'll implode.”

"Can you not indulge here?'

"The cgptain on ahuman ship isn't supposed to have human falings, they hammered into mewhen |
was acadet. I'll have too many explanationsto invent for my superiorsasis.”

Rovian emitted a noise that possibly corresponded to a chuckle.

The hourstrickled past. Virgil swelled in the screens. Rovian reported: "L atest data on the other ship
indicate it has decided we are bound for Dido, and plansto get there gpproximately smultaneoudy. No
communication with it thus far, though it must now be picking up our broadcast.”

"Odd. Anything on the vessdl hersdlf?" Flandry asked.

"Judging from itsradiations and our radar, it has about the same tonnage and power as us but is not
any Nava modd."

"No doubt the Aeneans have pressed everything into service that'll fly, from broomsticks to washtubs.
Well, that'sardief. They can't contemplatefighting aregular unit like ours.”

"Unless the companion—" Rovian referred to a second craft, detected awhile ago after she swung
past the sun.

"Y ou told me that one can't make Dido till hours after we do, except by going hyper; and | doubt her
captain isso hot for Dido that hell do thet, this deep in agravitationa well. No, she must be another
picket, brought in on ajust-in-case bass.”

Nevertheless, he called for armor and battle stations when Asieneuve neared the third planet.

It loomed gibbous before him, avagt, roiling bal of snowy cloud. No moon accompanied it. The
regiond Pilot's Manual and Ephemeris described amoderately eccentric orbit whose radius vector
averaged about one astronomical unit; amass, diameter, and hence surface gravity very dightly lessthan
Terrds, arotation oncein eight hours and 47 minutes around an axistilted at acrazy 38 degrees, an
oxyhitrogen atmosphere hotter and denser than was good for men, but breathable by them; ad-amino
biochemigiry, neither poisonous nor nourishing to humankind—That was virtualy the whole entry. The
worlds were too numerous; not even the molecules of theredl could encode much information on any but
the most important.

When he had donned his own space gear, asde from gauntlets and closing the faceplate, Flandry put
Kathryn McCormac on circuit. Her visage in the screen, looking out of the helmet, made him think of
warrior maidensin archaic books he had read. "Well?" she asked.

"I'd like to get in touch with your research base," he said, "but how the deuce can | find it under that
pea soup?"'

"They may not answer your cal.”



"On the other hand, they may; the morelikely if | beamcast s0 they can tell I've got them spotted.
That ship closing with usis maintaining her surly silence, and—Wadll, if they're old chums of yourson the
ground, they ought to respond to you."

She considered. "All right, | trust you, Dominic Flandry. The base, Port Frederiksen"—a brief white
smile—"one of my ancestors founded it—'s on the western end of Barca, as we've named the biggest
continent. Latitude 34° 5'18" north. I'spect you can take it from there with radar.”

"And thermal and magnetic and suchlike gizmos. Thanks. Stand by to talk in, oh, maybe half an hour
or an hour."

Her look was grave. "I'll speak them truth.”

"That'll dotill we can think of something better and chegper.”" Handry switched off, but it was asif her
countenance still occupied the screen. He turned to Rovian. "Well assume an gpproximate
hundred-minute orbit till weve identified the base, then move out to a synchronous orbit aboveit.”

The exec switched his space-armored tail. " Sir, that means the rebd ship will find us barely outside
amosphere”

"Andit'suseful to be higher in aplanet'sfied. Wdll, didn't you last inform me shel's coming in too fast
to manage less than a hyperbolic orbit?!

"Yes, dr, unlessit can brake much quicker than we can.”

"Her magter's sugpicious. He must intend to whip by in ahurry, lest we throw things a him. That's not
unnatura. 1'd be nervous of any enemy destroyer myself, if | werein a converted freighter or whatever
sheis. When he seeswe're amiable, hell take station—by which time, with luck, well be another ten or
fifteen thousand kilometers out and talking to the scientific lads."

"Aye, dr. Have | the captain's permission to order screen fields extended at full strength?!

"Not till we've located Port Frederiksen. They'd bedbug the instruments. But otherwise, except for
the detector team, absolute combat readiness, of course.”

Am1 right? If I'm wrong—The loneliness of command engulfed Flandry. Hetried to fend it off by
concentrating on gpproach maneuvers.

Eventudly Asieneuve wasfdling free around Dido. The cessation of noise and quiver waslike
sudden deafness. The planet filled the starboard screens, dazzling on the dayside, dark when the ship
swvung around into night, save where auroraglimmered and lightning wove webs. That scormy
atmogphere hindered investigation. FHandry found himself gripping his chair armstill he drove the blood
from hisfingernalls

"We could observe the other ship opticaly now, Sir," Rovian said, "were thisdisc not in between."
"It would be," Handry said. The exec's uneasiness had begun to gnaw in him.

Anintercom voice said: "'l think wevefound it, Sir. Latitude's right, infrared pattern fits a continent to
east and an ocean to west, radar suggests buildings, we may actually have gotten aneutrino blip froma
nuclear ingalation. Large uncertainty factor in everything, though, what with the damned interference.
Shall we repest, next orbit?’

"No," Handry said, and redlized he spoke needlesdy loud. He forced levelnessinto histone. "L ock
on radar. Rilot, keep indde that horizon while we ascend. WEII go synchronous and take any further
readingsfrom there" | want to be under thrust when that actor arrivesin his deaf-mute role. And,
oh, yes, "Maximum screen fidds, Citizen Rovian.”

The officer'srelief was obvious as he issued commands. The ship gtirred back to life. A shifting
complex of gravitic forceslifted her in acurve that was nearer astraight line than aspird. The planet's
stormy crescent shrank alittle.

"Give me aprojection of the rendezvousing craft, soon asyou have aline of sght,” Flandry said. I'll



feel alot cheerier after I've eyeballed her. He made himsalf lean back and wait.
The vison legped into the screen. A man yelled. Rovian hissed.

That lean shape rushing down the last kilometers had never been for peaceful use. Shewassmply,
deceptively not of Imperia manufacture. The armament was as complete as Asieneuve's, and as
smoothly integrated with the hull. Needle nose and rakish fins declared she was meant to traverse
atmosphere more often than a corresponding Terrawarship ... asfor example on her way to loot a
town—

Barbarians, flashed in Flandry. From some wild country on some wild planet, where maybe a
hundred years ago they were still warring with edged iron, only somebody found advantage—
military, commercial —in teaching them about spaceflight, providing them with machines and a
skeleton education ... No wonder they haven't responded to us. Probably not one aboard knows
Anglic! "Whiteflare," he sngpped. " 'Pax’ broadcast.” They must recognize the sgnas of peace. Hugh
McCormac couldn't have engaged them, as he doubtless had, unless they'd been in some contact with his
civilization. The order was obeyed at once.

Energy stabbed blue-white out of the mercenary. Misslesfollowed.

Flandry heard aroar of abused metd. He struck the combat button. Asieneuve's response was
ingant. And it was the ship's own. At quartersthis close, living flesh could not perceive what went on, let
alone react fast enough. Her blaster cannon discharged. Her countermissiles soared to meet what had
been sent against her. A second later, tubes opened to release her big birds. Nuclear detonations raged.
Electromagnetic screens could ward off the deet of ions, but not the heat radiation and X-rays, nor the
thrust of energy lances and the assault of materia torpedoes. Negagrav forces could dow the latter, but
not stop them. Interceptors must do that, if they could.

The barbarian had the immense advantage of high speed and high dtitude relative to the planet. She
was the harder target to come near, her defenses the harder to penetrateif you did.

Nonetheless, Rovian'swork of years bore fruit. Abrupt flame seethed around the enemy. White-hot
ghrapnel fled from a place where armor plate had been. Twisted, crumpled, blackened, half melted, the
rest of the ship whirled off on acometary path around the world and back toward outer space.

But it was not possible that the Terran escape free. Tactical experts reckoned thelife of adestroyer in
thiskind of fight aslessthan three minutes. Firebeams had seared and gouged through Asieneuve's vitds.
No warhead had made the direct hit that would have killed her absolutely; but three explosions were so
closethat the blast from their shaped chargestore into the hull, bellowing, burning, shattering machines
like porcelain, throwing men about and ripping them like red rag dolls.

Flandry saw the bridge crack open. A shard of steel went through Rovian asacircular saw cutsa
treein twain. Blood sheeted, broke into afog of dropletsin the sudden weightlessness, volatilized in the
dwindling pressure, and was gone except for spattered stains. Stunned, deafened, his own blood filling
nose and mouth, Flandry managed to dam shut the faceplate and draw on the gloves he had forgotten
about, beforethe last air shrieked through the hole.

Then therewas asilence. Engines dead, the destroyer reached the maximum dtitude permitted by the
velocity she had had, and fell back toward the planet.

VIl

No boat remained spaceworthy. Where destruction was not total, crucial systems had been knocked
out. Timewas lacking to make repairs or cannibalize. One of the four craft offered aweak hope. Though
itsfusion generator was inoperative, its accumulators could energize the two drive cones that seemed
usable; and the instruments and controls were undamaged. An aerodynamic landing might be possible.
Every rated pilot was killed or wounded—but Flandry had flown combat aircraft before he transferred to



the Intelligence Corps.

The engineers had bardly finished ascertaining this much when it became urgent to abandon ship. They
would soon strike atmosphere. That would complete the ruin of the hull. Struggling through airlessness,
welghtlessness, lightlessness, hale survivors dragged hurt to the boat housing. There wasn't room for al
those bodies if they stayed space armored. Flandry pressurized from tanks and, as each man cycled
through the airlock, had his bulky gear stripped off and sent out the disposal valve. He managed to find
stowage for three suits, including his—which he suddenly remembered he must not wear when everyone
elsewould be unprotected. That was more for the sake of the impellers secured to them than for anything
dse

Those worst injured were placed in the safety-webbed chairs. The rest, jammed together down the
aide, would depend for their lives on the gee-fidd. Flandry saw Kathryn take her sland among them. He
wanted wildly to give her the copilot's chair; the field circuits might well be disrupted by the Stresses they
were about to encounter. But Ensign Havelock had sometraining in thiskind of emergency procedure.
His help could be the critical quantum that saved her.

A shudder went through boat and bones, the first impact on Dido's stratosphere. Flandry shot free.

Therest wasindescribable: riding ameteorite through incandescence, shock, thunderblast,
sormwind, night, mountains and caverns of cloud, rain like bullets, crazy tilting and whirling of horribly
onrushing horizon, while the noise roared and battered and vibrations shook brainsin skullsand devils
danced on the instrument pandl.

Somehow Flandry and Havelock kept ameasure of control. They braked the worst of their velocity
before they got down to dtitudes where it would befatd. They did not skip helplessy off the tropopause
nor flip and tumble when they crossed high windsin the lower atimosphere. They avoided pesks that
raked up to catch them and amonstrous hurricane, violent beyond anything Terra had ever known, that
would have sundered their boat and cast it into the sea. Amidst the straining over meters and displays, the
frantic leap of hands over pilot board and feet on pedals, theincessant brutality of sound, heet, throbbing,
they clung to awareness of their location.

Their desire was wholly to reach Port Frederiksen. Their descent took them around the northern
hemisphere. Identifying what had to be the largest continent, they fought their way to the approximeately
correct latitude and danted down westward above it.

They could have made their god, or come near, had their initial velocity been in the right direction.
But theinstrumenta survey had been expedited by throwing Asieneuve into aretrograde orbit. Now the
planet's rotation worked against them, forcing extraenergy expenditurein the early stages of
deceleration. By the time the boat was gpproaching a safe speed, its accumulators were drained.
Overloaded, it had no possibility of along balistic glide. There was nothing to do but use the last stored
joulesfor setting down.

Nor could thetail jacks be employed. Unharnessed, men would be crushed beneath their fellowsiif
the gee-field gave way. Flandry picked out an open area surrounded by forest. Water gleamed between
hummocks and sedgy clumps. Better marsh then treetops. The kedl skids hissed beneath alast rumble of
engine; the boat rocked, bucked, dewed around, and cameto rest at a steep angle; flying creaturesfled
upward in clamorous thousands; and stillnesswas.

A moment's dark descended on Flandry. He pulled out of it to the sound of feeble cheers.
"E-e-everybody dl right?" he stuttered. Hisfingerstrembled likewise, fumbling with his harness.

"No further injuries, dr," said one voice. "Maybe not," another responded. "But O'Brien died on the
way down."

Flandry closed hiseyes. My man, pierced him. My men. My ship. How many are left? |
counted ... Twenty-three with only small hurts, plus Kathryn and me. Seventeen—sixteen—
seriously wounded. The rest—Those lives were in my hands!



Havelock said diffidently, "Our radio's out, Sr. We can't call for help. What does the captain wish?!

Rovian, | should have collected that chunk, not you. The lives that are left are still in my
mur der ous-clumsy hands.

Flandry forced hislids back up. His ears were ringing amost too loudly for him to hear hisown
words, but he thought they sounded mechanicd. "We can't maintain our interior field long. Thefind ergs
are about to go. Let's get our casudties outside before we have to contend with locd pull on adanted
deck." Herose and faced his men. Never had he done anything harder. "Lady McCormac,” he said.

"Y ou know this planet. Have you any recommendations?’

She was hidden from him by those packed around her. The husky tones were unshaken. "Equaize
pressures Sowly. If werre anywhere near sealevel, that air ishalf again asthick as Terran. Do you know
where we are?'

"We were aiming for the Aenean base."

"If I remember rightly, thishemisphere'sin itsearly summer. Sposin' were not far below the arctic
circle, well have more day than night, but not very much more. Bear in mind the short spin period. Don't
count onalot of light."

"Thanks." Handry issued the obvious commands.

Saavedra, the communications officer, found some tools, took the panel off the radio transceiver, and
gudiedit. "1 might be able to cobble something together for sgnalling the base,” he said.

"How longll that take you?' Handry asked. A little potency was returning to hismuscles, alittle clarity
to hisbrain.

"Severd hours, gr. I'll haveto haywire, and jigger around till I'm on a standard band.”

"And maybe nobody'll happen to be listening. And when they do hear us, they'll have no triangulate
and—Uh-uh." Handry shook his head. "We can't wait. Another ship's on her way here. When shefinds
the derelict we shot up, shell hunt for us. An excellent chance of finding us, too: asweep with meta
detectors over aplanet as primitive asthis. | don't want us anywhere near. She'slikely to throw a
missle”

"What shall we do, then, sir?* Havelock asked.

"Does my lady think we've a chance of marching overland to the base?' Flandry called.

"Depends on just wherewe are," Kathryn replied. " Topography, native cultures, everything'sas
variable on Dido as 'tis on most worlds. Can we pack plenty of food?'

"Yes, | imagine 0. Boats like this are stocked with ample freeze-dried rations. | assume there's plenty
of ssfewater."

"Is. Might be gtinkin' and scummy, but no Didonian bug has yet made a human sick. Biochemistry's
thet different.”

When the lock was opened full, the air turned into a steam bath. Odors blew strange, a hundred
pungencies, fragrant, sharp, rotten, spicy, nameless. Men gasped and tried to swesat. Onerating started
to pull off hisshirt. Kathryn laid ahand on hisarm. "Don't," shewarned. "No matter clouds, enough UV
gets past to burn you.”

Flandry went first down the accommodation ladder. Weight was hardly changed. He identified atinge
of ozone in the swamp reeks and thought that an increased partial pressure of oxygen might prove
vauable. His boots squel ched into ankle-deep muck. The sounds of life were coming back: chatter, caw,
whistle, wingbeats. They were loud in the dense air, now that his hearing had recovered. Smdl animals
flitted among leavesin thejungle.

It was not like arain forest on aredly terrestroid world. The variety of treeswasincredible, from
gnarly and thorny dwarfsto soaring dim giants. Vines and fungoids covered many dark trunks. Foliage



was equally diversein its shapes. Nowhere was it green; browns and deep reds predominated, though
purples and golds blent in; the same held for the spongy, springy mat on the land. The overdl effect was
one of somber richness. There were no real shadows, but FHlandry's gaze soon logt itsdlf in the gloom
under the trees. He saw more brush than heliked to think about pushing hisway through.

Overhead the sky was pearl gray. Lower cloud strata drifted across its featurelessness. A vaguely
luminous area marked Virgil. Recaling where the terminator was, he knew this district was till at
morning. They'd leave before sundown if they worked.

He gave himsdlf to helping. The labor was hard. For that he was grateful. It rescued him from dead
men and awrecked ship.

First the wounded must be borne to higher, drier ground. Their injuries were chiefly broken bones
and concussions. If your armor was ripped open in space, that was generally the end of you. Two men
did have nasty abdomina gashes from bits of meta whose entry holes had been sufficiently smal for them
or friendsto dap on patches before their air could flee them. One man was unconscious, skin chill, breeth
shallow, pulse thready. And O'Brien had died.

Luckily, the medicd officer was on hisfeet. He got busy. Arriving with an armful of equipment,
Flandry saw Kathryn giving him skilled assistance. He remembered in dull surprise that she'd disappeared
for awhile. It didn't seem like her not to plunge straight into a task.

By thetime thelast item had been unloaded, she had finished her nurse's job and supervised aburia
party. He glimpsed her doing some of the digging hersalf. When he dogged to her, O'Brien waslaid out
in the grave. Water oozed upward around him. He had no coffin. She had covered him with the Imperia
flag.

"Will the captain read the service?' she asked.

Helooked at her. She was as muddy and exhausted as he, but stood straight. Her hair clung wet to
head and cheeks, but was the sole brightness upon this world. Sheathed on a belt around her coverdl, he
recognized the great blade and knuckleduster haft of his Merseian war knife.

Stupid from weariness, he blurted, "Do you want meto?"
"Hewasn't the enemy," she said. "Hewas of Hugh's people. Give him his honor.”

She handed him the prayerbook. Me? he thought. But | never believed—She waswaiching. They dl
were. Hisfingers stained the pages as he read a oud the mgjestic words. A fine drizzle began.

While trenching tools clinked, Kathryn plucked Flandry's deeve. "A minute, of your courtesy,” she
sad. They walked aside. "'l spent awhile scoutin' 'round,” shetold him. " Studied the vegetation, climbed
atree and saw mountains to west—and you wouldn't oy many pteropods at this season if we were east
of the Stonewall, so the range ahead of us must be the Maurusan—well, | know roughly wherewe are.”

His heart skipped a besat. "And something about the territory?!

"Lessn I'd wish. My work was mainly in Gaetulia. However, | did have my first season in thisgenera
area, more for trainin’ than research. Point is, we've got afair chance of findin' Didonians that've met
humans, and theloca cultureis reasonably high; and if we do come on an entity that knows one of our
pidgins, itll beaverson| cantalk, and | should be able to understand their lingo after alittle practice.”
The black brows knitted. "I'll not hide from you, better if we'd come down west of the Maurusians, and
not just "cause that'd shorten our march. They have some wild and mean dwellers. However, maybe |
can bargain for an escort to the other side.”

"Good. You didn't perchancefind atrail for us?

"Why, yes. That'swhat | was mainly searchin’ for. We wouldn't make akilometer ‘fore sundown
through muscoid and arrowbush, not if we exhausted our blasters burnin' them. I've found one just afew
meters from the swamp edge, aimed more or less our way."



"Sizzleit," Flandry said, "but | wish we were on the same side, you and I!"
"Weare," she smiled. "What can you do but surrender at Port Frederiksen?”

Hisfalurerosein him, tasting of vomit. "Doubtless nothing. Let's get |loaded and start.” He turned on
his hed and left her, but could not escape the look that followed him. It burned between his
shoulderblades.

The stuff from the boat weighed heavily on men who must aso take turns carrying the wounded on
improvised gtretchers. Besidesfood, changes of clothing, utensls, handguns, ammunition, ripped-off
plastic sheeting for shelters, and other necessities, Handry insisted on taking the three spacesuiits.
Havelock ventured to protest: "'If the captain please, should we lug them? The impellers could be handy
for sending scouts doft, but they aren't good for many kilometersin planet gravity, nor will their radios
reach far. And | don't imagine well meet any crittersthat we have to wear armor to fight.”

"Wemay haveto discard things," Flandry admitted, "but I'm hoping for native porters. Well tote the
uitsaways, at least.”

"Sir, the men are dead on their feet asidl"

Flandry stared into the blond young face. "Would you rather be dead on your back?" he snapped.
His eyestraversed the weary, dirty, stoop-shouldered creatures for whom he was responsible. "Saddle
up,” hesaid. "Lend me ahand, Citizen Havelock. | don't intend to carry less than anybody else.”

A sghing went among them through the thin sad rain, but they obeyed.

Thetrall proved ablessng. Twigsand gravel mixed into its dirt—by Didonians, Kathryn said—gave a
hard broad surface winding gradually through inwalling forest toward higher country.

Dusk fel, layer by layer. Flandry made the group continue, with flashbeamsto show the way. He
pretended not to hear the sotto voce remarks behind his back, though they hurt. Night fell, scarcely
cooler than day, tomb black, full of croakings and distant cries, while the men lurched on.

After another nightmare hour, Flandry called ahdt. A brook ran acrossthetrail. High trees
surrounded and roofed atiny meadow. Hislight flew about, bringing leaves and eyes briefly out of murk.
"Water and camouflage," he said. "What do you think, my lady?*

"Good," shesaid.

"You see," hetried to explain, "we haveto rest, and daybreak will be soon. | don't want us observed
fromthear."

Shedidn't reply. | rate no answer, who lost my ship, he thought.

Men eased off their burdens. A few munched food bars before collapsing into deep with their fellows.
The medica officer, Fdlipe Kapunan, said to Flandry, "No doubt the captain feds he should take first
watch. But I'll be busy the next hour or two, seeing to my patients. Dressings need change, they could
use fresh enzymes, anti-radiation shots, pain killers—the standard stuff, no help necessary. Y ou may as
well regt, ar. I'll cal youwhen | finish.”

Hislast sentence was scarcely heard. Flandry went down and down into miraculous nothingness. His
last knowledge was that the ground cover—carpet weed, Kathryn named it, despite its being more
suggestive of miniature red-brown sponges—made adamp but otherwise gentle mattress.

The doctor shook him awake as promised and offered him astimpill. Flandry gulped it. Coffee would
have been welcome, but he dared not yet allow a campfire. He circled the meadow, found a seat
between two enormous roots, and relaxed with his back againgt the bole. Therain had paused.

Dawn was sealthy on Dido. Light seemed to condense in the hot rank air, drop by drop, like the
mists whose tendrils crawled across the deepers. Except for the clucking brook and drip of water off
leaves, agreat silence had fallen.

A footstep broke it. Flandry started to rise, his blaster half out of the sheath. When he saw her, he



hol stered the weapon and bowed around his shivering heart. "My lady. What ... what has you awake
thisearly?'

"Couldn't deep. Too much to think 'bout. Mind if | join you?'
"How could 17

They sat down together. He contrived his position so that it was natura to watch her. She looked into
the jungle for aspace. Exhaustion smudged her eyes and paled her lips.

Abruptly she faced back to him. "Tak with me, Dominic Handry," she pleaded. "I think 'bout
Hugh ... now | can hopeto meet him again ... Can | stay with him? Wouldn't there always be that
between us?'

"l said," a cosmic cycle ago, "that if hed, well, let agirl like you get away from him, for any cause,
hesanidiot.”

"Thanks." She reached across and squeezed his hand. He felt the touch for along while afterward.
"Shall we be friends? Firs-name friends?"

"I'dlovethat."

"We should make alittle ceremony of it, in the Aenean way." Her smilewaswigtful. "Drink atoast
and—But later, Dominic, later." She hestated. "The war's over for you, after dl. You'l beinterned. No
prison; aroom in Nova Roma ought to do. I'll comevisit when | can, bring Hugh when he'sfree. Maybe
well tak youinto joinin' us. | dowish 0."

"First we'd better reach Port Frederiksen,” he said, not daring anything less banal.

"Yes" Sheleaned forward. "Let's discussthat. | told you | need conversation. Poor Dominic, you
save me from captivity, then from death, now 'tis got to be from my persond horrors. Please talk
practicd."

He met the green eyesin the wide strong face. "Wdll," he said, "thisis quite afreskish planet, isn't it?'

She nodded. "They think it started out to be Venustype, but agiant asteroid collided with it. Shock
waves blew mogt of the atmosphere off, leavin' the rest thin enough that chemica evolution could go on,
not too unlike the Terran—yphotosynthesis and so forth, though the amino acids that developed happened
to be mainly dextro- 'stead of levorotatory. Same collision must've produced the extreme axid tilt, and
maybe the high rotation. 'Cause of those factors, the oceans aren't asinert as you might 'spect on a
moonlessworld, and ssorms arefierce. Lot of tectonic activity: no sprise, isit? That's believed to be the
reason we don't find traces of past ice ages, but do find eras of abnormal heat and drought. Nobody
knowsfor sure, though. In thousands of man-lifetimes, we've bardly won a glimpse into the mysteries.
Thisisawhole world, Dominic."

"| understand that," he said. "Uh, any humanly comfortable areas?'

"Not many. Too hot and wet. Some high and polar regions aren't as bad asthis, and Port Frederiksen
enjoyswinds off acold current. Thetropicskill you in afew daysif you're not protected. No, we don't
want this planet for ourselves, only for knowledge. It belongs to the autochthons anyway.” Her mood
turned suddenly defiant: "When Hugh's Emperor, hell seethat al autochthons get afair break."”

"If heeveris" It wasasif someone else sat down at acontrol consolein Flandry's brain and made
him say, "Why did he bring in barbarians?'

"He must've gone el sewhere himsalf and needed them to guard Virgil." Shelooked aside. "I asked a
couple of your men who'd watched on viewscreens, what that ship was like. Twas Darthan, from their
descriptions. Not truly hostilefolk."

"Aslong asthey aren't given the chance to be! Wed offered Pax, and neverthelessthey fired.”

"They ... well, Darthans often act like that. Their culture makesit hard for them to believe acal for
truceis honest. Hugh had to take what he could get in ahurry. After everything that'd happened, what



reason had heto tell them someone might comefor parley? Heés morta! He can't think of everything!™

Flandry dumped. "I suppose not, my lady."

A fluting went through the forest. Kathryn waited aminute before she said gently, ™Y ou know, you
haven't yet spoken my right name.”

Hereplied in hisemptiness. "How can I? Men are gone because of what | did.”

"Oh, Dominic!" Thetears broke forth out of her. He fought to hold back his own.

They found themsdlves knedling together, hisface hidden againgt her breasts, hisarms around her
waist and her left around his neck, her right hand smoothing his hair while he shuddered.

"Dominic, Dominic," shewhigpered to him. "I know. How well | know. My man's a captain too.
More ships, more lives than you could count. How often I've seen him readin’ casudty reports! I'll tell
you, he's come to me and closed the door so he could weep. He's made his errors that killed men. What
commander hasn't? But somebody's got to command. It's your duty. Y ou weigh the facts best'syou're
able, and decide, and act, and long's you did do your best, you never ook back. Y ou needn't. You
musint.

"Dominic, we didn't make this carnivore universe. We only live here, and have to try and cope.

"Who said you werein error? Y our estimate was completely reasonable. | don't believe any board of
inquiry 'ud blame you. If Hugh couldn't foresee you'd come with me, how could you foresee—? Dominic,
look up, be glad again.”

A moment's hell-colored light struck through the eastern leaves. Seconds &fter, the air roared and a
queasy vibration moved the ground.

Men stumbled to their feet. Flandry and Kathryn bounded apart. "What's that?" cried Saavedra.

"That," Flandry yelled into the wind that had arisen, "was the second barbarian ship making sure of
our boat."

A minute later they heard the ongoing thunderclap of alarge body traveling at supersonic speed. It
faded into aterrible whistle and was gone. The gust died out and Startled flying crestures circled noisily
back toward their trees.

"High-yield warhead," Flandry judged. "They meant to kill within severa kilometers radius." He held
awet finger to the norma dawn breeze. "Thefdlout's bound east; we needn't worry. I'm stonkerish glad
we hiked thisfar yesterday!"

Kathryn took both hishands. "Y our doin' done, Dominic," she said. "Will that stop your grief?'

It didn't redly. But she had given him the courage to think: Very well. Nothing's accomplished by
these idealistic broodings. Dead's dead. My job isto salvage theliving ... and afterward, if thereis
an afterward, use whatever tricks | can to prevent my superiors from blaming me too severely.

No doubt my conscience will. But maybe | can learn how to jettison it. An officer of the Empire
is much more efficient without one.

"At ease, men," he said. "Well spend the next rotation period here, recuperating, before we push on.”

IX

The forest opened abruptly on cleared land. Stepping out, Flandry saw ordered rows of bushes. On
three sides the farm was hemmed in by jungle, on the fourth it dropped into avalley full of vapors. The
trend of hissix Didonian days of travel had been upward.

He didn't notice the agriculture at once. "Hold!" he barked. The blaster jumped into hisgrasp. A
rhinoceros herd?



No ... notredly ... of course not. Lord Advisor Mulele's African preserve lay 200 light-years
remote. The half-dozen animals before him had the Size and genera build of rhinos, though their nearly
hairless date-blue skins were smooth rather than wrinkled and tails were lacking. But the shoulders of
each protruded sidewise to make avirtua platform. The earswere big and fanlike. The skull bulged high
above apair of beady eyes, supported a horn on the nose, then tapered to a muzzle whose mouth was
oddly soft and flexible. The horn offset that effect by being a great ebony blade with a saw-toothed ridge
behind it.

"Wait, Dominic!" Kathryn sped to join him. "Don't shoot. Thosere noges.”

"Hm?' He lowered the gun.

"Our word. Humans can't pronounce any Didonian language.”

"Y ou mean they are the—" Flandry had encountered curious forms of sophont, but none without
some equivaent of hands. What vaue would an intelligence have that could not actively reshape its
environment?

Peering closer, he saw that the beasts were not at graze. Two knelt in acorner of the field, grubbing
stumps, while athird rolled atrimmed log toward a building whose roof was visible over ahillcrest. The
fourth dragged a crude wooden plow across the newly acquired ground. Thefifth came behind, its
harness enabling it to steer. A pair of smaller animals rode on its shoulders. That areawas some distance
off, details hard to make out through the hazy air. The sixth, nearer to FHlandry, was not feeding so much
as removing weeds from among the bushes.

"C'mon!" Kathryn dashed ahead, lightfoot under her pack.

The trip had been day-and-night trudgery. In camp, he and she had been too occupied—the only
ones with wilderness experience—for any meaningful talk before they must deep. But they were
rewarded; unable to mourn, they began to mend. Now eagerness made her suddenly so vivid that
Flandry lost consciousness of his surroundings. She became everything he could know, like anearby sun.

"Halloo!" She stopped and waved her arms.

The nogas halted too and squinted nearsightedly. Their ears and noses twitched, Sraining into the
rank dank heat. Flandry wasjolted back to the world. They could attack her. "Deploy," he rapped at
those of hismen who carried weapons. "Haf circle behind me. Therest of you stand &t the trailhead.” He
ranto Kathryn'sside.

Wingsbest. A creature that had been hovering, bardly visble amidst low clouds, dropped straight
toward the sixth noga. "A krippo.” Kathryn seized Flandry's hand. "1 wish | could'vetold you in advance.
But watch. Tiswonderful "

The nogas were presumably more or lessmammalian, aso in ther reproductive pattern: the sexes
were obvious, the females had udders. The krippo resembled abird ... did it? The body was
comparableto that of alarge goose, with feathers gray-brown above, pae gray below, tipped with blue
around the throat, on the pinions, at the end of along triangular tail. The claws were strong, meant to
grab and hang on. The neck wasfairly long itsalf, supporting a head that swelled grotesquely backward.
The face seemed to consist mainly of two great topaz eyes. And there was no beak, only ared
cartilaginous tube.

The krippo landed on the noga's right shoulder. It thrust aropy tongue (?) from the tube. Flandry
noticed aknot on ether side of the noga, just below the platform. Theright one uncoiled, reveding itself
to be amember suggestive of atentacle, more than two metersin length if fully outstretched. The krippo's
extended equivaent, the "tongue,” plunged into a sphincter at the end of this. Linked, the two organisms
trotted toward the humans.

"Weredill lackin' aruka," Kathryn said. "No, wait." The noga behind the plow had bellowed. "That
entity'scallin’ for one. Heesh's own ruka has to unharness heesh ‘fore heesh can cometo us”



"But the rest—" Flandry pointed. Four nogas merely stood where they were.

"Sure," Kathryn said. "Without partners, they're dumb brutes. They won't act, ‘cept for the kind of
rote job they were doin!, till they get asigna from acomplete entity ... Ah. Herewe go."

A new animd dropped from atree and scampered over the furrows. It was less analogous to an ape
than the noga was to arhinoceros or the krippo to abird. However, a Terran was bound to think of itin
such terms. About ameter tall if it stood erect, it must use its short, bowed legs arboredlly by choice, for
it ran on dl fours and either foot terminated in three well-devel oped grasping digits. Thetall was
prehensile. The chest, shoulders, and arms were enormousin proportion, greater than aman's; and
bes desthree fingers, each hand possessed a true thumb. The head was smilarly massive, round, with
bowl-shaped ears and luminous brown eyes. Like the krippo, this creature had no nose or mouth, smply
anodtrilled tube. Black hair covered it, except where ears, extremities, and a throat pouch showed blue
skin. It—he—was mae. He wore a belt supporting a purse and an iron dagger.

"Isthat aDidonian?' Flandry asked. "A ruka," Kathryn said. "One-third of a Dodonian." The animal
reached the noga closest to the humans. He bounded onto the left shoulder, settled down by the krippo,
and thrugt out a"tongue’ of hisown to join the remaining "tentacle.”

"You see" Kathryn said hurriedly, "we had to name them somehow. In most Didonian languages, the
species are called things answerin' roughly to ‘feet,’ ‘wings,' and 'hands.’ But that'd get confusin'in Anglic.
So, long's Aenean didects contain some Russko anyhow, we settled on 'noga," 'krippo,’ ruka.’ " The
tripartite being stopped afew meters off. "Rest your gun. Heesh won't hurt us." She went to mest it.
Flandry followed, a bit dazed. Symbictic relationships were not unknown to him. The most spectacular
case held met hitherto was among the Togru-Kon-Tanakh of Vanrijn. A gorilloid supplied hands and
strength; asmall, carapaced partner had brains and keen eyes; the detachable organs that linked them
contained cdllsfor joining the two nervous systemsinto one. Apparently evolution on Dido had gone the
sameway.

But off the deep end! Flandry thought. To the point where the two little types no longer even
eat, but draw blood off the big one. Lord, how horrible. Never to revel in a tournedos or a péche
flambée—

He and Kathryn stopped before the autochthon. A horsey aroma, not unpleasant, wafted down a
light, barely cooling breeze. Flandry wondered which pair of eyesto meet.

The nogagrunted. The krippo trilled through its nostrils, which must have some kind of strings and
resonating chamber. Therukainflated histhroat pouch and produced a surprising variety of sounds.

Kathryn listened intently. "1'm no expert in thislanguage,” she said, "'but they do spesk arelated one
'round Port Frederiksen, so | can follow ‘long fairly well. Heesh's name is Master Of Songs, though
'name’ has the wrong connotations ... " She uttered vocables. Flandry caught afew Anglic words, but
couldn't redlly understand her.

| suppose all Didonians are too alien to learn a human tongue, hethought. The xenol ogists must
have worked out different pidgins for the different linguistic families: noisesthat a Terran
epiglottis can wrap itself around, on a semantic pattern that a Didonian can comprehend. He
regarded Kathryn with renewed marveling. What brains that must have taken!

Three voices answered her. The impossibility of a human talking a Didonian language can't just
be a matter of larynx and mouth, Fandry redized. A vocalizer would deal with that. No, the
structure's doubtless contrapuntal .

"Heesh doesn't know pidgin," Kathryn told him. "But Cave Discoverer does. They'll assemble heesh
forus"

"Heesh?'
She chuckled. "What pronoun'sright, in astuation like this? A few culturesins st on some particular



sex digribution in the units of an entity. But for mogt, sex isn't what matters, 'tis the species and individua
capabilities of the units, and they form entitiesin whatever combinations seem best a agiventime. Sowe
cal apartnership, whether complete or two-way, 'heesh.” And we don't fool 'round inflectin’ the word."

The krippo took off in aracket of wings. The ruka stayed aboard the noga. But it was asif alight had
dimmed. Thetwo stared at the humans awhile, then the ruka scratched himsalf and the noga began
cropping weeds.

"Y ou need dl threefor full intelligence,” Handry deduced.

Kathryn nodded. "M-hm. The rukas have the most forebrain. Alone, one of them is'bout equa to a
chimpanzee. Isthat right, the smartest Terran subhuman? And the nogaaloneis pretty stupid. A
three-way, though, can think aswell asyou or |. Maybe better, if comparison's possible. Were il tryin'
to find tests and measurements that make sense.” She frowned. "Do have the boys put away their guns.
We're 'mong good people.”

Flandry acceded, but left hisfollowers posted where they were. If anything went agley, he wanted
that trail held. The hurt men lay there on their Stretchers.

The other partnership finished disengaging itself—no, heeshsel f—from the plow. The earth thudded to
the gallop of heesh's noga; krippo and ruka must be hanging on tight! Kathryn addressed this Didonian
when heesh arrived, aso without result though she did get aresponse. This shetrandated as. "Meet
Skilled With Sail, who knows of our race even if none of heesh's units have learned pidgin.”

Flandry rubbed his chin. Hislast gpplication of anti-beard enzyme was till keeping it smooth, but he
lamented the scraggly walrus effect that his mustache was sprouting. "l takeit," he said, "that invidi—uh,
units swap around to form, uh, entities whose natural endowment is optimum for whatever isto be
done?'

"Yes. In most cultureswe've studied. Skilled With Soil is evidently just what the phraseimplies, a
gifted farmer. In other combinations, heesh's units might be part of an outstandin’ hunter or artisan or
musician or whatever. That'swhy there's no requirement for alarge population in order to have avariety
of gpecidistswithin acommunion.”

"Did you say ‘communion?’
" Seems more accurate than ‘community,’ true?!
"But why doesn't everybody know what anybody does?"

"Well, leamin’ does seem to go easier'n for our race, but 'tis not instantaneous. Memory traces have
to be reinforced if they're not to fade out; skills have to be devel oped through practice. And, naturly, a
brain holdsthe kind of memories and skills 'tis equipped to hold. For instance, nogas keep the botanical
knowledge, 'cause they do the eatin’; rukas, havin' hands, remember the manua trades; krippos store
meteorologica and geographica data. Tisnot quite that smple, redly. All species sore someinformation
of every sort—we think—'speci'ly language. But you get theidea, I'm sure.”

"Nonetheless—"

"L et me continue, Dominic." Enthusiasm sparkled from Kathryn as Flandry had never seenitfroma
woman before. "Question of culture. Didonian societies vary as much as ever Terran onesdid. Certain
cultures|et entitiesform promiscuoudy. Theresult is, unitslearn less from others than they might, for lack
of concentrated attention; emotiona and intellectud lifeis shadlow; the group staysat alow leved of
savagery. Certain other cultures are 'stremely restrictive 'bout relationships. For 'sample, the units of an
entity are often sposed to belong to each other 'sclusively till desth do them part, ‘cept for agrugin’
temporary linkage with immature ones as a necessity of education. Those societies tend to be further
aong technologicdly, but nowhere beyond the stone age and everywhere esthetically impoverished. In
neither case arethe Didoniansredizin' their full potentid.”

"l see" Flandry drawled. "Playboys versus puritans.”



She blinked, then grinned. "Asyou will. Anyhow, most cultures—like this one, clearly—do it right.
Every unit belongsto afew stable entities, dividin' time roughly equaly 'mong them. That way, these
entities develop true persondities, broadly backgrounded but each with amaximum taent in heesh's
specialty. In addition, less devel oped partnerships are assembled temporarily at need.”

She glanced skyward. "I think Cave Discoverer's 'bout to be created for us," she said.

Two krippos circled down. One presumably belonged to Master Of Songs, the other to Cave
Discoverer, though Flandry couldn't tell them apart. Master Of Songs and Cave Discoverer apparently
had anogaand rukain

common.

The bird shape in the lead took stance on the platform. The companion flew off to find anogafor
itself. More krippos were gppearing over the trees, more rukas scampering from the woods or the
house. WE'll have a regular town meeting here in a minute, Handry anticipated.

He directed his awvareness back to Kathryn and Cave Discoverer. A dialogue had commenced
between them. It went haltingly at first, neither party having encountered pidgin for some years and the
language of this neighborhood not being precisely identical with that which was spoken around Port
Frederiksen. After awhile, discourse gained momentum.

The rest of the communion arrived to watch, listen, and have the talk interpreted for them—aside
from those who were out hunting or gathering, as Flandry learned later. An entity moved closeto him.
The ruka sprang off and approached, trailing the nogasthick "umbilicus’ across ashoulder. Blue fingers
plucked at Flandry's clothes and tried to unshesth his blaster for examination. The man didn't want to
alow that, even if he put the weapon on safety, but Kathryn might disapprove of outright refusal.
Removing his homemade packsack, he spread its contents on the ground. That served to keep the rukas
of severa curious entities occupied. After he saw they were not stedling or damaging, Flandry sat down
and let hismind wander until it got to Kathryn. Thereit stayed.

An hour or so had passed, the brief day was drawing to aclose, when she summoned him with a
wave. "They're glad to meet us, willin' to offer hospitdity,” she said, "but dubious 'bout helpin' us across
the mountains. The dwellers yonder are dangerous. Also, thisisabusy season in the forest aswell asthe
plowland. At the sametime, the communion 'ud surely like the payment | promise, thingslike firearms
and proper stedl tools. They'll create onethey call Many Thoughts and let heesh ponder the question.
Meanwhile were invited to stay.”

Lieutenant Kapunan was especidly pleased with that. Such medicines as he had were keeping his
patients from getting worse, but the stress of travel hadn't et them improve much. If he could remain here
with them while the rest went after help—Handry agreed. The march might produce casudties of itsown,
but if S0, they ought to be fewer.

Everyonetook off for the house. The humansfdt dwarfed by the lumbering bulks around them: al but
Kathryn. She laughed and chattered the whole way. "Kind of a homecomin’ for me, this" shetold her
companions. "I'd 'most forgotten how 'scitin' 'tis, field work on Dido, and how I, well, yes, love them.”

You have a lot of capacity to love, Flandry thought. He recognized it as a pleasing remark that he
would have used on any other girl; but he felt shy about flattering this one.

When they topped the ridge, they had aview of the farther dope. It dropped away, then rose again,
forming ashdlter for the dwelling place. Artificid channds, feeding into astream, must prevent flooding.
In the distance, above trees, abare crag loomed athwart the clouds. Thence came the rumble of amgjor
waterfdl. Kathryn pointed. "They cal thisregion Thunderstone,” she said,” 'mong other things. Places
come closer to havin' true names than entities do.”

The homestead consisted of turf-roofed log buildings and arude corra, enclosing ayard cobbled
againg the frequent mudmaking rains. Most of the structures were sheds and cribs. The biggest wasthe
longhouse, impressive in workmanship and carved ornamentation aswell as sheer Sze. FHandry paid



more heed at first to the corral. Juveniles of al three species occupied it, together with four adults of each
kind. The grownups formed pairsin different combinations, with immeature third units. Other young
wandered about, dozed, or took nourishment. The cows nursed the noga calves—two adults were
lactating femaes, one was dry, one was mae—and werein turn tapped by fuzzy little rukas and fledgling

krippos.
"School?' Handry asked.

"Y ou might say s0," Kathryn answered. "Primary stages of learnin’ and devel opment. Too important
to interrupt for us; not that apartia entity 'ud care anyway. While they grow, the young'll partner ‘'mong
themsalves aso. But intheend, asarule, they'll replace units that've died out of established entities.”

"Heh! "If youth knew, if age could.' The Didonians appear to have solved that problem.”

"And conquered desth, in away. 'Course, over several generations, agiven persondity 'ull fadeinto
an atogether new one, and mogt of the earlier memories'ull be logt. Sill, the continuity—D' you see why
they fascinate us?'

"Indeed. | haven't the temperament for being a scientist, but you make mewish | did.”

Sheregarded him serioudy. "In your fashion, Dominic, you're as much afilosof asanybody I've
known."

My men are a gallant crew, hethought, and they're entitled to my loyalty as well as my
leadership, but at the moment 1'd prefer them and their big flapping ears ten parsecs hence.

The doors and window shutters of the lodge stood open, making itsinterior more bright and cool than
he had awaited. The floor was fire-hardened clay strewn with fresh boughs. Fantasticaly carved pillars
and rafters upheld the roof. The walls were hung with skins, crudely woven tapestries, tools, weapons,
and objectsthat Kathryn guessed were sacred. Built in along them were stallsfor nogas, perchesfor
krippos, benchesfor rukas. Above were sconced torchesfor night illumination. Fires burned in pits;
hoods, of leather stretched on wooden frames, helped draw smoke out through ventholes. Cubs, calves,
and chicks, too small for education, bumbled about like the pet animals they were. Unitsthat must be too
aged or ill for daily toil waited quietly near the middle of the house. It was dl one enormous room.
Privacy was surdly an ideawhich Didonians were literdly incapable of entertaining. But what ideas did
they have that were forever beyond human reach?

Flandry gestured a a pdt. "If they're herbivorous, the big chaps, | mean, why do they hunt?' he
wondered.

"Anima products,” Kathryn said. "L eather, bone, snew, grease ... sh!"

The procession drew up before a perch whereon sat an old krippo. Gaunt, lame in onewing, he
nevertheless reminded Handry of eagles. Every nogalowered the horn to him. Theflyer belonging to
Cave Discoverer let go and flapped off to aplace of his (?) own. That noga offered his vacated tentacle.
The ancient made union. His eyes turned on the humans and fairly blazed.

"Many Thoughts," Kathryn whispered to Handry. "Their wisest. Heesh'll take aminute to absorb
what the units can convey."

"Do that fowl's partners belong to every prominent citizen?"

"Sh, not so loud. | don't know local customs, but they seem to have special respect for Many
Thoughts ... Wéll, you'd 'spect the units with the best genetic heritage to be in the best entities, wouldn't
you? | gather Cave Discoverer's an explorer and adventurer. Heesh first met humans by seekin' out a
xenologica camp 200 kilometers from here. Many Thoughts gets the vigor and boldness of the same
nogaand ruka, but heesh's own journeys are of the spirit ... Ah, | think heesh'sready now. I'll haveto
repeat whatever information went away with the former krippo.”

That conversation lasted beyond nightfal. Thetorcheswerelit, the fires stoked, cooking begunin
stone pots. While the nogas could live on raw vegetation, they preferred more concentrated and tasty



food when they could get it. A few more Didonians came home from the woods, lighting their way with
luminous fungoids. They carried basketsful of edible roots. No doubt hunters and foragers remained out
for agood many days at agtretch. Thelodge filled with droning, fluting, coughing talk. Flandry and his
men had trouble fending curiosity seekers off their injured without acting unfriendly.

At last Kathryn made the best imitation she could of the gesture of deference, and sought out her
fellow humans. In thelegping red light, her eyes and locks stood brilliant among shadows. " Twasn't
eagy,” shesad in exuberance, "but | argued heesh into it. Well have an escort—mighty smal, but an
escort, guides and porters. | reckon we can start in another forty-fifty hours ... for home!"

"Your home," growled aman.
"Dog your hatch,” FHlandry ordered him.

X

Centuries before, arogue planet had passed near Beta Crucis. Sunless worlds are not uncommon,
but in astronomical immensty it israre for one to encounter astar. This globe swung by and receded on a
hyperbolic orbit. Approximately Terra-Sze, it had outgassed vaporsin the ardor of itsyouth. Then, as
internal hest radiated away, atmosphere froze. The grest blue sun melted the oceans and boiled the air
back into fluidity. For some years, gppalling violence reigned.

Eventudly interstellar cold would have reclaimed its dominion, and the incident would have had no
sgnificance. But chance ordained that the passage occur in the old bold days of the Polesotechnic
League, and that it be noticed by those who saw an incal culable fortune to be won. I sotope synthesison
the scale demanded by astarfaring civilization had been industry's worst bottleneck. Seas and skieswere
needed for coolants, continents for dumping of radioactive wastes. Every lifeless body known had been
too frigid or too hot or otherwise unsuitable. But here came Satan, warmed to an ided temperature which
the heat of nuclear manufacture could maintain. As soon as the storms and quiakes had abated, the planet
was swarmed by entrepreneurs.

During the Troubles, ownership, lega status, input and output, every aspect of relationship to the
living fraction of the universe, varied aswildly for Satan asfor most worlds. For awhileit was
abandoned. But no one had ever actualy dwelt there. No being could survive that poisonous air and
murderous radiation background, unless for the briefest of visitswith the heaviest of protection. Robots,
computers, and automatons were the inhabitants. They continued operating while civilization fragmented,
fought, and somewhat reconstructed itself. When at last an Imperiad aristocrat sent down asdlf-piloting
freighter, they loaded it from adragon's hoard.

The defense of Satan became a mgjor reason to garrison and colonize Sector Alpha Crucis.

Its disc hung darkling among the starsin aviewscreen of Hugh McCormac's command room. Beta
had long since dwindled to merdly the brightest of them, and the machines had scant need for visiblelight.
Y ou saw the sphere blurred by gas, avague shimmer of clouds and oceans, blacknesses that were land.
It was a desol ate scene, the more so when you called up an image of the surface—raw mountains,
gashed valleys, naked stone plains, chill and stagnant seas, dl cloaked in anight relieved only by arare
lamp or an evil blue glow of fluorescence, no sound but a dreary wind-skirl or arushing of forever Serile
waters, no happening throughout its eons but the inanimate, unaware toil of the machines.

For Hugh McCormeac, though, Satan meant victory.

Hetook his gaze from the planet and let it stray in the opposite direction, toward open space. Men
were dying where those congtdlations glittered. "I should be yonder," hesaid. "'l should haveinsasted.”

"Y ou couldn't do anything, sir,” Edgar Oliphant told him. "Oncethe tactica dispostions are made, the
game playsitsdf. And you might bekilled.”



"That'swhat'swrong. * McCormac twisted hisfingerstogether. "Here we are, snug and safein orhit,
while abattle goes on to make me Emperor!”

"You'rethe High Admird too, sir." A cigar in Oliphant's mouth wagged and fumed as he talked.

"Y ou've got to be available where the data flow in, to make decisonsin case anything unpredicted
happens.”

"I know, | know." McCormac strode back and forth, from end to end of the balcony on which they
stood. Below them siretched a murmurous complex of computers, men at desks and plotting consoles,
messengers going soft-footed in and out. Nobody, from himself on down, bothered with spit-and-polish
today. They had too much work on hand, coordinating the battle against Pickens fleet. It had learned
where they were from the ducal guardsthey chased off and had sought them out. Simply understanding
that interaction of ships and energies was beyond mortd capacity.

He hated to tie up Persal when every gun spelled life to his outnumbered forces. She was half of the
Novarclass dreadnaughts he had. But nothing lesswould hold the necessary equipment.

"We could do some fighting in addition,” he said. "'I've operated thusin the past.”
"But that was before you were the Emperor,” Oliphant replied.

McCormac halted and glowered a him. The stout man chewed his cigar and plodded on: "Sir, weve
few enough active supportersasis. Most bein'sare just prayin' they won't get involved on either side.
Why should anybody put everything a stake for the revolution, if he doesn't hope you'l bring him a better
day?We could risk our control center, no doubt. But we can't risk you. Without you, the revolution ‘ud
fall apart 'fore Terran reinforcements could get here to suppressit.”

McCormac clenched hisfists and looked back at Satan. "Sorry,” he mumbled. "I'm being childish.”
" Tisforgivable" Oliphant said. "Two of your boysin comba—"

"And how many other peopl€'s boys? Human or xeno, they die, they'remaimed ... Well."
McCormac leaned over the balcony rail and studied the big display tank on the deck beneath him. Its
colored lights gave only ahint of the information—itself partia and often unrdliable—that flowed through
the computers. But such three-dimensiona pictures occasiondly stimulated the spark of geniuswhich no
known civilization has succeeded in evoking from an eectronic brain.

According to the pattern, histactics were proving out. He had postulated that destruction of the
factories on Satan would be too great an economic disaster for cautious Dave Pickensto hazard.
Therefore the Jos pists would be strictly enjoined not to come near the planet. Therefore McCormac's
forceswould have a privileged sanctuary. That would make actions poss ble to them which otherwise
were madness. Of course, Pickens might charge straight in anyway; that contingency must be provided
againgt. But if so, McCormac need have no compunctions about using Satan for shield and backstop.
Whether it was destroyed or only held by hisfleet, its products were denied the enemy. In time, that was
sureto bring disaffection and weskness.

But it looked asif Pickenswas playing safe—and getting mauled in consequence.
' Sposewewin," Oliphant said. "What next?"

It had been discussed for hours on end, but M cCormac seized the chance to think past this battle.
"Depends on what power the opposition has left. We want to take over aslarge avolume of space as
possible without overextending oursalves. Supply and logigtics are worse problems for us than combat,
actualy. We aren't yet organized to replace losses or even norma consumption.”

"Should we attack Ifri?"

"No. Too formidable. If we can cut it off, the same purposeis better served. Besides, eventudly well
need it oursalves.”

"Llynathawr, though?1 mean ... well, we do have information that your lady was removed by some



government agent—" Oliphant stopped, seeing what his well-meant speech had done.

McCormac stood aone, asif naked on Satan, for awhile. Finally he could say: "No. They're bound
to defend it with everything they have. Catawrayanniswould be wiped out. Never mind Kathryn.
Therere too many other Kathryns around.”

Can an Emperor afford such thoughts?
A visiscreen chimed and lit. A jubilant countenance looked forth. " Sir—Y our Mg esty—weve won!"
"What?' McCormac needed a second to understand.

"Pogtive, Your Mgesty. Reportsare pouring in, dl a once. Still being eva uated, but, well, we
haven't any doubt. It'samost like reading their codes.”

A piece of McCormac's splintering consciousness visudized that possibility. The reference was not to
sophont-sophont but machine-machine communication. A code was more than changed; the key
computers were ingtructed to devise awhole new language, which others were then instructed to learn
and use. Because random factors determined basic e ements of the language, decipherment was, if not
totally impossible, too laborious a process to overtake any prudent frequency of innovation. Hence the
talk across gpace between robots, which wove their shipsinto afleet, wasavirtualy unbreakableriddle
to foes, anearly infalible recognition signd to friends. The chance of interpreting it had justified numerous
attempts throughout history at boarding or hijacking avessdl, however rarely they succeeded and
however promptly their success caused codesto be revised. If you could learn alanguage the hostile
machineswere ill usng—

No. A daydream. McCormac forced his attention back to the screen. "Loss of Zeta Orients
probably decided him. They're disengaging everywhere.” | must get busy. We should harry them while
they retreat, though not too far. Tactical improvisations needed. "Uh, weve confirmed that Vixen is
untouched." John's ship. "No report from New Phobos, but no positive reason to fear for her.” Colin's
ship. Bob'swith me. "A moment, please. Important datum ... Sir, it's confirmed. Aquilae suffered heavy
damage. She'sadmogt certainly their flagship, you know. They won't be meshing any too well. We can eat
them oneat atimel” Dave, are you alive?

"Very good, Captain,” McCormac said. "I'll join you right away on the command deck."

Aaron Snelund let the admira stand, miserable in blue and gold, while he chose acigaret from a
jeweled case, rolled it in hisfingers, sniffed the fragrance of genuine Terra-grown Crown grade
marijuana, inhaled it into lighting, sat most gracefully down on his chair of Sate, and drank the smoke. No
oneesewasin the room, save his motionless Gorzunians. The dynascul ps were turned off. The animation
was not, but its music was, so that masked lords and |adies danced without sound through aballroom
200 light-years and haf a century distant.

"Superb," Snelund murmured when he had finished. He nodded at the big gray-haired man who
waited. "At ease.”

Pickensdid not relax noticeably. "Sir—" His voice was higher than before. Overnight he had become
old.

Snelund interrupted him with awave. "Don't trouble, Admird. | have studied the reports. | know the
Stuation consequent on your defegt. Oneis not necessarily illiterate, even with respect to the Navy's
abominable prose, just because oneisagovernor. Isone?!

"No, Your Excdlency.”

Snelund lounged back, cross-legged, eydids drooping. "I did not call you here for arepetition viva
voce of what | have read," he continued mildly. "No, | wished for achat that would be candid because
private. Tell me, Admira, what isyour advice to me?"

"That's... inmy persona report ... gr."



Snelund arched his brows.

Swet trickled down Pickens cheeks. "Well, sir," he groped, "our tota remaining power must be not
greatly inferior to the, the enemy's. If we count what did not go to Satan. We can consolidate asmall
volume of space, hold it, et him have the rest. The Mersaian confrontation can't go on forever. When we
have heavy reinforcements, we can go out for a showdown battle.”

"Y our last showdown was rather disgppointing, Admira."

A tic vibrated one comer of Pickens mouth. "The governor has my resignation.”
"And has not accepted it. Nor will."

"Sr!" Pickens mouth fell open.

"Becdm.” Snelund shifted histone from delicate sarcasm to kindliness, his manner fromidle humor to
vigilance. "Y ou didn't disgrace yoursdlf, Admiral. Y ou just had the misfortune to clash with a better man.
Wereyou less able, little would have been salvaged from your defeat. As matters went, you rescued half
your force. Y ou lack imagination, but you have competence: ajewel of high pricein these degenerate
times. No, | don't want your resignation. | want you to continue in charge.”

Pickenstrembled. Tears stood in hiseyes. "Sit down," Snelund invited. Pickens caved into achair.
Snelund kindled another cigaret, tobacco, and et him recover some equilibrium before saying:

"Competence, professionalism, sound organization and direction—you can supply those. | will supply
the imagination. In other words, from here on | dictate policies for you to execute. Isthat clear?’

His question lashed. Pickens gulped and croaked, "Yes, air." It had been aprecision job for Snelund,
these past days, making the officer malleable without destroying his usefulness—an exacting but
enjoyabletask.

"Good. Good. Oh, by theway, smokeif you wish," the governor said. "L et me make clear what |
plan.
"Origindly | counted on applying various pressures through Lady McCormac. Then that dolt Handry

disgppeared with her." A ragethat boiled likeliquid hdium: "Have you any inkling what became of
them?'

"No, gr," Pickenssaid. "Our intelligence section hasn't yet succeeded in infiltrating the enemy. That
takestime ... Er, from what we can piece together, she doesn't seem to have rgjoined her husband. But
we've had no word about her arrival anywhere else, like maybe on Terra”

"Well," Snelund said. "1 don't envy Citizen Handry once | get back." Herolled smoke around in his
lungs until coolnessreturned. "No matter, redly. The picture has changed. I've been rethinking thiswhole
dfar.

"What you proposg, letting McCormac take most of the sector without res stance while we wait for
help, is apparently the conservative course. Thereforeit'sin fact the most deadly dangerous. He must be
counting on precisdly that. Let him be proclaimed Emperor on scores of worlds, let him marsha their
resources and arrange their defenses with that damnable skill he owns—and quite probably, when the
Terran task force comes, it won't be able to didodge him. Consider his short interior lines of
communication. Consder popular enthusiasm roused by his demagogues and xenagogues. Consder the
likelihood of more and more defectionsto his side aslong as his affairs run smoothly. Consider the virus
spreading beyond this sector, out through the Empire, until it may indeed happen that one day heridesin
triumph through Archopolig

Pickens stuttered, "1, 1, | had thought of those things, Y our Excdllency.”

Sndlund laughed. "Furthermore, assuming the Imperium can put him down, what do you expect will
become of you and, somewhat more significantly from this point of view, me? It will not earn usany
medal s that we allowed an insurrection and then could not quench it ourselves. Tongueswill click. Heads



will wag. Rivaswill saeize the opportunity to discredit. Wheress, if we can break Hugh McCormac
unaided in space, clearing the way for my militiato clean out treason on the planets—well, kudosisthe
universal currency. It can buy usagresat ded if we spend it wisdly. Knighthood and promotion for you;
return in glory to HisMgesty's court for me. Am | right?”

Pickens moistened hislips. "Individudslike us shouldn't count. Not when millions and millions of
lives—"
"But they belong to individuastoo, correct? And if we serve oursalves, we serve the Imperium

smultaneoudy, which we sworeto do. Let us have no bleeding-heart unreglism. Let us get on with our
business, the scotching of thisrebdlion.”

"What does the governor propose?”’

Snelund shook afinger. "Not propose, Admira. Decree. We will thresh out detailslater. Butin
generd, your mission will beto keep the war firesburning. True, our critical systems must be heavily
guarded. But that will leave you with considerable forcesfree to act. Avoid another large battle. Instead
raid, harass, hit and run, never attack arebel group unlessit's unmistakably weaker, make a pecid point
of preying on commerce and industry.”

"Sir? Those are our people!”

"McCormac claimsthey're his. And, from what | know of him, the fact that helll be the cause of their
suffering distress at our hands will plague him, will hopefully make him less efficient. Mind you, | don't
gpeak of indiscriminate destruction. On the contrary, we shdl have to have justifiable reasonsfor hitting
every civilian target we do. Leave those decisonsto me. Theideais, essentialy, to undermine the rebel
drength.”

Snelund sat erect. Onefigt clenched on achair arm. His hair blazed like a conqueror's brand. " Supply
and replacement,” he said ringingly. "Those are going to be McCormac's nemess. He may be ableto
whip usin astand-up battle. But he can't whip attrition. Food, clothing, medical supplies, weapons, tools,
spare parts, whole new ships, anavy must have them in steady flow or it's doomed. Y our task will beto
plug their sources and choke their channels.”

"Can that be done, sir, well enough and fast enough?’ Pickens asked. "HEll fix defenses, arrange
convoys, make counterattacks."

"Yes, yes, | know. Yoursisasingle part of the effort, albeit avaluable one. Therest isto deny
McCormac an effective civil service”

"| don't, uh, don't understand, sir."

"Not many do,” Snelund said. "But think what an army of bureaucrats and functionaries compose the
foundation of any government. It's no difference’ whether they are paid by the state or by some nomindly
private organization. They still do the day-to-day work. They operate the spaceports and traffic lanes,
they deliver the mail, they keep the e ectronic communication channels unsnarled, they collect and supply
essentid data, they oversee public hedlth, they hold crime in check, they arbitrate disputes, they dlocate
scarceresources ... Need | goon?”’

He smiled wider. "Confidentidly," he said, "the lesson was taught me by experience out here. Asyou
know, | had various changesin policy and administrative procedure that | wished to put into effect. | was
only successful to adegree, chiefly on backward planets with no red indigenous civil services. Otherwise,
the bureaucrats dragged their feet too much. It's not like the Navy, Admira. | would press an intercom
button, issue atop priority order—and nothing would happen. Memos took weeks or months to go from
desk to desk. Technica objections were argued commaby comma. Interminable requests for
clarification made their dow ways back to me. Reports were filed and forgotten. It was like dudling afog.
And | couldn't dismissthelot of them. Quite apart from legdlities, | had to have them. There were no
replacements for them.



"l intend to give Hugh McCormac ataste of that medicine.”
Pickens shifted uneadly. "How, Sr?"

"That'samatter | want to discuss this afternoon. We must get word to those planets. Thelittle
functionaries must be persuaded that it isn't in their own best interest to serve the rebelion with any zedl.
Their naturd timidity and stodginesswork in our favor. If, in addition, we bribe some, threaten others,
perhaps carry out an occasiond assass nation or bombing—Do you follow? We must plant our agents
throughout McCormac's potential kingdom before he can take possession of it and post his guards. Then
we must keep up the pressure—agents smuggled in, for example; propaganda; disruption of interstellar
transportation by your raiders—Y es, | do believe we can bring McCormac's civil service machinery to a
crawling, cresking dowdown. And without it, his navy sarves. Areyou with me, Admira ?*

Pickens swallowed. "Yes, sr. Of course.”

"Good." Snelund rose. " Come aong to the conference room. My staffswaiting. Well thresh out
gpecific plans. Would you like astimpill? The sesson will probably continuetill al hours.”

They had learned of him, first on Venus, then on Terra, then in Sector Alpha Crucis. voluptuary he
was, but when he saw a chance or athrest that concerned himself, twenty demons could not outwork
him.

Xl

Kathryn estimated the distance from Thunderstone to Port Frederiksen as about 2000 kilometers.
But that was map distance, the kind that an aircar traversed in a couple of hours, a pacecraft in minutes
or seconds. Aground and afoot, it would take weeks.

Not only was the terrain difficult, most of it was unknown to the Didonians. Like the mgjority of
primitives, they seldom ventured far beyond their home territory. Articles of trade normally went from
communion to communion rather than cross-country in asingle caravan. Hence the three who
accompanied the humans must fed their own way. In the mountains especialy, thiswas bound to be a
dow processwith many false choices.

Furthermore, the short rotation period made for inefficient travel. The autochthons refused to move
after dark, and Flandry was forced to agree it would be unwise in strange areas. The dayswere
lengthening as the season advanced; at midsummer they would fill better than seven hours out of the eight
and three-quarters. But the Didonians could not take advantage of more than four or five hours. The
reason was, again, practica. En route, away from the richer diet provided by their farms, anoga must
est—for three—whatever it could find. Vegetable food isless caoric than meat. The natives had to alow
ampletimefor fueing their bodies.

"“Twenty-four of ushumans," Flandry counted. "And the sixteen we're leaving behind, plus the good
doctor, also have appetites. | don't know if our rationswill stretch.”

"We can supplement some with native food," Kathryn reassured him. "Thererelevo compoundsin
certain plants and animal's, same as terrestroid biochemistries involve occasiona dextros. | can show you
and the boys what they look like."

"Well, | suppose we may aswell scratch around for them, since well be oysting so much in camp.”

"Oydin?'

"What oystersdo. Mainly st." Handry ruffled hismustache. "Damn, but thisisturning into a
loathsome fungus! Thetwo items| did not think to rescue would have to be scissors and amirror.”

Kathryn laughed. "Why didn't you speak before? They have scissors here. Clumsy, none too sharp,
but you can cut hair with them. Let me be your barber.”



Her hands across his head made him dizzy. He was glad that she et the men take care of themsalves.

They weredl quite under her spell. Hedidn't think it was merely because she was the sole woman
around. They vied to do her favors and show her courtesies. He wished they would stop, but couldn't
well order it. Relationships were strained already.

He was no longer the captain to them, but the commander: his brevet rank, as opposed to hislost
satus of shipmaster. They cooperated efficiently, but it wasinevitable that discipline relaxed, even
between enlisted men and other officers. He felt he must preserveits basic formsaround himself. Thisled
to adegree of—not hodtility, but coal, correct a oofness as regarded him, in digtinction to the
camaraderie that developed among the rest.

One night, happening to wake without showing it, he overheard amuted conversation among severd.
Two were declaring their intention not just to accept internment, but to join McCormac's sdeif its
chances |ooked reasonable when they got to the base. They were trying to convince their friendsto do
likewise. The friends declined, for the time being at any rate, but good-naturedly. That was what
disturbed Flandry: that no one €l se was disturbed. He began regular eavesdropping. He didn't mean to
report anyone, but he did want to know where every man stood. Not that he felt any great need for
mordigtic judtification. The snooping wasfun.

That started well after the party had |eft Thunderstone. The three Didonians were named by Kathryn
as Cave Discoverer, Harvest Fetcher, and, to human amusement, Smith. It was more than dubiousif the
entities thought of themsalves by name. The terms were convenient designations, based on persond
qudities or events of pagt life. The unit animas had nothing but individud sgnds.

Often they swapped around, to form such combinations as Iron Miner, Guardian Of North Gate, or
Lightning Struck The House. Kathryn explained that thiswas partly for achange, partly to keep fresh the
habits and memories which congtituted each entity, and partly aquas-rigiousrite.

"Onenessistheided inthisculture, I'mlearnin’, as'tisin alot of others,” shetold Handry. "They
consder thewholeworld to be potentially asingle entity. By ceremonies, mystic contemplation,
hallucinogenic foods, or whatever, they try to merge with it. An everyday method isto make frequent
new interconnections. The matin' season, 'round the autumna equinox, istheir high point of the year,
mainly ‘cause of the ecstatic, transcendenta 'speriences that then become possible.”

"Yes, | imagine arace likethis has someinteresting sexud variations,” Handry said. Sheflushed and
looked away. He didn't know why she should react so, who had observed life as a scientist. Associations
with her captivity? He thought not. She wastoo vitd to let that cripple her long; the scars would always
remain, but by now she had her merriment back. Why, then, this shynesswith him?

They werefollowing aridge. The country belonged to another communion which, being akinto
Thunderstone, had freely dlowed trangt. Already they had climbed above the jungle zone. Here the air
wastropical by Terran standards, but wonderfully lesswet, with a breeze to lave the skin and caressthe
hair and carry scents not unlike ginger. The ground was decked with spongy brown carpet weed,
iridescent blossoms, occasiond stands of arrowbrush, grenade, and lantern tree. A mass of land cora
roseto theleft, itsred and blue the more vivid againgt the sky's eterna silver-gray.

None of the Didonians were complete. One maintained heesh's noga-ruka linkage, the other two
rukas were off gathering berries, the three krippos were aoft as scouts. Separated, the animal's could
carry out routine tasks and recognize aneed for reunion when it arose.

Besdestheir own ruka-wiel ded equipment—including spears, bows, and battleaxes—the nogas
eadly carried the stuff from the spaceboat. Thus liberated, the men could outpace the ambling
quadrupeds. With no danger and no way to get lost hereabouts, Flandry had told them to expedite
matters by hel ping the rukas. They were scattered across the hill.

Leaving him aonewith Kathryn. He was acutely conscious of her: curve of breast and hip beneath
her coverdl, free-swinging stride, locks blowing free and bright next to the sun-darkened skin, strong



face, great green-gold eyes, scent of warm flesh ... He changed the subject at once. "lan't the, well,
pantheistic concept naturd to Didonians?’

"No more than monotheism's naturd, inevitable, in man,” Kathryn said with equa haste. "1t depends
on culture. Some exat the communion itself, as an entity distinct from the rest of the world, includin’ other
communions. Their rites remind me of human mobs cheerin' an dmighty State and its director. They tend
to be warlike and predatory.” She pointed ahead, where mountain pesks were vaguely visble. "I'm ‘fraid
we've got to get past asociety of that kind. Tis one reason why they weren't keen on thistripin
Thunderstone. Word travels, whether or not entities do. | had to remind Many Thoughts 'bout our guns.”

"People who don't fear death make wicked opponents,” Flandry said. "However, | wouldn't suppose
aDidonian exactly enjoyslosing aunit; and heesh must have the usud desireto avoid pain.”

Kathryn smiled, at ease once more. "Y ou learn fast. Ought to be axenologist yourself."

He shrugged. "My business has put me in contact with various breeds. | remain convinced we humans
arethe weirdest of the lot; but your Didonians come close. Have you any idea how they evolved?!

"Y es, some paeontology's been done. Nowhere near enough. Why isit we can dways find money
for awar and're dways pinched for everything e'se? Does the first cause the second?

"| doubt that. | think people naturally prefer war."
"Someday they'll learn.”

"Y ou have insufficient faith in man's magnificent ability to ignore what history keepsyelling & him,”
Fandry said. Immediately, lest her thoughts turn to Hugh McCormac, who wanted to reform the Empire;
"But fossls are aless depressing subject. What about evolution on Dido?"

"Wdll, near's can be told, a prolonged hot spell occurred—Iike millions of yearslong. The ancestors
of the nogas fed on soft plants which drought made scarce. Tis thought they took to hangin' 'round what
trees were | eft, to catch leaves that ancestral rukastore loosein the course of gatherin' fruit. Belike they
had atickbird relationship with the proto-krippos. But trees were dyin' off too. The krippos could spy
forage afar ways off and guide the nogas there. Taggin' 'long, the rukas got protection to boot, and
repaid by strippin’ the trees.

"At last some of the animas drifted to the far eastern end of the Barcan continent. Twas fflicted, as
'tisyet, with anasty kind of giant bug that not only sucks blood, but injects amicrobe whose action
keeps the wound open for days or weeks. The ancestral nogas were smaller and thinner-skinned than
today's. They suffered. Prob'ly rukas and krippos helped them, swattin' and eatin’ the heaviest swarms.
But then they must've started sippin’ the blood themsdlves, to supplement their meager diet.”

"| cantakeit fromthere," Flandry said. "Including hormone exchange, mutually beneficid and
cementing the dliance. It's lucky that no single-organism species happened to devel op intelligence. 1t'd
have mopped the deck with those awkward early three-ways. But the symbiosis appearsto bein
business now. Fascinating possibilitiesfor civilization.”

"We haven't exposed them to alot of ours,” Kathryn said. "Not just ‘cause we want to study them as
they are. We don't know what might be good for them, and what catastrophic.”

"I'm afraid that's learned by trid and error,” Flandry answered. "1'd be intrigued to see the result of
raising some entities from birth"—the krippos were viviparous too—"in Technic society."

"Why not raise some humans 'mong Didonians?’ sheflared.

"I'm sorry." You make indignation beautiful. "I was only snakkering. Wouldn't do it in practice, not
for anything. I've seen too many pathetic cases. | did forget they're your closefriends.” Inspiration! "I'd
like to become friends with them mysdf," Flandry said. "We have atwo or three months trip and buckets
of idletime in camp ahead of us. Why don't you teach me the language?’

She regarded him with surprise. Y ou're serious, Dominic?



"Indeed. | don't promiseto retain the knowledge al my life. My head's overly cluttered with
cobwebby information asis. But for the present, yes, | do want to converse with them directly. 1t'd be
insurance for us. And who knows, I might come up with anew scientific hypothesis about them, too
skewball to have occurred to any Aenean.”

Shelaid ahand on his shoulder. That was her way; she liked to touch people she cared abot.
"Youreno Imperid, Dominic," shesaid. "Y ou belong with us."

"Bethat asit may—" he said, confused.

"Why do you stand with Josip? Y ou know what heis. Y ou've seen his cronies, like Snelund, who
could end by replacin' himin dl but name. Why don't you join us, your kind?"

He knew why not, starting with the fact that he didn't believe the revol ution could succeed and going
on to more fundamental issues. But he could not tell her that, on this suddenly magica day. "Maybe youll
convert me," he said. "Meanwhile, what about language |essons?”

"Why, ‘course.

Flandry could not forbid hismen to sit in, and anumber of them did. By straining his considerable
talent, he soon disheartened them and they quit. After that, he had Kathryn's whole notice for many hours
per week. He ignored the jesl ous stares, and no longer felt jeal ous himsdlf when shefdl into cheerful
conversation with one of the troop or joined acampfire circle for snging.

Nor did it perturb him when Chief Petty Officer Robbins returned from an excursion with her in
search of man-edible plants, wearing ablack eye and a sheepish look. Unruffled, she camein later and
treated Robbins exactly as before. Word must have spread, for there were no further incidents.

Flandry's progressin his lessons amazed her. Besides having suitable genes, he had been through the
Intelligence Corps unmercifully rigorous coursesin linguistics and metdinguistics, semantics and
metasemantics, every known trick of concentration and memorization; he had learned how to learn. Few
civilian scientists received that good atraining; they didn't need it as urgently asany field agent dways
did. Insgde aweek, he had apprehended the structures of Thunderstone's language and man's pidgin—no
essy feat, when the Didonian mind was so absolutdly alien.

Or wasit? Given the basic grammar and vocabulary, Flandry supplemented Kathryn'sinstruction by
talking, mainly with Cave Discoverer. It went ridiculoudly at first, but after weeks he got to the point of
holding real conversations. The Didonian was asinterested in him and Kathryn as she wasin heesh. She
took to joining their colloquies, which didn't bother himin the least.

Cave Discoverer was more adventurous than average. Heesh's personality seemed more clearly
defined than the rest, including any othersin the party which incorporated heesh's members. At home
heesh hunted, logged, and went on rambling explorations when not too busy. Annualy heesh traveled to
the lake called Golden, where less advanced communions held afair and Cave Discoverer traded metal
implementsfor their fursand dried fruits. There heesh's noga had the custom of joining with a particular
rukafrom one place and krippo from another to make the entity Raft Farer. In Thunderstone, besides
Many Thoughts, Cave Discoverer's noga and ruka belonged to Master Of Songs; heesh's krippo
(femade) to Leader Of Dance; heesh's rukato Brewmaster; and al to various temporary groups.

Asdefrom educationd duties, none of them linked indiscriminately. Why waste thetime of aunit that
could make part of an outstanding entity, in junction with unitsless gifted? The distinction was somewhat
blurred but nonetheessred in Thunderstone, between "first families’ and "proles.” No snobbery or envy
gppeared to be involved. The attitude was pragmatic. Altruism within the communion was so taken for
granted that the concept did not exist.

Or thuswent Flandry's and Kathryn'simpressions. She admitted they might be wrong. How do you
probe the psyche of a creature with three brains, each of which remembersits sharein other creatures
and, indirectly, remembers things that occurred generations before it was born?



Separately, the nogas were placid, though Kathryn said they became furiousif aroused. The krippos
were excitable and musical; they produced lovely clear notesin intricate patterns. The rukas were
restless, curious, and playful. But these were generdizations. Individua variety was as greet asfor all
animaswith well-devel oped nervous systems.

Cave Discoverer wasin love with heesh's universe. Heesh looked forward with excitement to seeing
Port Frederiksen and wondered about the chance of going somewhere in a spaceship. After heesh got
sraight the basic facts of astronomy, xenology, and galactic politics, heesh's questions sharpened until
FHandry wondered if Didonians might not be inherently more intelligent than men. Could their
technologica backwardness be due to accidentd circumstances that would no longer count when they
saw the possibility of making systematic progress?

The future could be theirs, not ours. Handry thought. Kathryn would reply, "Why can't it be
everybody's?"

Meanwhile the expedition continued—through rain, gale, fog, heet, strange though not hostile
communions, findly highlands where the men regjoiced in coolness. There, however, the Didonians
shivered, and went hungry in aland of sparse growth, and, despite their krippos making aeria surveys,
often blundered upon impassabl e stretches that forced them to retrace their steps and try again. It was
here, in High Maurusia, that battle smote them.

Xl

The easiest way to reach one pass was through a canyon. During megayears, ariver swollen by
winter rains had carved it, then shrunken in summer. Itswalls gave protection from winds and reflected
some heat; this encouraged plant life to pring up every dry season along the streambed, where
accumulated soil was kinder to feet than the naked rock elsewhere. Accordingly, however twisted and
boulder-strewn, it appeared to offer the route of choice.

The scenery was impressive in agaunt fashion. Theriver rolled on the parry'sleft, broad, brown,
noisy and dangerous despite being at itslow point. A mat of annua plants made a border whose sober
hues were relieved by white and scarlet blossoms. Here and there grew crooked trees, deep-rooted,
adapted to inundation. Beyond, the canyon floor reached barren: tumbled dark rocks, fantasticaly
eroded pinnacles and mesas, on to the talus dopes and palisades. Gray sky, diffuse and shadowlesslight,
did not bring out color or detail very well; that was abewildering view. But human lungsfound the air
mild, dry, exhilarating. Two krippos wheeled on watch overhead. Harvest Fetcher stayed complete, and
every rukarode anoga. The outworlders walked behind, except for Kathryn, Flandry, and Havelock.
She was off to the right, wrapped in her private thoughts. Thislandscape must have made her homesick
for Aeneas. The commander and the ensign kept out of their companions earshot.

"Damnit, 9r, why do we take for granted well turn ourselvesin at Port Frederiksen without afight?'
Havelock was protesting. " This notion our case is hopeless, it's encouraging treasonabl e thoughts.”

Flandry refrained from saying he was aware of that. Havelock had been less standoffish than the rest;
but a subtle barrier persisted, and Flandry had cultivated him for weeks before getting this much
confidence. He knew Havelock had agirl on Terra,

"Well, Ensign,” hesaid, "I can't make promises, for the reason that I'm not about to lead usto certain
death. Asyou imply, though, the death may not necessarily be certain. Why don't you fed out the men? |
don't want anyone denounced to me," having a pretty fair idea myself, "but you might quietly find
who's ... let'snot say trustworthy, well assume everybody is, let's say enthusiastic. Y ou might, still more
quietly, dert them to stand by in case | do decide on making abreak. Well tak like this, you and I, off
and on. More off than on, so as not to provoke suspicion. Well get Kathryn to describe the port's
layout, piecemed, and that'll be an important eement in what | eect to do.”



You, Kathryn, will be more important.
"Very good, sr," Havelock said. "'l hope—"
Assault burgt forth.

The party had drawn even with a nearby rock mass whose bottom was screened by arow of crags.
From behind these plunged ascore of Didonians. Flandry had an instant to think, Ye devils, they
must've hid in a cave! Thentheair wasfull of arrows. "Deploy!" heyelled. "Firel Kathryn, get down!"

A shaft went whoot by hisear. A nogabugled, aruka screamed. Belyflopping, Flandry glared over
the sights of hisblaster at the charging foe. They were barbarically decorated with pelts, feasther blankets,
necklaces of teeth, body paint. Their weapons were neolithic, flint axes, bone-tipped arrows and lances.
But they were not less deadly for that, and the ambush had been arranged with skill.

He cast alook to right and |eft. Periodically while traveling, he had drilled his men in ground combat
techniques. Today it paid off. They had formed an arc on either side of him. Each who carried a
gun—there weren't many small arms aboard a warship—was backed by two or three comrades with
spears or daggers, ready at need to assst or to take over the trigger.

Energy beamsflared and crashed. Slugthrowers hissed, stunners buzzed. A roar of voices and hoofs
echoed above theriver's clangor. A krippo turned into flame and smoke, arukatoppled to earth, anoga
ran off bellowing itsanguish. Peripherdly, Handry saw more savages hit.

But whether in contempt for degth or sheer physica momentum, the charge continued. The distance
to cover was short; and Flandry had not imagined anoga could gdlop that fast. The survivors went by his
line and fell on the Thunderstone trio before he comprehended it. One man barely rolled clear of ahuge
gray-blue body. The airborneflyers barely had time to reunite with their chief partners.

"Kathryn!" Flandry shouted into the din. He legped erect and whirled around. The melee surged
between him and her. For a second he saw how Didonians fought. Nogas, nearly invulnerable to edged
weapons, pushed at each other and tried to gore. Rukas stabbed and hacked; krippos took what shelter
they could, while grimly maintaining linkage, and buffeted with their wings. The objective wasto put an
opponent out of action by diminating heesh'srider units.

Some mountaineer nogas, thus crippled by gunfire, blundered around in the offing. A few
two-member entities held themselvesin reserve, for use when arukaor krippo went down in combat.
Eight or nine complete groups surrounded the triangular formation adopted by the three from
Thunderstone,

No, two and ahalf. By now FHandry could tell them apart. Harvest Fletcher's krippo must have been
killed in the arrow barrage. The body lay transfixed, patheticaly small, tailfeathers ruffled by adight
breeze, until anoga chanced to trampleit into asmear. Its partners continued fighting, automatically and
with lessened skill.

"Get those bastardd ™ somebody caled. Men edged warily toward the milling, grunting, yelling,
hammering interlocked mass. It was hard to understand why the savages were ignoring the humans, who
had inflicted al the damage on them. Was the Sght so strange as not to be readily comprehensible?

Flandry ran around the struggle to see what had become of Kathryn. | never gave her a gun! he
knew in agony.

Her tall form broke upon hisvision. She had retrested a distance, to stand beneath atree she could
climb if attacked. His Mersaian blade gleamed in her grasp, expertly held. Her mouth was drawn taut but
her eyes were watchful and steady.

He choked with rdlief. Turning, he made hisway to the contest.

A stone ax spattered the brains of Smith'sruka. Cave Discoverer's ruka avenged the death in two
swift blows—but, surrounded, could not defend his back. A lance entered him. Hefell onto the horn of a
savage noga, which tossed him high and smashed him underfoot when he landed.



The humans opened fire.
It was butchery.

The mountaineer remnants stampeded down the canyon. Not an entity among them remained whole.
A young Terran stood over anoga, which was half cooked but still dive, and gave it the coup de grace;
then tears and vomit erupted from him. The Thunderstoners could assemble one full person at atime. Of
the possible combinations, they chose Guardian Of North Gate, who went about methodicaly releasing
the wounded from life.

The entire battle, from start to finish, had lasted under ten minutes.

Kathryn came running. She too wept. " So much death, so much hurt—can't we help them?* A ruka
stirred. He didn't seem wounded; yes, held probably taken a stun beam, and the supersonic jolt had
affected him asit did aman. Guardian Of North Gate approached. Kathryn crouched over the ruka.
"No! | forbid you."

The Didonian did not understand her pidgin, for only heesh's noga had been in Cave Discoverer. But
her attitude was unmistakable. After amoment, with an almost physical shrug, heesh had heesh'srukatie
up theanimdl.

Thereafter, with what assistance the humans could give, heesh proceeded to carefor the surviving
Thunderstone units. They submitted patiently. A krippo had abroken leg, others showed gashes and
bruises, but apparently every member could travel after arest.

No one spoke aloud awish to move from the battleground. No one spoke at dl. Silent, they fared
another two or three kilometers before hating.

In the high latitudes of Dido, nights around midsummer were not only short, they werelight. Flandry
walked beneath a sky blue-black, faintly tinged with slver, faintly adance with aurorawhere some of
Virgil'sionizing radiation penetrated the upper clouds. There wasjugt sufficient luminance for him not to
sumble. Further off, crags and cliffs made blacknesses which faded unclearly into the dusk. Mounting a
bluff that overlooked his camp, he saw itsfire as ared wavering spark, like adying dwarf star. The
sound of the river belled subdued but clear through cool air. His boots scrunched on gravel; occasionaly
they kicked alarger rock. An unknown animd trilled somewhere close by.

Kathryn'sform grew out of the shadows. He had seen her depart in this direction after the med she
refused, and guessed she was bound here. When he drew close, her face was apae blur.

"Oh ... Dominic," she said. The outdoor years had trained her to use more sensesthan vision.
"Y ou shouldn't have gone off done." He stopped in front of her.

"l had to."

"At aminimum, carry agun. Y ou can handleone, I'm sure.”

"Yes. 'Course. But | wont, after today."

"Y ou must have seen violent deaths before."

"A few times. Nonethat | helped cause.”

"The attack was unprovoked. To be frank, | don't regret anything but our own losses, and we can't
afford to lament them long.”

"Wewere crossin' the natives country,” she said. "Maybe they resented that. Didonians have
territorial ingtincts, same as man. Or maybe our gear tempted them. No daughter, no wounds, if ‘tweren't
for our travein'.”

"Y ou've lived with the consequences of war," hisinner pain said harshly. "And this particular fracas
was an incident in your precious revolution.”



He heard breath rush between her lips. Remorse stabbed him. "1, I'm sorry, Kathryn," he said.
"Spoke out of turn. I'll leave you aone. But please come back to camp.”

"No." At first her voice was dmost too faint to hear. "I mean ... let me stay out awhile." She seized
his hand. "But of your courtesy, don't you skite either. I'm glad you came, Dominic. Y ou understand
things”

Do 1?7 Rainbows exploded within him.

They stood aminute, holding hands, before she laughed uncertainly and said: "Again, Dominic. Be
practicd with me."

You're brave enough to live with your sorrows, hethought, but strong and wise enough to turn
your back on them the first chance that comes, and cope with our enemy the universe.

He wanted, he needed one of hisfew remaining cigarets; but he couldn't reach the case without
disturbing her clasp, and she might let go. "Wdll," he said in his awkwardness, "1 imagine we can push on,
day after tomorrow. They put Lightning Struck The House together for me after you left.” All heesh's
units had at various times combined with those that had been in Cave Discoverer; among other reasons,
for heesh to gain some command of pidgin.

"We discussed things. It'd take longer to return, now, than finish our journey, and the incompl étes can
handle routine. The boys have gotten good at trailsmanship themsalves. Well bear today's lesson in mind
and avoid places where bushwhackers can't be spotted from above. So | fed we can makeit al right.”

"l doubt if well be bothered any more," Kathryn said with areturn of energy in her tone. "Newsl| get
'round.”

"About that rukawe took prisoner.”
"Y es? Why not set the poor beast free?

"Because ... well, Lightning isn't glad we have the potentia for just one full entity. Thererejobslike
getting heavy |oads down steep mountainsdes which're adeal easier and safer with at least two,
especidly seeing that rukas are their hands. Furthermore, most of the time we can only haveasingle
krippo aoft. The other will haveto stay in athree-way, guiding the incomplétes and making decisions,
whilewerein thistricky mountainland. One set of airborne eyesisdamn little”

"True," He thought he heard the rustle of her hair, which she had let grow longer, as she nodded. "I
didn't think 'bout that ‘fore, too shocked, but you'reright.” Her fingerstensed on his. "Dominic! You're
not plannin' to use the prisoner?”

"Why not? Lightning seemsto like the idea. Been done on occasion, heesh said.”
"In emergencies. But ... the conflict, the—the crudty—"

"Ligten, I've given these matters thought,” hetold her. "Check my facts and logic. Well force the ruka
into linkage with the noga and krippo that were Cave Discoverer's—the strongest, most sophisticated
entity we had. Helll obey at gun point. Besides, he hasto drink blood or hell starve, right? A single
armed man dongside will prevent possible contretemps. However, two units against one ought to prevail
by themsalves. Well make the union permanent, or nearly o, for the duration of our trip. That way, the
Thunderstone patterns should go fast and deep into the ruka. | daresay the new persondity will be
confused and hogtile at first; but heesh ought to cooperate with us, however grudgingly.”

"Well—"

"We need heesh, Kathryn! | don't propose davery. The rukawon't be absorbed. Hell give—and
get—will learn something to take home to his communion—maybe an actud message of friendship, an
offer to establish regular relations—and gifts, when we release him here on our way back to
Thunderstone.”

Shewas slent, until: "Audacious but decent, yes, that's you. Y ou're more a knight than anybody who



puts'Sir' in front of hisname, Dominic.”
"Oh, Kathryn!"

And hefound he had embraced her and was kissng her, and she was kissng him, and the night was
fireworks and trumpets and carousel s and sacredness.

"l loveyou, Kathryn, my God, | loveyou." She broke free of him and moved back. "No ... " When
he groped toward her, she fended him off. "No, please, please, don't. Please stop. | don't know what
possessed me.... "

"But | loveyou," he cried.

"Dominic, no, we've been too long on this crazy trek. | carefor you moren | knew. But I'm Hugh's
women."

He dropped his arms and stood where he was, letting the spirit bleed out of him. "Kathryn," he said,
"for you I'd join your sde."

"For my sake?' She came close again, close enough to lay hands on his shoulders. Half sobbing, half
laughing: ™Y ou can't dream how glad | am.”

He stood in the fragrance of her, fists knotted, and replied, "Not for your sake. For you."

"What?"' shewhispered, and let him go. "Y ou called me aknight. Wrong. | won't play wistful
friend-of-the-family regjected suitor. Not my style. | want to be your man myself, in every way that aman
isable." Thewind lulled, the river boomed. "All right,” Handry said to the shadow of her. "Till we reach
Port Frederiksen. No longer. He needn't know. I'll serve his cause and live on the memory."

She sat down and wept. When he tried to comfort her, she thrust him away, not hard but not as a coy
gesture either. He moved off afew meters and chainsmoked three cigarets.

Finaly shesaid, "I understand what you're thinkin', Dominic. If Snelund, why not you? But don't you
see the difference? Startin' with thefact | do like you so much?”

He said through thetension in histhroat, "I see you're loya to an arbitrary ided that originated under
conditionsthat don't hold good any more."

She started to cry afresh, but it sounded dry, asif she had spent her tears.

"Forgiveme," Handry said. "l never meant to hurt you. Would've cut my larynx out first. We won't
speak about this, unless you want to. If you change your mind, tomorrow or a hundred years from
tomorrow, whileI'm divel'll bewaiting.”

Which is perfectly true, gibed ashard of him, though | am not unaware of its being a
well-composed line, and nourish a faint hope that my noble attitude will yet draw her away from
that bucketheaded mass murderer Hugh McCormac.

He drew hisblaster and pushed it into her cold unsteady clasp. "If you must stay here," he said, "keep
this. Giveit back to me when you come down to camp. Goodnight.”

He turned and | eft. There went through him: Very well, if | have no reason to forswear His
Majesty Josip I11, let me carry on with the plan I'm developing for the discomfiture of his unruly
subjects.

Xl

The group spent most of the next day and night deeping. Then Handry declared it was needful to
push harder forward than hitherto. The remaining Didonian(s?) formed severa successive entities, aswas
the custom when important decisions were to be reached, and agreed. For them, these uplands were
bleak and poor in forage. Worse lay ahead, especidly in view of the hurts and losses they had suffered.



Best get fast over the mountains and down to the coastal plain.

That was a Herculean undertaking. The humans spent most of their time gathering food aong the way
for the nogas. When exhaustion forced astop, it likewise forced deep. Kathryn was athletic, but she
remained awoman of thirty, trying to match the pace and toil of men in their teens and twenties. She had
smal chanceto tak, with Flandry or anyone, ontrail or off.

He done managed that. His company |ooked mutinous when he announced that he must be exempted
from most of the labor in order to establish communication with the new entity. Havelock jollied them out
of their mood.

"Look, you've seen the Old Man in action. Y ou may not like him, but he's no shirker and no foal.
Somebody hasto get that xeno cooperating. If nothing e se, think how we need a guide through this
damned arse-over-tip country ... Why not Kathryn? Well, she isthe wife of the man who got us dumped
wherewe are. It wouldn't improve our records, that we trusted her with something thiscriticd ... Sure,
you'd better think about your records, those of you who plan on returning home.”

Fandry had given him aconfidentia briefing.

At the outset, talk between man and Didonian wasimpossible. The personality fought itsdlf, captive
ruka pouring hate and fear of the whole troop into anogaand krippo which detested his communion.
And the languages, habits, attitudes, thought patterns, the whole Weltanschauungen were at odds,
scarcey comprehensible mutualy. Linked under duress, the entity dogged aong, sometimes sullen,
sometimes dazed, dways apt to lash out on ahaf insaneimpulse. Twice Flandry had to scramble; the
noga's horn missed him by centimeters.

He persevered. So did the two animals which had been in Cave Discoverer. And the noga had had
experience with aien partners, the two which had annudly joined him to make Raft Farer. Flandry tried
to imagine what the present situation felt like, and couldn't. Schizophrenia? A racking conflict of opposed
desires, akin to his own as regarded Kathryn McCormac versus the Terran Empire? He doubted it. The
being he confronted was too foreign.

He sought to guide its codescence, initialy by hisbehavior, later by hiswords. Once the ruka nervous
system was freed from expecting imminent torture or death, meshing was natura. Language followed.
Part of the Thunderstone vocabulary had died with Cave Discoverer's ruka. But some was retained, and
more was acquired when, for atime, the krippo was replaced by the other ruka. The savage unit
objected violently—it turned out that his culture regarded atwo-species three-way as perverted—but
got no choicein the matter. The hookup of neurones aswell as blood vessel s was automatic when
tendrilsjoined. Flandry exerted hislinguistic skillsto lead the combinations through speech exercises.
Given scientific direction, the inborn Didonian adaptability showed quick results.

By the time the party had struggled across the passes and were on the western dope of the
mountains, Flandry could talk to the mind he had called into being.

The entity did not seem especialy fond of heeshsdlf. The designation heesh adopted, more by
repeated usage than by ddiberate sdection, was a grunt which Kathryn said might trandate as"Woe."
She had little to do with heesh, as much because the obvious emotional trouble distressed her as because
of weariness. That suited Flandry. Conversing with Woe, done except for a sentry who did not
understand what they uttered, he could build on the partid amnesiaand the stifled anger, to make what
hewould of the Didonian.

"You must serveme," he said and repeated. "We may have fighting to do, and you are needed in
place of heesh who isno more. Trust and obey none save me. | alone can release you in the end—with
rich reward for both your communions. And | have enemies among my very followers."

He would have told as e aborate, even astruthful astory as required. But he soon found it was neither
necessary nor desirable. Woe was consderably lessintdligent aswell asless knowledgeable than Cave
Discoverer. To heesh, the humans were supernaturd figures. Flandry, who was clearly their chieftain and



who furthermore had been midwife and teacher to heesh's consciousness, was avortex of mana.
Digtorted recollections of what he and Kathryn had related to Cave Discoverer reinforced what he now
said about conflict among the Powers. The rukabrain, most highly developed of the three, contributed its
mentd set to the persondity of Woe, whose resulting suspicion of heesh's fellow unitsin the group was
carefully not alayed by Handry.

When they had reached the foothills, Woe was histool. Under the influence of noga and krippo, the
Didonian had actualy begun looking forward to adventuring in his service.

How hewould usethat tool, if at al, he could not predict. It would depend on the Situation at
journey'sterminus.

Kathryn took him aside one evening. Steamy hesat and jungle abatis enclosed them. But the
topography was easier and theribs of the Didonians were disappearing behind regained flesh. Heand
she stood in a canebrake, screened from the world, and regarded each other.

"Why haven't we talked alone, Dominic?' she asked him. Her gaze was grave, and she had taken
both hishandsin hers.

He shrugged. "Too busy."

"Moren that. We didn't dare. Whenever | seeyou, | think of—Y ou're the last person after Hugh that
I'd want to hurt.”

"After Hugh."
"You'regivin' him back to me. No god could do anything more splendid.”
"| takeit, then,” he said jaggedly, "that you haven't reconsidered about us.”

"No. Y ou make mewish | could wish to. But—Oh, I'm so grieved. | hope so hard you'll soon find
your right woman."

"I've donethat," he said. She winced. He redlized he was crushing her hands, and eased the pressure.
"Kathryn, my darling, were in the homestretch, but my offer stays the same. Us—from here to Port
Frederiksen—and I'll join the revolution.”

"That's not worthy of you," she said, whitening.

"l know it isnt," he snarled. "Absolute treason. For you, I'd sall my soul. Y ou have it anyway."
"How can you say treason?' she exclaimed asif he had struck her.

"Easy. Treason, treason, treason. Y ou hear? The revolt'sworse than evil, it's stupid. Y ou—"

Shetoreloose and fled. He stood donetill night entirely surrounded him. Nu, Flandry, hethought
once, what ever made you suppose the cosmos was designed for your personal convenience?

Thereafter Kathryn did not precisely avoid him. That would have been impossible under present
circumstances. Nor was it her desire. On the contrary, she often smiled at him, with a shynessthat
seared, and her tone was warm when they had occasion to speak. He answered somewhat inkind. Y et
they no longer |eft the Sight of their companions.

The men were wholly content with that. They swarmed about her at every chance, and thisflat
lowland gave them plenty of chances. No doubt she sincerdly regretted injuring Flandry; but she could
not help it that joy rosein her with every westward kilometer and poured from her as laughter and
graciousness and eager response. Havel ock had no problem in getting her to tell him, in complete
innocence, everything she knew about the Aenean base.

"Damn, | hateto use her likethat!" he said, reporting to his commander in privacy.
"You'redoing it for her long-range good,” Handry replied.
"Anexcusefor alot of crudty and treachery in the past.”



"And inthefuture. Y eh. However ... Tom, we're merdly collecting information. Whether we do
anything more turns entirely on how things look when we arrive. I'vetold you before, | won't attempt
vaorousimpossbilities. We may very well go meekly into internment.”

"If we don't, though—"

"Then wéll be helping strike down a piece of foredoomed foolishness alittle quicker, thereby saving
quite afew lives. We can seeto it that those livesinclude Kathryn's." Flandry clapped the ensign's back.
"Sack off, son. Figure of speech, that; I'd have had to be more precociousthan | wasto meanit literally.
Neverthdess, dack off, son. Remember the girl who'swaiting for you.”

Havelock grinned and walked away with his shoulders squared. FHlandry stayed behind awhile. No
particular girl for me, ever, hereflected, unless Hugh McCormac has the kindness to get himself
killed. Maybe then—

Could 1 arrange that somehow—if she'd never know 1 had—could I”? A daydream, of course.
But supposing the opportunity came my way ... could 1?

| honestly can't say.

Like the American Pacific coast (on Terra, Mother Terra), the western end of Barcawrinkled in hills
which fdll abruptly down to the sea. When she glimpsed the sheen of great waters, Kathryn scrambled up
the tallest tree she could find. Her shout descended leaf by leaf, as sunshine does. "ByrsaHead! Can't be
anything else! We'relessn 50 kilometers south of Port Frederiksen!”

She came down in glory. And Dominic Flandry was unable to say more than: "I'll proceed from here

by mysdf.”
"What?'

"A flit, in one of the spacesLits. Firgt, well make camp in some pleasant identifiable spot. Then Il
inquireif they can spare us an arcraft. Quicker than waking.”

"Let megolong," sherequested, ashiver with impatience.

You can go 'long till the last stars burn out, if you choose. Only you don't choose. "Sorry, no.
Don't try toradio, ether. Listen, but don't transmit. How can wetell what the situation is? Maybe bad;
for instance, barbarians might have taken advantage of our family sguabble and be in occupation. I'll
check. If I'mnot back in ... oh ... two of these smal inexpensive days'— You always have to clown,
don't you?—"Lieutenant VVaenciawill assume command and use hisown judgment.” 1'd prefer
Havelock. Valencia's too sympathetic to the revolt. Stll, I have to maintain the senior officer
convention if I'mto lieto you, my dearest, if I'mto have any chance of harming your cause, my
love until | die.

His reminder dampened hilarity. The troop settled in by acreek, under screening trees, without fire.
Fandry suited up. He didn't give any specia dert to Woe or to his severd solid alies among the men.
They had arranged a system of signas many marches before.

"Be careful, Dominic," Kathryn said. Her concern wasaknifein him. "Don't risk yourself. For al our
sakes"

"l won't,” hepromised. "l enjoy living." Oh, yes, | expect to keep on enjoying it, whether or not
you will giveit any real point. "Cheers." He activated the impeller. In asecond or two, he could no
longer see her waving goodbye.

Heflew dowly, helmet open, savoring the wind and salt smells as he followed the coastline north. The
ocean of moonless Dido had no real surf, it stretched gray under the gray sky, but in any large body of
water thereis dways motion and mystery; he saw intricate patterns of waves and foam, immense patches
of weed and shods of swimming animds, arainstorm walking on the horizon. To hisright theland lifted
from wide beaches, itself aquilt of woods and meadows, crossed by great herds of grazers and flocks of



flyers. By and large, hethought, planets do well if man lets them be.
Despite everything, his pulse accel erated when Port Frederiksen appeared. Here was his destiny.

The base occupied asmall, readily defensible peninsula. It was sufficiently old to have become a
genuine community. The prefab sheds, shelters, and laboratories were weathered, vine-begrown, amost
apart of the landscape; and among them stood houses built from native wood and stone, in a
breeze-inviting style evolved for this place, and gardens and a park. Kathryn had said the population was
normally athousand but doubtlessfar less during the present emergency. Flandry saw few people about.

His attention focused on the spacefidd. If it held amere interplanetary vessd, his optimum bet wasto
surrender. But no. Hugh McCormac had |eft this prized outpost a hyperdrive warship. She wasn't big—a
Conqueror-class subdestroyer, her principal armament a blaster cannon, her principa armor speed and
maneuverability, her norma complement twenty-five—but she stood rakish on guard, and Flandry's heart
jumped.

That's my baby! He passed close. She didn't appear to have more than the regulation minimum of
two on duty, to judge from the surrounding desertion. And why should she? Given her controls,
instruments, and computers, asingle man could take her anywhere. Port Frederiksen would know of
approaching danger in timefor her personnd to go aboard. Otherwise they doubtless helped the civilians.

Emblazoned above her serial number was the name Erwin Rommel. Who the deuce had that been?
Some Germanian? No, more likely a Terran, resurrected from the historical filesby adatafinder
programmed to christen severa score thousand of Conquerors.

People emerged from buildings. Flandry had been noticed. He landed in the park. "Hdllo,"” he said.
"I've had abit of ashipwreck."

During the next hour, he inquired about Port Frederiksen. In return, he was reasonably truthful. He
told of a chance encounter with an enemy vessd, a crash landing, a cross-country hike. The main detail
he omitted was that he had not been on McCormac's side.

If his scheme didn't work, the Aeneans would be irritated when they learned the whole truth; but they
didn't grike him asthe kind who would punish aruse of war.

Essentidly they were caretakers: besides the Rommel's crew, afew scientists and service personnel.
Their job wasto maintain the fruitful relationship with neighboring Didonians and the fabric of the base.
Being what they were, they attempted in addition to continue making studies.

Physcdly, they wereisolated. Interplanetary radio sllence persisted, for Jospist ships had raided the
Virgilian Systern more than once. Every month or so, aboat from Aeneas brought supplies, mail, and
news. The last arrival had been only afew days before. Thus FHandry got an up-to-date account of
events.

From the Aenean viewpoint, they were disma. Manufacture, logistics, and communicationswere
faling apart beneath Hugh McCormac. He had given up trying to govern any substantia volume of space.
Instead, he had assigned forces to defend individually the worlds which had declared for him. They were
minimal, those forces. They hampered but could not prevent badgering attacks by Snelund's squadrons.
Any proper flotillacould annihilate them in detail.

Againg that development, McCormac kept the bulk of hisfleet around Satan. If the Jospists
gathered in full strength, he would learn of it from his scouts, go meet the armada, and rely on histactical
abilitiesto scatter it.

"But they know that," Director Jowett said. He stroked hiswhite beard with a hand that trembled.
"They won't give our Emperor the decisive battle he needs. | wonder if Snelund 'ull even call for
reinforcements when Terra can spare them. He may smply wear us down. I'm sure hed enjoy our havin'
along agony."

"Do you think we should yield?' Flandry asked.



The old head lifted. "Not while our Emperor lived"

Folk being starved for visitors, Flandry had no trouble in learning more than he needed to know. They
fdl in readily with a suggestion he made. Rather than dispaich arrearsto fetch his companions, why not
use the Rommel? No instrumenta readings or flashed communication from Aeneasindicated any
immediate reason to hold her in condition red. Jowett and her captain agreed. Of course, there wouldn't
be room for the whole gang unless most of the crew stayed behind. The few who did ride along could
use the practice.

Flandry had sketched dternative plans. However, thissimplified histask.

He guided the ship aoft and southward. En route, he called the camp. Somebody was sure to be
listening on ahemet radio. "All'sfine," he said. "Well land on the beach exactly west of your location and
wait for you. Let me speak with Ensign Havelock ... Tom?It's Q. Better have Y uan and Christopher
leed off."

That meant that they were to don their armor.

The ship set down. Those who manned her stepped trustfully out on the sand. When they saw the
travelers emerge from the woods, they shouted their wel comes across the wind.

Two gleaming metal shapes hurtled into view above the treetops. A second afterward, they were at
hover above the ship, with blasters aimed.

"Hands up, if you please," Handry said.

"What?' the captain ydled. A man snatched at hissdearm. A beam sizzled from overhead, barely
missing him. Sparks showered and steam puffed where it struck.

"Hands up, | repeat,” Flandry snapped. "Y ou'd be dead before any shot of yours could penetrate.”

Sick-featured, they obeyed. "Y ou're being hijacked,” he told them. ™Y ou might aswell start home at
once. It'll take you some hours on shank's mare.”

"You Judas." The captain spat.

Flandry wiped hisface and answered, "Matter of definition, that. Get moving.” Y uan accompanied the
group for some distance.

Beforehand, suddenly drawn guns had made prisoners of men whose loyalty wasin question. More
puzzled than angry, Lightning Struck The House guided the uncoupled units aboard. Woe marched
Kathryn up the ramp.

When he saw her, Flandry found business to do on the other side of the ship.

With his crew embarked and stations assigned, he hauled gravs. Hovering above the settlement, he
disabled the interplanetary transmitter with ashot to its mast. Next he broadcast awarning and alowed
the people timeto evacuate. Findly he demolished other selected ingtdlations.

The Aeneanswould have food, shelter, ground defenses. But they wouldn't be going anywhere or
talking to anybody until aboat arrived from Aeneas, and none was due for amonth.

"Take her east, Citizen Havelock," Flandry directed. "WEéll fetch our chumsa Thunderstone and let
off the surplus livestock. And, yes, well lay in somefood for the new Didonian. | think | may have use
for heesh.”

"Whereat, Sr?"

"Llynathawr. WEIl leave this system cautioudly, not to be spotted. When well into space, well run at
maximum hyperspeed to L lynathawr."

"Sir?' Havelock's mien changed from adoration to puzzlement. "I beg the captain's pardon, but | don't
understand. | mean, you've turned a catastrophe into a triumph, we've got the enemy's current code and
he doesn't know we do, but shouldn't we makefor Ifri? Especialy when Kathryn—"



"l have my reasons,” Flandry said. "Never fear, she will not go back to Snelund.” His own expression
was S0 forbidding that no one dared inquire further.

XIV

Again the metal narrowness, chemicd-tainted air, incessant begat of driving energies, but also the
wintry wonder of stars, the steady brightening of a particular golden point among them. From Virgil to
Llynathawr, in this ship, the flit was less than two standard days.

Flandry held captain's mast. The wardroom was too cramped for everybody, but audiovisua
intercoms were tuned. The crew saw him seated, in whites that did not fit well but were nonethelessthe
full uniform of hisrank. Liketheirs, his body was gaunt, the bones standing sharply forthin his
countenance, the eyes unnaturally luminous by contrast with a skin burned amost black. Unlike most of
them, he showed no pleasurein hisvictory.

"Ligten carefully,” hesaid. "In anirregular Stuation such asours, it is necessary to go through various
formalities." Hetook the depositions which, entered in the log, would retroactively legdize his seizure of
Rommel and his status as her magter.

"Some among you were put under arrest,” he went on. "That was a precautionary measure. In acivil
war, one dares not trust aman without positive confirmation, and obvioudy | couldn't plan asurprise
move with our entire group. The arrest is hereby terminated and the subjects ordered released. | will
specifically record and report that their detention wasin no way meant to reflect on their loyalty or
competence, and that | recommend every man aboard for promotion and ameda.”

He did not smile when they cheered. His hard monotone went on: "By virtue of the authority vested in
me, and in conformance with Nava regulations on extraordinary recruitment, | am swearing the sophont
from the planet Dido, known to us by the name Woe, into His Mgjesty's armed service on atemporary
basswith the rating of common spaceman. In view of the specid character of this being, the enrollment
shall be entered asthat of three new crewpeople.”

Laughter replied. They thought hisimp had spoken. They were wrong.

"All detection systemswill be kept wide open,” he continued after the brief ceremony. "Instantly upon
contact with any Imperia ship, the communications officer will sgnal surrender and ask for an escort. |
daresay well al be arrested when they board us, till our bonafides can be established. However, | trust
that by the time we assume LIynathawr orbit, well be cleared.

"A find item. We have an important prisoner aboard. | told Ensign Havelock, who must havetold the
rest of you, that Lady McCormac will not be returned to the custody of Sector Governor Snelund. Now
| want to put the reason on officia though secret record, since otherwise our action would be grounds for
court-martial.

"Itisnot in the province of Nava officersto make political decisons. Because of the circumstances
about Lady McCormeac, including the questionable legdity of her origina detention, my judgment isthat
handing her over to His Excdlency would be apolitica decison, fraught with possibly ominous
consequences. My duty isto deliver her to Naval authoritieswho can dispose of her case asthey find
appropriate. At the sametime, we cannot in law refuse ademand for her person by His Excellency.

"Therefore, as master of thisvessdl, and as an officer of the Imperia Nava Intelligence Corps,
charged with an informationa mission and hence possessed of discretionary powers with respect to
confidentiality of data, et cetera, | classfy Lady McCormac's presence among us as a date secret. She
will be conceded before we are boarded. No one will mention that she has been aong, then or a any
future date, until such time asthe fact may be granted public release by aqudified governmental agency.
To do sowill condtitute aviolation of the laws and rules on security, and subject you to crimina pendties.
If asked, you may say that she escaped just before we left Dido. Isthat understood?’



Reverberating shouts answered him.

He sat back. "Very well," he said tiredly. "Resume your stations. Have Lady McCormac brought here
for interview."

He switched off the com. His men departed. I've got them in my pocket, hethought. They'd ship
out for hell if | were the skipper. Hefdt no exdtation. | don't really want another command.

He opened afresh pack of the cigarets he had found among stocked rations. The room enclosed him
in drabness. Under the machine noises and the footfalls outside, silence grew.

But his heart knocked when Kathryn entered. He rose.

She shut the door and stood tall in front of it. Her eyes, donein the spacecraft, looked on himin
scorn. His knife had stayed on her hip.

When she didn't speak and didn't speak, he fatered, "1—I hope the captain's cabin—isn't too
uncomfortable.”

"How do you aim to hide me?* she asked. The voice had its wonted huskiness, and nothing else.

"Mitsui and Petrovic will take the works out of amessage capsule. We can pad the casing and tap
airholesthat won't be noticed. Y ou can have food and drink and, uh, what e se you'll need. It'll get
boring, lying therein the dark, but shouldn't be longer than twenty or thirty hours.

"Thenwhat?'

"If everything goesas| expect, well be ordered into parking orbit around Llynathawr," he said. "The
code teams won't take much time getting their readouts from our computers. Meanwhile well be
interrogated and the men assigned temporarily to Catawrayannis Basetill extended leave can be given
them. Procedure cut and dried and quick; the Navy'sinterested in what we bring, not our adventures
while we obtained it. Those can wait for the board of inquiry on Asieneuve's loss Theimmediate thing
will beto hit the rebel s before they change their code.

"I'll assert myself as cgptain of the Rommel, on detached service. My status could be disputed; but in
the scramble to organize that attack, | doubt if any bureaucrat will check the exact wording of regs.
They'll be happy to let me have the responsibility for this boat, the more so when my roving commission
impliesthat | need the meansto rove.

"As master, I'm required to keep at least two hands on watch. In parking orbit, that's atechnicdlity,
no more. And I've seen to it that technicaly, Woe is three crewmen. I'm reasonably confident | can
fast-talk my way out of any objectionsto heesh. It's such aminor-looking matter, amethod of not tying
up two skilled spacers who could be useful elsewhere.

"When you're done, heesh will let you out.”

Flandry ran down. He had lectured her in the same way as he might have battered hisfistson asted
wal.

"Why?' shesad.
"Why what?' He stubbed out his cigaret and reached for another.

"l can understand ... maybe ... why you did what you've done ... to Hugh. | wouldn't ‘ve thought it
of you, | saw you as brave and good enough to stand for what's right, but | can imagine that down
undernesth, your spiritissmall.

"But what | can't understand, can't grasp,” Kathryn sighed, "isthat you—after everything—are
bringin' me back to endavement. If you hadn't told Woe to seize me, there's not aman of your men who
wouldn't'veturned away while raninto the forest.”

He could not watch her any longer. "Y ou're needed,” he mumbled.

"For what? To be wrung dry of what little | know? To be dangled fore Hugh in the hope ‘twill



madden him? To be made an example of ? And it doesn't matter whether 'tis an example of Imperid
justice or Imperia mercy, whatever was me will die when they kill Hugh." She was not crying, not
reproaching. Peripherdly, he saw her shake her head in adow, bewildered fashion. I can't understand.”

"l don't believe I'd better tell you yet," he pleaded. "Too many variablesin the equation. Too much
improvisng to do. But—"

Sheinterrupted. "I'll play your game, since 'tisthe oneway | can at least 'scape from Snelund. But I'd
rather not be with you." Her tone continued quiet. " "Twould be afavor if you weren't by when they put
mein that coffin."

He nodded. She left. Woe's heavy tread boomed behind her.

Wheatever his shortcomings, the governor of Sector Alpha Crucis set a magnificent table.
Furthermore, he was a charming hogt, with arare gift for lisening aswell as making shrewd and witty
comments. Though most of Flandry crouched like a panther behind his smile, apart reveled in thisfirst
truly civilized med in months.

Hefinished his narrative of events on Dido as noiseess live servants cleared away the last golden
dishes, st forth brandy and cigars, and disappeared. " Tremendous!" applauded Snelund. "Utterly
fascinating, that race. Did you say you brought one back? 1'd like to meet the being.”

"That's easily arranged, Y our Excdllency,” Handry said. "More easily than you perhaps suspect.”

Snelund's brows moved very dightly upward, hisfingerstensed thetiniest bit on the stem of his snifter.
Fandry relaxed, inhaed the bouquet of hisown drink, twirled it to enjoy the play of color within the
liquid, and Sipped in conscious counterpoint to the background lilt of music.

They sat on an upper floor of the palace. The chamber was not large, but gracioudy proportioned
and subtly tinted. A wall had been opened to the summer evening. Air wandered in from the gardens
bearing scents of rose, jasmine, and lessfamiliar blossoms. Downhill glistered the city, lightsin
congtellations and fountains, upward radiance of towers, firefly dance of arrears. Traffic soundswerea
barely perceptible murmur. Y ou had trouble believing that dl around and spilling to the Sars, it roared
with preparations for war.

Nor was Snelund laying on any pressure. Flandry might have removed Kathryn McCormac hence for
"gpecid interrogation deemed essentid to the maximization of success probability on asurveillance
mission” in sheer impudence. He might have lost first his ship and last his prisoner in sheer carelessness.
But after he came back with abooty that should dlow Admird Pickensto givetherebelion asingle
gpectacular deathblow, without help from Terraand with no subsequent tedious ingpection of militia
operations, the governor could not well be aught but courteous to the man who saved his political bacon.

Nevertheless, when Flandry requested a secret talk, it had not been with the expectation of dinner
téte-a-téte.
"Indeed?" Snelund bresthed.

Flandry glanced acrossthe table at him: wavy, fiery hair, muliebrile countenance, gorgeous purple and
gold robe, twinkle and shimmer of jewelry. Behind that, Flandry thought, were abowel and askull.

"Thethingis, gr," hesaid, "I had adelicate decison to make.”

Snelund nodded, smiling but with agaze gone flat and hard astwo stones. "I suspected that,
Commander. Certain aspects of your report and behavior, certain orders you issued with anormally
needless haste and authoritative ring, were not lost on me. Y ou have me to thank for passing the word
that | felt you should not be argued with. | was, ah, curious asto what you meant.”

"l do thank Y our Excellency." Flandry started hiscigar. "This matter's criticdl to you too, Sir. Let me
remind you of my dilemmaon Dido. Lady McCormac became extremely popular with my men.”



"Doubtless.” Snelund laughed. "I taught her some unusud tricks."

I have no weapons under this blue and white dress uniform, Aaron Shelund. | have nothing but
my hands and feet. And a black belt in karate, plus training in other techniques. Except for
unfinished business, I'd merrily let myself be executed, in fair trade for the joy of dismantling you.

Because the creature must recall what her soul had been like when he flayed it open, and might be
probing veracity now, Flandry gave him asour grin. "No such luck, sr. She even refused my proposition,
which fact | pray you to declare atop secret. But—uwell, there she was, the only woman, handsome,
able, bright. Toward the end, most were atouch in love with her. Sheld spread the impression that her
stay here had been unpleasant. To befrank, sir, | feared amutiny if the men expected she'd be remanded
to you. Bringing in the code wastoo crucia torisk.”

"So you connived at her escape.” Snelund sipped. " That's tecitly redized by everyone, Commander.
A sound judgment, whether or not we dare put it in the record. She can be tracked down later.”

"But gr, | didn't."
"What!" Sndlund sat bolt erect.

Flandry said fast: "L et's drop the euphemisms, Sir. She made some extremely serious accusations
againg you. Some people might use them to buttress a claim that your actions were what caused this
rebellion. | didn't want that. If you've read much history, you'll agree nothing workslike a
Boadicea—no?—amartyr, especidly an atractive femae martyr, to create trouble. The Empire would
suffer. | fet it was my duty to keep her. To get the men's agreement, | had to convince them she would
not be returned here. Sheld go to aNava section, where rules protect prisoners and testimony isn't likely
to be suppressed.”

Snelund had turned deadpan. "Continue," he said.

Fandry sketched his means of smuggling her in. "The fleet should be assembled and ready to depart
for Satan in about three days," hefinished, "now that scouts have verified the enemy is il using the code
| brought. I'm not expected to accompany it. | am expected, though, by my men, to obtain ordersfor
mysdlf that will send the Rommd to Ifri, Terra, or some other place where shell be safe. They'll have
ways of finding out whether | do. Y ou know how word circulatesin any set of offices. If | don't—I'm not
sure that secrecy will bind every one of those lads. And disclosure would inconvenienceyou, Sir, at this
highly criticd time”

Sndlund drained hisbrandy glass and refilled it. Thelittle glug-glug sounded loud across the music.
"Why doyoutdl me?'

"Because of what I've said. Asapatriot, | can't allow anything that might prolong the rebellion.”
Snelund studied him. "And she refused you?' he said at length.

Spite etched Fandry'stones. "I don't gppreciate that, from third-hand goods like her." With quick
smoothness. "Buit thisis beside the point. My obligation ... to you, Your Excellency, aswell asto the
Imperium—"

"Ah, yes" Snelund eased. "It does no harm to have aman in your debt who is on hisway up, does
it?'

Flandry looked smug.

"Yes-ss, | think we resonate, you and |," Snelund said. "What is your suggestion?”

"Well," Handry replied, "asfar as officid dom knows, Rommel contains no life other than my multiple
Didonian. And heesh will never talk. If my orders were cut tonight—not specifically to anywhere, let's
say, only for 'reconnai ssance and report at discretion, employing minimal crew'—aphone call by Y our
Excellency to someone on Admird Bickens staff would take care of that—I could go aboard and
depart. My men would relax about Lady McCormac. When they haven't heard news of her in ayear or



two—wadll, reassignment will have scattered them and fedingswill have cooled. Oblivionisamost
vauable sarvant, Y our Excellency.”

"Likeyoursdlf," Snelund beamed. "I do believe our careers are going to be linked, Commander. If |
can trust you—"

"Come seefor yoursdlf," Flandry proposed.

IIE,]?I

"Y ou said you'd be interested in meeting my Didonian anyway. It can be discreet. I'll give you the
Rommel's orbital eementsand you go up donein your flitter, not telling anybody where you're bound.”

Flandry blew asmokering. Y ou might like to take persond charge of the execution. To make sureit's
donein amanner suitableto the crime. We could have hours."

Then hewaited.
Until sweat made beads on Snelund's skin and an avid voice said, "Yedl"

Flandry hadn't dared hope to catch the prize for which he angled. Had hefailed, he would have made
it hismission in life to accomplish the same result by other methods. The fact left him feding so weak and
lightheaded that he wondered vaguely if he could walk out of there.

Hedid, after aperiod of conference and arrangement-making. A gubernatorid car ddivered him at
Catawrayannis Base, where he changed into working garb, accepted his orders, and got aflitter to the
Romme.

Time must be allowed for that craft to descend again, lest the pilot notice another and ornate onelay
aongsde. Handry sat on the bridge, done with his thoughts. The viewscreen showed him planet and
dars, ahuge cam beauty.

Vibration sounded in the metd, as airlocks joined and magnetronic grapples made fast. Flandry went
down to admit hisguest.

Snelund came through the airlock breathing hard. He carried asurgical kit. "Whereisshe?' he
demanded.

"Thisway, gr." Flandry let him go ahead. He did not appear to have noticed Flandry's gun, packed in
case of bodyguards. There weren't any. They might have gossiped.

Woe stood outside the captain's cabin. Xenological interest or no, Snelund barely glanced at heesh
and jittered while Flandry said in pidgin: "Whatever you hear, tay where you are until | command you
otherwise"

The noga's horn dipped in acknowledgment. The ruka touched the ax at hisside. The krippo sat like
abird of prey.

Flandry opened the door. "I brought you avisitor, Kathryn," he said.

She uttered a noise that would long run through his nightmares. His Mersaian war knife flew into her
hand.

He wrenched the bag from Snelund and pinioned the man in agrip that was not to be shaken. Kicking
the door shut behind him, he said, "Any way you choose, Kathryn. Any way at dl."

Snelund began screaming.

XV

Seated at the pilot board of the gig, Flandry pushed controlsto dide aside the housing and activate
the view-screens. Space legped a him. The gloom of Satan and the glitter of stars drifted dowly past as
Rommel swung around the planet and tumbled aong her invariable plane. Twice he identified divers of



blackness crossing the congtellations and the Milky Way: nearby warcraft. But unaided senses could not
redly proveto him that he was at the heart of the rebe fleet.

Instruments had done that as he drove inward, and several curt conversations once he came in range.
Even when Kathryn spoke directly with Hugh McCormeac, reserve stood between them. Warned by his
communications officer what to expect, the admira had had time to don amask. How could he know it
wasn't atrick? If he spoketo hiswife at al, and not to an electronic shadow show, she might be under
brainscrub, speaking the wordsthat her operator projected into her middle ear. Her own mostly
impersond sentences, uttered from avisage nearly blank, yet the whole of her unsteady, might lend
credenceto that fear. Flandry had been astonished. He had taken for granted she would cry forthin joy.

Wasit perhgps asimple but strong wish for privacy, or wasit thet at this ultimate moment and
ultimate stress she must fight too hard to keep from flying apart? There had been no chance to ask her.
She obeyed Fandry's directive, revealing no secret of his, insgsting that the two men hold a closed-door
parley before anything €l se was done; and M cCormac agreed, his voice rough and not atogether firm;
and then things went too fast—the giving of directions, the study of meters, the maneuvers of approach
and orbit matching—for Flandry to learn what shefdt.

But while he prepared to go, she came from the cabin to which she had retreated. She seized his
hands and looked into his eyes and whispered, "Dominic, I'm prayin' for both of you." Her lips brushed
across his. They were cold, like her fingers, and tasted of sdt. Before he could respond, she walked
quickly away again.

Theirs had been a curiousintimacy while they traveled hither. The red gift he had given her; the plan
he laid out, and that she hel ped him perfect after she saw he was not to be moved from it; between times,
dreamy talk of old days and far places, much reminiscence about little events on Dido—FHandry
wondered if man and woman could grow closer in awedded lifetime. In one aspect, yes, obvioudy they
could; but that one they both shied off from spesking of.

And here came Persai into view and with her, oneway or another, an end to everything which had
been. Theflagship loomed like amoon, mottled with thermogtatic paint patterns, hilled with boat nacelles
and gun turrets, thrusting out cannon and sensorslike crystal forests. Satdllite craft glinted around her.
Indicator lights glowed on Flandry's board and hisreceiver said, "We have alock on you. Go ahead.”

He started the gravs. The gig left Rommel and surrendered to control from Persal. It was a short trip,
but tense on both sides of the gap. How could McCormac be posgitive this was not away to get anuclear
wespon ingde his command vessd and detonate it? He can't, Flandry thought. Especially when |
wouldn't allow anyone to come fetch me. Of course that might well have been for fear of being
captured by a boarding party, which indeed was partly the case, but just the same—He's
courageous, McCormac. | detest himto hisinmost cell, but he's courageous.

A porta gaped and swallowed him. He sat for aminute hearing air gush back into the housing. Its
personnel valves opened. He left the gig and went to meet the half dozen men who waited. They watched
him somberly, neither hailing nor saluting.

He returned the stares. Theinsurrectionists were as marked by hunger and strain as he, but theirswas
aless hedthy, asdlowing, faintly grubby condition. "Rdax," he said. "Ingpect my vessd if you wish. No
boobytraps, | assure you. Let's not dawdle, though.”

"Thisway ... please” Thelieutenant who led the squad started off with rapid, stiff strides. Part of the
group stayed behind, to check the boat. Those who walked at Flandry's back were armed. It didn't
bother him. He had worse dangers to overcome before he could deep.

They went through metal tunnels and caverns, past hundreds of eyes, in silence hardly broken save for
the ship's pulse and breath. At the end, four marines guarded a door. The lieutenant addressed them and
passed through. Saluting in the entrance, he said, "Commander Handry, Sir.”

"Send himin," replied adeep tondessvoice. "Leave usaone but stay on call.”



"Aye, gr." The lieutenant stood aside. Flandry went by. The door closed with asoft hissthat
betokened soundproofing.

Quiet lay heavy inthe admira’s suite. Thismain room was puritanicaly furnished: chairs, ateble, a
couch, aplain rug, the bulkheads and overhead an undraped light gray. A few pictures and animations
gave it some persondity: family portraits, views from home, scenes of wilderness. So did achess set and
abookshelf which held both codices and spoals, both classics and scientific works. One of the inner
doorswas gar, showing an office where McCormac must often toil after his watches. No doubt the
bedroom was downright monastic, Flandry thought, the galley and bar seldom used, the—

"Greeting." McCormac said. He stood large, straight, gaunt as his men but immaculate, the nebulaand
garsfrosty on his shoulders. He had aged, Flandry saw: more gray in the dark hair than pictures
recorded, still lessfleshin the bony countenance and more wrinkles, the eyes sunken while the nose and
chin had become promontories.

"Good day." Flandry felt amoment's awe and inadegquacy wash over him. He dismissed it with a
measure of cold enjoyment.

"Y ou might have sduted, Commander,” McCormac said quietly.
"Agang regulations,” Handry replied. "Y ou've forfeited your commission.”
"Have|? Wdl—" McCormac gestured. " Shall we st down? Would you care for refreshment?”

"No, thanks," Handry said. "We haven't time to go through the diplomatic niceties. Pickens fleet will
be on you in lessthan 70 hours."

McCormac lowered himself. "1 am aware of that, Commander. We keep our scouts busy, you know.
The mustering of that much strength could not be conceded. We're prepared for a showdown; we
welcomeit." He glanced up at the younger man and added: ™Y ou observethat | give you your proper
rank. | am the Emperor of al Terran subjects. After thewar, | plan on amnesty for nearly everyone who

misguidedly opposed me. Even you, perhaps.”
Flandry sat down too, opposite him, crossed ankle over knee, and grinned. " Confident, aren't you?"

"It'sameasure of your Side's desperation that it sent you in advance to try negotiating, with what you
clamismy wifefor ahostage." McCormac's mouth tightened. Momentarily, the wrath in him struck
forth, though he spoke no louder. "'l despise any man who'd lend himsdlf to such athing. Did you imagine
I'd abandon everyone else who's trusted me to save any individual, however dear? Go tell Snelund and
his criminds, there will be no peace or pardon for them, though they run to the ends of the universe; but
there are ways and waysto die, and if they harm my Kathryn further, men will remember their fate for a
millionyears"

"I can't very well convey that message,”" Flandry replied, "seeing that Snelund's dead.” McCormac
half rose. "What Kathryn and | cameto let you know isthat if you accept battle, you and your followers
will beequaly dead.”

McCormac leaned over and seized Flandry by the upper arms, bruisingly hard. "What isthis?" he
ydled.

Flandry snapped that grip with ajudo break. "Don't paw me, McCormac," he said.

They got back on their feet, two big men, and stood toe to toe. McCormac's fists were doubled. The
breath whistled in and out of him. Flandry kept hands open, knees tense and atrifle bent, ready to move
out of theway and chop downward. The impasse |asted thirty mortal seconds.

McCormac mastered himself, turned, stalked afew paces off, and faced around again. "All right,” he
sad asif being strangled. "I let youin so | could listen to you. Carry on.”

"That's better." Flandry resumed his chair arid took out acigaret. Inwardly he shook and felt now
frozen, now onfire. "Thethingis" he said, "Pickens has your code."



M cCormac rocked where he stood.

"Given that," Handry said redundantly, "if you fight, helll take you apart; if you retreet, hell chivvy you
to pieces, if you disperse, helll snatch you and your basesin detail before you canraly. Y ou haven't time
to recode and you'll never be alowed the chance. Y our causeis done, McCormac.”

Hewaved the cigaret. "Kathryn will confirmit," he added, " She witnessed the whole show. Alone
with her, you'll soon be ableto satisfy yoursdlf that she'stelling the truth, under no chemica compulsions,
Y ou won't need any psych testsfor that, | hope. Not if you two are the loving couple she claims.

"Besides, after taking to her, you're welcome to send ateam over who'll remove my central
computer. They'll find your codein itstapes. That'll disable my hyperdrive, of course, but | don't mind
waiting for Pickens.”

McCormac stared at the deck. "Why didn't she come aboard with you?' he asked.

"She'smy insurance," Handry said. " She won't be harmed unless your side does something ridiculous
like shooting a my vessdl. But if | don't leave this one fredy, my crew will take the gppropriate
measures.”

Which | trust, dear Hugh, you will interpret as meaning that | have trained spacehands along,
who'll speed away if you demonstrate bad faith. It's the natural assumption, which I've been
careful to do nothing to prevent you from making. The datum that my crew is Woe, who couldn't
navigate a flatboat across a swimming pool, and that heesh's orders are to do nothing no matter
what happens ... you're better off not receiving that datum right at once. Among other things,
first | want to tell you some home truths.

McCormac lifted his head and peered closely. With the shock ridden out, his spirit and intelligence
werereviving fast. "Y our hostage?' he said from the bottom of histhroat.

Fandry nodded while kindling his cigaret. The smoke soothed him the least bit. "Uh-huh. A long
gory. Kathryn will tell you most of it. But the upshot is, though | serve the Imperium, I'm hereinan
irregular capacity and without its knowledge.”

Flandry spoke with the same chill steadiness as he regarded the other: " For anumber of reasons,
including that I'm Kathryn'sfriend. I'm the one who got her away from Snelund. | took her with mewhen
| went to see what the chance was of talking you out of your lunacy. Y ou'd left the Virgilian System, but
one of your lovely barbarian auxiliaries attacked and wrecked us. WWe made it down to Dido and
marched overland to Port Frederiksen. There | seized the warship from which the code was gotten, the
same | now command. When | brought it to LIynathawr, my men and | kept Kathryn's presence secret.
They think the cosmos of her too, you see. | lured Governor Snelund on board, and held him over a
drain while she cut histhroat. I'd have done worse, so'd you, but she has more decency in asingle DNA
strand than you or | will ever have in our whole organisms. She hel ped me get rid of the evidence
because | want to return home. We tossed it on a meteorite trgectory into the atmaosphere of an outer
planet. Then we headed for Satan.”

McCormac shuddered. "Do you mean she's gone over to your side—to you? Did you two—"

Flandry's cigaret dropped from lips yanked into agorgon's lines. He surged up and across the desk,
laid hold of McCormac's tunic, batted defending hands aside with the edge of his other palm and
numbing force, shook the admiral and grated:

"Curb your tongue! Y ou sanctimonious son of abitch! If | had my wish, your pig-bled body wouldve
been the one to burn through that sky. But there's Kathryn. There's the people who've followed you.
There'sthe Empire. Down on your knees, McCormac, and thank whatever smug God you've taken on
asyour junior partner, that | have to find some way of saving your life because otherwise the harm you've
donewould beten timeswhat it isl"



He hurled the man from him. McCormac staggered against a bulkhead, which thudded. Half stunned,
he looked upon the rage which stood before him, and his answering anger faded.

After awhile, Handry turned away. "I'm sorry,” he said in adull voice. "Not gpologetic, understand.
Only sorry | lost my temper. Unprofessiona of me, especialy when our timeis scant.”

McCormac shook himsdf. "I said I'd listen. Shall we sit down and begin over?' Flandry had to
admirehim atriflefor that.

They descended tiffly to the edges of their chairs. Flandry got out anew cigaret. "Nothing untoward
ever happened between Kathryn and me,” he said, keeping his eyes on thetiny cylinder. "I won't deny I'd
have liked for it to, but it didn't. Her entireloydty was, is, and forever will beto you. | think I've
persuaded her that your present course is mistaken, but not atogether. And in no case does she want to
go anyplace but where you go, help in anything but what you do. Isn't that an awesomelot to try to
deserve?!

McCormac swallowed. After amoment: "Y ou're aremarkable fellow, Commander. How old are
you?”

"Haf your age. And yet | haveto tell you the facts of life."

"Why should I heed you," McCormac asked, but subduedly, "when you serve that abominable
government? When you clam to have ruined my cause?"

"It was ruined anyway. | know how well your opposition's Fabian strategy was working. What we
hope to do—Kathryn and I—we hope to prevent you from dragging more lives, more treasure, more
Imperia strength down with you.”

"Our prospects weren't that bad. | was evolving aplan—"
"Theworst outcome would have been your victory.”

"What? Flandry, | ... I'm human, I'm fallible, but anyone would be better on the throne than that
Josip who appointed that Snelund.”

With the specter of a amile, because his own fury was dying out and a measure of pity wasfilling the
vacuum, Flandry replied: "Kathryn still accordswith you there. She il fed syou're the best imaginable
man for the job. | can't persuade her otherwise, and haven't tried very hard. Y ou see, it doesn't matter
whether shesright or wrong. The point is, you might have given usthe most brilliant administration in
history, and nevertheless your accession would have been catastrophic.”

"Y ou'd have destroyed the principle of legitimacy. The Empire will outlive Josip. Its powerful vested
interests, its cautious bureaucrats, its Sze and inertia, will kegp him from doing enormous harm. But if you
took the throne by force, why shouldn't another discontented admiral do the same in another generation?
And another and another, till civil warsrip the Empire to shreds. Till the Merseians comein, and the
barbarians. Y ou yoursdlf hired barbariansto fight Terrans, McCormac. No odds whether or not you
took precautions, the truth remains that you brought them in, and sooner or later well get arebel who
doesn't mind conceding them territory. And the Long Night fals"”

"l could not disagree more," the admira retorted with vehemence. "Restructuring a decadent polity—"

Fandry cut him off. "1'm not trying to convert you ether. I'm smply explaining why | did what | did."
We need not tell you that 1'd have abandoned my duty for Kathryn. That makes no difference any
more—interior laughter jangled—aexcept that 1t would blunt the edge of my sermon. "Y ou can't
restiructure something that's been irreparably undermined. All your revolution has managed to do is get
sophonts killed, badly needed ships wrecked, trouble brewed that'll be yearsin settling—on this critical
frontier.”

"What should | have doneinstead!" McCormac disputed. "L eave my wife and mysdlf out of it. Think



only what Snelund had dready done to this sector. What he would do if and when he won back to Terra.
Was there another solution but to strike at the root of our griefs and dangers?’

" 'Root—radix—youradicasareal dike" Flandry said. "Y ou think everything springs from one or
two unique causes, and if only you can get at them, everything will automaticaly become paradisical.
History doesn't go that way. Read some and see what the result of every resort to violence by reformists
has been.”

"Y our theory!" McCormac said, flushing. "I ... wewere faced with afact.”

Flandry shrugged. "Many moveswere possible,” he said. "A number had been started: complaintsto
Terra, pressure to get Snelund removed from office or at least contained in his scope. Failing that, you
might have considered nating him. | don't deny he was a thregt to the Empire. Suppose,
specificaly, after your friendsliberated you, you'd gotten together asmall though efficient force and
mounted araid on the paace for the limited purposes of freeing Kathryn and killing Snelund. Wouldn't
that have served?’

"But what could we have done afterward?"

"Y ou'd have put yourself outside the law." Flandry nodded. " Same as I've done, though | hopeto
hide the guilt | don't fedl. Quite aside from my persona well-being, the fact would set abad precedent if
it became public. Among your ignorances, McCormec, isthat you don't appreciate how essential asocia

lubricant hypocrisy is.”
"We couldn't have ... skulked."

"No, you'd have had to do immediately what you and many others now have to do regardless—get
out of theEmpire.”

"Areyou crazy? Whereto?'

Flandry rose once more and looked down upon him. "Y ou're the crazy man," he said. "l suppose we
are decadent these days, in that we never seem to think of emigration. Better stay home, we fed, and
cling to what we have, what we know, our comforts, our assurances, our associations ... rather than
vanish forever into that big strange universe ... even when everything we cling to is breaking apart in our
hands. But the pioneers worked otherwise. Theré's room yet, awhole galaxy beyond these few starswe
think we control, out on the far end of one spird arm.

"Y ou can escapeif you start within the next severa hours. With that much lead, and dispersd in
addition, your ships ought to be able to pick up families, and leave off the men who don't want to go.
Thosell haveto take their chances with the government, though | imagine necessity will forceit to be
lenient. Set arendezvous a some extremely distant star. None of your craft will likely be pursued much
past the border if they happen to be detected.

"Go along way, McCormac, asfar asyou possibly can. Find anew planet. Found anew society.
Never come back."

The admird raised himsdlf too. "1 can't dbandon my responsbilities,”" he groaned.

"Y ou did that when you rebdled," Flandry said. "Y our duty isto save what you can, and live the rest
of your life knowing what you wrought here. Maybe the act of leading people to afresh beginning, maybe
that'll consoleyou.” I'm sureit will in time. You have a royal share of self-righteousness. "And
Kathryn. Shewantsto go. Shewantsit very badly." He caught McCormac's gaze. "If ever ahuman
being had aright to be taken from this civilization, she does.”

McCormac blinked hard.

"Never come back," Flandry repeated. "Don't think of recruiting a barbarian host and returning.
Y ou'd be the enemy then, the real enemy. | want your word of honor on that. If you don't giveit to me,
and to Kathryn, shewon't be allowed to rgjoin you, whatever you may dotome.” | lielike a wet rag.
"If you do giveit, and break it, she will not pardon you.



"In spite of your behavior, you are an able leader. Y ou're the one man who can hopeto carry the
emigration off, in as short awhile as you have to inform, persuade, organize, act. Give me your word,
and Kathryn will ride back in my gig to you."

McCormac covered hisface. "Too sudden, | can't—"

"Well, let'sthresh out afew practica questionsfirg, if you like. I've pondered various details
beforehand.”

"But—I couldn't—"
"Kathryn isyour woman, dl right,” Handry said bitterly. "Prove to methat you're her man.”

She waswaiting at the airlock. The hours had circled her like wolves. He wished that hislast sight of
her could be without that anguish and exhaustion.

"Dominic?" shewhispered.
"He agreed,” Flandry told her. Y ou can go to him."

She swayed. He caught her and held her. "Now, now," he said clumsily, nigh to tears. He stroked the
bright touded hair. "Now, now, it's ended, we've won, you and I—" She dumped. He bardly kept her
fromfdling.

With the dear weight in hisarms, he went to sickbay, laid her down and administered a stimulol
injection. Color appeared in seconds, her lashes fluttered, the green eyesfound him. She sat erect.
"Dominic!" she cried. Weeping had harshened her voice. ""Tistrue?'

"Seefor yoursdf," he smiled. "Uh, take care, though. | gave you aminimum shot. Y ou'll have astiff
metabolic priceto pay asis."

She cameto him, still weary and shaken. Their arms closed. They kissed for along time.
"l wish," she said brokenly, "I dmost wish—"
"Don't." He drew her head into the curve of his shoulder.

She stepped back. "Well, | wish you everything good therell ever be, startin' with the girl who'sredly
right for you."

"Thanks," he said. "Have no worries on my score. It's been worth any trouble | may have had,” and
ever will have. "Don't dday, Kathryn. Go to him."

She did. He sought the conn, where he could see the boat carry her off and await McCormac's
technicians.

XVI

Strange suns enclouded Persal. A darkness &ft hid thelast glimpse of Imperid stars.

McCormac closed the suite door behind him. Kathryn rose. Rest, first under sedation, later under
tranquilization, and medicine and nourishment had made her beautiful. She wore agray shimmerlyn robe
somebody had given her, open at throat and calf, sashed at the waist, smooth over the strong deep
Curves.

He stopped short. "I didn't expect you here yet!" he blurted.

"The medicsreleased me," she answered, "seein’ as how I'd come to happy news." Her smilewas
tremulous.

"Wl ... yes" he said woodenly. "We've verified that we shook those scouts dogging us, by our
maneuversingdethat nebula. They'll never find usin uncharted interstellar space. Not that they'd want to,



I'm sure. It'd be too risky, sending the power needed to deal with us asfar aswere going. No, were
donewith them, unlesswe return.”

Shocked, she exclaimed: ™Y ou won't! Y ou promised!"

"l know. Not that | mightn't—if—no, don't fear. | won't. Flandry wasright, damn him, I'd have to
rasedlies, and those dlieswould have to be offered what it would split the Empireto give. Let'shope
thethreat that | may try again will force them to govern better ... back there.”

Her strickennesstold him how much remained for her before the old calm strength was regained:
"Dyuba, you'd think 'bout politicsand fightin' in this hour?”

"| gpologize," he said. "Nobody warned me you were coming. And | have been preoccupied.”
She reached him, but they did not embrace. "That preoccupied?"' she asked.

"Why, why, what do you mean? See here, you shouldn't be standing more than necessary. Let's get
you seated. And, er, well have to arrange for the deeping quarters to be remodeled—"

She closed her eyes briefly. When she opened them, she had command of hersdlf. "Poor Hugh,” she
sad. "You're scarred right badly too. | should've thought how you must've hurt.”

"Nonsense." He urged her toward the couch. She resisted in such amanner that his arms went around
her. Laying hers about his neck and her cheek againgt hisbreast, she said, "Wait. Y ou weretryin' to
‘scgpe thinkin' 'bout us. ‘Bout what | can be to you, after everything that was done. '‘Bout whether the
thingsI'm leavin' untold concernin’ what passed 'tween Dominic and me, if they didn't include—But I've
sworn they didnt.”

"| cannot doubt you," rumbled through her.

"No, you're too honorable not to try hard to believe me, not to try hard to rebuild what we had. Poor
Hugh, you're scared you might not be able.”

"Well—associations, of course—" His clasp stiffened.
"Il hdpyou if youll help me. | need it bad'syou do."
"l understand,” he said, gentler.

"No, you don't, Hugh," shereplied gravely. "I redized the truth while | was done, recuperatin', nothin’
to do but think in aweird clear way till I'd fal adegp and the dreams came. I'm "bout aswell over what
happened to mein the palace as!'ll ever be. I'm the one to cure you of that. But you'll have to cure me of
Dominic, Hugh."

"Oh, Kathryn!" he said into her hair.
"Wdl try," she murmured. "Wl succeed, anyhow in part, anyhow enough to live. We mug.”

Vice Admird Sir IlyaKheraskov riffled the papers on his desk. The noise went from end to end of his
office. Behind him, the projection screen today held an image of Saturn.

"Wdl," hesaid, "I've perused your account, and other relevant data, quite intensaly since you arrived
home. Y ou were abusy young man, Lieutenant Commander.”

"Yes, gr," sad FHandry. He had taken achair, but thought best to give theimpression of stting at
atention.

"I regret leave was denied you and you've been made to spend the whole two weeksin LunaPrime.
Must have been frustrating, the fleshpots of Terraglowing right overhead. But any number of irregularities
had to be checked out."

"Yes, gr."
Kheraskov chuckled. " Stop worrying. Well put you through assorted rituds, but | cantell youin



confidence, you're off the hook and your brevet rank of commander will be made permanent. Till your
next escapade gets you ether broken or promoted, that is. I'd call the odds fifty-fifty."

Flandry leaned back. "Thank you, Sir."
"Y ou seem atouch disgppointed,” Kheraskov remarked. "Did you anticipate more?"
"Wdl, sr—"

Kheraskov cocked his head and grinned wider. "Y ou ought to be effusive at me. I'm responsible for
your getting thismuch. And | had to work for it!"

Hedrew breath. "True," he said, "your obtaining the code was an exploit which justifies overlooking a
great dedl dse. But thedseissuch avery great ded. Besideslosing Asieneuve on atrip most kindly
described as reckless, you staged other performances which were high-handed at best, in gross excess
of your authority at worst. Like removing the sector governor's prisoner on your own warrant; and
conveying her with you; and concealing her presence on your return; and heading back out with her; and
losing her totheenemy ... I'm afraid, FHlandry, regardless of what rank you may gain, you'll never have
another command.”

That's no punishment. "Sir," Handry said, "my report justifieswhatever | did as according to
regulations. So will the testimony of the men who served under me.”

"Taking the most liberd interpretation of your discretionary rights that man, xeno, or computer can
conceiveof ... yes, perhaps. But mainly, you rascal, | argued and politicked on your behalf because the
Intelligence Corps needs you."

"Agan | thank the admird."

Kheraskov shoved the cigar box forward. "Take one," he said, ""and show your gratitude by telling me
what redly happened.”

Flandry accepted. "It'sin my report, Sir."

"Yes, and | know aweasel when one dinks by me. For instance—I read from the abstract of this
wonderful document you wrote—ahem. 'Soon after leaving with Lady McCormac for Terra, with
minimal crew for the sake of speed and secrecy as per orders, | was unfortunately noted and overhauled
by an enemy cruiser which captured me. Brought to the flagship at Satan, | was surprised to find the
rebels so discouraged that, upon learning Admird Pickens had their code, they decided to fleethe
Empire. Lady McCormac prevailed upon them to spare me and my Didonian hand, leaving us behind
with adisabled vessd. After theloydigtsarrived, | discharged and returned home the said Didonian with
the promised reward, then set course for Terra—' Well, no matter that." Kheraskov peered over the
page. "Now what's the mathematical probability of aprowling cruiser just happening to comein detection
range of you?"'

"Wadll, sr," Flandry said, "the improbable has to happen sometimes. It's too bad the rebels wiped the
computer'slog in the course of removing my ship's hyperdrive. I'd have proof. But my account by itself
ought to carry conviction."

"Y es, you build avery solid, interlocking pile of reasons, most of them unverifiable, why you had to
do what you did and nothing else. Y ou could spend your whole voyage back from Sector Alpha Crucis
developing them. Be honest. Y ou deliberately sought out Hugh McCormac and warned him about the
code, didn't you?'

"Sir, that would have been high treason.”

"Like doing away with agovernor you didn't approve of ? It's curious that he was last seen ashort
while before you cleared for departure.”

"Muchwasgoing on, sir," Flandry said. "The city wasin turmoil. His Excdllency had persond
enemies. Any one of them could have seen a chance to pay off scores. If the admiral suspects me of



wrongdoing, he can ingtitute proceedings to have me hypnoprobed.”

Kheraskov sighed. "Never mind. Y ou know | won't. For that matter, nobody's going to search after
possible witnesses, rebels who may have eected to stay behind. Too big ajob for too small again. As
long asthey keep their noses clean, well let them fade back into the general population. Y ou're home
free, Flandry. I'd smply hoped—But maybeit'sbest that | myself don't inquire too deeply. Do light your
cigar. And we might send for aredl potation. Do you like Scotch?’

"Loveit, Sr!" Flandry got the tobacco going and inhaed its perfume.

Kheraskov spoke an order on hisintercom, leaned forward with elbows on desk, and blew clouds of
hisown. "Tdl me one thing, though, prodiga son," he begged, "'in exchange for my wholesde daughter of
fatted calves wearing stars and nebulas. Plain avuncular curiosity on my part. Y ou have extended leave
coming as soon as we can tie up the red tape. Where and how does your twisted ingenuity suggest you

goend it?'
"Among those fleshpots the admira mentioned,” Handry replied promptly. ""Wine, women, and song.
Especidly women. It'sbeen along time."

Aside from such fun and forgetting, hethought whilehegrinned, it will be the rest of my life.
But she's happy. That's enough.

I/we remember.

The Feet isold now, dow to travel, aching in flesh when the mists creep around alonghouse that
gands at the bottom of awinter night. The Wingsthat was of Many Thoughtsisblind, and sit donein his
head save when ayoung one comesto learn. The Wings that was of Cave Discoverer and Woe is today
in another of Thunderstone. The Hands of Many Thoughts and Cave Discoverer haslong left hisbonesin
the western mountains, whereto the Hands that was of Woe haslong returned. Y et the memory lives.
Learn, young Hands, of those who made oneness before i/we came to being.

It ismore than the stuff of song, dance, and rite. No longer may We of this communion fed that Our
narrow lands are the whole of the world. Beyond jungle and mountainsis the sea; beyond heaven are
those stars that Cave Discoverer dreamed of and Woe beheld. And there are the strangers with single
bodies, they who visit Usrarely for trade and talk, but of whom We hear ever oftener as Wein Our new
search for enlightenment explore further among foreign communions. Their goods and their doings will
touch Us more and more as the years pass, and will dso make changes € sawhere than in Thunderstone,
which changes will cause timeto stream back across Usin different currents from that steadinesswhich
i/we hitherto found easiest to imagine.

Beyond thisand greater: How shall We achieve oneness with the whole world unless We understand
it?
Therefore lie down at ease, young Hands, old Feet and Wings. Let wind, river, light, and time flow

through. Be a rest, whole, in my/yoursdlf, so gaining the strength that comes from peace, the strength to
remember and to seek wisdom.

Benot afraid of the strangers with single bodies. Terrible are their powers, but those We can
someday learn to widld like them if we choose. Rather pity that race, who are not beasts but can think,
and thus know that they will never know oneness.



