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The story isof alogt treasure guarded by curious monsters, and of captivity in awilderness, and of a
chase through reefs and shod s that could wreck aship. Thereisabeautiful girl init, amagician, aspy or
two, and therivary of empires. So of course—Handry was later tempted to say—it beginswith a
coincidence.

However, the likelihood that he would meet Tachwyr the Dark was not fantastically low. They were
in the same profession, which had them moving through anumber of the same places; and they also
shared the adventurous-ness of youth. To be sure, once imperialismis practiced on an interstellar scale,
navies grow in sze until the odds are huge againgt any given pair of their members hgppening on each
other. Nevertheless, many such encounters were taking place, as was inevitable on one of therare
occasonswhen aMersaian warship vigted a Terran planet. A lifewhich included no improbable events
would bethered dsdtigtica impossibility.

The planet was Irumclaw, some 200 light-years from Sol in that march of the human rellm which
faced Betelgeuse. Lieutenant (j.g.) Dominic Flandry had been posted there not long before, with much
wailing and gnashing of teeth until he learned that even so dismal aclod had its compensations. The
Merseian vessel was the cruiser Brythioch, on aswing through the buffer region of unclaimed, mostly
unknown suns between the spaces ruled in the names of Emperor and Roidhun. Neither government
would have allowed any craft belonging to itsriva, capable of spouting nuclear fire, any gppreciable
distanceinto itsterritory. But border authorities could, a discretion, accept a"goodwill vigt." It broke the
monotony and gave adight hope of observing the kind of triviawhich, fitted together, now and then
revealed afact the opposition would have preferred to keep secret.

Inthis case Mersaiaprofited, at least initialy.

Official hogpitdity was exchanged. Besides protocol, the humans were motivated, whether they knew
it or not, to enjoy the delicate frisson that came from holding converse with those who—benesth every
diplomatic phrase—were the enemy. Flandry did know it; he had seen more of life than the average
twenty-one-year-old. He was sure the liberty parties down in Old Town were being offered quite afew
drinks, and other amenitiesin certain cases.

Well, why not? They had been long in the deeps between the star's. If they were straight back from
here, they must travel agood 140 light-years—about ten standard days at top hyperspeed, but still an
abyss whose immendity and strangeness wore down the hardiest spirit—before they could raise the
outermost of the worldsthey caled their own. They needed afew hours of smal-scaeliving, bether
hosts never so hodtile.

Which we aren't anyway, Flandry thought. We should be, but we aren't, most of us. He grinned.
Including me. Though he would haveliked to join the fun; he couldn't. The junior officers of Irumclaw
Base must hold the customary reception for their opposite numbers from the ship. (Their seniors gave
another in aseparate building. The Mersaians, varioudy bemused or amused by the rigid Terran concept
of rank, conformed. They set more store by ceremony and tradition, even that of aiens, than latter-day
humans did.) While some of the visitors spoke Anglic, it turned out that Flandry was the only man on this
planet who knew Eriau. The mess hall had no connection to the linguistic computer and there was no time



to jury-rig one. Histrandations would be needed more than his physica presence.

Not that the latter was any disgrace, he reflected rather smugly. He wastall and lithe and wore his
dress uniform with panache and had become a favorite among the girls downhill. Despite this, he
remained well liked by the younger men, if not aways by his superiors.

He entered at the gppointed evening hour. Under Commander Abdullah'sfishy eye, he saluted the
Emperor's portrait not with hisusua vague wave but with a snap that well-nigh didocated his shoulder.
And a hedl click to boot, hereminded himsdf. Severd personsbeing in line ahead of him, hehad a
minute for taking stock. Its tables removed except for one bearing refreshments—and its chairs, in
deference to the guests—the room stretched dreary. Pictures of former personnd, trophies and citations
for former accomplishments, seemed to make itswalls just the more depressing. An animation showed a
park on Terra, trees nodding, in the background the skyward legp of arich family'sresidentia tower and
arbornevehicles glittering like diamond dust; but it reminded him too well of how far he was from those
dear comforts. He preferred the darkness in the real window. It was open and a breeze gusted through,
warm, laden with unearthly odors.

The Mersaians were amore welcome sight, if only as proof that auniverse did exist beyond
[rumclaw. Forty of them stood in arow, enduring repeated introductions with the stoicism appropriate to
awarrior race.

They resembled especidly large men ... somewhat. A number of their faces might have been cdled
good-looking in acraggy fashion; their hands each had four fingers and athumb; the proportions and
articulations of most body parts were fairly anthropoid. But the posture was forward-leaning, balanced
by aheavy tal. Thefeet, reveded by sandals, were splayed, webbed, and clawed. The skin was hairless
and looked faintly scaled; depending on sub-species, its color ranged from the pale green which was
commonest through golden brown to ebony. The head had two convoluted bony orifices where man's
has externd ears. A ridge of serrations ran from itstop, down the spineto the end of thetall.

Mogt of thisanatomy was concedled by their uniforms: baggy tunic, snug breeches, black with silver
trim and inggnia. The latter showed family connections and status aswell asrank and service. The
Merseians had politely disarmed themselves, in that none carried apistol a hiswide belt; the Terrans, in
turn, had refrained from asking them to remove their great knuckleduster-handled war knives.

It wasn't the differences between them and men that caused trouble, Flandry knew. It wasthe
amilarities—in planets of origin and thusin planets desired; in the energy of warm-blooded animdls, the
ingtincts of ancestors who hunted, the legacies of pride and war—

"Afal Ymen, may | present Lieutenant Handry," Abdullah intoned. The young man bowed to the
huge form, whose owner corresponded approximately to acommander, and recelved anod of the ridged
and shining pate. He proceeded, exchanging names and bows with every subordinate Merseian and
wondering, asthey doubtless did too, when the farce would end and the drinking begin.

"Lieutenant Handry."
"Me Tachwyr."
They stopped, and stared, and both mouths fell open.

Flandry recovered first, perhaps because he became aware that he was holding up the parade. "Uh,
thisisa, uh, pleasant surprise,” he sammered in Anglic. More of hiswits returned. He made aformal
Eriau sdutation: " Greeting and good fortune to you, Tachwyr of the Vach Rueth."”

"And ... may you bein hedth and strength, Dominic Flandry ... of Terra," the Merseian replied.
For another moment their eyes clashed, black against gray, before the man continued down the line.

After awhile he got over his astonishment. Albeit unexpected, the happenstance that he and Tachwyr
had met again did not ook especialy important. Nonethel ess, he went robotlike through the motions of
sociability and of being an interpreter. His gaze and mind kept straying toward his former acquaintance,



And Tachwyr himsdf was too young to mask entirely the fact that he was as anxious to get together with
Handry.

Their chance camein a couple of hours, when they managed to dodge out of their respective groups
and seek the refreshment table. Flandry gestured. "May | pour for you?' he asked. "I fear that except for
thetelloch, we've run out of things native to your planet.”

"| regret to say you have been had," Tachwyr answered. "It isadreadful brand. But | like
your—what isit called?—skoksh?'

"That makestwo of us." Flandry filled glassesfor them. He had dready had severa whiskiesand
would have preferred this one over ice. However, he wasn't about to look sissified in front of aMersaian.

"Ah ... chears" Tachwyr sad, lifting histumbler. Histhroat and paate gave the Anglic word an
accent for which there were no Anglic words.

Flandry could form Merseian speech better if not perfectly. "Tor ychwel." With both hands he
extended his glass so that the other might take thefirst sip.

Tachwyr followed it with hdf of hisowninasnglegulp. "Arrach!" Relaxed alittle, he cocked his
head and smiled; but under the shelf of brow ridge, his glance held very steedy on the human. "Well," he
sad, "what bringsyou here?'

"| was assigned. For aTerran year, worse luck. And you?"'

"The same, to my present ship. | see you are now in the Intelligence Corps.”

"Likeyoursdf."

Tachwyr the Dark—his skin was adightly deeper green than isusua around the Wilwidh
Ocean—could not altogether suppressascowl. "I sarted in that branch,” he said. "Y ou were aflyer
when you came to Mersaia" He paused. "Were you not?'

"Oh, yes," Handry said. "l transferred later.”

"At Commander Abrams ingigation?'

Flandry nodded. "Mostly. He's a captain now, by theway."
"So | have heard. We ... takean interestin him."

After the Starkad affair, Flandry thought, you would. Between us, Max Abrams and | wrecked a
scheme concocted by none less than Brechdan Ironrede, Protector of the Roidhun's Grand
Council.

How much do you know about that, Tachwyr? You were only put to showing me around and
trying to pump me, when Abrams and | were on your world as part of the Hauksberg mission. And
the truth about Starkad was never made public; no one concerned could afford to let it come out.

You do remember us, though, Tachwyr. If nothing else, you must have gathered that we were
instrumental in causing Merseia quite a bit of trouble. It bothers you to have found me here.

Better get off the subject. ™Y ou remain through tomorrow? | admit Irumclaw haslessto offer than
Mersaia, but I'd like to return part of the courtesy you gave me."

Again Tachwyr was dow to speak. "Thank you, negative. | have aready arranged to tour the area
with shipmates." The Eriau phrasing implied acommitment which no honorable male would bresk.

Handry reflected that amae would not ordinarily bind himsalf so strongly to something so minor.

What the devil? the human thought. Maybe they aim to sample our well-known Terran
decadence and he doesn't want me to realize their well-known Merseian virtue can slack off that
much. "Stay in aparty,” he warned. "Some of those bars are dmost as dangerous as the stuff they
sve'



Tachwyr uttered the throaty laugh of his species, settled down on the tripod of feet and tail, and
garted yarning. Flandry matched him. They enjoyed themsalves until the man was cdled away to
interpret atedious conversation between two engineer officers.

Such wasthe prologue. He had practicaly forgotten it when the adventure began. That wason a
certain night about eight months|later.

Soon after the red-orange sun had st, he left the naval compound and walked downhill. No one paid
him any heed. A former commandant had tried to discourage his young men from seeking the
occasiondly letha corruptions of Old Town. He had declared alarge part of it off limits. Meeting
consderable of the expense out of his own pocket, he had started an on-base recreation center which
wasto include facilities for sports, arts, and crafts aswell as honest gambling and medically certified girld
But the bosses below knew how to use money and influence. The commandant was transferred to a il
more bleak and inggnificant outpost. His successor dismantled what had been built, informed the men
jovidly that whet they did off duty wastheir business, and was said to be drawing anice extraincome.

Flandry sauntered in e egance. The comet gleaming on ether shoulder was so new that you might
have looked for diffidence from him. But his bonnet wastilted more rakishly on his sedl-brown hair than a
grict interpretation of ruleswould have alowed; hisframe was draped in afantagtic glittergold version of
dresstunic and snowy trousers tucked into handmade beefleather half-boots;, the cloak that fluttered
behind him glowed with phosphorescent patterns through the chill dusk; and while he trolled, he sang a
folk ballad concerning the improbable adventures of aHighland tinker.

It made agood cover for the fact that he was not out for pleasure.

Beyond the compound walls, the homes of the wealthy loomed amidst grandly downsweeping private
parks. In away, Flandry thought, they epitomized man's trgjectory. Once the settlement had been
sufficiently large and prosperous, and sufficiently within the Imperia sphere, to attract not only merchants
but aristocrats. Old Town had bustled with culture as well as commerce—provincia, no doubt, thisfar
from Terra; nevertheless, live and genuine, worthy of the respectful emulation of the autochthons.

Tonight Irumclaw lay like a piece of wreckage at the edge of the receding tide of empire. What
mansions were not standing hollow had become the property of oafs, and showed it. (The oafs were not
to be scoffed at. Severd of them directed large organizations devoted to preying on the spacemen who
vidited and the Navy men who guarded what transshipment facilitiesremained in use.) Outsde the treaty
port boundaries, barbarism rolled forward as the natives abandoned civilization with a perhaps judtifiable
contempt.

Past theresdentia section, workshops and warehouses hulked black in the night, and Flandry moved
aert with ahand near the needle gun under his tunic. Robberies and murders had happened here.
Lacking the police to clean out this area, assuming he wanted to, the commandant had settled for advising
men on liberty not to go through alone.

Flandry had been shocked to learn that when hefirgt arrived. "We could do it ourselves—establish
regular patrols—if held order it. Doesn't he care? What kind of chief ishe?

His protest had been ddlivered in private to another scout, Lieutenant Commander Eisenschmitt. The
latter, having been around for awhile, shrugged. "The kind that any placelikethisgets” he answered.
"We don't rate attention at GHQ, so naturally we're sent the hacks, boobs, and petty crooks. Good
senior officers are too badly needed elsewhere. When Irumclaw does get oneit's an accident, and he
doesn't gay long.”

"Damn it, man, we're on the border!" Flandry pointed out the window of the room where they sat. It
had been dark then, too. Betel geuse glowed bloody-brilliant among the hosts of stars where no writ ran.



"Beyond there—Mersaial”

"Y eh. And the gatortails expanding in dl directions except when we bar theway. | know. But thisis
thefar edge of nowhere ... inthe eyes of an Imperid government that can't see past its perfume-sniffing
nose. Y ou're fresh from Terra, Dom. Y ou ought to understand better than me. | expect well pull out of
[rumclaw entirdly ingde another generation.”

"No! Can't be! Why, that'd leave thiswhole flank exposed for six parsecsinward. Wed have no way
of protecting itscommerce ... of, of staying around in any force—"

"Uh-huh." Eisenschmitt nodded. "On the other hand, thelocal commerce isn't too profitable any more,
less each year. And think of the saving to the Imperia treasury if we end operations. The Emperor should
be able to build a dozen new palaces complete with harems.”

Flandry had not been ableto agree at the time. He wastoo lately out of afighting unit and a
subsequent school where competence was demanded. Over the months, though, he saw thingsfor
himself and drew his own sad conclusions.

There were times when he would have welcomed a set-to with abandit. But it had not befallen, nor
did it on thiserrand into Old Town.

Thedigrict grew around him, crumbling buildings|eft over from pioneer days, many of them smply
the origina beehive-shaped adobes of the natives dightly remodeled for other life forms. Streetsand
dleystwisted about under shimmering glowsigns. Traffic was mainly pedestrian, but noise beet on the
eardrums, clatter, shuffle, clop, clangor, raucous atempts at music, ahundred different languages, oncein
awhile amuffled scream or abellow of rage. The smellswere equally strong, body odors, garbage,
smoke, incense, dope. Humans predominated, but many autochthons were present and space travelers
of numerous different breeds circulated among them.

Outside a particular joyhouse, otherwise undistinguished from the rest, an Irumclavian used a
vocdlizer to chant in Anglic: "Come one, comeadl, comein, no cover, no minimum. Every type of
amusement, pleasure, and thrill. No game too exotic, no stakes too high or low. Continuous sophisticated
entertainment. Delicious food and drink, stimulants, narcotics, halucinogens, emphasizers, to your order,
to your taste, to your purse. Every sex and every technique of seventeen, yes, seventeen intelligent
species ready to serve your desires, and this does not count racial, mutational, and biosculp variations.
Come one, come al—" Handry went in. He chanced to brush against two or three of the creature's
arms. The blue integument felt cold inthe winter air.

The entrance hal was hot and stuffy. An outsize human in agaudy uniform said, "Welcome, sir. What
isyour wish?' while kesping eyes upon him that were like chips of obsdian.

"Areyou Lem?' Handry responded.

"Uh, yeh. and you—?"

"| am expected.”

"Urh. Take the gravshaft to the top, that's the sixth floor, go |eft down the hall to a door numbered
666, stand in front of the scan and wait. When it opens, go up the stairs.”

"Six-9x-9x?" murmured Flandry, who had read more than was common in his service. "Is Citizen
Ammon ahumorigt, do you think?"

"No names" Lem dropped a hand to the stunner at his hip. "On your way, kid."

Flandry obeyed, even to letting himself be frisked and leaving his gun a the checkstand. He was glad
when Door 666 admitted him; that was the sado-maso level, and he had glimpsed things.

The office which he entered, and which sedled itsdf behind him, recalled Terrain its Sze and opulence
and in the animation of arose garden which graced awall. Or so it seemed; then he looked closer and
saw the shabbiness of the old furnishings, the garishness of the new. No other human save Leon Ammon



was present. A Gorzunian mercenary stood like a shaggy statue in one corner. When Handry turned his
back, the being's musky scent continued to remind him that if he didn't behave he could be plucked into
amall pieces.

"G'evening," said the man behind the desk. He was grosdy fat, hairless, swesating, not especialy clean,
athough his scarlet tunic was of the finest. His voice was high and scratchy. ™Y ou know who | am, right?
St down. Cigar? Brandy?'

Flandry accepted everything offered. It was of prime quality too. He said 0.

"You'l do better than thisif you stick by me,” Ammon replied. His smile went no deeper than hislips.
"Y ou haven't told about the invitation my man whispered to you the other night?"

"No, gr, of course not."

"Wouldn't bother meif you did. Nothing illegal about inviting ayoung chap for adrink and a gab.
Right? But you could bein trouble yourself. Mighty bad trouble, and not just with your commanding
officer.”

Flandry had his suspicions about the origin of many of the subjects on the floor below. Consenting
adults ... after brain-channdling and surgical disguise ... He studied thetip of hiscigar. "I don't imagine
you'dve asked me here, gir, if you thought | needed threatening,” he said.

"No. | likeyour looks, Dominic,” Ammon said. "Have ever snce you started coming to Old Town for
your fun. A lot of escapades, but organized like military maneuvers, right? Y ou're cool and tough and
close-mouthed. | had acheck done on your background.”

Flandry expanded his suspicions. Various incidents, when he had been leaned on one way or another,
began to look like engineered testing of hisreactions. "Wasn't much to find out, was there? he said. "I'm
only aj.g., routinely fresh-minted after serving here for two months. Former flyboy, reassigned to
Intelligence, sent back to Terrafor training in it and then to Irumclaw for scouting duty.”

"| can't redly compute that,” Ammon said. "If they am to make you aspy, why have you spend a
year flitting in and out of this system?”

"l need practice in surveillance, especidly of planetsthat are poorly known. And the no-man's-land
yonder needs watching. Our Merselan chums could build an advanced base there, for instance, or start
some other kettle boiling, unbeknownst to us, if we didn't keep scoutboats sweeping around.” Maybe
they have anyway.

"Yes, | got that answer before when | asked, and it still soundsto melike awaste of talent. But it got
you to Irumclaw, and | did notice you and had you studied. | learned more than stands on any public
record, boy. The whole Starkad business pivoted on you."

Shocked, Flandry wondered how deeply therot had eaten, if the agent of a medium-scale vice boss
on atenth-rate frontier planet could obtain such information.

"Well, your tour'll soon beup,” Ammon said. "Preciouslittle to show for it, right? Right. How'd you
liketo turn aprofit before you leave? A mighty nice profit, | promise you." He rubbed his hands. "Mighty
nice"

"Depends,” Flandry said. If he'd been investigated as thoroughly asit gppeared, there was no usein
pretending he had private financid resources, or that he didn't require them if he wasto advance his
career asfar as he hoped. "The Imperium has my oath."

"Sure, sure. | wouldn't ask you to do anything againgt HisMgesty. I'm acitizen mysdlf, right? No, I'll
tell you exactly what | want done, if you'll keep it confidentid.”

"It'd doubtless not do me any good to blab, the way you'l tell me."
Ammon giggled. "Right! Right! Y ou're asharp one, Dominic. Handsome, too," he added exploringly.
"I'll settle for the sharpness now and buy the handsomeness later,” Flandry said. Asamatter of fact,



while he enjoyed being gray-eyed, he considered hisface unduly long and thin, and planned to get it
remodeled when he could afford the best.

Ammon sighed and returned to business. "All | want isfor you to survey aplanet for me. Y ou can do
it on your next scouting trip. Report back, privately, of course, and it'sworth aflat million, in smdl billsor
whatever shape you prefer.” He reached into his desk and extracted a packet. "If you take the job, here's
ahundred thousand on account.” A million! Ye gods and demons! Flandry fought to keep hismask. No
enormous fortune, really. But enough for that necessary nest-feathering—the special equipment,
the social contacts—no more wretched budgeting of my pleasure on furlough—A distant part of
him noted with approva how coal histone stayed. "I haveto carry out my assgnment.”

"I know, | know. I'm not asking you to skimpit. | told you I'm aloya citizen. But if you jogged off
your track awhile—it shouldn't cost more than a couple of weeks extra—"

"Cogt memy scdp if anyonefound out,” Flandry said.

Ammon nodded. "That's how I'll know | can trust you to keep quiet. And you'l trust me, because
suborning an Imperid officer isacapitd offense—anyhow, it usudly iswhen it involvesamatter likethis,
that's not going to get mentioned to the authorities or the tax assessors.”

"Why not send your personal vessdl to look?'

Ammon laid asde hismannerisms. "'l haven't got one. If | hired acivilian, what hold would | have on
him? Especidly an Old Town type. I'd likely end up with an extramouth in my throat, once the word got
around what's to be had out there. Let's admit it, even on this miserable crudbal I'm not so big.”

He leaned forward. "l want to become big," he said. It smoldered in eyes and voice; he shook with
theintengty of it. "Once | know, from you, thet the thing'sworthwhile, I'll sSnk everything | own and can
borrow into building up ardiable outfit. Well work secretly for thefirst severd years, sdll through
complicated channels, sock away the profits. Then maybe I'll surface, doctor the story, start paying
taxes, move to Terra—maybe buy my way to a patent of nohbility, maybe go into palitics, | don't know,
but I'll be big. Do you understand?’

Far too well, Handry thought.
Ammon dabbed at his glistening forehead. "It wouldn't hurt you, having abig friend," he said. "Right?'
Associate, please, Handry thought. Perhaps that, if I must. Never friend.

Aloud: "I suppose | could cook my log, record how trouble with the boat caused delay. She'sfast but
superannuated, and inspections are lackadaisical. But you haven't yet told me, sir, what the bloody
dripping hell thisisal about."

"I will, I will." Ammon mastered hisemotions. "It'salost treasure, that'swhat it is. Listen. Five
hundred years ago, the Polesotechnic League had a base here. Y ou've heard?”

Flandry, who had similarly tamed his excitement into aertness, nodded wigtfully. He would much
rather have lived in the high and spacious days of the trader princes, when no distance and no deed
looked too vast for man, than in thistwilight of empire. "It got clobbered during the Troubles, didn't it?"
hesad.

"Right. However, afew underground installations survived. Not in good shape. Not safeto go into.
Tunnels gpt to collagpse, full of nightskulks—you know. Now | thought those vaults might be useful
for—Never mind. | had them explored. A microfile turned up. It gave the coordinates and galactic orbit
of aplanetary system out in what's now no-man's-land. Martian Mineras, Inc., was mining one of the
worlds. They weren't publicizing the fact; you remember whét rivaries got to be like toward the end of
the League era. That's the main reason why knowledge of this system was completely lost. But it was
quite aplacefor awhile.”

"Richin heavy metas,” Handry pounced.



Ammon blinked. "How did you guess?"

"Nothing €lse would be worth exploiting by a mineras outfit, at such a distance from the centers of
civilization. Yes" A renewed eagerness surged in Flandry. "A young, metal-rich star, corresponding
planets, on one of them arobotic base ... It was robotic, wasn't it? High-grade central
computer—consciousness grade, I'll bet—directing machines that prospected, mined, refined, stored,
and loaded the ships when they called. Probably manufactured spare parts for them too, and did needful
work on them, besides expanding its own facilities. Y ou see, | don't suppose aworld with that
concentration of violently poisonous e ementsin its ground would attract people to amanned base. Easer
and chegper in thelong run to automate everything.”

"Right. Right." Ammon's chins quivered with hisnodding. "A moon, actudly, of aplanet bigger than
Jupiter. More massive, that is—a thousand Terras—though the file does say its gravity condenseditto a
smaller sze. The moon itself, Wayland they named it, Wayland has about three percent the mass of Terra
but hdf the surface pull. It'sthat dense.”

Mean specific gravity circa eleven, Flandry calculated. Uranium, thorium—probably still some
neptunium and plutonium—and osmium, platinum, rare metals simply waiting to be scooped out
—my God! My greed!

From behind his hard-held coolness he drawled: " A million doesn't seem extravagant pay for opening
that kind of opportunity to you."

"It's plenty for alook-see,” Ammon said. "That'sdl | want of you, areport on Wayland. I'm taking
the risks, not you.

"Firg off, I'mrisking you'll go report our talk, trying for areward and aquick transfer elsewhere
before my people can get to you. Well, | don't think that'savery big risk. Y ou're too ambitious and too
used to twisting regulations around to suit yourself. And too smart, | hope. If you think for aminute, you'l
see how | could fix it to get any possible charges against me dropped. But maybe I've migudged you.

"Then, supposing you play true, the place could turn out to be no good. I'll be short amillion, for
nothing. More than amillion, actudly. Therésthe hire of apartner; reliable ones don't come cheap. And
supplies for him; and transporting them to a spot where you can pick them and him up after you've taken
off; and—oh, no, boy, you consder yoursdlf lucky I'm this generous.”

"Wait aminute," Handry said. "A partner?’

Ammon leered. "Y ou don't think I'd let you travel alone, do you? Redlly, dear boy! What'd prevent
your telling me Wayland's worthlesswhen it isn't, coming back later as acivilian, and 'happening on it?!

"l presumeif | give you anegative report, you'll ... request ... | submit to anarcoquiz. And if | didn't
report to you at al, you'd know | had found aprize."

"Well, what if you told them you'd gotten off course somehow and found the system by accident?
Y ou could hope for areward. | can tell you you'd be disappointed. Why should the bureaucrats care,
when theréd be nothing in it for them but extrawork? I'd lay long odds they'd classify your 'discovery' an
Imperid secret and forbid you under criminal pendties ever to mention it anywhere. Y ou might guess
differently, though. No insult to you, Dominic. | believein insurance, that'sal. Right?

"So my agent will ride dong, and give you the navigationd dataafter you're safdly away in space, and
never leave your Sdetill you've returned and told me persondly what you found. Afterward, as awitness
to your behavior on active duty, awitnesswho'll testify under hypnoprobe if need be, why, helll keep on
being my insurance againg any change of heart you might suffer.”

Flandry blew asmokering. "Asyou wish," he conceded. "It'll be pretty cozy, two in a Comet, but |
canrig an extrabunk and—L et's discussthis further, shal we? | think | will takethejob, if certain
conditions can be met."

Ammon would have bristled were he able. The Gorzunian sensed hisirritation and growled.



"Conditions? From you?'

Flandry waved hiscigar. "Nothing unreasonable, sir," he said airily. "For the most part, precautions
that I'm sure you will agree are sengble and may aready have thought of for yourself. And that agent you
mentioned. Not 'he, please. It could get fataly irritating, living cheek by unwashed jowl with some goon
for weeks. | know you can find a capable and at the same time amiable human femae. Right? Right."

He had everything he could do to maintain that surface cam. Beneath it, his pul se racketed—and not
smply because of the money, the risk, the enjoyment. He had come here on ahunch, doubtless
generated by equa parts of curiosity and boredom. He had stayed with the ideathat, if the project
seemed too hazardous, he could indeed betray Ammon and apply for duty that would keep him beyond
range of ns. Now abruptly avision was coming to him, hazy, uncertain, and gigantic.

Djanawas hard to shock. But when the apartment door had closed behind her and she saw what
waited, her "No!" broke free as a near scream.

"Do not be darmed,” said the squatting shape. A vocdizer converted the buzzes and whistlesfromits
lower beak into recognizable Anglic syllables. ™Y ou have nothing to fear and muchto gain.”

"Y ou—aman cdled me—"

"A dummy. It isnot desirable that Ammon know you have met mein private, and surely he has put a
monitor onto you."

Djanafelt surreptitioudy behind her. As expected, the door did not respond; it had been set to lock
itself. She clutched her large ornamenta purse. A stun pistol lay inside. Her past had seen contingencies.

Bracing hersdlf and wetting her lips, she said, "1 don't. Not with xenos—" and in haste, fearing offense
might be taken, "I mean nonhuman sophonts. It isn't right.”

"l suspect alarge enough sum would change your mind," the other said. Y ou have areputation for
avarice. However, | plan adifferent kind of proposition.” It moved dowly closer, alumpy gray body on
four thin legs which brought the head at its middle about level with her waist. One tentacle sent the single
loose garment swirling about in asinuous gesture. Another clutched the vocalizer in bondessfingers. The
ingrument was being used with consderable kill; it actualy achieved an ingratiating note. "'Y ou must
know about meinyour turn. | am only Rax, harmless old Rax, the solitary representative of my species
on thisworld. | assure you my reproductive pattern is sufficiently unlike yoursthat | find your assumption
comicd.”

Djanaeased ahit. She had in fact noticed the creature during the three years she herself had been on
Irumclaw. A casua inquiry and answer crossed her recollection, yes, Rax wasadeder in drugs, legal or
illegd, from ... where wasit? Nobody knew or cared. The planet had some or other unpronouncesble
name and orbited in distant parts. Probably Rax had had to make a hurried departure for reasons of
hedlth, and had drifted about until it stranded at last on thistolerant shore. Such cases were tiresomely
common.

And who could remember al the racesin the Terran Empire? Nobody: not when its bounds, unclear
though they were, defined arough globe 400 light-years across. That volume contained an estimated four
million suns, most with attendants. Maybe half had been visited once or more, by shipswhich might have
picked up incidental native recruits. And the hundred thousand or so worlds which enjoyed a degree of
repested contact with men—often sporadic—and owed a degree of alegiance to the Imperium—often
purely nominal—were too many for abrain to keep track of.

Djands eyesflickered. The gpartment was furnished for a human, in abominable taste. He must be the
onewho had called her. Now he was gone. Though an inner door stood closed, she never doubted she



was adonewith Rax. Silence pressed on her, no more relieved by dull traffic sounds from outside than the
gloom in the windows was by afew street lights. She grew conscious of her own perfume. Too damn
sweet, shethought.

"Do be seated.” Rax edged closer yet, with an awkwardness that suggested weight onitsorigina
planet was significantly lower than Irumclaw's 0.96 g. Did it keep afidld generator at home ... if it had
any concept akinto "home"?

She drew along breath, tossed her head so the tresses flew back over her shoulders, and donned a
cocky grin. "I'vealiving to make," she said.

"Yes, yes" Rax'slower |eft tentacle groped ropily in a pouch and stretched forth holding abill. "Here.
Twice your regular hourly recompense, | am told. Y ou need but listen, and what you hear should point
the way to earning very much more.”

"We-e-dl ... " Shedipped the money into her purse, found achair, drew forth a cigarette and inhaded
itinto lighting. Her visceral sensations she identified as part fear—this must be a scheme against Ammon,
who played rough—and part excitement—a chance to make some real credit? Maybe enough to quit
thiswretched hustle for good?

Rax placed itsdlf before her. She had no way of reading expressions on that face.

"1 will tell you what information is possessed by those whom | represent,” the vocdlizer said. The
spoken language, constructed with pronunciation, vocabulary, and grammar in aone-one relationship to
Anglic, rose and fdl eerily behind thelittle transponder. " A junior lieutenant, Dominic Flandry, was
observed spesking severd timesin private with Leon Ammon.”

Now why should that interest them especially? shewondered, then lost her thought in her
concentration on the words.

"Investigation revedled Ammon's people had come upon something in the course of excavating in this
vicinity. Its nature isknown just to him and afew trusted confidants. We suspect that otherswho saw
were paid to undergo memory erasure anent the matter, except for one presumably stubborn person
whose corpse was found in Mother Chickenfoot's Lane. Subsequently you too have been closeted with
Ammon and, later, with Handry."

"Wdl," Djanasad, "he—"

"Pure coincidenceisimplausible” Rax declared, "especiadly when he could ill afford you on ajunior
lieutenant's pay. It isaso known that Ammon has quietly purchased certain spacecraft suppliesand
engaged adisreputable interplanetary ferrier to take them to the outermost member of this system and
leave them there at a pecific place, in acave marked by asmal radio beacon that will salf-activate when
avessd passesnear.”

Suddenly Djanaredized why Skipper Orsini had sought her out and been lavish shortly after his
return. Rax's outfit had bribed him.

"l can'timagine what you're getting at," she said. A draft of smoke swirled and bit in her lungs.

"You can," Rax retorted. "Dominic Flandry isascout-boat pilot. He will soon depart on his next
scheduled mission. Ammon must have engaged him to do something extrain the course of it. Sincethe
cargo delivered to Planet Eight included impellers and similar gear, the job evidently involves study of a
world somewherein the wilderness. Ammon's discovery wastherefore, in al probability, an old record
of its existence and possible high vaue. Y ou are to be his observer. Knowing Flandry's predilections, one
isnot surprised that he should insist on acompanion like you. It follows that you two have been getting
acquainted, to make certain you can endure being cooped together for weeksin asmal boat.

"Orsini will flit you to Eight. Handry will surreptitioudy land there, pick up you and the supplies, and
proceed into interstellar space. Returning, you two will reverse the whole process, and meet in Ammon's
officeto report.”



Djanasat ill.

"Y ou give away nothing by affirming this" Rax stated. "My organization knows. Whereisthelost
planet? What isits nature?"

"Who are you working for?' Djanaasked mutedly.

"That does not concern you." Rax's tone was mild and Djanatook no umbrage. The gang lords of
Irumclaw were amurderouslot. ™Y ou owe Ammon no alegiance," Rax urged. "Rether, you owehim a
disfavor. Since you prefer to operate independently, and thus compete with the houses, you must pay him
for his'protection." "

Djanadghed. "If it weren't him, it'd be somebody else.”

Rax drew forth a sheaf of billsand riffled them with afine crisp sound. She estimated—holy
saintsl—ten thousand credits. "Thisfor answvering my questions,” it said. "Most likely amere beginning
for you."

She thought, while sheinhaed raggedly, If the business |ooks too dangerous, | can go tell Leon
right away and explain | was playing along—of course, this bunch might learn I'd talked and I'd
have to skip—A flick of whitefury: | shouldn't have to skip! Not ever again!

She built her sentences with care. "Nobody's told me much. Y ou understand they wouldnt, till the last
minute. Y our ideas areright, but they're about asfar dong as my own information goes."

"Has Handry said nothing to you?'

She plunged. "All right. Y es. Give methat packet." Having taken the money, she described what the
pilot had been ableto reved to her after she had lowered his guard for him. (An oddly sweet pair of
nights; but best not think about that.) "He doesn't know the coordinates yet, you redlize," shefinished.
"Not even what kind of sunitis, except for the metas. It must be somewhere not too far off hisassigned
route. But he saysthat leaves thousands of possibilities.”

"Or more." Rax forgot to control intonation. Was the sawing rhythm that came out of the speaker an
equivaent of itsequivaent of an awed whisper?"So many, many sars ... ahundred billioninthisone
lost lonely dustmote of agaaxy ... and we on the edge, remotein aspira arm where they thin toward
emptiness ... what do we know, what can we master?"

The voice became flat and businesdike again. "This could be a prize worth contending for. We would
pay well for areport from you. Under certain circumstances, amillion.”

What Nicky said he was getting! And Leon's paying me a bare hundred thousand—Djana shook
her head. "I'll be watched for quite awhile, Rax, if Wayland turns out to be any use. What good isa
fortune after you've been blasted?' She shivered. "Or they might be angry enough to brain-channd me
and—" The cigarette scorched her fingers. She ground it into a disposer and reached for anew one. A
million credits, shethought wildly. A million packs of smokes. But no, that's not it. What you do is
bank it and live off the interest. No huge income, but you'd be comfortable on it, and safe, and
free, free—

"Y ou would require disappearance, certainly,” Rax said. "That is part of the plan.”
"Doyou meanwe ... our boat ... would never come back?"'

"Correct. The Navy will mount a search, with no result. Ammon will not soon be ableto obtain
another scout, and in the interim he can be diverted from his purpose or done away with. Y ou can be
taken to asuitably distant point, to Terraitsdf if youwish."

Djana started her cigarette. The taste was wrong. "What about, well, him?"

"Junior Lieutenant Flandry? No great harm need comeif the matter is handled efficiently. For the
sumsinvolved, one can afford to hire technicians and equipment able to remove recent memories from
him without damage to the rest of his persondity. He can be left where he will soon be found. The natura



assumption will be that he was captured by Merseians and hypnoprobed in arandom-pattern search for
information.”

Rax hunched forward. "L et me make the proposition quite specific,” it continued. "'If Wayland turns
out to be worthless, you smply report to Ammon as ordered. When it is safe, you seek me and tell me
the details. | want especialy to know as much about Flandry asyou can extract from him. For example,
has he anything more in mind concerning thismission than earning his bribe? Y ou see, my organization
may well have uses of its own for abuyable Navy officer. Since this puts you to no specid effort or
hazard, your compensation will be one hundred thousand credits.”

Plus what I've already got in my purse, she exulted, plus Leon's payment!
"And if the moon isvauable?' she murmured.

"Then you must capture the boat. That should not be difficult. Handry will be unsuspicious.
Furthermore, our agents will have seen to it that the crates supposed to contain impellers do not. That
presents no problem; the storage cave is unguarded.”

Djanafrowned. "Huh? What for? How can he check out the placeif he can't flit around in his
Spacesuit?’

"It will not be considered your fault if hisjudgment proves erroneous, for this or any other cause. But
he should be able to do well enough; it isnot asif thiswere axenologica expedition or thelike. The
reason for thus restricting his mobility isthat he—young and reckless—will thereby belesslikely to
undertake things which could expose you, our contact, to danger.”

"WdlI!" Djanachuckled. "Nice of you."

"After Handry isyour prisoner, you will steer the boat through a volume whose coordinates will be
givenyou," Rax finished. "Thiswill bring you within detection range of a ship belonging to us, which will
make rendezvous and take you aboard. Y our reward will go to amillion credits.

"Um-m-m... " Check every angle, girl. The one you don't check is sure to be the one with a
stedl trap in it. Djanaflinched, recaling when certain jaws had punished her for disobedienceto an
influentia person. Rallying, she asked: "Why not just trail the scout?"

"The space vibrations created by an operating hyper-drive are detectable, instantaneoudy, to a
distance of about one light-year,” Rax said, patient with her ignorance of technology. "That iswhat limits
communications over any greater reach to physical objects such asletters or couriers. If our vessel can
detect where Flandry'sis, his can do likewise and he may be expected to take countermeasures.”

"l see" Djanasat awhile longer, thinking her way forward. At last shelooked up and said: "By Jesus,
you do tempt me. But I'll be honest, I'm scared. | know damn well I'm being watched, ever sincel
agreed to do thisjob, and Leon might take it into his head to give me anarcoquiz. Y ou know?'

"This has aso been provided for," Rax pointed. "Behind yonder door is a hypnoprobe with
amnesiagenic attachments. | am expert initsuse. If you agree to help us for the compensation mentioned,
you will be shown the rendezvous coordinates and memorize them. Thereafter your recollection of this
night will be driven from your consciousness.”

"What?' It was asif ahand closed around Djana's heart. She sagged back into her chair. The
cigarette dropped from cold fingers.

"Haveno fears," the goblin said. "Do not confuse this with zombie-making. There will be no implanted
compulsions, unless you count a posthypnotic suggestion making you want to explore Flandry's mind and
persuade him to show you how to operate the boat. Y ou will smply awaken tomorrow in a somewhat
disorganized state, which will soon pass except that you cannot remember what happened after you
arrived here. The suggestion will indicate anight involving drugs, and the money in your pursewill indicate
the night was not wasted. | doubt you will worry long about the matter, especialy since you are soon
heading into space.”



"|—well—I don't touch the heavy drugs, Rax—"

"Perhaps your client spiked adrink. To continue: Y our latent memorieswill be buried past the reach
of any mere narcoquiz. Two aternative situations will restimulate them. One will be an interview where
Flandry hastold Ammon Wayland isworthless. The other will be histelling you, on the scene, that it is
vauable. In ether case, full knowledge will return to your awareness and you can take gppropriate
action.”

Djanashook her head. "I've been ... brain-channeled ... brain-burned—no," she choked. Every
detail in the room, a checkerboard pattern on alounger, amoving wrinkle on Rax's face, the panels of
the inner door, stood before her with nightmare sharpness. "No, | won't."

"l do not spesk of dave conditioning,” the other said. "That would make you too inflexible. Besides; it
takes longer than the hour or so we dare spend. | speak of avoluntary bargain with us which includes
your submitting to aharmless cue-recdl annesa”

Djanarose. The knees shook benegth her. ™Y ou, you, you could make amistake. No. I'm going. Let
me out.” She reached into her purse.

Shewastoo late. The dugthrower had appeared. She stared down its muzzle, "If you do not
cooperate tonight,” Rax told her, "you are dead. Therefore, why not give yourself achancetowina
million credits? They can buy you liberation from what you are.”

A

The next stage of the adventure came amonth afterward. That was when the mortal danger began.

The sun that men had once named Mimir burned with four times the brightness of Sol; but at a
distance of five astronomical unitsit showed tiny, a bluish-white firepot too intense for the unshielded
eye. Covering itsdisc with afinger, you became able to see the haze around it—gas, dust, meteoroids, a
nebulaminiature in extent but thick as any to be found anywhere in the known universe—and the
spearpoints of light created by reflection within that nebula. Elsewhere, darkness swarmed with remoter
gars and the Milky Way foamed around heaven.

Somewhat more than four million kilometers from the scoutboat, Regin spread over two and ahalf
timesthe sky diameter of Luna seen from Terra The day sde of the giant planet cast sunlight blindingly
off cloudsinitsintensaly compressed atmosphere. The night side had an ashen-hued glow of itsown,
partly from aurora, partly from luminosity rebounding off a score of moons.

They included Wayland. Though no bigger than Luna, the satellite dominated the forward viewscreen:
for the boat was heading straight down out of orbit. The vison of stark peaks, glacier fields, barren
plains, craters old and eroded or new and raw, was hardly softened by athin blanket of air.

Flandry sent his hands dancing over the pilot board. Technically Comet class, hisvesse was
antiquated and minimally equipped. Without a proper conning computer, he must make his approach
manually. It didn't bother him. Having gotten the needful dataduring freefal around the globe, he had
only to keep observant of hisinstruments and direct the grav drive accordingly. For him it was adance
with the boat for partner, to thelilt of cosmic forces; and indeed he whistled awaltz tune through his
teeth.

Nonetheless he was taut. The faint vibrations of power, rustle and chemica-sharp odor of ventilation,
pull of theinterior weightmaking field, sood uncommonly strong in his awareness. He heard the blood
best in hisears.

Harnessed beside him, Djanaexclaimed: ™Y ou're not aming for the centrum. Y oure way off."
He spared her alook. Even now he enjoyed the sight. "Of course,” he said.
"What? Why?'



"lan't it obvious? Something mighty damn strange is going on there. I'm not about to bull in. Far better
weweasd in." Helaughed. "Though I'd rather continue tomcatting.”

Her features hardened. "If you try to pull any—"

"Ah-ah. No bitching." Flandry gave his attention back to the board and screens. His voice went on,
abstractedly: "I'm surprised at you. | am for afact. A hooker so tough abeit delectable, not taking for
granted weld reconnoiter first. I'm going to land usin that crater—see it? Ought to be firm ground, though
well give it abeam test before we cut the engine. With luck, any of those flying weirdieswe saw that
happens to pass overhead should register us as another piece of meteorite. Not that | expect any will
chance by. Thismay be aminiworld, but it wears alot of red estate. I'll leave you inboard and take a
verree cautious lookabout. If al goeswell, well do some encores, working our way closer. And don't
think | don't wish aparticularly sticky hell be constructed for whatever coprolite brain it was that
succeeded in packing the impel ler cases with oxygen bottles.”

He had not made that discovery until he was nearing Regin and had broken out the planetside gear
Ammon had assembled to hisorder. Y ou didn't need persond flying units on routine surveillance. The last
thing you were supposed to do was land anywhere. They weren't even included in your emergency
equipment. If you ran into trouble, they couldn't help you.

| should have checked the whole |ot when we loaded it aboard on Planet Eight, hethought. I'm
guilty of taking something for granted. How Max Abrams would ream me out! ... Well, | guess
Intelligence agents learn their trade through sad experience like everybody el se.

After agtring of remarks that made Djana hersdf blush, he had serioudly considered aborting the
Wayland mission. But no. Too many hazards were involved in asecond try, starting with the difficulty of
convincing hisfellowsthat breskdowns had delayed him twicein arow. And what harm could an utterly
lifdessbdl of rock do him?

Strangdly, the enigmatic things he had seen from orbit increased his determination to go down. Or
perhaps that wasn't so strange. He was starved for action. Besides, at his age he dared not admit to any
girl that he could be scared.

His whetted senses perceived that she shivered. It was for the first timein their voyage. But then, she
was acregture of cities and machinery, not of the Big Deep.

And it was amystery toward which they descended: where acomplex of robots ought to have been
at work, or at least passvely waiting out the centuries, an inexplicable crisscross of linesdrawn over a
hundred square kilometersin front of the old buildings, and atraffic of objectslike nothing ever seen
before except in bad dreams. Daunting, yes. On alegitimate errand, Flandry would have gone back for
reinforcements. But that wasimpractical under present circumstances.

Briefly, hefdt atouch of pity for Djana. He knew she was as gentle, loving, and compassionate asa
cryogenic drill. But shewas beautiful (smal, fine-boned, exquisite features, great blue eyes, honey-gold
hair), which he considered amorad virtue. Apart from insisting that he prepare meals—and hewas
undoubtedly far the superior cook—she had accepted the cramped austerity of the boat with wry good
humor. During their three weeks of travel she had given him fredly of her talents, which commanded top
price a home. While her forma education in other fields was scanty, between bouts she had proved an
entertaining talkmate. Half enemy she might be, but Flandry had dlowed himsdf the imprudent luxury of
faling dightly in love with her, and felt hewasalittlein her debt. No other scouting sweep had been as
pleasant!

Now she faced the spacefarer's truth, that the one thing we know for certain about this universeisthat
itisimplacable. He wanted to reach across and console her.

But the vessdl was entering aimosphere. A howl began to penetrate the hull, which bucked.
"Comeon, Jake," Flandry said. "Beagood girl."



"Why do you dways cal the boat Jake?" the companion asked, obvioudy trying to get her mind off
the crags lancing toward her.

"Giacobini-Zinner isridiculous," he answered, "and the code letters can't befitted into anything
bawdy.” | refrain frominquiring what you were called as a child, hethought. | prefer not to believe
in, say, an Errriintrude Bugglethwaite who invested in a, ah, house name and a total-body
biosculp jaob ... "Quiet, please. Thisistricky work. Thin air means high-velocity winds"

The engine growled. Interior counter-acceleration force did not atogether compensate for lurching;
the deck seemed to stagger. Flandry's hands flew, hisfeet shoved pedals, occasionally he spoke an order
to the idiot-grade central computer that the boat did possess. But he'd done this sort of thing before,
often under more difficult conditions. Hed make planetfal without redl trouble—

Theflyerscame.

He had scarcely aminute's warning of them. Djana screamed as they whipped from avell of driving
gray cloud. They were metd, bright in thelight of Mimir and of Regin's horizon-scraping dayside
crescent. Wide, ribbed wings upbore sticklike torsos, grotesque empennage, beaks and claws. They
were much smaller than the spacecraft, but they numbered a score or worse.

They attacked. They could do no real harm directly. Their hammering and scraping resounded wild in
the hull. But however frail by the standards of ared ship, aComet was built to resst heavier bufferings.

They did, though, rock it. Whedling and soaring, they darkened vison. Moreterribly, they interfered
with radar, sonic beams, every probing of every insrument. Suddenly, except for glimpses when they
flashed asde, Handry was piloting blind. Thewind sent his craft reding.

He stabbed forth flame out of the single spitgun in the nose. A flyer exploded in smoke and fragments.
Another, wing sheared across, spun downward to destruction. The rest were too many, too quickly
reacting. "We've got to get out of herel" he heard himsdlf yell, and crammed on power. Shock smashed
through him. Metal shrieked. The world whirled in the screens. For an ingtant, he saw what had
happened. Without sight or sensors, in the turbulence of the air, he had descended further than he knew.
His spurt of acceleration was not verticd. It had side-swiped a mountaintop.

No time for fear. He became the boat. Two thrust cones remained, not enough to escape with but
maybe enough to set down on and not spatter. He ignored the flock and fought for control of the
drunkenly unbalanced grav drive. If he made astraight tail-first backdown, the force would fend off the
opposition; he'd have an uncluttered scan aft, which he could project onto one of the pilot board screens
and usefor an eyebdled landing. That was if he could hold her upright. If not, well, it had been fun living.
The noise lessened to wind-whistle, engine stutter, drumbest of beaks. Through it hewasfaintly
astonished to hear Djana. He shot her aglance. Her eyeswere closed, her handslaid palm to palm, and
from her lips poured ancient words, over and over. "Haill Mary, full of grace—"

Her? And he'd thought held gotten to know her!

\Y

They landed skull-rattlingly hard. Weakened membersin the boat gave way with screeches and
thumps. But they |anded.

At once FHandry bent himself entirely to the spitgun. Locked onto target after target, the beam flashed
blue among the attackers that wheeled overhead. A winged thing danted downward and struck behind
the rim of the crater where he had settled. A couple of otherstook severe damage and limped off. The
remainder escorted them. In afew minutesthe last was gone from sight.

No—wait—high above, out of range, a hovering spark in murky heaven? Flandry focused a
viewscreen and turned up the magnification. "Uh-huh." He nodded. "One of our playmates has stayed



behind to keep abeady eye on us.”
"0O-0-0-oh-h-h," Djanawhimpered.

"Pull yoursdlf together," he snapped. "Y ou know how. Insert Part A in Sot B, bolt to Section C, et
cetera. In case nobody's told you, we have a problem.”

Mainly he was concerned with studying the indicators on the board while he unharnessed. Someair
had been logt, and replenished from the reserve tanks, but there was no further leakage. Evidently the hull
had cracked, not too badly for self-sedling but enough to make him doubt the feasibility of returning to
space without repairs. Inboard damage must be worse, for the grav field was off—he moved under
Wayland's haf aterrestrid g with abounding ease that roused no enthusiasm in him—and, oh-oh indeed,
the nuclear generator was dead. Light, hest, air and water cycles, everything was running off the
accumulators.

"Kegp watch," hetold Djana. "If you see anything peculiar, fed freeto holler.”

He went &ft, past the chaos of galey and head, the more solidly battened-down instrument and
life-support centers, to the engine room. An hour'sinspection confirmed neither hisrosiest hopes nor his
sharpest fears. It was possible to fix Jake, and probably wouldn't takelong: if and only if shipyard
facilities were brought to bear.

"Sowhat dseisnew?' he said and returned forward.

Djana had been busy. She stood in the conn with al the small arms aboard on a seat behind her—the
issue blaster and needier, his private Merseian war knife—except for the stun pistol she had brought
hersaf. That was bolstered on her flank. She rested ahand on itsiridivory butt.

"Wheat the deuce?' FHandry exclaimed. "1 might even ask. What the trey?"
He started toward her. She drew the gun. "Halt," she said. Her soprano had goneflat.

He obeyed. She could drop him as he attacked, in this space where there was no room to dodge,
and secure him before he regained consciousness. Of course, he could perhaps work free of any knots
shewas ableto tie, but—He swallowed his dismay and studied her. The panic was gone, unlessit dwelt
behind that whitened skin and drew those lipsinto disfiguring straight lines.

"What'swrong?' he asked dowly. "My intentions are no more shocking than usual.”

"Maybe nothing'swrong, Nicky." She attempted asmile. "I've got to be careful. Y ou understand that,
don't you? Y ou're an Imperia officer and I'm riding Leon Ammon's rocket. Maybe we can keep on
working together. And maybe not. What's happened here?!

He collected hiswits. "Int'resting question,” he said. "If you think thisisatrap for you—well, redly,
my sweet, you know quite well no functiona trap isthat elaborate. I'm every bit asbaffled asyou ... and
worried, if that's any consolation. | want nothing at the moment but to get back with hide entire to vintage
wine, gourmet food, good conversation, good music, good books, good tobacco, avariety of charming
ladies, and everything dsethat civilization isabout.”

He was ninety-nine percent honest. The remaining one percent involved pocketing the rest of his
million. Though not exclusively ...

Thegirl didn't rdax. "Wdl, can we?'

Hetold her what the condition of the boat was.

She nodded. Wings of amber-colored hair moved softly past delicate high cheekbones. "1 thought
that was more or lessit," she said. "Wheat do you figure to do?'

Flandry shifted stance and scratched the back of his neck. " Another interesting question. We can't
survive indefinitely, you redize. Congdering the outside temperature and other factors, I'd say that if we
throttle dl systems down to a minimum—and if we don't have to fire the spitgun again—we have
accumulator energy for three months. Food for longer, yes. But when the thermometer dropsto minusa



hundred, even steak sandwiches can only aleviate; they cannot cure.”
She slamped afoot. "Will you stop trying to be funny!"

Why, | thought | was succeeding, Handry wanted to say, and incidentally, that motion of yours
had fascinating effects in these snug-fitting pullovers we're wearing. Do it again?

Djanaovercame her anger. "We need help,” she said.

"No point in trying to radio for it,” Handry said. "Air thisthin supportstoo little ionosphere to send
wavesfar past the horizon. Especidly when the sun, however bright, is so distant. We might be able to
bounce sgnds off Regin or another moon, except that that'd require aiming and monitoring gear Jake
doesn't carry.”

She dared a himin frank surprise. "Radio?

"To the main computer at the mining centrum. It was origindly atop-level machine, you know,
complete with awvareness—whatever it may have suffered since. And it commanded repair and
mai ntenance equipment aswell. If we could raise it and get a positive response, we should have the
appropriate robots here in afew hours, and be off on the rest of my circuit in afew days."

Flandry smiled lopsidedly. "I wish now | had givenit acal from orbit,” he went on. "But with the
skewbd| things we sasv—we've lost that option. We shall smply have to march therein person and see
what can be done."

Djanatensed anew. " thought that's what you'd figure on,” she said, winter bleak. "Nothing doing,
lover. Too chancy.”

"What else—"
She had hardly begun to reply when he knew. The heart sumbled in him.

"l didn'tjoinyou blind," she said. "I studied the Situation first, whatever | could learn, including the
standard apparatus on these boats. They carry several couriers each. One of those can make it back to
[rumclaw in acouple of weeks, with amessage telling where we are and what we're gitting on.”

"But," he protested. "But. Listen, the assault on uswasn't likely the last attempt. | wouldn't guarantee
we can hold out. We'd better leave here, duck into the hills—"

"Maybe. Well play that asit falls. However, | am not passing up the main chance for surviva, which
isto bringinaNavy ship." Djanaslaugh wasayelp. "I cantel what you're thinking," she continued.
"Therel'll be, dong on your job. How many laws does that break? The authoritieswill check further.
When they |learn about your taking abribe to do Ammon'swork for himin an official vesse—I suppose
a aminimum the sentencelll be life endavement.”

"What about you?" he countered.

Her lids drooped. Her lips closed and curved. She moved her hipsfrom sdeto sde. "Me?I'ma
victim of circumstances. | was afraid to object, with you wicked men coercingme ... till | got this chance
to do theright thing. I'm sure | can make your commandant seeit that way and give me an executive
pardon. Maybe even areward. We're good friends, redly, Admird Juliusand me."

"Y ou won't get through the wait here without my help,” Flandry said. "Certainly not if we're attacked.”

"1 might or might not," shereplied. Her expression thawed. "Nicky, darling, why must we fight? Well
have timeto work out aplan for you. A story or—or maybe you can hide somewhere with supplies, and
| can come back later and get you, | swear | will—" She swayed in hisdirection. "l swear | want to.

Y ou've been wonderful. | won't et you go.”

"Regardless” hesad, "you indst on sending a message.”
IIYSIII
"Canyou launch acourier? What if | refuse?’



“Then I'll stun you, and tie you, and torture you till you agree,” she said, turned atogether impersond.
"I know alot about that."

Abruptly it blazed from her: ™Y oulll never imagine how much | know! Y ou'd die before | finished.
Remember your boasting to me about the hardships you've met, a poor boy tiying to get ahead in the
service on nothing but ability? If you couldve heard me laughing indde while| kissed you! | came up
from davery—in the Black Hole of Jhannath—what I've been through makes the worst they've thought
of inlrumclaw Old Town look like a creche game—I'm not going back to hell again—as God ismy
witness, I'm not!" She drew a shaking breath and damped the vizor once moreinto place. From a pocket
shefetched adip of paper. "Thisisthe message,” she said.

Flandry balanced on the bals of hisfeet. He might be able to take her, if he acted fast and luck fell his
way ... hejust might ... And swiftly asastab, he knew the risk was needless.

He gasped.

"What's the matter?' Djana's question wavered near hysteria
He shook himsdlf. "Nothing," he said. "All right, you win, let's ship your dispaich off."

The couriers were near the main airlock. Hewaked in advance, before her steady gun muzzle, though
she knew the location. For that matter, the odds were she could figure out how to activate them hersdlf.
She had been quick to learn the method of putting the boat on ahomeward course—feed the destination
coordinates to the autopilot, lock the manua controls, et cetera—when he met her request for
precautionary ingtruction. These gadgets, four in number, were Smpler yet.

Inside each torpedo shape—120 centimeterslong, but light enough for aman to lift under Terran
gravity—were packed the absol ute minimum of hyperdrive and grav-drive machinery; sensors and
navigational computer to guide it toward a preset god; radio to beep when it neared; accumulators for
power; and atiny space for the payload, which could be a document, atape, or whatever else would fit.

Ogtentatioudy obedient, Flandry opened one compartment and stepped aside while Djanalaid in her
letter and closed the shdll. Irumclaw's coordinates were stenciled on it for easy reference and she
watched him turn the control knobs. He did the courier forward on the launch rack. Pausing, hesaid: "I'd
liketo program thisfor asixty-second delay, if you don't mind."

IIWI,V?I
"So we can get back to the conn and watch it take off. To be sureit does, you know."

"M-m-m—that makes sense." Djana hefted the gun. "I'm keeping you covered till it's outbound,
understand.”

"Logical. Afterward, can we both be uncovered?'
"Bedill!"
Flandry started the mechanism and returned forward with her. They stared out.

The view was of desolation. Jake lay close by the crater wall, which doped steeply doft until itsrim
stood fanged in heaven, three kilometers above. Its palisades reached so far that they vanished under the
near horizon before their opposite Side became visible. The darkling rock was stresked with white, that
aso covered thefloor: carbon dioxide and ammonia snow. Thiswas beginning to vaporize in Wayland's
Sxteen-day time of sunlight; fogs boiled and mists steamed, exposing the bluish gleam of eterna water
ice

Overhead the sky was deep violet, dmost black. Stars glittered wanly across most of it, for at this
early hour Mimir'sfierce disc barely cleared the ringwall in that area where the latter went behind the
curve of theworld. Regin was half adimness mottled with intricate cloud patterns, haf ashining like
burnished stedl.

A whitter of wind camein through the hull.



Behind Flandry, Djana said with unexpected wigtfulness: "When the courier's gone, Nicky, will you
hold me? Will you be good to me?”

He made no immediate reply. His shoulder and stomach muscles ached from tension.

Thetorpedo left itstube. For amoment it hovered, while theidiot pseudo-brain within recognized it
was on a solid body and which way was up. It rose. Once above atmosphere, it would take sights on
beacons such as Betelgeuse and lay a course to [rumclaw.

Except—yes! Djanawailed. Flandry whooped. The spark high above had struck. As one point of
glitter, the joined machines staggered acrossthe sky.

Flandry went to the viewscreen and set the magnification. The torpedo had nothing but a
parchment-thin auminum skin, soon ripped by the flyer's besk while the flyer'stadons held tight. The
courier had ample power to shake off its assailant, but not the acumen to do so. Besides, the stresses
would have wrecked it anyway. It continued to rise, but didn't get far before some critical circuit was
broken. That killed it. The clawslet go and it plummeted to destruction.

"I thought that'd happen,” Handry murmured.

The flyer resumed its station. Presently three othersjoined it. " They must've sensed our messenger, or
been cdled," Flandry said. "No usetrying to loft more, eh? We need their energy packsworse for other
things"

Djana, who had stood numbed, cast her gun aside and crumpled weeping into his arms. He stroked
her hair and made soothing noises.

At last she pulled hersdlf together, looked at him, and said, gill gulping and hiccoughing: "Y ou're glad,
aren't you?"'

"Well, | can't say I'm sorry," he admitted.

"Y-y-you'd rather be dead than—"

"Than adave? Yes, clichéor nat, fraid so."

She congdered him for awhilethat grew. "All right,” she said most quietly. "That makestwo of us."

Vi

He had topped the ringwall when the bugs found him.

Hisam wasto ingpect the flyer which had crashed on the outer dope, while Djana packed supplies
for the march. Perhaps he could get some clue asto what had gone wrong here. The possbility that those
patrolling would spot him and attack seemed among the least of the hazards ahead. He could probably
find acave or crag or crevasse in time, a shelter where they couldn't get at him, on the rugged craterside.
Judicioudy applied at short range, the blaster in his hip sheath ought to rid him of them, in view of what
the spitgun had accomplished—unless, of course, they summoned so many reinforcementsthat he ran out
of charge.

Nothing happened. Tuning his spacesuit radio through its entire range of reception, he came upon a
band where there was modulation: clicks and silences, a code reding off with such speed that in hisears
it sounded almogt like an endless ululation, high-pitched and unhuman. He was tempted to transmit afew
remarks on those frequencies, but decided not to draw unnecessary attention to himself. At their atitude,
he might well beinvisibleto theflyers.

The rest of the available radio spectrum was silent, except for the seethe and crackle of cosmic gétic.
And the world was sllent, except for the moan of wind around him, the crunching of snow and rattling of
stones as his boots struck, the noise of his own breath and heartbeat. The crater floor wasrock, ice, drift
of snow and migts, wan illumination that would nonethel ess have burned him with ultraviolet rays had his



faceplate let them past. Clouds drove ragged across aien congtellations and the turbulent face of Regin.
The crater wall lifted brutal before him.

Climbing it was not too difficult. Erosion had provided ample footing and handholds; and in this
gravity, even burdened with space armor he was lighter than when nude under Terran pull. He adapted to
the changed ratio of weight and inertiawith an ease that would have been unconscious had he not
remembered it was going to cause Djana some trouble and thereby dow the two of them down. Other
than keeping anervous eye swiveling skyward, the chief nuisance he suffered was due to imperfections of
the air renewal and thermostatic units. He was soon hot, sweeting, and engulfed in stench.

I'll be sureto fix that before we start! hethought. And give the service crew billy hell when (if) |
return. Momentarily, the spirit sagged in him: What's the use? They're sloppy because the higher
echelons are incompetent because the Empire no longer really cares about holding this part of the
marches ... In my grandfather's day we were still keeping what was ours, mostly.

In my father's day, the slogan became "conciliation and consolidation,” which means retreat.
Is my day—my very own personal bit of daylight between the two infinite darknesses—isit going
to turn into the Long Night?

He clamped histeeth together and climbed more vigoroudy. Not if | can help it!
The bugs appeared.

They hopped from behind boulders and ice banks, twenty or more, soaring toward him. Some thirty
centimeterslong, they had ten claw-footed legs each, atail ending in twin spikes, ahead on which hdf a
dozen antennae moved. Mimir'slight shimmered purple off their intricately armored bodies.

For a second Flandry serioudy wondered if he had lost his mind. The old records said Wayland was
barren, aways had been, dwayswould be. He had expected nothing else. Life smply did not evolve
where cold was this deep and permanent, air this tenuous, metal this dominant, background radiation this
high. And supposing astrange version of it could, Mimir was ayoung star, that had coaesced with its
planets only afew hundred megayears ago from anebulaenriched in heavy atomsby earlier selar
generations, the system hadn't yet finished condensing, as witness the haze around the sun and the rate of
giant meteorite impacts; there had not been timefor lifeto start.

Thus Flandry's thought flashed. It ended when the shapes were murderoudy upon him.

Two landed on his helmet. He heard the clicks, fdlt the astonishing impact. Looking down, he saw
othersat hiswaig, clinging to hislegs, swarming around his boots. Jaws champed, claws dug. They
found thejointsin hisarmor and went to work.

No living thing smaller than a Llynathawrian e ephant wolf should have been ableto make an
impression on the dloys and plastics that encased Flandry. He saw shavings ped off and fall like sparks
of glitter.

He saw water vapor puff white from thefirst pinhole by hisleft ankle. The creature that made it
gnawed industrioudy on.

Flandry yelled an obscenity. He shook one loose and managed to kick it. The shock of striking that
mass hurt histoes. The bug didn't arc far, nor wasit injured. It sprang back to the fray. Flandry was
trying to pluck another off. It clung too strongly for him.

He drew hisblaster, set it to needle beam and low intensity, laid the muzzle against the carapace, and
pulled thetrigger.

The creature did not smoke or explode or do whatever else anormal organism would. But after two
or three secondsiit let go, dropped to the ground and lay inert.

The rest continued their senseless, furious attack. Flandry cooked them off him and dew those that
hadn't reached him with a series of energy bolts. No organism that size, that powerful, that heavily
shelled, ought to have been that vulnerableto hisbrief, frugal beams.



The last two were on his back where he couldn't see them. He widened the blaster muzzle and fanned
acrosstheair renewa unit. They dropped off him. The heat skyrocketed the temperaturein his suit and
drove gasfaster out of the severa leaks. Flandry's eardrums popped painfully. His head roared and
whirled.

Training paid off. Scarcely aware of what he did, he dapped sed patches on the holes and bled the
reserve tank for afresh atmosphere. Only then did he Sit down, gasp, shudder, and finally wet his
mummy-dry mouth from the water tube.

Afterward he was able to examine the dead bugs. Throwing a couple of them into his pack, he
resumed climbing. From the top of the ringwall he discerned the wrecked flyer and danted acrosstalus
and ice patchesto reach it. The crash had pretty well fractured it to bits, which facilitated study. He
collected afew specimen parts and returned to Jake.

The trip was made in agrowingly grim silence, which he scarcely broke when he re-entered the boat.
Aloneness and not knowing had ground Djana down. She sped to welcome him. He gave her a
perfunctory kiss, demanded food and alarge pot of coffee, and brushed past her on hisway to the
workshop.

VIl

They had about 200 kilometersto go. That was the distance, according to the maps Flandry had
made in orbit, from the scoutboat's resting place to a peak so high that atransmission from it would be
line-of-sight with some of the towering radio transcelver masts he had observed at varying separations
from the old computer centrum.

"We don't want to get closer than we mugt,” he explained to the girl. "We want plenty of room for
running, if wefind out that operations have been taken over by something that eats people.”

She swallowed. "Where could we run to?"
"That'sagood question. But | won't lie down and die gracefully. I'm far too cowardly for that."

Shedidn't respond to his smile. He hoped she hadn't taken hisremark literaly, even though it
contained afair amount of truth.

Thetrip could be shortened by crossing two intervening maria. Flandry refused. "I prefer to skulk,” he
sad, laving out acircuitous path through foothills and amountain range that offered hiding places. Whileit
would often make the going tough, and Djana was inexperienced and not in training, and they would be
burdened with Ammon's supplies and planetside gear, he hoped they could average thirty or forty
kilometers per twenty-four hours. A pitiful few factorsworked in their favor. There wasthe mild gravity
and the absence of riversto ford and brush to struggle through. There was the probably steady weather.
Since Wayland dways turned the same face to Regin, there was continuous daylight for the span of their
journey, except a high noon when the planet would eclipse Mimir. There was an ample supply of
dimulants. And, Flandry reflected, it helpsto travel scared.

He decreed afina decent meal before departure, and music and lovemaking and agood deep while
the boat's sensors kept watch. The party fell rather flat; Djanawas too conscious that this might be the
last time. Flandry made no reproaches. He did dismiss any vague ideas he might have entertained about
trying for along-term liaison with her.

They loaded up and marched. More accurately, they scrambled, acrossthe crater wall andinto a
stretch of sharp hills and wind-polished dippery glaciers. Handry alowed ten minutes rest per hour. He
spent most of those periods with map, gyrocompass, and sextant, making sure they were still headed
right. When Djana declared she could do no more, he said calculatedly, "Yes, | understand; you're no
use off your back." She spat her rage and jumped to her feet.



I mustn't drive her too hard, Flandry redlized. Gradual strengthening will get us where we're
going faster. In fact, without that she might not make it at all.

Does that matter?
Yes, it does, | can't abandon her.
Why not? She'd do the same for me.

Um-mm ... | don't know exactly why ... let's say that in spite of everything, she's a woman.
Waste not, want not.

When she did begin redling as she walked, he agreed to pitch camp and did most of the chores done.

First he sdlected a spot beneath an overhanging cliff. " So our winged chumswon't seeus,” he
explained chattily, "or drop on ustheir equivalent of what winged chums usudly drop. Y ou will note,
however, that an easy route will take us onto the top of the cliff, if we should have groundborne cdlers.
From there we can shoot, throw rocks, and otherwise hint to them that they're not especialy welcome.”
Slumped in exhaustion againgt a boulder, she paid him no heed.

He inflated the insulating floor of the sedltent and erected itsframework. The wind gave him trouble,
flapping the fabric he stretched across until he got it secured. Because the temperature had risen to about
minusfifty, he didn't bother with extralayers, but merdly filled the cells of the one kinwith air.

To save accumulator charge, he worked the pump by hand, and likewise when it evacuated the tent's
interior. Extreme decompression wasn't needed, since the Waylander atmosphere was mostly noble
gases and nitrogen. The portable air renewer he had placed insde, together with a glower for heat, took
care of remaining poisonous vapors and excess carbon dioxide, once he had refilled the tent with oxygen
at 200 millibars. (The equipment for al thiswas heavy. But it wasindispensable, at least until Djanagot
into such condition that she didn't frequently need the rdlief of shirtdeeve environment. And shed better!
Given thelimitations of what they could carry, they could make possibly fifteen stopsthat utilized it.)
While renewer and glower did their work, Flandry chipped water ice to melt for drinking and cooking.

They entered through the plastic airlock. He showed Djana how to bleed her spacesuit down to
ambient pressure. When they had taken off their armor, she lay on the floor and watched him with eyes
glazed by fatigue. Hefitted together hisill, put it on the glower, and filled it with ice. "Why are you doing
that? she whispered.

"Might have unpleasant ingredients," he answered. "Gases like ammonia come off first and are taken
up by the activated colloidsin this bottle. We can't let them contaminate our air; our one renewer's busy
handling the stuff we breathe out; and besides, when we strike camp | must pump as big afraction as|
can manage back into itstank. When the water starts boiling, | shut the valve to the gas-impurity flask
and open the one to the water can. We can't risk heavy meta salts, especially on aworld where they
must be plentiful. Doesn't take but amicro quantity of plutonium, say, thisfar from medical help, tokill
you in quite anasty fashion. A propos, | suppose you know we daren't smoke in a pure oxy
amosphere”

She shuddered and turned her glance from the desolation in the ports.

Dinner revived her somewhat. Afterward she sat hugging her legs, chin on knees, and watched him
clean the utensls. In the cramped space, his movements were economicd. "Y ou wereright,” shesad
gravely. "l wouldn't have a prayer without you."

"A hot medl, abeit freeze-dried, does beat pushing a concentrate bar through your chowlock and
cdlingit lunch, eh?'

"Y ou know what | mean, Nicky. What can | do?'
"Y ou can take your turn watching for mongers,” he said immediately.
Shewinced. "Do you redly think—"



"No. | don't think. Too few datathus far to make it worth the trouble. Unhappily, though, one datum
isthe presence of two or more kinds of critter whose manners are as deplorable asthey are
inexplicable

"But they're machined"

"Arethey?'

She stared at him from under tangled tawny bangs. He said while he labored: "Where does 'robot’
leave off and ‘organism'’ begin? For hundreds of years there've been sensor-computer-effector systems
more intricate and versatile than some kinds of organic life. They function, perceive, ingest, have meansto
repair damage and to be reproduced; they homeodtatize, if that horrible word isthe one | want; certain of
them think. None of it worksidenticaly with the systems evolved by organic animals and sophonts—but
it works, and toward very smilar ends.

"Those bugs that attacked me have metal exoskeletons underneath that purple enamel, and eectronic
ingdes. That'swhy they succumbed so easily to my blaster: high heat conductivity, raising the temperature
of components designed for Wayland's natural conditions. But they're machinery as elaborate asany I've
ever ruined. Asl told you, | hadn't the time or meansto do a proper job of dissection. Asnear as| could
tell, though, they run off accumulators. Their feders are magnificently precise sensors—meagnetic, dectric,
radionic, thermal, et cetera. They have optical and audio systemsaswell. In fact, with one exception,
they're such gorgeous engineering that it's a semantic quibble whether to cal them robots or artificia
anmas

"Samething, essentidly, for the flyers—which, by the way, I'm tempted to call sngpdragonflies. They
get their lift from thewingsand aVTOL turbojet; they use beak and clawsto rip rather than grind metd;
but they have sensors and computers akin to the bugs. And they seem able to act more independently,
asyou'd expect with alarger ‘brain.' "

He put away thelast dish, settled back, and longed for a cigarette. "What do you mean by ‘one
exception'?' Djana asked.

"l can imagine arobotic ecology, based on self-reproducing solar-cdll unitsthat'd perform the
equivaent of photosynthesis" Flandry said. "'l seem to recall it was actudly experimented with once. But
these things welve met don't have anything | can identify asbeing for nourishment, repair, or
reproduction. No doubt they have someplace to go for replacement parts and energy
recharges—someplace where new ones are a so manufactured—most likely the centrum area. But what
about the wrecked ones? There doesn't seem to be any interest in reclaiming those marvel ous parts, or
even the metal. I1t's not an ecology, then; it's open-ended. Those machines have no purpose except
degtruction.”

Hedrew breath. "In spite of which," he said, "I don't believe they're meant for guarding thisworld or
any such job. Because who save alunatic would build afighting robot and omit guns?

"Somehow, Djana, Wayland's come down with a plague of mongters. Until we know how many of
what kinds, | suggest we proceed on the assumption that everything we meet will want to do usin.”

A few timesin the course of the next severa Terran days, the humans conceded themsalves when
shapes passed by. These might be flyers cruising far overhead, in one case stooping on some prey hidden
by aridge. Or apair of dog-sized, huge-jawed, sensor-bristling hunters loped six-legged on aquest; or a
bigger object,vhorned and spike-tailed, rumbled on caterpillar treads a ong the bottom of aravine. Twice
Flandry lay prone and watched combats: bugs swarming over awalking red globe with lobsterish claws;
acongtrictor shape entangled with a mobile battering ram. Both end results gppeared to confirm his
deductions. The vanquished were | eft where they fdll while the victors resumed prowling. Remnantsfrom
earlier battles indicated the same aftermath. Otherwise the journey was nothing but a struggle to make
distance. There waslittle opportunity while afoat, little wakefulnesswhile at ret, to think about the
sgnificance of what had been seen. Nor did Flandry worry about encountering akiller. If it happened, it



happened. On the whole, he didn't expect that kind of trouble ... yet. Thiswastoo vast and rugged a
land for any likelihood of ft. Given due caution, he and Djana ought to make their first objective. What
occurred after that might be a different story.

He did notice that the radio traffic got steadily thicker on the nonstandard band the robots used. No
surprise. He was nearing what had been the center of operations, which must still be the center of
whatever the hell was going on nowadays.

Hell indeed, he thought through the dullness of the exhaudtion. Did somebody sabotage Wayland,
maybe long ago, by installing a predator factory? Or was it perhaps an accident? People may
have fought hereabouts, and | suppose a nearby explosion could derange the main computer.

None of the guesses seemed reasonable. The beast machines couldn't offer effective opposition to
modern weapons. They threatened the lives of two marooned humans; but a single spacecraft,
well-armed, well-equi pped with detectors, crew derted to the Stuation, could probably annihilate them
with small difficulty. That fact ruled out sabotage—didn't it? Asfor damage to the ultimate control
engine Imprimis, it must have had heavy shidding, plus extensve self-repair capability, themoresoin
view of the meteorite hazard. Secundus, assuming it did sustain permanent harm, that implied aloss of
components; it would then scarcely be able to design and produce these superbly crafted gargoyles.

Flandry gave up wondering.

The time came when he and Djana hdted within an hour of the mountaintop that wastheir god. They
found acave, screened by tall pinnacles, wherein they erected the sedltent. "It's not going any further,” the
man said. "Among other reasons, you know how long it takes to raise and to knock down again; and we
can't stand many more losses of unrecovered oxygen each time we break camp. So if we don't succeed
in getting help, and in particular if we provoke a hunt for us, the burden won't be worth carrying. Thisisa
nice, hard-to-find, defensible spot to it in.”

"When do we cal?' the girl asked.
"When we've corked off for about twelve hours,” Flandry said. "I want to be well rested.”
She herself wastired enough that she dropped straight into deep.

Inthe"morning” his spirits were somewhat restored. He whistled as he led the way upward, and
when he stood on the peak he declaimed. "I name thee Mt. Maidens." All the while, though, his attention
ranged ahead.

Behind and on ether sde wasthe familiar jumble of rock, ice, and inky shadows. Above gloomed the
sky, its scattered stars and clouds, Mimir's searing brilliance now very near the dim, bright-edged shield
of Regin. Thewind whimpered around. He was glad to be insde hiswarm if smelly armor.

Ahead, as histopographical maps had reveded, the mountain dropped with a steepness that would
have been impossible under higher gravity. The horizon wasflat, betokening the edge of the plain where
the centrum lay, and the squares he had seen, and he knew not what else. Through binoculars he made
out the cruciform tops of four radio transcelver masts. Those had risen since man abandoned Wayland;
others were scattered about in the wilds; from orbit, he had identified afew as being under construction
by robots of recognizable worker form. He had considered making for one of those sitesinstead of here,
but decided againgt it. That kind of robot wastoo specidized, asoinits"brain,” to understand his
problem. Besides, the nearest was dangeroudy far from Jake's resting place.

He unfolded alight tripod-based directiond transmitter. He plugged in the ancillary apparatus,
including ajack to hisown helmet radio. Squatting, he directed the assembly initsrotation until it had
locked onto one of the masts. Djanawaited. Her face showed still more gaunt and grimy than his, her
eyes hollow and fever-bright.

"Heregoes," Flandry said.

"O God, have mercy, hdp us" breathed in his earplugs. He wondered briefly, pityingly, if rdigionwas



what had kept her going, ever since her nightmare childhood. But he had to tell her to keep silence.

He called on the standard band. " Two humans, shipwrecked, in need of assistance. Respond.” And
again. And again. Nothing answered but the fire-crackle of cosmic energies.

Hetried on the robots band. The digital code chattered with no ateration that he could detect.
Hetried other frequencies.

After an hour or more, he unplugged and rose. His muscles ached, his mouth was parched, hisvoice
came hoarse out of aroughened throat. "No go, I'm afraid.”

Djana had been seated on the sanitary unit from her pack, which doubled as astool protecting against
the dementd cold beneath. He had watched her shrink further and further into hersdf. "So we're
finished," she mumbled.

He sighed. "The circumstances could be more promising. The big computer should've replied ingtantly
toadistresscdl." He paused. Thewind blew, the stars jeered. He straightened. "I'm going for a
first-hand look."

"QOut in the open?"' She scrambled erect. Her gauntlets closed spastically around his. "Y ou'll be
swarmed and killed!"

"Not necessarily. We saw from the boat, things do appear to be different yonder from el sawhere. For
instance, none of the accumulated wreckage you'd expect if fighting went on. Anyhow, it'sour last
resort.” Flandry patted her in afatherly way, which he might aswell under present conditions. "Y ou'll stay
in thetent, of course, and wait for me."

She moistened her lips. "No, I'll come dong,” she said.
"Whoa! Y ou could get scragged.”

"Rather that than Starve to death, which | will if you don't makeit. | won't handicap you, Nicky. Not
any more. If we aren't loaded down the way we were, | can keep up with you. And I'll be extra hands
and eyes.”

He pondered. "Wdll, if youingst." She's more likely to be an asset than not—a survivor type like
her.

Sardonically: Yes, just like her, | suspect she's got more than one motive for this. Exemplia
gratia, to make damn sure | don't gain anything she doesn't get in on.

Not that a profit seems plausible.

VIl

Asthey neared the plain, Mimir went into eclipse.

Thelast arc of brilliance edging Regin vanished with the sun. Instead, the planet showed as aflattened
black disc overlad with faint, flickering aurora glow and ringed with sullen red wherelight was refracted
through atmosphere.

Flandry had anticipated it. The stars, suddenly treading forth many and resplendent, and the small
crescents of two companion moons, ought to give sufficient illumination for cautioustravel. At need, he
and Djana could use their flashbeams, though he would rather not risk drawing attention.

He had forgotten how temperature would tumble. Fog started forming within minutes, until theworld
was swirling shapelessmurk. It gave way after awhile to snow borne on alashing, squeaing wind.
Carbon dioxide mostly, he guessed; maybe some ammonia. He leaned into the thrust, squinted at his
gyrocompass, and dogged on.

Djanacaught hisarm. "Shouldn't we wait?" he barely heard through the noise.



He shook his head before he remembered that to her he had become a shadow. "No. A chanceto
make progress without being spotted.”

"Frst luck we've had. Thanks, Jesud™

Flandry refrained from observing that when the storm ended they might beirrevocably far into a
hostile unknown. What had they to lose?

For atime, asthey groped, he thought the audio pickupsin his hemet registered amachine rumble.
Did he actudly fed the ground quiver benesth some great moving mass? He changed direction atrifle,
without saying anything to the girl.

In thisregion, eclipse lasted close to two hours. The station would have been located on farside,
escaping the darknesses dtogether, except for the offsetting advantage of having Regin high in the night
sky. When full, the planet must flood this hemisphere with soft radiance, an impossibly beautiful sght.

Though | doubt the robots ever gave a damn about scenery, Flandry thought, peering down to
guide his boots past boulders and drifts. Unless maybe the central computer ... yes, | suppose.
Imperial technology doesn't use many fully conscious machines—Iittle need for them when we're
no longer adventuring into new parts of the galaxy—so |, at any rate, know less about them than
my ancestors did. Still, | can guessthat a "brain" that powerful would necessarily develop
interests outside its regular work. Its junction—its desire, to get anthropomor phic—was to serve
the human masters. But in between pros-pectings, constructions, visiting ships, when routine could

only have occupied a minor part of its capacity, did it turn sensors onto the night sky and
admire?

Daylight began to filter through the snowfal. The wind died to a soughing. The ground flattened
rapidly. Before precipitation had quite ended, fog was back, the newly frozen gases subliming under
Mimir'sraysand recondensnginair.

Flandry said, low and by sonic transmission: "Radio silence. Move quiet asyou can.” It was hardly a
needful order. Earplugs wereloud with digital code and there came ametdlic rattle from ahead.

Once more Wayland took Flandry by surprise. He had expected the miststo lift dowly, asthey'd
done near dawn, giving him and Djanatime to make out something of what was around them before they
were likely to be noticed. His observationsin orbit had indicated as much. For minutes the whiteness did
vell them. Two meters away, wet ice and rock, tumbling rivulets, sseaming puddles, faded into smoky
nothing.

It broke apart. Through therifts he saw the plain and the machines. The holes widened with tearing
rapidity. The fog turned into cloudlets which puffed aloft and vanished.

Djana screamed.

Knowledge struck through Flandry: Damn me for a witling! Why didn't | think? It takes a long
while to heat things up again after half a month of night. But not after two hours. And
evaporation goes fast at low pressures. What | saw from space, and assumed were lingering
ground hazes, were clouds higher up, like those | see steaming away above us—

That was at the back of hisbrain. Most of him saw what surrounded him. The blaster sprang into his
hand.

Though the mountain was not far behind, soaring from aknife-edge boundary, he and Djanahad
passed by the nearest radio mast and were down on the plain. Like other Waylander maria, it was not
perfectly leve; it rolled, reared in scattered needles and minor craters, seamed itsalf with narrow cracks,
was bestrewn with rocks and overlaid in places by ice banks. The travel ers had entered the section that
was marked into squares. More than akilometer apart, the lines ran arrow straight, east and west, north
and south, further than he cpuld see before curvature shut off vision. He happened to be near one and
could identify it asawide streak of Black granules driven permanently into the stone.



What hetruly saw in that moment was the robots.

A hundred metersto hisright went three of the six-legged lopers. Somewhet further off on hisleft
rolled ahorned and treaded giant. Still further ahead, but not too far to catch him, straggled half adozen
different monstrosities. Bugs by the score legped and crawled across the ground. Flyerswere danting
down the sky. Hethrew alook to rear and saw retreat cut off by aset of legs upbearing acircular saw.

Djanacast hersalf on her knees. Flandry crouched above, teeth skinned, and waited in the racket of
his heart for the first assailant.

Therewasnone.

Thekillersignored them.

Nor did they pay attention to each other.

While not totaly unexpected, the relief sent Flandry's mind whirling. When he had recovered, he saw
that the machines were converging on a point. Nothing appeared above the horizon; their goal wastoo
digtant. He knew what it was, though—the central complex of buildings.

Djanabegan to laugh, wilder and wilder. Flandry didn't think they could afford hysteria. He hauled
her to her feet. "Turn off that braying before | shakeit out of you!" When words didn't work, he took her
by her ankles, held her upside down, and made his threat good.

While she sobbed and gulped and wrestled her way back to control, he held her in amore gentle

embrace and studied the robots across her shoulder. Most werein poor shape, holestorn in their skins,
limbs missing. No wonder he'd heard them rattle and clank in the fog.

Some looked unhurt aside from minor scratches and dents. Probably their accumulators were about
drained.

In the end, he could explain to her: "I dways figured those which survived the battles would get
recharge and repair inthisarea. Um-m-m ... it can't well serveal Wayland ... | daresay the critters
never wander extremely far fromit ... and we did spot construction work, the setup's being steadily
expanded, probably new centers are planned ... Anyhow, thisplaceistrucia. Elsawhere, they're
programmed to attack anything that moves and isn't like their own particular breed. Here, they're perfect
lambs. Or so goes my current guess.”

"W-we're sfe, then?'
"l wouldn't swear to that. What's caused this whole insanity? But | do think we can proceed.”
"Whereto?'

"The centrum, of course. Giving those fellows a respectful berth. They seem to be headed offside. |
imaginetheir R & R gationslie some ways from the main computer's old location.”

"dd?.
"Wedon't know if it exigsany longer," Flandry reminded her.

Nonethdless he walked with ebullience. He was il dive. How marvelousthat hisarms swung, his
hedls smote ground, hislungsinhaed, his unwashed scalp itched! Regin had begun to wax, the thinnest of
bows drawing back from Mimir's incandescent arrowpoint. Elsewhere glittered stars. Djanawalked
slent, exhausted by emotion. She'd recover, and when he got her back inside the sedltent ...

He was actudly whistling asthey crossed the next line. A moment later he took her arm and pointed.
"Look," hesad.

A new kind of robot was approaching from within the square. It was about the Size of aman. The
skin gleamed golden. Iridescence was lovely over the great batlike wings that helped the springing to its
two long hoofed and spurred legs. The body was a horizonta barrel, abaancing tail behind, aneck and
head rearing in front. With its goggling optical and erect audio sensors, its muzzle that perhaps held the



compuiter, its mane of erect antennae, that head looked eerily equine. From itsforepart, swivel-mounted,
thrust alance.

"We could dmost call it arockinghorsefly, couldn't we?' Handry said. "Asfor the
bread-and-butterfly—" His classica reference waslost on the girl.

She screamed afresh when the robot wheeled and came toward them in huge leaps. The lance was
amedtokill.

IX

Djanawasthe target. She stood pardyzed. "Run!" Flandry bawled. He sped to intercept. The gun
flamed in his grasp. Sparks showered where the beam struck.

Djanabolted. The robot swerved and bounded after her. It paid no attention to Flandry. And his
shooting had no effect he could see.

Must be armored against energy beams—unlike the things we've met hitherto—He thumbed the
power stud to full intengity. Fire cascaded blinding off the metal shape. Heedless, it bore down on his
unarmed companion.

"Dodge toward me!" Flandry cried.

She heard and obeyed. The lance struck her from behind. It did not penetrate the air tank, asit would
have the thinner cuirass of the spacesuit. The blow knocked her sprawling. Sherolled over, scrambled up
and fled on. Wings beat. The machine was hopping around to get at her from the front.

It passed by Flandry. He legped. His armslocked around the neck of the horsehead. He threw aleg
over the body. The wings boomed behind him where he rode.

And gl thething did not fight him, still it chased Djana. But Flandry's mass dowed it, madeit
stumble. Twisting about, he fired into the right wing. Sheet metd and arib gave way. Crippled, the robot
went to the ground. It threshed and bucked. Somehow Flandry hung on. Battered, half stunned, he kept
his blaster snout within centimeters of the head and the trigger held back. His faceplate darkened itsdlf
againg furious radiance. Heet struck at him like teeth.

Abruptly came quiet. He had pierced through to an essentia part and dain thekiller.

He sprawled acrossit, gasping the oven-hot air into his mouth, aware of undergarments, sodden with
sweat and muscles, athrob with bruises, dimly aware that he had better arise. Not until Djanareturned to
him did hefed ableto.

A draught of water and stimpill shoved through his chowlock restored ameasure of strength. He
looked at the machine he had destroyed and thought vaguely that it was quite handsome. Like a
dreamworld knight ... Almost of themsdves hisarm lifted in sdute and his voice murmured. "Ahoy, ahoy,
check."

"What?' Djanaasked, equaly faintly.

"Nothing." Flandry willed the aches out of his consciousness and the shakes out of hisbody. "L et's get
gaing.”

"Y-y-yes." She was suffering worse from reaction than him. Her features seemed completely drained.
She started off with mechanical strides, back toward the mountain.

"Wait atick!" Flandry grabbed her shoulder. "Wher€'re you bound?'

"Away," she said without tone. "Before something else comes after us”

"To gt in the sedtent—or at best, the boat—and wait for death? No, thanks." Flandry turned her
about. She was too numbed to resist. "Here, swallow abooster of your own."



Hehad logt dl but arag of hope himsdf. The centrum was at the far Side of the pattern, someten
kilometers hence. If robots were programed actually to attack humans, this close to where the great
computer had been—We'll explore a wee bit further, regardless. Why not?

A machine appeared. At fird it wasaglint on the horizon, meta reflecting Mimirlight. Traveling fast
acrosstheplain, it gained shape within minutes. Headed straight thisway. And big! Flandry cursed.
Half dragging Djana, he made for a house-sized piece of meteoritic stone. From itstop, defense might be
possible.

The robot went past.

Djana sobbed her thanks. After a second, Flandry recovered from the shock of hislatest deliverance.
He stood where he was, holding the girl againgt him, and watched. The machine wasn't meant for
combat. It was not much more than a self-operating flatbed truck with apair of lifting arms.

It loaded the fallen lancer aboard and returned whence it came.
"For repairs,”" Fandry breathed. "No wonder we don't find stray partsin this neighborhood.”
Djanashuddered in hisarms.

Hiswords went dowly on, shaping the thoughts they uttered: "Two classes of killer robot, then. One
isfree-ranging, fightsindiscriminately, comes hereto get fixed if it can makethetrip, and doubtless
returns to the wilderness for more hunting. Whileit's here, it kegps the peace.

"The other kind stays here, does fight here—though it doesn't interfere with the first kind or the
maintenance
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machines—and is carefully savaged when it comesto grief."

He shook his head in bewilderment. "I don't know if that's encouraging or not." Gazing down at
Djana "How do you fed ?'

The drug he had forced on her was taking hold. It was not magical; it couldn't marsha resources
which were no longer there. But for atime he and she would be dert, cool-headed, strong,
quick-reacting. And we'd better complete our business before the metabolic bill is presented,
Fandry recalled.

Her lips, twitched in awoebegone smile. "1 guess|'ll do," she said. "Are you certain we should
continue?'

"No. However, we will."

The next two squares they crossed were empty. Oneto their left was occupied. The humans kept a
taut watch on that robot asthey went past, but it did not gtir. It was atread-mounted cylinder, taller and
broader than aman, itstwo arms ending in giant mauls, its head—the top of it, anyway, where there were
what must be sensors—crowned with merlons like the battlements of some ancient tower. The Sight
jogged a Flandry's memory. Anideadtirred in him but vanished before he could seizeit. It could wait;
readiness for another assault could not.

Djanadartled him: "Nicky, does each of them stay indde its own square?’

"And defend that particular bit of territory againg intruders?' Handry's mind sprang. He smacked fist
into pam. "By Jumbo, | think you'reright! It could be ascheme for guarding the centrum ... againgt redly
dangerous gizmos that don't behave themsalveson thisplain ... aweird scheme, but then, everything on
Wayland isweird—Y es. The types of, uh, wild robot we've seen, and the ambulance and such, they're
recognized as harmless and left done. We dontt fit into that program, so werefar game.”

"Not dl the squares are occupied,” she said dubioudly.



He shrugged. "Maybe alot of sentries are under repair at present. ' Excitement waxed in him. "The
important point is, we can get across. Either directly acrossthe lines, or over to aboundary and then
around the whole layout. We smply avoid sections where any machineis. Making sure none are lurking
behind arock or whatever, of course." He hugged her. " Sweetheart, | do believe we're going to makeit!"

The same eagerness kindled in her. They stepped briskly forth.

A figure that came into view, two kilometers ahead, as they passed the hillock which had concealed
it, drew acry from her. "Nicky, aman!" Hejolted to a stop and raised his binocularsin unsteady hands.
The object wasindeed creepily smilar to alarge spacesuited human. But there were differences of detall,
and it stood as death-<till asthe tower thing, and it was armed with sword and shield. Rather, itsarms
terminated in those pieces of war gear. Flandry lowered the glasses.

"No such luck," he said. "Not that it'd be luck. Anybody who's come here and taken charge like this
would probably scupper us. It's yet another brand of guard robot.” Hetried to joke. "That meansa
further detour. I'm getting more exercise than | redly want, aren't you?"'

"Y ou could destroy it.”

"Maybe. Maybe not. If our friend the knight wastypica, as| suspect, thelot of them arefairly well
armored against energy beams. Besides, | don't care to waste charge. Used too bloody much in that last
encounter. Another fracas, and we could be wegponless." Handry started off on adant acrossthe
square. "Well avoid him and go catercorner past the domain of that comparatively mild-looking chap
there”

Djands gaze followed hisfinger. Remotely gleamed other immobile forms, including aduplicate of the
hippoid and three of the anthropoid. Doubtless more were hidden by irregularities of terrain or its steep
fdl to the horizon. The machine which Fandry had in mind was closer, just left of hisintended path. It
was another cylinder, moretall and dim than the robot with the 'hammers. The smooth bright surface was
unbroken by limbs. The conica head was partly split down the middle, above an array of instruments.

"He may smply beawatcher," Flandry theorized.
They had passed by, the gaunt abstract statue was faling behind, when Djanayelled.
Flandry spun about. The thing had |eft its square and was entering the one they were now in.

Dust and sparkling ice crystals whirled in the meter of space between its base and the ground. Air
cushion drive, beat through Flandry. He looked frantically around for shelter. Nothing. This square held
only basalt and frozen water.

"Run!" he cried. He retreated backward himself, blaster out. The heart dugged in him, the breath
rasped, still hot from hisprior battle.

A pencil of whitefire struck at him from the cleft head. It missed at itsrange, but barely. He felt heet
gust where the energy splashed and steam exploded. A sharp small thunderclap followed.

This kind does pack a gun!

Reflexively, he returned a shot. Less powerful, hisbeam bounced off the alloy hide. The robot moved
on it. He could hear the roar of itsmotor. A direct hit at closer quarters would pierce his suit and body.
Hefired again and prepared to flee.

If I can divert that tin bastard—It did not occur to Flandry that his action might get him accused of
gdlantry. He started off in adifferent direction from the girl's. Longer-legged, he had afeebly better
chance than she of keeping ahead of death, reaching anatural barricade and makingastand ...

Tensed with the expectation of lightning, the hope that hisair unit would give protection and not be
ruined, he had dmost reached the next line when he redlized there had been no fire. He braked and
turned to stare behind.

The robot must have halted right after the exchange. Itstop swung back and forth, asif in search.



Surdly it must sensehim.
It started off after Djana.

Flandry spat an oath and pounded back to help. She had agood head start, but the machine was
faster, and if it had crossed one line, wouldn't it cross another? Handry's boots dammed upon stone.
Oxygen-starved, hisbrain cast forth giddiness and patches of black. His intercepting course brought him
nearer. He shot. The bolt went wild. He bounded yet more swiftly. Again he shot. Thistime he hit.

Therobot dowed, veered asif to meet this antagonist who could be dangerous, faced away once
more and resumed its pursuit of Djana. Flandry held down histrigger and hosed it with flame. The girl
crossed the boundary. The robot stopped dead.

But—but—gibbered in Flandry's skull.

Therobot tirred, lifted, and swung toward him. It moved hesitantly, wobbling atrifle, not asif
damaged—it couldn't have been—but asif ... puzzled?

| shouldn't be toting a blaster, Handry thought in the turmoail. With my shape, I'm supposed to
carry sword and shield.

Thetruth crashed into him.

Hetook no time to examineit. He knew smply that he must get into the same square as Djana. An
anthropoid with blade and scute in place of hands could not crawl very well. Flandry went on al fours.
He scuttled backward. The lean tall figure rocked after him, but no faster. Its limited computer—an
artificia brain moronic and monomaniaca—could reach no decision asto what he was and what to do
about him.

He crossed the line. The robot settled to the ground.

Flandry rose and tottered toward Djana. She had collapsed severad meters away. He joined her.
Murk spun down upon him.

It lifted in minutes, after hisair unit purified the atmospherein his suit and his stimulated cells drank the
oxygen. He sat up. The machine that had chased them was retreating to the middle of the adjacent
sguare, another gleam against the dark plain, under the dark sky. Helooked at his blaster's charge
indicator. It stood near zero. He could reload it from the powerpack he carried, but hislife-support units
needed the energy worse. Maybe.

Djanawas rousing too. She half raised hersdlf, fell across hislap, and wept. "It's no use, Nicky. We
cant makeit. Well be murdered. And if we do get by, what'll wefind? A thing that builds killing engines.
Let's go back. We can go back the way we came. Can't we? And have alittle, littlewhile dive
together—"

He consoled her until the chill and hardness of the rock on which he sat got through to him. Then,
tiffly, he rose and assisted her to her feet. His voice sounded remote and strange in his ears. " Ordinarily
I'd agree with you, dear. But | think | see what the arrangement is. The way the bishop behaved. Didn't
you notice?!

"B-b-bishop?"

"Congder. Likethe knight, I'm sure, the bishop attacks when the square he'son isinvaded. | daresay
the result of amove on this board depends on the outcome of the battle that followsit. Now abishop can
only proceed offensively dong adiagona. And the pieces are only programed to fight one other piece at
atime; of certainkinds, at that." Flandry stared toward his hidden destination. "'l imagine the anthropoids
are the pawns. | wonder why. Maybe because they're the most numerous pieces, and the computer was
londy for mankind?"

"Computer?' She huddled againgt him.
"Hasto be. Nothing ese could have made this. It used the engineering facilitiesit had, possibly built



some additiona manufacturing plant. It didn't bother coloring the squares or the pieces, knowing quite
wdl which waswhich. That'swhy | didn't see a once we're actualy on agiant chessboard.” Handry
grimaced. "If | hadn't ... we'd've quit, returned, and died. Come on.” He urged her forward.

"We can't go further,”" she pleaded. "WE€ll be set on.”

"Not if we study the positions of the pieces," he said, "and travel on the squaresthat nobody can
currently enter."

After sometrudging: "My guessis, the computer split its attention into anumber of parts. One or
more to keep track of thewild robots. Two, with no intercommunication, to beriva chessmasters. That
could be why it hasn't noticed something strangeis going on today. | wonder if it can notice anything new
any longer, without being nudged.”

He zigzagged off the board with Djana, onto the blessed safe unmarked part of the land, and walked
around the boundary. En route he saw arobot that had to be aking. It loomed four meterstall in the

form of aman who wore the indoor dress of centuries ago, gold-plated and crowned with clustered
diamonds. It bore no weapons. He learned later that it captured by divine right.

They reached the ancient buildings. The worker machines that scuttled about had kept them in good
repair. Flandry stopped before the main structure. He tuned his radio to standard frequency. "At this
range," he said to that which was within, "you've got to have some recaiver that'll pick up my
transmisson.”

Code clicked and gibbered in his earplugs; and then, dowly, rustily, but gathering sureness asthe
words advanced, like the voice of one who has been heavily adeep: "Is... it ... you? A man ... returned
at last? ... No, two men, | detect—"

"Moreor less," Fandry said.
Acrossthe plain, beasts and chessmen came to a hdlt.

"Enter. Theairlock ... Remove your spacesuitsingde. It is Earth-conditioned, with ... furnished
chambers. Inspection reveas asupply of undeteriorated food and drink ... | hope you will find thingsin
proper order. Some derangements are possible. The time was long and empty.”

X

Djana stumbled to bed and did not wake for thirty-odd hours. Flandry needed lessrest. After
breskfast he bused himsdlf, languidly at first but with increesing energy. What he learned fascinated him
so much that he regretted not daring to spend time exploring in depth the history of these past five
centuries on Wayland.

Hewasin the main control room, holding technical discussions with the prime computer, when the
gpesker inits quaint-looking instrument bank said in its quaint-sounding Anglic: "Asingtructed, | have
kept your companion under observation. Her eydids are moving.”

Flandry got up. "Thanks" he said automatically. It was hard to remember that no living mind flickered
behind those meters and readout screens. An awareness did, yes, but not like that of any natural sophont,
no matter how strange to man; this one was in some ways more and in some ways less than organic. "I'd
better go to her. Uh, have aservitor bring hot soup and, uh, teaand buttered toast, soon'sit can.”

He strode down corridors silent except for the hum of machines, past apartmentsthat held afew
moldering possessons of men long deed, until he found hers.

"Nicky—" She blinked mistily and reached tremulous arms toward him. How thin and pale shed
grown! He could just hear her. Bending for akiss, he felt her lips passve benegth his.

"Nicky ... arewe... dl right?' The whisper-breath tickled his ear.



"Assuredly.” He stroked her cheek. "Everything's on orbit.”

"Outdde?!

"Safe as houses. Safer than numerous houses | could name." Flandry straightened. "Relax. Well sart
putting meat back on those lovely bonesin afew minutes. By departure date, you ought to be completely
yourself again.”

She frowned, shook her head in apuzzled way, tried to Sit up. "Hoy, not yet," he said, laying hands
on the bare dight shoulders. "I prescribe lots of bed rest. When you're strong enough to find that boring,

I'll arrange for entertainment tapes to be projected. The computer says therere afew left. Ought to be
interesting, ashow that old."

Still she struggled feebly. The chemica-smdlling air fluttered fast, in and out of her lungs. Alarm struck
him. "What'sthe trouble, Djana?"

"| ... don't know. Dizzy—"

"Oh, well. After what you've been through.”

Cold fingers clutched hisarm. "Nicky. Thismoon. Isit ... worth ... anything?'
HU?'

"Money!" she shrieked like an insect. "Isit worth money?'

Why should that make that much difference, right now? flashed through him. Her past life's
made her fanatical on the subject, | suppose, and—"Sure."

"You're certain?' she gasped.

"My dear," he said, "Leon Ammon will haveto work hard at it if he does not want to become one of
therichest meninthe Empire.

Her eyesrolled back till he saw only whiteness. She sagged in hisembrace.

"Fainted,” he muttered, and eased her down. Rising, scratching his scalp: "Computer, what kind of
medical knowledge do you keep in your data banks?"

Reviving after awhile, Djanasobbed. She wouldn't tell him why. Presently she was as near hysteria
as her condition permitted. The computer found a sedative which FHandry administered.

Or her next awakening she was cam, at any rate on the surface, but somehow remote from him. She
answered his remarks so curtly asto makeit clear she didn't want to talk. She did take nourishment,
though. Afterward shelay frowning upward, fists clenched at her sides. Heleft her done.

She was more cheerful by the following watch, and gradually reverted to her usud self.

But they saw scant of each other until they were again in space, bound back to the assigned round
that wasto end on Irumclaw where it began. She had spent most of the time previousin bed, waited on
by robots while she recovered. He, vigor regained sooner, was preoccupied with setting matters on the
moon to rights and supervising the repair of Jake. Thelatter job was complicated by the requirement that
no clue remain to what had redlly taken place. He didn't want his superiors disbelieving hisentriesin the
log concerning amafunction of the hyperdrive oscillator which it had taken him three weeksto fix by
himsdlf.

Stark Wayland fdl aft, and mighty Regin, and lurid Mimir; and the boat moved done amidst aglory of
gars. Flandry sat with Djanain the conn, which was the single hafway comfortable areato St. Rested,
clean, depilated, fed, liquored, in crisp coverdl, breathing ample air, feding thetug of asteady Terran g
and the faint throb of the power that drove him toward his destination, he inhaed of a cigarette, patted
Djanas hand, and grinned at her freshborn comeliness. "Misson accomplished,” he said. "'l shall expect
you to show your gratitude in the ways you know best."

"Well-I-1," she purred. After amoment: "How could you tell, Nicky?'



IIHm?I
"l don't yet understand what went wrong. Y ou tried to explain before, but | wastoo dazed, | guess.”

"Most smple" hesaid, entirdy willing to parade his cleverness anew. "Once | saw we were caught in
achessgame, everything € se made sense. For instance, | remembered those radio masts being erected
inthe wilds. An impossible job unless the construction robots were free from attack. Therefore the
ferocity of the roving machines was limited to their own kind. Another game, you see, with more
potentialities and less predictability than chess, even the chess-cum-combat that had been devel oped
when the regular sort got boring. New types of killer were produced at intervals and sent forth to see
how they'd do against the older models. Our boat, and later we oursalves, were naturaly taken for such
newcomers, the robots weren't supplied with information about humans, and line-of-sight radio often had
them out of touch with the big computer.”

"When wetried to cdl for help, though—"

"Y ou mean from the pesk of Mt. Maidens? Well, obvioudy none of the wild robots would recognize
our signal, on the band they used. And that part of the computer's attention which 'listened in' on its
children smply filtered out my voice, theway you or | canfail to hear sounds when we're busy with
something else. With so much natura static around, that's not surprising.

"Those masts were congtructed gtrictly asrelays for the robots—for the high frequencieswhich
carried the digital transmissons—so that's why they didn't buck on my calson any other band. The
computer dways did keep asmall part of itsalf on the qui vive for avoice cal on standard frequencies,
But it assumed that, if and when humans came back, they would descend straight from the zenith and
land near the buildings as they used to. Hence it didn't make arrangements to detect people radio from
any other direction.”

Flandry puffed. Smoke curled across the viewscreen, asif to veil off the abysses beyond. "Maybe it
should have done so, in theory," he said. "However, after all those centuries, the poor thing was more
than alittle bonkers. Actudly, what it did—first establish that chess game, then modify it, then produce
fightersthat obeyed no rules, then extend the range and variety of their battles further and further across
the moon—that was done to save most of its sanity.”

"What?' Djanasaid, surprised.

"Why, sure. A thinking capability like that, with nothing but routine to handle, no new input, decade
after decade—" Flandry shivered. "Br-rr! Y ou must know what sensory deprivation does to organic
sophonts. Our computer rescued itself by creating something complicated and unpredictable to watch.”
He paused before adding dyly: "I refrain from suggesting andogiesto the Creator you believein.”

And regretted it when she bridled and snapped, "I want afull report on how you influenced the
gtution.”

"Oh, for the best, for the best,” he said. "Not that that was hard. The moment | woke the White King
up, the world he'd been dreaming of cameto an end.” His metaphor went over her head, so he merely

continued: "The computer's pathetically impatient to convert back to the original style of operations.
Brother Ammon will find afortunein metaswaiting for hisfirst ship.

"1 do think you are moraly obliged to recommend me for asubstantial bonus, which heisnormaly
obliged to pay."

"Mordly!" The bitterness of alife which had never dlowed her a chance to consider such questions
whipped forth. But it seemed to him she exaggerated it, asif to provide herself an excuse for attacking.
"Who are you to blat about moras, Dominic Flandry, who took an oath to serve the Empire and a bribe
to serve Leon Ammon?"

Stung, he threw back: "What else could | do?"
"Refuse.”" Her mood softened. She shook her amber-locked head, smiled a sad smile, and squeezed



his hand. "No, never mind. That would be too much to expect of anyone nowadays, wouldn't it? Let'sbe
corrupt together, Nicky darling, and kind to each other till we have to say goodbye."

He looked long &t her, and at the stars, where his gaze remained, before he said quietly, "I suppose|
cantel youwhat I've had in mind. I'll take the pay because | can useit; dso therisk, for the rest of my
life, of being found out and broken. It seems areasonable price for holding afrontier.”

Her lips parted. Her eyeswidened. "I don't follow you."

"Irumclaw was due to be abandoned,” he said. "Everybody knows—knew—it was. Which made the
prophecy sdf-fulfilling: The garrison turned incompetent. The able civilianswithdrew, taking their capitd
with them. Defenshility and economic vaue spirded down toward the point where it really wouldn't be
worth our rational whileto stay. In the end, the Empire would let Irumclaw go. And without this anchor,
itd have to pull the whole frontier parsecs back; and Merseiaand the Long Night would draw closer.”

He sighed. "Leon Ammon isevil and contemptible," he went on. "Under different circumstances, I'd
propose we gut him with a butterknife. But he does have energy, determination, actua courage and
foresght of sorts.

"l went to his office to learn hisintentions. When hetold me, | agreed to go a ong because—well—

"If the Imperid bureaucrats were offered Wayland, they wouldn't know what to do with it. Probably
they'd stamp its existence Secret, to avoid making any decisionsor laying out any extraeffort. If nothing
else, aprizelike that would make ‘conciliation and consolidation’ awee bit difficult, en?

"Ammon, though, he's got apersona profit to harvest. Hell go in to stay. Hisenterprise will bea
human one. Hell make it pay off sowell—héell get so much economic and thereby politica leverage
from it—that he can force the government to protect hisinterests. Which means standing fast on
Irumclaw. Which means holding this border, and even extending control aways outward.

"In short," Flandry concluded, "as the proverb phrasesit, he may be a son of abitch, but he's our son
of abitch.”

He stubbed out the cigarette with a violent gesture and turned back to the girl, more in search of
forgetful-nessthan anything dse.

Strangely, in view of the fellow-feding she had just shown him, she did not respond. Her hands
fended him off. The blue glance was troubled upon his. "Please, Nicky. | want to think ... about what
you'vetold me."

He respected her wish and relaxed in his seat, crossing shank over knee. "1 daresay | can contain
mysdf for abit." The sight of her mildened the harshnessthat had risen in him. He chuckled. "Be warned,
it won't bealong bit. You'retoo delectable.”

Her mouth twitched, but not in any smile. "I never redlized such things mattered to you," she said
uncertainly.

Having been raised to consider idealism gauche, he shrugged. "They'd better. | livein the Terran
Empire”

"But if—" Sheleaned forward. "Do you serioudy beieve, Nicky, Wayland can makethat big a
difference?’

"| liketo beieveit. Why do you ask?| can't well imagine you giving arusty horntoot about future
generations.”

"That'swhat | mean. Suppose ... Nicky, suppose, oh, something happens so Leon doesn't get to
exploit Wayland. So nobody does. How'd that affect us—you and me?"

"Depends on our lifespans, 1'd guess, among other items. Maybe we'd see no change. Or maybe,
twenty-thirty years hence, we'd see the Empire retreat the way | was talking about.”

"But that wouldn't meanitsend!"



"No, no. Not at once. We could doubtless finish our livesin the style to which we want to become
accustomed.” Flandry congdered. "Or could we? Political repercussionsat home ... unrest leading to
upheavd ... well, | don't know."

"We could always find ourselves asafe place. A nice offsde colony planet—not so offsideit's
primitive, but—"

"Yes, probably." Flandry scowled. "I don't understand what's gnawing you. Well report to Ammon
and that will finish our part. Remember, he'sholding the rest of our pay.”

She nodded. For a space they were both silent. The stars in the viewscreen made an aureole behind
her gold head.

Then craftiness came upon her, and she smiled and murmured: "1t wouldn't make any difference,
would it, if somebody & se on Irumclaw—somebody besides Leon—got Wayland. Would it?"

"l guess nat, if you mean one of his brother entrepreneurs.” Flandry's unease waxed. "What're you
thinking of, wench? Trying to rake in more for yoursdlf, by passing the secret on to acompetitor?|
wouldn't recommend that. Bloody dripping dangerous.”
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"Emphaticaly not! I'll squirrel away my money, and for the rest of my Irumclaw tour, you won't
believe what agood boy I'll be. No more Old Town junkets whatsoever; wholesome on-base recreation
and study of nava manuas. Fortunately, my Irumclaw tour is nearly done.”

Flandry captured her handsin his. "1 won't even risk seeing you," he declared. "Nor should you take
any avoidable chances. The universe would be too poor without you."

Her lips pinched together. "If that's how you fed—"

"Itis" Handry leered. "Fortunately, we've days and days before we arrive. Let's use them, hm-m-m?"

Her eyes dropped, and rose, and she was on his lap embracing him, warm, soft, smiling, pupilswide
between the long lashes, and "Hm-m-m indeed,” she crooned.

Thunder ended adream. Nothingness.

He woke, and wished he hadn't. Someone had scooped out his skull to make room for the boat's
nuclear generator.

No ... Hetried toroll over, and couldn't.

When he groaned, ahand lifted his head. Cool wetness touched his mouth. "Drink this," Djanas voice
told him from far awvay.

He got down a couple of tablets with the water, and could look around him. She stood by the bunk,
gtaring down. Asthe stimpillstook hold and the pain receded, her image grew less blurred, until he could
identify the hardnessthat sat on her face. Craning his neck, he made out that he lay on hisback with
wrigts and ankles wired—securely—to the bunkframe.

"Fed better?' Her tone wasflat.

"| assume you gave me ajolt from your stun gun after | feel adeep,” he succeeded in croaking.
"I'm sorry, Nicky." Did her shell crack thetiniest bit, for that tiniest instant?

"What's the reason”?"

Shetold him about Rax, ending: "We're aready bound for the rendezvous. If | figured right,
remembering what you taught me, it's about forty or fifty light-years, and | set the'pilot for top cruisng
hyperspeed, theway you said | ought to."

He wastoo groggy for the loss of hisfortune to seem more than academic. But dismay struck through
him like ablunt nail. "Four or five days With metrussed up?'



"I'm sorry," sherepeated. "1 don't dare give you achance to grab me or—or anything—" She
hesitated. "I'll take care of you asbest | can. Nothing persond in this. Y ou know? It's that million
credits”

"What makes you think your unknown friendswill honor their end of the dedl?"

"If Wayland's what you say, a megacredit's going to be amicrobe to them. And | can keep on being
useful till 1 leavethem." All a once, it was asif asword spoke: "That payment will make me my own."

Flandry surrendered to hisphysical misery.

Which passed. But wasfollowed by the miseries of confinement. He couldn't do most isometric
exercises. Thewireswould have cut him. A few were possible; and he spent hours flexing what muscles
he was able to; and Djanawas fairly good about massaging him. Nonetheless he ached and tingled.

Djanaaso kept her promise to give him anurse's attentions. Hers weren't the best, for lack of training
and equipment, but they served. And she read to him by the hour, over the intercom, from the bookreds
he had aong. She even offered to make love to him. On the third day he accepted.

Otherwise little passed between them: the congtraints were too many for conversation. They spent
most of their time separately, toughing it out. Once hewas over theinitia shock and had disciplined
himsdf, Flandry didn't do badly at first. While no academician, he had many experiences, ideas, and stray
pieces of information to play with. Toward the end, though, environmental impoverishment got to him and
each hour became a desert century.

When at |last the detectors buzzed, he had to struggle out of semi-delirium to recognize what the noise
was. When the outercom boomed with words, he blubbered for joy.

But when hypervelocities were matched and phasing in was completed and airlocks were joined and
the other crew came aboard, Djana screamed.

Xl

The Mersaians treated him correctly if coolly. He was unbound, conducted aboard their destroyer,
checked by aphysician experienced in dealing with foreign species, given achance to clean and bestir
himsdlf. His effects were returned, with the natural exception of weapons. A cubbyhole was found and
curtained off for him and the girl. Food was brought them, and the toilet facilities down the passage were
explained for her benefit. A guard was posted, but committed no molestation. Prisoners could scarcely
have been vouchsafed more on this class of warcraft; and the timein space would not be long.

Djanakept keening. "1 thought they were human, | thought they were human, only an-an-another
damn gang—" Sheclung to him. "What'll they do with us?'

"I can't say," hereplied with no measurable sympathy, "except that | don't imagine they careto have
ustake homeour gtory."

A story of an intelligence ring on Irumclaw, headed by that Rax—whose planet of originis
doubtless in the Roidhunate, not the Empire—and probably staffed by members of the local
syndicates. Not to mention the fact that apparently there is a Merseian base in the wilderness, this
closeto our borders. A crawling went dong hisspine. Then too, when word gets back to their
headquarters, somebody may well want a personal interview with me.

The destroyer grappled the spaceboat alongside and started off. Flandry tried to engage hisguard in
conversation, but the |atter had ordersto refrain. The one who brought dinner did agreeto convey a
request for him. FHlandry was surprised when it was granted: that he might observe approach and landing.
Though why not? To repeat, they won't return me to blab what I've seen.

Obvioudy the destination coordinates that Rax had given Djana meant the boat would be on a course
bringing her within detection range of a picket ship; and any such wouldn't go far from the base. FHlandry



got hissummonsin two or three hours. He left Djana knotted around her wretchedness—serves her
right, the stupid slut! —and preceded his armed guide forward.

Thelayout resembled that of ahuman vessd. Details varied, to dlow for variationsin size, shape,
language, and culture. Y et it was the same enclosing meta narrowness, the same drone and vibration, the
samewarm oily-smelling gusts from ventilator grilles, the same dutiesto perform.

But the crew were big, green-skinned, hairless, spined and tailed. Their outfits were black, of foreign
cut and drape, belts holding war knives. They practiced rituas and deferences—a gesture, aword, a
stepping aside—with the smoothness of centuried tradition. The glimpses of something persond, apicture
or souvenir, showed ataste more austere and abstract than was likely in ahuman spacehand. The body
odorsthat filled this crowded air were sharper and, somehow, drier than man's. The dark eyesthat
followed him had no whites.

Broch—approximatdly, Second Mate—Tryntaf the Tall greeted him in the chartroom. "Y ou are
entitled to the courtesies, Lieutenant. True, you are under arrest for violation of ensovereigned space; but
our relms are not a war."

"| thank the broch," Flandry said in his best Eriau, complete with salute of gratitude. Herefrained
from adding that, among other provisions, the Covenant of Alfzar enjoined both powersfrom claiming
territory in the buffer zone. Surely here, as on Starkad and el sewhere, a"mutual assistance pact” had
been negotiated with an amenable, or cowed, community of autochthons.

He was more interested in what he saw. Belike helooked on his desthplace.

The viewport displayed the usual stars, so many asto be chaos to the untrained perception. Flandry
had learned the tricks—strain out the less bright through your lashes, find your everywhere-visble
markers, like the Magd lanic Clouds, estimate by its magnitude the distance of the nearest giant,
Betelgeuse. He soon found that he didn't need them for a guess a where he was. Early in the game held
gotten Djanato recite those coordinates for him and stored them in his memory; and the sun disc he saw
was of atype uncommon enough, compared to the red dwarf mgority, that only one or two would exist
inany given neighborhood.

The star was, in fact, akin to Mimir—somewhat less massive and radiant, but of the same furious
whiteness, with the same boiling spots and legping prominences. It must be agreat deal older, though, for
it had no surrounding nebulosity. At its distance, it showed about athird again the angular diameter of Sol
seen from Terra

"F5," Tryntaf said, "mass 1.34, luminosity 3.06, radius 1.25." The standard to which he referred was,
inredity, hishome sun, Koiych; but Flandiy reca culated the valuesin Solar termswith drilled-in ease.
"Wecdl it Sekh. The planet we are bound for we cdl Tawin."

"Ah." The man nodded. "And what more heroes of your Civil Wars have you honored?'

Tryntaf threw him asharp glance. Damn, | forgot again, hethought. Always make the opposition
underestimate you." | am surprised at your knowledge of our history before the Roidhunate,
Lieutenant," the Merseian said. "But then, considering that our pickets were ordered to watch for a
Terran scout, the pilot must be of specid interest.”

"Oh, well," Flandry said modestly.

"To answer your question, few bodies here are worth naming. Swarms of asteroids, yes, but just four
true planets, the smallest believed to be amere escaped satdllite. Orbits are wildly skewed and eccentric.
Our astronomerstheorize that early in the life of this system, another star passed through, disrupting the
norma configuration.”

Flandry studied the world growing before him. The ship had switched from hyperdrive to sublight
under gravs—so few KPS as to support the idea of many large meteoroids. (They posed no hazard to a
vessd which could detect them in plenty of timeto dodge, or could smply let them bounce off a



forcefidd; but they would jeopardize the career of a skipper who thusineegantly wasted power.)
Tawin's crescent, blinding white, blurred aong the edges, indicated that, like Venus, it was entirdly
clouded over. But it was not atogether featureless; spots and bands of red could be seen.

"Looks nonetoo promising,” he remarked. "Aren't we amighty closeto the sun?'

"Theplanetis" Tryntaf said. "It islate summer—everywhere; thereishardly any axid tilt—and
temperatures remain fierce. Dress lightly before you disembark, Lieutenant! At periastron, Tawin comes
within 0.87 astronomica units of Siekh; but gpastronisat afull 2.62 au.”

Flandry whistled. "That's as eccentric as | can remember ever hearing of in aplanet, if not more.
Uh ... about one-half, right?' He saw achance to gppear less than agenius. "How can you survive? |
mesan, agood big axid tilt would protect one hemisphere, at least, from the worst effects of orbitdl
extremes. But thisball, well, any lifeit may have has got to be unlike yours or mine.”

"Wrong," was Tryntafs foreseeable reply. " Atmosphere and hydrosphere moderate the climateto a
degree; likewiselocation. Those markings you see are of biologica origin, spores carried into the
uppermost air. Photosynthesis maintains a bresthable oxynitrogen mixture.”

"Uh-h-h ... diseases?' No, wait, now you're acting too stupid. True, what's safe for a Merseian
isn't necessarily so for a man. We may have extraordinarily smilar biochemistries, but still, we've
fewer bugs in common that are dangerous to us than we have with our respective domestic
animals. By the same token, though, a world as different as Talwin isn't going to breed anything
that'll affect us ... at least, nothing that'll produce any syndrome modern medicine can't easily sap
down. Tryntaf knows | know that much. The thought had flashed through Flandry in part of a second.
"I mean dlergens and other poisons.”

"Some. They cause no serioustrouble. The bioform isbasicaly akinto ours, L-amino proteinsin
water solution. Deviations are frequent, of course. But you or | could survive awhile on native foods, if
we chose them with care. Over an extended period we would need dietary supplements. They have been
compounded for emergency use."

Flandry decided that Tryntaf lacked any sense of humor. Most Merseians had one, sometimes gusty,
sometimes crud, often incomprehensible to men. He had in histurn baffled various of them when he
vidted their planet; even after he put ajoke into their equivaents, they did not see why it should be funny
that one diner said, ""Bon appétit" and the other said, "Ginsberg."

Sure. They differ, same as us. My life could depend on the personality of the commandant
down there. Will | be able to recognize any chance he might give me?

He sought to probe his companion, but was soon |eft alone on grounds of work to do, except for the
close-mouthed rating who tail-sat by the door.

Watching the view took hismind partly off histroubles. He could pick up visud cluesthat alayman
would be blind to, identify what they represented, and conclude what the larger pattern must be.

Tawin had no moon—maybe once, but not after theinvader star had virtualy wrecked this system.
Flandry did seetwo relay satdlitesglint, in positionsindicating they belonged to asynchronoustriad. If
the Merselans had installed no more than that, they had a barebones base here. It was what you'd expect
at theend of thislong acommunications line: awatchpost, a depot, afirst-stage recelving station for
reports from border-planet agents like Rax.

Asde from their boss, those latter wouldn't have been told Siekh's coordinates, or of itsvery
existence. They'd have courier torpedoes stashed away in the hinterland, target preset and cluesto the
target removed. Given elementary precautions, no Imperia loyalist was likely to observe the departure of
one. Replenishment would be more of aproblem, dependent on smuggling, but not overly difficult when
the Terran service was undermanned and lax. Conveyance of fresh orders to the agents was no problem
at al; who noticed what mail or what visitors drifted into Rax's dope shop?



The vaue of Talwin was obvious. Besides survelllance, it alowed closer contact with spiesthan
would otherwise be possible. Flandry wondered if his own corps ran an ana ogous operation out
Roidhunate way. Probably not. The Mersaians were too vigilant, the human government too inert, its
wedthier citizenstoo opposed to pungling up the cost of postive action.

Fandry shook himsdlf, asif physically to cast off gpprehension and meancholy, and concentrated on
what he saw.

Clearances given and path computed, the destroyer dropped in aspiral that took her around the
planet. Presumably her track was designed to avoid storms. Cooler air, moving equatorward from the
poles, must turn summer into a"monsoon” season. Congdering input energy, atmospheric pressure
(which Tryntaf had mentioned was twenty percent greater than Terran), and rotation period (a shade
over eighteen hours, he had said), weether surely got more violent here than ever at Home; and along,
thin, massive object like a destroyer was more vulnerable to wind than you might think.

Water vapor rose high before condensing into clouds. Passing over dayside below those upper
layers, Flandry got a broad view.

A triflesmdller (equatoria diameter 0.97) and lessdensethan Terra, Tawinin thiserahad but a
sngle continent. Roughly wedge-shaped, it reached from the north-pole areawith its narrow end almost
on the equator. Otherwise the land consisted of idands. While multitudinous, in the main they werethinly
scattered.

Flandry guessed that the formation and melting of huge icecapsin the course of the twice-Terran year
disturbed isodtatic baance. Likewise, the flooding and great rainstorms of summer, the freezing of winter,
would speed erosion and hence the redistribution of mass. Tectony must proceed at afuriousrate;
earthquake, vulcanism, the sinking of old land and the rising of new, must be geologically common
occurrences.

He made out one mountain range, running east-west along the 400-kilometer width of the continent
near its middle. Those peaks dwarfed the Himalayas but were snowless, naked rock. Elsewhere,
elevations were generdly low, rounded, worn. North of the wall, the country seemed to be swamp.
Whew! That meansin winter the icecup grows down to 45 degrees latitude! The glaciersgrind
everything flat. Thefar southlands were abaked desolation, scoured by hurricanes. Quite probably, at
midsummer lakes and riversthere didn't smply dry up, they boiled; and the equatoria ocean becamea
biologica fence. It would be intriguing to know how evolution had diverged in the two hemispheres.

Beyond the steriletropics, life not long ago had been outrageoudy abundant, jungle choking the
central zone, the arctic abloom with low-growing plants. Now annua drought wastaking itstoll in many
sections, leaves withering, slems crumbling, fires running wild, bald black patches of desiccation and
decay. But other digtricts, especidly near the coadts, got enough rain yet. Immense herds of grazerswere
visible on open ground; wingsfilled the air; shoa waters were darkened by weeds and swimmers. Most
idands remained smilarly fecund.

The dominant color of vegetation was blue, in athousand shades—the photosynthetic molecule was
not chlorophyll, then, though likely to be a close chemical relative—but there were the expected browns,
reds, yellows, the unexpected and stingingly Homelike splashes of green.

Descending, trailing athunderclap, the ship crossed nightside. Flandry used photomultiplier and
infrared step-up controlsto go on with hiswatching. It confirmed the impressions he had gathered by
day.

And the ship was back under the hidden sun, low, readying for setdown. Her latitude was about 40
degrees. In the north, the lesser members of the giant range gave way to foothills of their own. FHandry
made out one volcano in that region, staining heaven with smoke. A river flowed thence, cataracting
through canyons until it became broad and placid in the wooden plains further south. The diffuse light
madeit shinedully, like lead, onitstrack through yonder azure lands. Findly it ranout ina



kilometers-wide bay.

The greenish-gray sea creamed white with surf along much of the coast. Thetida pull of Siekhin
summer gpproximated that of Lunaand Sol on Terra, and ocean currents flowed strongly. For some
distanceinland, dried, cracked, sat-streaked mud was relieved only by afew tough plant species
adapted to it.

Uh-huh, Flandry reflected. In spring the icecaps melt. Sea level rises by many meters. Sorms
get really stiff; they, and increasing tides, drive the wavesin, over and over, to meet the floods
running down from the mountains ... And Djana believesin a God Who gives a damn?

Or should I say, Who gives a blessing?

He rubbed his cheek, observing with what exquisite accuracy nerves recorded pressure, texture,
warmth, location, motion. Well, hethought. I must admit, if Anyone's been in charge of my existence,
He's furnished it with noble pleasures. Despite everything, fear knocked in hisheart and dried his
mouth. He's not about to take them away, is He? Not now! Later, when I'm old, when | don't really
care, all right; but not now!

He remembered comradesin armswho didn't make it asfar through time as hed done. That was no
consolation, but rdlied him. They hadn't whined.

And maybe something would turn up.
The scenetilted. The engines growled on adeeper note. The ship was landing.

The Mersaian base stood on a bluff overlooking theriver, thirty or so kilometers north of its mouth,
well into fertile territory. The spaceport was minute, the facilitiesin proportion, as Flandry had surmised;
nothing fancier than afew destroyers and lesser craft could work out of here. But he noticed severa
buildings within the compound that didnt seem nava.

Hm. Do the Merseians have more than one interest in Talwin? ... | imagine they do at that.
Otherwise they'd find a more hospitable planet for their base—or else a better-camouflaged one,
say a sunlessrogue ... You know, their intelligence activities here begin to look almost like an
afterthought.

The ship touched down. Air pressure had gradudly been raised during descent to match sea-leve
vaue. When interior gravity was cut off, the planet's reasserted itself and Flandry felt lighter. He gauged
weight at nine-tenths or ahair less.

Tryntaf reappeared, issued an order, and redisappeared. Flandry was escorted to the lock. Djana
waited by her own guard. She seemed incredibly tiny and frail against the Mersaian, aporcelain doll.
"Nicky," she ssammered, reaching toward him, "Nicky, please forgive me, please be good to me. | don't
even know what they're saying."

"Maybel will later," he snapped, "if they leave mein shgpetodoit.”

She covered her eyes and shrank back. He regretted his reaction. She'd been suckered—by her
cupidity; nonetheless, suckered—and the fed of her hand in hiswould have eased hisisolation. But pride
would not let him soften.

The lock opened. The gangway extruded. The prisoners were gestured out.

Djana staggered. Flandry choked. Judas on a griddle, | was warned to change clothes and |
forgot!

The heat enveloped him, entered him, became him and everything e se which was. Temperature could
not be less than 80 Celsus—might well be higher—20 degrees bel ow the Terran-pressure boiling point
of water. A furnace wind roared dully across the ferrocrete, which wavered in his seared gaze. He was
ingtantly covered, permeated, not with honest sweat but with the diminessthat comes when humidity
reaches an ultimate. Breathing was like drowning.



Noises cameloud to his ears through that dense air: wind, voices, clatter of machines. Odors borne
from the jungle were pungent and musky, with traces of sulfurous reek. He saw abuilding blocky against
the clouds, and on itsroof agong to cal for prayersto the God of aworld two and ahaf light-centuries
hence. The shadow-lessillumination made distances hard to gauge; wasthat air-conditioned interior as
remote as he dreaded?

The crew were making for it. They weren't in formation, but disciplinelived in their close ranks and
careful jog-trot. What Merseians had tasks to do outside wore muffling white coveralls with equipment
on the back.

"Movedong, Terran," said FHandry's guard. " Or do you enjoy our weather?'

The man started off. "I've known dightly more comfortable espresso cookers,” he answered; but
since the guard had never heard of espresso, or coffee for that matter, hisreparteefdl flat again.

Xl

In the Spartan tradition of VVach lords, the office of Y dwyr the Seeker lacked any furniture save desk
and cabinets. Though he and Morioch Sun-in-eye were seated, it was on feet and tails, which looked to
ahuman asif they were crouched to spring. That, and their Size, grest even for Wilwidh Mersgians, and
faint but sharp body odors, and rumbling bass tones, and the explosive gutturas of Eriau, gave Djanaa
sense of anger that might break loose in daughter. She could see that Flandry was worried and caught his
hand in the cold dampness of hers. He made no response; standing rigid, he listened.

"Perhaps the datholch has been misinformed about this affair,” Morioch said with strained courtesy.
Handry didn't know what the title Signified—and Mersaian grades were subtle, variable things—but it
was plainly ahigh one, since the aristocratic-deferential form of address was used.

"| shal hearken to whatever the ganryf wishesto say,” Y dwyr replied, in the same taut manner but
with the merely polite verba congtruction. Flandry would have understood " ganryf (thefirst letter
representing, more or less, k followed by dh = voiced th) from the argent sdtire on Morioch's black
uniform, had he not met the word often before. Morioch was the commandant of this base, or anyhow on
its nava aspect; but the base was a minor one.

He—stockily built, hard of features, incongruous against the books and reelboxes whose shelvesfilled
every available square centimeter of wall space—declared: "Thisis no capture of ascout who smply
chanced by. Thefemae done should ... unguestionably doestell the datholch that. But | didn't want to
intrude on your work by speaking to you of mine. Besides, sinceit's confidential, the fewer who aretold,
the better. Correct?"

No guards had comein with their chief. They waited beyond the archway curtains, which were not
too soundproof to passacry for help. Opposite, seen through awindow, waited Tawin'sletha summer.
Blue-black and enormous, athunderhead was piling up over the stockade, where the banners of those
Vachs and regions that had members here whipped on their saffs.

Y dwyr's mouth drew into thinner lines. "1 could have been trusted,” he said. Flandry didn't believe that
mere wounded vanity spoke. Had a prerogative been infringed? What was Y dwyr?

He wore agray robe without emblems; at its sash hung only a purse. He wastdler than Morioch, but
lean, wrinkled, aging. At first he had spoken softly, when the humans were brought before him from their
quarters—on his demand after he learned of their arrival. As soon as the commandant had given him a
dight amount of back talk, he had stiffened, and power fairly blazed from him.

Morioch confronted it stoutly. " That needs no utterance,” he said. "I hope the datholch acceptsthat |
Saw no reason to trouble you with matters outside your own purposes here.”

"Doesthe ganryf know every conceivable limit of my purposes?’



"No ... however—" Raided but game, Morioch redonned formality. "May | explain everything to the
datholch?"

Y dwyr sighed permission. Morioch caught a bresth and commenced:

"When the Brythioch stopped by, these months agone, her chief intelligence officer gave me aword
that did not then seem very interesting. Y ou recall sheldd been at Irumclaw, the Terran frontier post. There
amei—I have his name on record but don't remember it—had come on a scoutship pilot hed met
previoudy. The pilot, the male before you here, was running surveillance as part of histraining for their
Intelligence Corps. Normally that'd have meant nothing—standard procedure of theirs—but this
particular male had been on Mersaiain company with asenior Terran agent. Those two got involvedin
something which is secret from me but, | gather, caused mgor trouble to the Roidhunate. Protector
Brechdan Ironrede was said to have been furious.”

Y dwyr started. Sowly helifted one bony green hand and said, ™Y ou have not told me the prisoner's
name"

"Let the datholch know thisis Junior Lieutenant Dominic Handry.”

Silencefdl, except for the wind whose rising skirl began to pierce the heavily insulated walls. Y dwyr s
gaze probed and probed. Djana whispered frantic, repeated prayers. Flandry felt the sweat dide down
hisribs. He needed dl hiswill to hold steady.

"Yes" Ydwyr said a lagt, "I have heard somewnhat about him.”

"Then the datholch may appreciate this case morethan | do,” Morioch said, looking relieved. "To be
honest, | knew nothing of Flandry till the Brythioch—"

"Continue your account,” Y dwyr said unceremonioudly.

Morioch'srelief vanished, but he plowed on: "Asthe datholch wishes. Whatever the importance of
Flandry himself—he appears a cub to me—he was associated with this other agent ... khraich, yes it
comesback ... Max Abrams. And Abramswas, is, definitely a troublemaker of the worst sort. Flandry
appears to be a protégé of his. Perhaps, dready, an associate? Could his assgnment to Irumclaw
involve more than showed on the skin?

"Thismuchthe me reported to the chief intelligence officer of his ship. The officer, in turn, directed
our agentsin the city"—Rax, of course, and those in Rax's pay, Handry thought through theloudening
wind—"to keep close watch on thisyoung mae. If he did anything unusud, it should beinvestigated as
thoroughly asmight be.

"The officer asked meto stand by. Asl've said, nothing happened for months, until I'd almost
forgotten. We get so many leads that never lead anywherein intelligence work.

"But lately a courier torpedo arrived. The message was that Flandry was collaborating closely but,
apparently, secretly, with the leader of an underworld gang. The secrecy is understandable—ultra-illegal
behavior—and our agents first guess wasthat normal corruption was al that wasinvolved." Scorn
freighted Morioch'svoice. "However, following orders, they infiltrated the operation. They learned what
itwes"

He described Wayland, to the extent of Ammon's knowledge, and Y dwyr nodded. "Y es," the old
Merseian said, "1 understand. The planet istoo far from home to be worth our while—at present—but it
isnot desirable that Terrans reoccupy it."

"QOur Irumclaw people are good,” Morioch said. "They had to make a decision and act on their own.
Their plan succeeded. Does the datholch agree they should get extrareward?!

"They had better,” Y dwyr said dryly, "or they might decide Terrans are more generous magters. Y ou
have yet to tdl them to diminate those who know about the lost planet, correct?—Well, but what did
they do?'



"The datholch seesthisfemae. After Flandry had investigated the planet, she captured him and
brought his boat to a section where our pickets were bound to detect it."

"Hun-n-nh ... issheone of ours?'

"No, she thought she was working for ariva human gang. But the datholch may agree she showsa
talent for that kind of undertaking.”

Flandry couldn't help it, too much compassion welled through his despair, he bent his head down
toward Djanas and muttered: "Don't be afraid. They're pleased with what you did for them. | expect
they'll pay you something and let you go.”

To spy on us—driven by blackmail aswell as money—but you can probably vanish into the
inner Empire. Or ... maybe you'd like the work. Your species never treated you very kindly.

"And that isthewhole tale, ganryf?" Y dwyr asked.

"Yes," Morioch said. "Now the datholch seestheimportance. Bad enough that we had to capture a
boat. That'll provoke awidespread search, which might sumble on placeslike Tdwin. The odds are
agang it, true, and we really had no choice. But we cannot release Flandry.”

"l did not speak of that," Y dwyr said, cold again. "I did, and do, want both these beingsin my

"But—"

"Do you fear they may escape?'

"No. Certainly not. But the datholch must know ... the value of this prisoner as a subject for
interrogation—"

"The methods your folk would use would leave him of no valuefor anything else” Y dwyr rapped.
"And he can't have information we don't already possess; | assume the Intelligence Corpsis not
interested in hisprivate life. Heis here only through a coincidence.”

"Can the datholch accept that strong a coincidence? Flandry met the met by chance, yes. But that
he, of every possible pilot, went off to the lost planet as a happenstance: to that | must say no."

"| say yes. Heis precisdy the type to whom such things occur. If one exposes onesdlf to life, ganryf,
lifewill cometo one. | have my own usesfor him and will not see him ruined. | lso want to learn more
about thisfemae. They go into my keeping.”

Morioch flushed and well-nigh roared: " The datholch forgetsthat Handry worked tail-entwined with
Abramsto thwart the Protector!”

Y dwyr lifted ahand, palm down, and chopped it across his breast. Flandry sucked in a breath. That
gesture was seldom used, and never by those who did not have the hereditary right. Morioch swallowed,
bent head above folded hands, and muttered, "I beg the datholch's forgiveness" Mersaians didn't often

beg, ether.

"Granted," Y dwyr said. "Dismissed.”

"Kh-h ... the datholch understands | must report this to headquarters with what recommendations
my duty demands | make?'

"Certainly. | shal be sending messages of my own. No censure will bein them." Y dwyr's hauteur
vanished. Though his smilewas not aman's, but only pulled the upper lip back off the teeth, Flandry
recognized friendliness. "Hunt well, Morioch Sun-in-eye.”

"l thank ... and wish agood hunt ... to you." Morioch rose, saluted, and | eft.

Outsde, the sky had gone atogether black. Lightning flamed, thunder bawled, wind yammered
behind galloping sheets of rain, whose drops smoked back off the ground. Djanafdl into Flandry'sarms;
they upheld each other.



Releasing her, heturned to Y dwyr and made the best Merseian salute of honor which a human could.
"The dathol ch isthanked with my whole spirit,” he said in Eriau.

Y dwyr smiled anew. The overhead fluoropanel, automatically brightening as the storm deepened,
made the room into awarm little cave. (Or acool one; that rain was not far below its boiling point.) The
foldsin hisrobe showed him relaxing. "Be seated if you desire" heinvited.

The humans were quick to accept, lowering themselvesto the rubbery floor and leaning back against
acabinet. Their knees were grateful. To be sure, there was a psychological drawback; now Y dwyr
loomed over them like a heathen god.

But I'm not going to be drugged, brainscrubbed, or shot. Not today. Maybe ... maybe,
eventually, an exchange deal ...

Y dwyr had returned to dignified impassvity. | mustn't keep him waiting. Strength seeped back into
Flandry's cdlls. He said, "May | ask the datholch to tell me his standing, in order that | can try to show
him his due honor?

"We set mogt ritual asde—of necessity—in my group here," the Merseian answered. "But | am
surprised that one who speaks Eriau fluently and has been on our home planet has not encountered the
term before."

"The uh, the datholch—may | inform the datholch, hislanguage was crammed into mein tearing
haste; my stay on hisddightful world was brief; and what | wastaught at the Academy dedt mainly
with—uh—"

"| told you the smple forms of respect will do on most occasions.” Y dwyr's smile turned downward
thistime, betokening adegree of grimness. "And | know how you decided not to end your sentence.
Y our education dedt with us primarily as military opponents.” Hesighed. "Khraich, | don't fear the
tactless truth. We Mersaians have plenty of equivaents of you, the God knows. It's regrettable but
inevitable, till your government changesits policies. | bear no persond animosity, Lieutenant Dominic
Handry. | far prefer friendship, and hope ameasure of it may take root between uswhilewe are
together.

"Asfor your question, datholch isacivilian rather than amilitary rank." He did not speek in exact
equivaents, for Mersaia separated "civilian” and "military™ differently from Terra, and lessclearly; but
Flandry got theidea. "It designates an aristocrat who heads an enterprise concerned with expanding the
Racesfrontier.” (Frontier of knowledge, trade, influence, territory, or what? He didn't say, and quite
likely it didn't occur to him that there was any digtinction.) "Asfor my standing, | belong to the Vach
Urdiolch and"—he stood up and touched his brow while he finished—"it is my high honor that a brother
of my late noblefather is, in the glory of the God, Almighty Roidhun of Merseia, the Race, and all
holdings, dominions, and subordinates of the Race."

Flandry scrambled to hisfeet and yanked Djanato hers. "Sdute!" he hissed in her ear, in Anglic.
"Like me! Thischap'sanephew of their grand panjandrum!”

Who might or might not be a figurehead, depending on the circumstances of hisreign—and surely,
that he was dways dected from among the Urdiolchs, by the Hands of the Vachs and the heads of
Mersaian states organized otherwise than the anciently dominant culture—from among the Urdiolchs, the
only landless Vach—surely thiswasin part a check on his powers—but surely, too, the harshest, most
dictatorial Protector regarded his Roidhun with something of the same awe and pride that inspired the
lowliest "foot" or "tail"—for the Roidhun stood for the God, the unity, and the hope of the warrior
people—Handry's mind swirled close to chaos before he brought it under contral.

"Beat ea2" Y dwyr reseated himsalf and gestured the humansto do likewise. "I mysalf am nothing
but ascientist." He leaned forward. "Of course, | served my timein the Navy, and continueto hold a
reserve commission; but my interests are xenologica. Thisisessentialy aresearch Sation. Tdwinwas
discovered by accident about—uh-h-h-h—fifteen Terran years ago. Astronomers had noted an unusua



type of pulsar in thisvicinity: extremely old, closeto extinction. A team of physicisiswent for alook. On
the way back, taking routine observations asthey traveled, they detected the unique orbital scramble
around Siekh and investigated it t0o."

Flandry thought sadly that humans might well have visited that pulsar in early days—it was
undoubtedly noted in the pilot's data for these parts, rare objects being navigationally useful—but that
none of hisfolk in the present erawould venture dmost to the ramparts of ahostile realm just to satisfy
ther curiogty.

Y dwyr was proceeding: "When | learned about Ta-win's extraordinary natives, | decided they must
be studied, however awkwardly near your bordersthis star lies.”

Flandry could imagine the disputes and wire-pullings that had gone on, and the compromise which
findly was reached, that Talwin should also be an advanced base for keeping an eye on the Terrans. No
large cost wasinvolved, nor any largerisk ... nor any large chance of glory and promotion, which last
fact helped explain Morioch's eagerness to wring his prisonersdry.

The lieutenant wet hislips. ™Y ou, uh, you are most kind, gir," he said; the honorific appeared implicitly
in the pronoun. "What do you wish of us?"'

"I would like to get to know you well," Y dwyr said frankly. "1 have studied your racein some detall; |
have met individual membersof it; | have asssted in diplomatic business; but you remain dmost an
abgtraction, dmost a complicated forcefield rather than aset of beings with minds and desires and souls.
Itiscurious, and annoying, that | should be better acquainted with Domrath and Ruadrath than with
Terrans, our one-time saviors and teachers, now our mighty rivas. | want to converse with you.

"Furthermore, since any intelligence agent must know considerable xenology, you may be ableto help
usin our research on the autochthons here. Of adifferent speciesand culture, you may gain insghts that

have escaped us.

"Thisisthe moretrue, and you are the more intriguing in your own right, because of who you are. By
virtue of my family connections, | obtained the sory—or part of the story—behind the Starkad affair.
Y ou are either very cagpable, Dominic Flandry, or else very lucky, and | wonder if there may not bea
dedtiny inyou.”

The term he used was obscure, probably archaic, and the man had to guess its meaning from context
and cognation. Fate? Mana? Odd phrasing for ascientist.

"Inreturn,” Y dwyr finished, "1 will dowhat | can to protect you." With the blesk honesty of hisclass:
"I do not promise to succeed.”

"Doyouthink, gr ... | might ever be reeased?’ Flandry asked.

"No. Not with the information you hold. Or not without so degp amemory wiping that no real
persondity would remain. But you should find lifetolerablein my service”

If you find my service worthwhile, Handry redized, and if higher-ups don't overrule you when
they learn about me. "I have no doubt | shal, sr. Uh, maybe | can begin with a suggestion, for you to
pass on to the qanryf if you seefit.”

Y dwyr waited.

"1 heard the lords spesking about, uh, ordering that the man who hired me—Leon Ammon—" might
aswell give himthe name, it'll be in Rax's dispatch " —that he be diminated, to eiminate knowledge
of Wayland from the last Terrans. I'd suggest going dow and cautious there. Y ou know how alarmed and
aerted they must be, Sir, even on deepy old Irumclaw Base, when | haven't reported in. It'd be risky
passing on an order to your agents, let done having them act. Best wait awhile. Besides, | don't know
myself how many others Ammon told. | should think your operatives ought to make certain they've
identified everyone who may bein on the secret, before striking.

"And theré's no hurry, sr. Ammon hasn't any ship of hisown, nor dare he hire one of the few civilian



craft around. Look how easy it wasto subvert the interplanetary ferrier we used, without ever telling him
what atreasure was at stake. Oh, you haven't heard that detail yet, have you, sir? It's part of how | was
trapped.

"Ammon will haveto try discovering what went wrong; then killing those who betrayed him, or those
he can find or thinks hel's found; and making sure they don't kill him first; and locating another
likely-looking scoutship pilot, and sounding him out over months, and waiting for assgnment rotation to
put him on the route passing nearest Wayland, and—Well, don't you see, Sir, nothing's going to happen
that you need bother about for more than ayear? If you want to be ultra-cautious, | suppose you can
post awarcraft in the Mimirian System; | can tell you the coordinates, though frankly, | think you'd be
wadting your effort. But mainly, Sir, your side has everything to lose and nothing to gain by moving fast
agang Ammon."

"Khraich." Y dwyr rubbed palm across chin, a sandpapery sound—under the storm-noise—despite
hislack of beard. "Y our pointsare well taken. Yes, | believe | will recommend that course to Morioch.
And, while my authority in nava affairsistheoretically benesth his, in practice—"

His glance turned keen. "I take for granted, Dominic Flandry, you speak lessin the hope of
ingratiating yoursalf with me than in the hope of kegping events on Irumclaw in abeyance until you can

escape.
"Uh—uh, wdl, ar—"

Y dwyr chuckled. "Don't answer. | too was ayoung male, once. | do trust you won't be so foolish as
to try abresk. If you accomplished it, the planet would soon kill you. If you failed, | would have no
choice but to turn you over to Morioch'sinquigitors.”

Xl

The airbus was sturdier and more powerful than mogt, to withstand violent weather. But the sky
smmered quiet beneath its high gray cloud deck when FHandry went to the Domrath.

That was severd of Tadwin's eighteen-hour days after he had arrived. Y dwyr had assigned the
humans aroom in the building that housed his scientific team. They shared the messthere. The Merseian
civilianswere cordid and interested in them. The two species ate each other's food and drank each
other'saewith, usualy, enjoyment aswell as nutrition. Flandry spent the bulk of histime getting back
into physical shape and oriented about this planet. Reasonably reconciled with Djana—who'd been
caught in the fortunes of war, he thought, and who now did everything she could to moallify her solitary
fellow human—she made his nights remarkably pleasant. In generd, aside from being a captive whose
fate was uncertain and from having run out of tobacco, he found his say diverting.

Nor was she badly off. She had little to fear, perhaps much to gain. If she never returned to the
Empire, wdll, that was no particular |oss when other humans lived under the Roidhunate. Like a cat that
has landed on itsfeet, she set about studying her new environment. Thisinvolved long conversations with
the thirty-plus members of Y dwyr's group. She had no Merseian language except for the standard loan
words, and none of her hosts had more than the sketchiest Anglic. But they kept atrandating computer
for use with the natives. The memory bank of such adevice regularly included the mgor tongues of
known space.

She'll make out, Flandry decided. Her kind always does, right up to the hour of the asp.

Then Y dwyr offered him a chance to accompany a party bound for Seething Springs. He jumped at
it, both from curiosity and from pragmatism. If he wasto be aquasi-dave, he might have aworse master;
he must therefore see about pleasing the better one. Moreover, he had not inwardly surrendered hope of
gaining hisfreedom, to which end anything he learned might prove useful.

Half adozen Merseianswere in the expedition. "It'sfairly ordinary procedure, but should be



dimulating,” said Cnif hu VVanden, xenophysiologist, who had gotten friendliest with him. "The Domrath
are staging their fall move to hibernating grounds—in the case of this particular group, from Seething
Springsto Mt. Thunderbelow. Weve never observed it among them, and they do have summertime
customsthat don't occur elsewhere, so maybe their migration has specid featurestoo.” He gusted asigh.
"Thispouchful of us.... to fathom an entireworld!"

"l know," Flandry answered. "I've heard my own scholarly acquai ntances groan about getting funds.”
He spread his hands. "Well, what do you expect? Asyou say: an entireworld. It took our racestill
practicaly yesterday to begin to understand their home planets. And now, when we have | don't know
how many to wak on if we know the way—"

Cnif was typical of the problem, crossed hismind. The stout, yellowish, dightly flat-faced mae
belonged to no Vach; his ancestors before unification had lived in the southern hemisphere of Mersaig, in
the Republic of Lafdigu, and to thisday their descendants maintained peculiarities of dress and custom,
their old language and many of their old laws. But Cnif was born in a colony; he had not seen the mother
world until he came there for advanced education, and many of itsways were strange to him.

The bus glided forward. Thefirst valve of the hangar heatlock closed behind it, the second opened,
and it climbed with a purr of motor and whistle of wind. At 5000 metersit leveled off and bore
north-northeast. That course by and large followed the river. Mainly the passengers sat mute, preparing
their kits or thinking their thoughts. Mersaians never chattered like humans. But Cnif pointed out
landmarks through the windows.

"See, behind us, at the estuary, what we call Barrier Bay. In early winter it becomes choked with
icebergs and floes, |ft by the receding waters. When they melt in spring, the turbulance and flooding is
unbdievable”

The steam wound like a somnolent snake through the myriad blues of jungle. "We cdl it the Golden
River in spite of its being silt-brown. Auriferous sands, you see, washed down from the mountains. Most
of the place names are unavoidably ours. Some are crude trandations from Domrath terms. The
Ruadrath don't have place namesin our sense, which iswhy we seldom borrow from them.”

Cnif'swordsfor the aborigine& were artificid. They had to be. "Dom" did represent an attempt at
pronouncing what one of the first communities encountered caled themselves; but "-rath" was an Eriau
root meaning, gpproximatdly, "folk," and "Ruadrath” had origindly referred to aclass of nocturnd
supernatural beingsin aMersaian mythology—"elves."

Theforested plain gave way to ever steeper foothills. The shadowless gray light made contours hard
to judge, but Flandry could see how the Golden ran here through a series of deep canyons. "Those are
full to the brim when the glaciersmdit,” Cnif said. "But we've since had so much evaporation that the leve
iswell down; and well soon stop getting rain, it'll become first fog, later snow and hail. We are at the end
of the summer.”

Flandry reviewed what he had read and heard at the base. Talwin went about Siekh in an eccentric
dlipsewhich, of course, had the sun a one focus. Y ou could define summer arbitrarily asfollows: Draw
alinethrough that focus, normd to the mgjor axis, intersecting the curve at two points. Then summer was
the sx-month period during which Talwin passed from one of those points, through periastron, to the
other end of the line segment. Fall wasthe six weeks or so which it took to get from the latter point to the
nearest intersection of the minor axiswith the dlipse. Winter occupied the fifteen monthswherein Tawin
swung out to its remotest distance and back again to the opposite minor-axis intersection. Thereefter
Spring took another six weeks, until the point was reached again which defined the beginning of summer.

In practice, things were nowhere near that Smple. There were three degrees of axid tilt; there were
climatic zones, there were topographicd vibrations, above al, there was the therma inertia of soil, rock,
air, and water. Seasons lagged planetary positions by an amount depending on where you were and on
any number of other factors, not every one of which the Merseians had unraveled. Nonetheless, once



wegther started to change, it changed with astonishing speed. Cnif had spoken in practical rather than
theoretica terms.

Vague through haze, the awesome peaks of the Hell-kettle Mountains came to view beyond their
foothills. Severa plumes of smoke drifted into gloomy heaven. An isolated titan stood closer, lifting
scarred black flanksin cliffs and talus dopes and grotesquely conged ed lava beds, up to acone that was
quiet now but only for now. "Mt. Thunderbelow.” The bus banked |eft and descended on along dant,
above atributary of the Golden. Vapors roiled white on those waters. "The Neverfreeze River. Almost
al sreams, even the biggest, go tiff in winter; but thisisfed by hot springs, that draw their energy from
the volcanic depths. That's why the Ruadrath—of Wirrdas, | mean—have prospered so well in these
parts. Aquatic life remains active and furnishes alarge part of their food."

Fuming rapids dashed off a plateau. In the distance, forest gave way to sulfur beds, geysers, and
steaming pools. The bus halted near the plateau edge. Flandry spied a clearing and what appeared to be
avillage, though seeing was poor through thetall trees. While the bus hovered, the expedition chief spoke
through its outercom. "Weve distributed miniature transcaivers,” Cnif explained to FHandry. "It's best to
ask leave before landing. Not that we have anything to fear from them, but we don't want to make them
shy. We lean backwards. Why ... do you know, afew years past, anewcomer to our group blundered
into a hibernation den before the males were awake. He thought they would be, but they weren't; that
was an especialy cold spring. Two of them were aroused. They tore him to shreds. And we refrained
from punishment. They weren't redly conscious, ingtinct was ruling them."

Histone—insofar as ahuman could interpret—was not unkindly but did imply: Poor animds, they
aren't cgpable of behaving better. You gatortails get a lot of dynamism out of taking for granted
you're the natural future lords of the galaxy, the man thought, but your attitude hasits
disadvantages. Not that you deliberately antagonize any other races, provided they give you no
trouble. But you don't use their talents as fully as you might. Ydwyr seems to understand this. He
mentioned that | could be valuable as a non-Mer seian—which suggests he'd like to have team
member s from among the Eoidhunate's client species—but | imagine he had woes enough pushing
his project through a reluctant government, without bucking attitudes so ingrained that the
typical Merseian isn't even conscious of them.

Given aradio link to the base, the expedition leader didn't bother with avocalizer. He spoke Eriau
directly to the computer back there. It rendered his phrasesinto the dialect spoken here at Ktha-g-klek,
to the limited extent that the latter was "known" to its memory bank. Grunting, clicking noises emerged
from the minisets of whatever beingslistened in the village. The reverse process operated, viarelay by the
bus. An artificid Merseian voice said: "Bewelcome. We arein atorrent of toil, but can happen asharing
of sHf ispossble”

"The moreif we can help you with your transportation,” the leader offered.

The Dom hesitated. A primitive's conservatism, Flandry recognized. He can't be sure airlifts
aren't unlucky, or whatever. Findly: "Cometo us."

That was not quickly done. First everybody aboard must get into his heat suit. One had been
modified for Flandry. It amounted to awhite coverall bedecked with pockets and sheeaths; boots,
gauntlets—everything insulated around aweb of thermoconductor strands. A fish-bowl helmet was
equipped with chowlock, mechanica wipers, two-way sonic amplification, and short-range radio. A heat
pump, hooked to the thermoconductors and run off accumulators, was carried on a backpack frame.
Though heavy, the rig was less awkward than might have been expected. Itsweight waswell distributed;
the gloves were thick and tiff, but gpparatus was designed with that in mind, and plectrum-like
extensions could be dipped over thefingersfor the finer work. Anyway, Flandry thought, consider the
alternative.

It's not that man or Merseian can't survive awhile in this sauna. | expect we could, if the while
be fairly short. It's that we wouldn't particularly want to survive.



Checked out, the party set down its vehicle and stepped forth. At this atitude, relay to base
continued automaticaly.

Fandry'sfirst awareness was of weight, enclosure, chuttering pump, cooled dried air blown at his
nostrils. Being otherwise unprocessed, the atmosphere bore odors—growth, decay, flower and animal
exudations, volcanic fumes—that stirred obscure memories at the back of hisbrain. He dismissed them
and concentrated on his surroundings.

The river boomed past a broad meadow, casting spray and steam over its banks. Above and on
every sSdeloomed thejungle. Trees grew high, brush grew wide, leaf crowding serrated blue leaf until the
eye soon lost itsdlf in dripping murk. But the stems looked frail, pulpy, and the leaves were drying out;
they rattled against each other, the fallen ones scrittled before abreeze, the short life of summer'sforest
drew near to an end.

Sturdier on open ground was that vegetable family the Mersaians called wair: as widespread,
variegated, and ecologically fundamentd asgrasson Terra. In soring it grew from atough-hulled seed,
rapidly building a cluster of foliage and aroot that resembled atuber without being one. The leaves of the
dominant local species were ankle height and lacy. They too were withering, the wair was going dormant;
but soon, infall, it would consume its root and sprout seeds, and when frost cracked their pods, the
seedswould fal to earth.

Darkling over treetops could be glimpsed Mt. Thunderbelow. A dight shudder went through
Flandry's shins, he heard arumble, the volcano had cleared its throat. Smoke puffed forth.

But the Domrath were coming. He focused on them.

Life on Tawin had followed the same general course as on most terrestroid planets. Differences
existed. It would have been surprising were there none. Thus, while tissues were principaly built of
L-amino proteinsin water solution like Flandry's or Cnif's, here they normally metabolized levo sugars. A
man could live on native food, if he avoided the poisonous varieties; but he must take the dietary capsules
the Merseians had prepared.

Stll, the stlandard division into photosynthetic vegetable and oxygen-breathing animal had occurred,
and the larger animaswere structurdly familiar with their interior skeletons, four limbs, paired eyesand
ears. Set beside many sophonts, the Domrath would have looked homelike.

They were bipeds with four-fingered hands, their outline roughly anthropoid except for the
proportionately longer legs and huge, clawed, thickly soled feet necessary to negotiate springtime
swamps and summer hardpan. The skin was glabrous, bluish, with brown and black mottlings that were
beginning to turn gaudy colors as mating season approached. The heads were faintly suggestive of
elephants, round, with beady eyes, large erect ears that doubled as cooling surfaces, ashort trunk that
was a chemosensor and afloodtime snorkel, small down-curving tusks on the males. The people wore
only loincloths, loosely woven straw cloaks to help keep off "insects," necklaces and other ornaments of
bone, shell, horn, teeth, tinted clay. Some of their tools and weapons were bronze,
some—incongruoudy—palealithic.

That much was easily gragped. And while their Sze was considerable, adult males standing over two
meters and massing a hundred or more kilos, females even larger, it was not overwheming. They were
bisexud and viviparous. Granted, they were not mammals. A mother fed her infants by régurgitation.
Bodies were poikilothermic, though now functioning at ahigher rate than any Terran reptile. That was not
unheard of ether.

Nonetheless, Flandry thought, it marked the foundation of their uniqueness. For when your
energy, your very intelligence was a function of temperature; when you not only slept at night, but
spent two-thirds of your life among the ghostly half-dreams of hibernation—

About a score had come to meet the xenol ogists, with numerous young tagging after. The grownups
walked in ponderous stateliness. But several had burdens strapped on their backs; and behind them



Flandry saw others continue work, packing, loading bundles onto carrier poles, sweeping and garnishing
soon-to-be-deserted houses.

The greeting committee stopped afew meters off. Itsleader elevated histrunk while dipping his ax.
Sounds that a human palate could not reproduce came from his mouth. Flandry heard the computer's
voicein hisradio unit. "Hereis Seething Springs. | am"—no trandation available, but the name sounded
like"G'ung"—"who spesksthisyear for our tribe." An intonation noted, in effect, that "tribe" (Eriau
"maddeuth," itsdf not too close an equivaent of the Anglic word by which Flandry rendered it) wasa
debatable interpretation of the sound G'ung made, but must serve until further studies had deepened
comprehension of hissociety. "Why have you come?"

The question was not hostile, nor was the omission of a poken welcome. The Domrath were
gregarious, unwarlike dthough vdiant fighters at need, accustomed to organizing themsdavesin nomeadic
bands. And, while omnivorous, they didn't make hunting amgjor occupation. Their near ancestors had
doubtlesslived entirely off the superabundant plant life of summer. Accordingly, they had no specid
territorid ingtincts. Except for their winter dens, it did not occur to them that anyone might not have a
perfect right to be anywhere.

The Seething Springs folk were unusud in returning annualy to permanent buildings, instead of
congtructing temporary shelterswherever they chanced to be. And this custom had grown up among
them only because their hibernation site was not too far from thisvillage. No one had chalenged their
occupation of it.

Quite smply and amiably, G'ung wondered what had brought the Merseians.

"We explained our reasonswhen last we visited you ... with gifts" their leader reminded. His
colleagues bore trade goods, metal tools and the like, which had hitherto delighted dl recipients. "We
wish to learn about your tribe."

"Isunderstood." Neither G'ung nor his group acted wildly enthusiastic.

No Domrath had shown fear of the Mersaians. Being formidable animals, they had never developed
ether timidity or undue aggressveness, being a an early prescientific stage, they lived among too many
marvels and mygteries to see anything terrifyingly strange about spaceships bearing extraplanetarians, and
Y owyr had enforced gtrict correctnessin every dealing with them. So why did these hesitate?

The answer was manifest as G'ung continued: "But you came before in high summer. Fastbreaking
Festival was padt, the tribes had dispersed, food was ample and wit was keen. Now we labor to bring
the season's gatherings to our hibernation place. When we are there, we shdl feast and mate until we
drowse off. We have no time or desire for sharing sdf with outsders.”

"Isunderstood, G'ung," the Mersaian said. "We do not wish to hamper or interfere. We do wish to
observe. Other tribes have we watched asfall drew nigh, but not yours, and we know your ways differ
from the Towlanders in more than one regard. For this privilege we bid gifts and, can happen, the help of
our flying house to transport your stores.”

The Domrath snorted among themselves. They must be tempted but unsure. Againg assistance in the
hard job of moving stuff up toward Mt. Thunderbelow must be ba anced a change inimmemorid
practice, a possible angering of gods ... yes, it was known the Domrath were ardligiousrace ...

"Y our words shd| be shared and chewed on," G'ung decided. "We shdl assemble tonight. Meanwhile
ismuch to do whilelight remains.” The darkness of Talwin's clouded summer was pitchy; and in thisdry
period, fireswere restricted and torches tabooed: He issued no spoken invitation, that not being the
custom of hisfolk, but headed back. The Merseians followed with Flandry.

The village was carefully laid out in a spiderweb pattern of streets—for defense? Buildingsvaried in
sze and function, from hut to storage shed, but were al of stone, beautifully dressed, dry-laid, and
chinked. Massive wooden beams supported steeply pitched sod roots. Both workmanship and
dimensions—Ilow cellings, narrow doorways, dit windowswith heavy shutters—showed thet, whilethe



Domrath used this place, they had not erected it.

They boiled about, a hundred or so of every age; doubtless more were on the trail to the dens.
Voices and footfdls surged around. In spite of obvious curiogity, no one halted work above aminute to
dare a the vistors. Autumn wastoo close,

At acentrd plaza, where the old cooked a communa meal over afirepit, Gung showed the
Merseians some benches. "1 will speak among the people,” he said. "Come day's end, you shal receive
us here and we shall share self on the matter you broach. Tell mefirst: would the Ruadrath hold with your
plan?'

"| assure you the Ruadrath have nothing againg it," Cnif sad.
Fromwhat I've studied, Flandry thought, I'm not quite sure that's true, once they find out.

"l have glimpsed a Ruad—I think—when | was smdl and spring came early,” said an aged femade.
"That you see them each year—" She wandered off, shaking her head.

With Cnif's assent, Hlandry peeked into a house fronting on the square. He saw a clay floor, ahearth
and smokehole, daises dong two sides with shelves above. Bright unhuman patterns glowed on walls and
intricately carved timbers. In one comer stood aloaded rack, ready to go. But from the rafters, with
ingenious guards againgt animals, hung dried fruits and cured meat—though the Domrath were rarely
eaters of flesh. A mae sat carefully cleaning and greasing bronze utensils, knifes, bowls, an ax, asaw. His
femae directed her young in tidying the single room while she spread the daises with new straw mats.

Flandry greeted the family. "Isthisto beleft?" he asked. It seemed like quite abit for these
impoverished savages.

"Inlightness, what else?' the male replied. He didn't stop hiswork, nor appear to notice that Flandry
was not aMersaian. In his eyes, the differences were probably negligible. "The meta is of the Ruadrath,
asisthe house. For use we give payment, that they may be well pleased with us when they come out of
the sea" He did pause then, to make asign that might be avertive or might be reverent—or both or
neither, but surely reflected the universal sense of amorta creature confronting the unknown. "Suchisthe
law, by which our forebearslived while othersdied. Thchra'a.”

Ruadrath: elves, gods, winter ghosts.

XIV

More and more, as the weeks of Flandry's absence passed, her existence took on for Djanaan
unredity. Or wasit that she began dowly to enter ahigher truth, which muted the winds outside and
made the walls around her shadowy?

Not that she thought about it in that way, save perhaps when the magician wove her into aspdll.
Otherwise she lived in everydayness. She woke in the chamber that the man had shared with her. She
exercised and groomed herself out of habit, because her living had hitherto depended on her body. At
mess she stood respectfully aside while the Mersaians went through brief rituasreigious, familia, and
patriotic—oddly impressive and girring, those big forms and deep voices, drawn sted and talking
drums—and afterward joined in coarse bread, raw vegetables, gwydh-msk cheese, and the
Terran-descended teawhich they raised throughout the Roidhunate. There followed study, talk,
sometimes aspecia interview, sometimes recreation for awhile; asmple lunch; anap in deferenceto her
human circadian rhythm; more study, until evening's meat and de. (Since Mersalarotated at about half
therate of Talwin, anight had aready gone over the land.) Later she might have further conversation, or
attend a concert or recorded show or amateur performance of something traditiona; or she might retire
aonewith atape. In any event, she was early abed.

Tak, like perusd of atextred or watching of a projection, was viathe linguistic computer. It had



plenty of spare channdls, and could throw out avisual trandation as easily as a sonic one. However, she
was methodicaly being given aworking knowledge of Eriau, dong with anintroduction to Mersaian
history and culture.

She cooperated willingly. Final disposition of her case lay with superiors who had not yet been heard
from. At worgt, though, she wasn't likely to suffer harm—given aprince of the blood on her sde—and at
best ... well, who dared predict? Anyway, her education gave her something to do. And as it advanced,
it tarted interesting, at last entrancing her.

Merseia, rival, aggressor, troublemaker, menace lairing out beyond Betelgeuse; she'd accepted the
dogans like everybody el se, never stopping to think about them. Oh, yes, the Merseianswereterrible,
but they lived far off and the Navy was supposed to keep them there while the diplomatic corps
maintained an uneasy peace, and she had troubles of her own.

Here she dwelt among beings who treated her with gruff kindness. Once you got to know them, she
thought, they were ... they had homes and kin the same as people, that they missed the same as people;
they had arts, melodies, sports, games, jokes, minor vices, though of course you had to learn their
conventions, their whole style of thinking, before you could appreciateit ... They didn't want war with
Terra, they only saw the Empire as a bloated sick monstrosity which had long outlived its useful ness but
with senile cunning contrived to hinder and threaten them ... No, they did not dream of conquering the
galaxy, that was absurd on the face of it, they smply wanted freedom to range and rule without bound,
and "rule’ did not mean tyranny over others, it meant just that others should not stand in the way of the
full outfolding of that spirit which lay inthe Race....

A spirit often hard and harsh, perhaps, but bone-honest with itself; possessed of an astringency that
was like a sea breeze after the psychic stench of what Djana had known; not jaded or rootless, but
reaching for infinity and for aGod beyond infinity, while planted deep in the consciousness of kinship,
heroic ancestral memories, symbols of courage, pride, sacrifice ... Djanafelt it betokened much that the
chief of aVach—not quite aclan—was caled not its Head but its Hand.

Were those humanswho served Merseiaredly traitors ... to anything worth their loyaty?

But it was not this dow wondering that made the solid world recede from her. It was' Y dwyr the
Seeker and his spells; and belike they had first roused the questionsin her.

To start with, hetoo had merely talked. Hisinterest in her background, experiences, habits, and
attitudes appeared drictly scientific. Asarulethey met a deux in hisoffice. "Thus| need not bea
nephew of the Roidhun,” he explained wryly. Fear stabbed her for a second. He gave her a shrewd
regard and added, "No oneis monitoring our trandator channel.”

She garnered nerveto say, "The ganryf—"
"We have had our differences,”" Y dwyr replied, "but Morioch isamae of honor.”

Shethought: How many Imperial officersin this kind of setup would dare skip precautions
against snooping and blackmail?

He had ahuman-type chair built for her, and poured her aglass of arthberry wine at each colloquy.
Before long she was looking forward to the sessions and wishing he were less busy elsewhere,
coordinating hisworkersin the field and the data they brought back. He didn't press her for answers, he
relaxed and | et conversation ramble and opened for her the hoard of his reminiscences about adventures
on digtant planets.

She gathered that xenology had aways fascinated him and that he was seldom home. Almost
absent-mindedly, in obligation to his Vach, he had married and begotten; but he took his sonswith him
from the time they were old enough to leave the gynaeceum until they were ready for their Navy hitches.
Y et he did not lack warmth. His subordinates adored him. When he chanced to spesk of the estate
where hewas born and raised, his parents and siblings, the staff whose fathers had served hisfathersfor
generations, she came to recognize tenderness.



Then findly—it was dark outside, the hot till dark of summer'send, hesat lightning aflicker beyond
stockade and skeletal trees—he summoned her; but when she entered the office, herose and said: "L et
usgo to my private quarters.”

For a space she was again frightened. He bulked so big, so gaunt and impassivein hisgray robe, and
they were so donetogether. A fluoro glowed cold, and the air that did and whispered across her skin
hed likewise gone chill.

He smiled his Mersaian smile, which she had learned to read as amicable. Crinkles radiated through
thetiny scaes of hisskin, from eyes and mouth. "I want to show you something | keep from most of my
fdlows" hesad. "Y ou might understand where they cannot.”

The little voicebox hung around his neck, like the one around hers, spoke with the computer'sflat
Anglic. Shefilled that out with his Eriau. No longer did the language sound rough and gutturd; it was, in
truth, rather soft, and rich in tones. She could pick out individua words by now. She heard nothing in his
invitation except—

—the father | never knew.

Abruptly she despised herself for what she had feared. How must shelook to him? Face: hag-thin,
wax-white, save for the bizarrely thick and red lips; behind it, two twisted flaps of cartilage. Body:
dwarfish, scrawny, bulge-breasted, pinch-waisted, fat-bottomed, tailless, feet outright deformed. Skin: no
intricate pattern of delicate flexible overlap; arubberinessrelieved only by lines and coarse pores; and
hair, everywhere hair in ridiculous bunches and tufts, like fungus on a corpse. Odor: what? Sour?
Whatever it was, no lurefor anatura taste.

Men! shethought. God, | don't mean to condemn your work, but You also made the dogs men
keep, and don't You agree they're alike, those two breeds? Dirty, smelly, noisy, lazy, thievish,
quick to attack when you aren't watching, quick to run or cringe when you are; they're useless,
they create nothing, you have to wait on them, listen to their boastful bayings, prop up their silly
little egostill they're ready to slobber over you again ...

I'm sorry. Jesus wore the shape of a man, didn't he?
But he wore it—in pity—because we needed him—and what've we done with his gift?

Before her flashed theimage of aMersaian Chrigt, armed and shining, neither compass onate nor
crud but the Messiah of anew day ... She hadn't heard of any such belief among them. Maybe they had
no need of redemption; maybe they were God's chosen ...

Y dwyr caught her hands between his, which were cool and dry. "Djana, are you wel|?'

She shook the dizzinessfrom her head. Too much being shut in. Too much soaking myself in a
world that can't be mine. Nicky's been gone too long. (I saw a greyhound once, well-trained,
proud, clean and swift. Nicky's a greyhound.) | can't get away from my humanness. And |
shouldn't want to, should 1? "N-nothing, gr. | fdt alittlefant. I'll bedl right."

"Comerest." Stooping, hetook her arm—a Terran gesture she had told him about—and led her
through the inner curtain to his apartment.

Thefirst room was what she might have expected and what officers of the base had no doubt
frequently seen: emblem of the VVach Urdiolch, animation of ahomeworld scene where forested hills
plunged toward an ocean turbulent benesath four moons, shelves of books and mementos, racked
wespons, darkly shimmering drapes; on the resilient floor, acarved and inlaid table of black wood, a
stonein ashalow crysta bowl of water, an alcove shrine, and nothing el se except spaciousness. One
archway, half unscreened, gave on amonastic bedchamber and 'fresher cubicle.

But they passed another hanging. She stopped in the dusk beyond and exclaimed.

"Be seated if you wish." He helped her shortness to the top of a couch upholstered in reptilian hide.
Thelocks swirled over her shoulders as she stared about.



The mounted skulls of two animals, one homed, one fanged; convoluted tubes and flasks crowding a
bench in the gloom of one corner; amonoalith carved with shapes her eyes could not wholly follow, that
must have required agravded to move; along-beaked |eathery-skinned thing, the span of itsragged
wings equal to her height, that sat unblinking on its gnarled perch; and more and more, barely lit by
flambeaux in curioudy wrought sconces, whose restless blue glow made shadows more like demons,
whose crackling was athin song that dmost meant something she had forgotten, whose smoke was
pungent and soon tingled in her brain.

Shelooked up to the craggy highlights of Y dwyr's countenance, tremendoudy above her. "Do not be
afraid,” said thelion voice. "These are not instruments of the darkness, they are pathfindersto enter it."

He sat down on histail, bringing hisridged head level with hers. Reflections moved like flames deep
within the caverns under his brow ridges. But his speech stayed gentle, even wistful.

"The Vach Urdiolch are the landless ones. Soisthe Law, that they may have time and impartidity to
serve the Race. Our homes, where we have dwelt for centuries, we keep by leasehold. Our wedlth
comes less from ancient dues than from what we may win offplanet. This has put usin the forefront of the
Race's outwardness; but it has aso brought us closest to the unknowns of worlds never ours.

"A witch was my nurse. She had served us since my grandfather was a cub. She had four arms and
six legs, what was her face grew between her upper shoulders, she sang to mein tones| could not
always hear, and she practiced magic from the remembered Ebon Mountains of her home. Witha, she
was good and faithful; and in me shefound aready listener.

" think that may be what turned me toward searching out the ways of dienfolk. It heps Mersaia,
yes, we need to know them; but | have wanted their lore for its own sake. And Djana, | have not
perpetualy found mere primitive superstition. A herb, a practice, astory, a philosophy ... how darewe
say nothing red isin them, when we come new to aworld that gave birth to those who live on it? Among
folk who had no machines| saw, afew times, happeningsthat | do not believe any machine could bring
about.

"Inasense, | became amystic, in another sense, none, for where is the border between 'natural’ and
‘transcendentd'? Hypnosis, hystericd strength and stigmata, sensory heightening, psychosomatics,
tel epathy—such things are scorned in the scientific youth of civilizations, later accepted, when
understanding has grown. | am smply using techniques that may, perhaps, advance comprehension
where gauges and meters cannot.

"Oncel got leaveto vist Chereion. That isthe most edritch planet | have seen, adominion of the
Roidhunate but only, | think, because that servesthe ends of its dwellers, whatever those ends are. For
they areold, old. They had acivilization amillion years ago that may have reached beyond this gdaxy,
where we have barely started to burrow about at the end of one spiral arm. It disappeared; they cannot
or will not say why, and it suitsafew of them to be too useful to Merseiafor usto risk angering the rest.
Y es, we haughty conquerors wak softly among them!

"1 was received among the disciples of Aycharaych, in his castle at Raal. He has |ooked deeper into
the mind—not the mind of his people, or yours, or any single one, but somehow into that quaity of
pandemic Mind which the scientists deny can exist—he has looked deeper into this, | believe, than any
other being aive. He could not evokein mewhat | did not have to be evoked; or € se he did not choose
to. But he taught mewhat he said | could use; and without that skill, that way of existing in the cosmos, |
would never have done haf what | have. Think: in asingle decade, we are well on theway to full
communication with both races on Tawin.

"l want, not to probe your soul, Djana, but to join with you in exploring it. | want to know the
inwardness of being human; and you may seewhat it isto be Mersaian.”

The flames danced and whispered among moving shadows, the figures on the monolith traced a path
that could almost be followed; the smoke whirled in her veins; around her and through her crooned the



lullaby voice of Fether.

"Do not be afraid of what you see, Djana. These things are archaic, yes, they speak of pagan cults
and witchcraft, but that is because they come from primeval sources, from the beast that lived before
mind was kindled in it. One day those tokens may no longer be needed. Or perhapsthey will be, perhaps
they go deeper eventhan | imagine. | do not know and | want to know. It will help to mesh awarenesses
with ahuman, Djana.... noterrified captive, no lickspittle turncoat, no sniveler about peace and
brotherhood, no pseudomorph grown up among us gpart from hisown breed ... but one who has come
to mefredly, out of the depths of the commonalty that bred her, one who has known dike the glory and
the tragedy of being human.

"These are symbols, Diana, certain objects, certain rites, which different thinking species have found
will help raise buried parts of the soul. And brought forth, those parts can be understood, controlled,
strengthened. Remember what the discipline of the body can do. Remember likewise the discipline of the
spirit; calm, courage, capability can be learned, if the means are known; they take nothing but
determination. Now ask yoursdlf: What more remains?

"Djana, you could become strong."
"Yes" shesad.
And she was gazing into the water, and the fire, and the crystal, and the shadows within ...

A hogtd at night. Fireleaping red and gold, chuckling asit lights the comradely company, rough-hewn
furniture, fiddier on achair tuning to play adance; a the table'sfar end, awoman, long-gowned,
deep-bosomed, who bears a sheaf and an infant on her lap.

Wind. A black bird sudden athwart the pane. The sound of its beak rapping.
Descent down endless stairsin the dark, led by one who never looks back. The boat. Theriver.
On thefar sdethey have no faces.

"l am sorry," Y dwyr said. "We do not keep a pharmacopoeiafor your species. Y ou must forgo
drugs. Furthermore, the Old Way is not for you to tread to its end—nor me, | confess. We have the redl
world to cope with, and we will not do so by abandonment of reason.

"Tdl meyour dreams. If they grow too bad, cal me on my private line—thus—and | will cometo
you, no matter the hour."

The snake that engirdlesthe universeliftsits starry head. It gapes. Scream. Run.

The coils hiss after. The swamp clingsto feet. A million years, astep ayear out of the sucking muck,
and the snake draws close behind.

Lightning. Sinking. Black waters.

Hehdd her, amply hdld her, a night in her room. "From my viewpoint,” hesaid, "l am gaining
matchless experience with human archetypes.” The dry practicdity, itself comforting, yielded to mildness.
A big hand stroked her hair. "But you, Djana, are more than athing. Y ou are becoming like achild to

me, did you know? | want to raise you up again and lead you through this valey of shadows you must
pass before you can stand by your own strength.”

At mornwatch he left her. She dept ashort while, but got to breakfast and subsequently continued her
regular schooling. It did not keep her from dwelling within her dreams.

Outside, thefirst mists of autumn sneaked white over the wet earth.
The waters are peace. Dream, drowse ... no, the snake is not dead.
The snake is not dead.

His poisonous teeth. Struggle. Scream. The warm waters are gone, drained out with a huge hollow
roaring. Hollow, hollow.



The hollow sound of hoofs, shaking abridge that nine dead kings could not make thunder. Light.
The snake burns backward from the light.

Raise handsto it. But bow down fromits brilliance.

That blazeis off the spear of the Messiah.

"Khraich. | would be interested to know if an abortion was attempted on you. Not important, since
you survived. Your need isto learn that you did survive, and that you can.

"Do you fed ready for another session thisevening? | would like for you to come and concentrate on
the Graven Stone. It seemsto have traitsin common with what | have read your Terran usage calls
a...amandaa?'

A mirror.

Thefacewithin.

One comes from behind on soundless feet and holds amirror to the mirror.
Endlessness dwindles toward nothingness.

At the heart of nothingness, awhite spark. It flames, and nothingness recoils and flees back outward
to endlessness, while trumpets triumph.

"Ur-r-rh." Y dwyr scowled a her test scores. They sat prosaically in hisliving room—though what
was prosaic about its austere serenity? " Something devel oping, beyond question. A hitherto unredlized
potential—not telepathy. 1'd hoped—"

"The Old Way to the One," she said, and watched thewall dissolve.

He gave her along stare before he replied, crisply: ™Y ou have gone asfar down that road as | dare
take you, my dear. Perhaps not far enough, but | am not able—I suspect none lessthan Aycharaych
would be able—to guide you further; and alone, you would lose yoursdf in yoursalf."

"Hm?"' she said vagudly. "Y dwyr, | know | touched your mind, | felt you.”

"Delusion. Mysticismisa set of symbols. Symbolsareto live by, yes—why el se banners>—but they
are not to be confused with the redlity for which they stand. While we know less about tel epathy than
psychologists usudly pretend, we do know it's a perfectly physica phenomenon. Extremely long waves
travel at light speed, subject to inverse-square diminution and the other laws of nature; the principles of
encoding apply; nothing but theradica variation of sengtivity, from timeto time and individud to
individuad, ever made its existence doubtful. Today we can identify it when it occurs.

"Whatever happened in these last experiments of ours, you are not becoming atelepathic receiver. An
influence of that general nature was present, true. The metersregistered it, barely over threshold leve.
But andysis shows you were not calling the Sgns| dedlt with above-random accuracy. Instead, | was not
dedling them completely at random.

"Somehow, dightly, unconscioudy, you were influencing metoward turning up the Sgns you guessed
| would be turning up.”

"| wanted to reach you," Djanamumbled.

Ydwyr said sternly: "1 repesat, we have entered reelmswhere | am not fit to conduct you. The dangers
aretoo great—principally to you, possibly to me. At alater date, maybe, Aycharaych—for the present,
we stop. Y ou shall return to the flesh world, Djana. No more magic. Tomorrow we set you to
gymnastics and flogging, exhausting, uningpiring work with Eriau. That should bring you back."

He on the throne: " For that they have sinned beyond redemption, the sin that may not be forgiven,
which isto blaspheme against the Holy Spirit, no more are they My people.

"Behold, | cast them from Me; and | will raise against them anew people under anew sun; and their
name shall be Strength.



"Open now the book of the saven thunders.”

Tawin's short autumn was closing when the ship came from headquarters. That was not Merseia. No
domain like the Roidhunate could be governed from a single planet, even had the Race been interested in
trying. However, she did bear adirect word from the Protector.

She stood on thefield, dim, deek, adestroyer with guns whippet-wicked againgt the sky, making a
pair of counterparts from Morioch's command that were likewise in port look outmoded and alittle
foolish. The captured Terran scoutboat hunched in acorner, pathetic.

Few trees showed above the stockade. Early frosts had split their flimsy trunks and brought them
down, dready to crumble back into the soil. The ar was cool and moist. Mists coiled about Merseians
working outdoors; but overhead heaven reached clear, deep blue, and what clouds there were shone
dazzling white benegth Siekh.

Djanawas not invited to the welcoming ceremonies, nor had she anticipated it. Y dwyr gave her a
quick intercom call—"Have no fears, | am authorized to handle your case, as| requested in my
dispatch"—and wasn't that wonderful of him? She went for awalk, areal tramp, kilometers along the
bluffs above the Golden River and back through what had been enclosing jungle and was becoming open
tundra, space, freedom, full lungs and taut muscles, for hour after hour until she turned home of her own
desre.

I've changed, shethought. | still don't know how much.

The weeks under Y dwyr's—tutel age?—were vague in her recollection, often difficult or impossbleto
separate from the dreams of that time. Later she had gradudly regained hersdlf. But it was no longer the
same sdf. Old Djanawas scarred, frightened, greedy with the greed that triesto fill inner emptiness,
lonely with the loneliness that dares not love. New Djanawas ... wdl, shewastrying to find out. She
was someone who would go for a hike and stop to savor the scarlet of alate-blooming flower. She was
someone who, in honest animal wise, hoped Nicky would soon finish with his expedition, and
daydreamed about something between him and her that would last, but did not feel she needed him or
anybody to guard her from mongters.

Maybe none existed. Dangers, of course, but dangers can't do worse than kill you, and they said in
the Vachs, "He cannot respect life who does not respect death." No, wait, she had met monsters, back
in the Empire. Though she no longer quailed at the remembrance of them, she could see they must be
crushed underfoot before they poisoned the good beings like Y dwyr and Nicky and Ulfangryf and
Avdrik and, well, yes, dl right, in hisfashion, Morioch ...

Wind lulled, tossing her hair, caressing her skin, which wore less clothes than she would formerly have
required on thiskind of day. Occasiondly shetried to call to her the winged creatures she saw, and twice
she succeeded; abright guest sat on her finger and seemed content, till shetold it to continue toward its
hibernation. To her, the use of her power felt like being a child again—she had been, briefly, onceina
rare while—and wishing hard. Y dwyr guessed thet it was avariety of projective telepathy and that its
sporadic appearance in her species had given rise to legends about geases, curses, and allurements.

But | can't control it most of the time, and don't care that | can't. | don't want to be a
superwoman. I'm happy just to be a woman—a full female, no matter what race—which is what
Ydwyr made me.

How can | thank him?

The compound court was deserted when she entered it. Probably al personnd were fraternizing with
the ship's crew. Dusk wasfaling, chill increased minute by minute, the wind grew louder and stars
blinked forth. She hurried to her room.

Theintercom was lit. She punched thereplay. It said: "Report to the datholch inhisoffice
immediately on return,” with the time aMerseian hour ago. That meant dmost four of Terrds; they split
their day decimaly.



Her heart bumped. She operated the controls as she had done when the nightmares came. "Are you
there, Y dwyr?"

"You hear me," said the reassuringly professiona voice he could adopt. By now she seldom needed
the computer.

She sped down empty hdlsto him. Remotely, she heard hoarse lusty singing. When Merseians
celebrated, they were apt to do so at full capacity. The curtain at hisdoor fell behind her to cut off that
sound.

She held fist to breast and breathed hard. He rose from the desk where he had been working.
"Come," he said. The gray robe flapped behind him.

When they were secret among the torches and skulls, he leaned down through twilight and
breathed—each word stirred the hair around her ear—

"The ship brought unequivocal orders. Y ou are safe. They do not care about you, provided you do
not bring the Terrans the information you have. But Dominic Flandry has powerful enemies. Worse, his
mentor Max Abrams does; and they suspect the younger knows secrets of the older. Heisto go back in
the destroyer. The probing will leave mere flesh, which will probably be disposed of .

"Oh, Nicky," she said, with abreaking within her.

Helad hisgreat hands on her shoulders, locked eyes with eyes, and went on: "My strong
recommendation having been overruled, my protest would be usdless. Yet | respect him, and | believe
you have affection for him yoursdf. Thisthing isnot right, neither for him nor for Merseia. Have you
learned to honor clean death?"

She sraightened. The Eriau language made it natural to say, "Yes, Y dwyr, my father."

"Y ou know your intercom has been connected to the linguistic computer, which on adifferent channel
isintouch with the expedition heison,” hetold her. "It kegps no records unless specificaly ingtructed.
Under guise of apersona message, the kind that commonly goes from hereto thosein thefield, you can
tell him what you like. Y ou have thus exchanged words before, have you not? None of his companions
know Anglic. He could wander away—'ost—and cold isamerciful executioner.”

Shesadwith hisfirmness. "Yes, ar."

Back in her room shelay for atime crying. But the thought that flew in and out was. He's good. He
wouldn't let them gouge the mind out of my Nicky. No Imperial Terran would care. But Ydwyr is
like most of the Race. He has honor. He is good.

XV

Thefog of autumn'send hid Mt. Thunderbelow and dl the highlandsin wet gray that drowned vision
within meters. Flandry shivered and ran ahand through his hair, trying to brush the water out. When he
stooped and touched the stony, streaming ground, it was faintly warm; now and then he felt ashudder in
it and heard the volcano grumble.

His Merseian companions wa ked spectra before and behind him, on their way up the narrow trall.
Mogt of them he could not see, and the Domrath they followed were quite lost in the mists ahead.

But he had witnessed the departure of the natives from camp and could visuaize them plodding
toward their deep: the hardiest males, their speaker G'ung at the rear.

That was aposition of some danger, when late-waking summer or early-waking winter carnivores
might suddenly pounce. (It wouldn't happen thisyear, given atail of outworld observers armed with
blasters and dugthrowers. However, the customs of uncounted millenniaare not fast set aside.) The
Domrath were at their most vulnerable, overburdened with their own weight, barely consciousin an



energy-draining chill.

Flandry sympathized. To think that heatsuits were needed amonth ago! Such a short time remained
to the xenologigts that it hadn't been worthwhile bringing aong eectric-grid clothes. Trying to take
attention off his discomfort, he ran through what he had seen.

Migration—from Ktha-g-klek to the grounds benesth this footpath, awell-watered meadowland on
the dopes of Thunderbel ow, whose peak brooded enormous over it. Unloading of the food hoard
gathered during 'summer. Weaving of rude huts.

That was the happy time of year. The weather was mild for Tawin. The demoniac energy promoted
by the highest temperatures gave way to a pleasant idleness. Intelligence dropped too, but remained
aufficient for routine tasks and even rituds. A certain amount of foraging went on, more or less ad
libitum. For the main part, though, fal was one long orgy. The Domrath atetill they were practicaly
globular and made lovetill well after every nubile femae had been impregnated. Between timesthey
sang, danced, japed, and loafed. They paid scant attention to their visitors.

But Tawin swung further from Siekh; the spilling rains got colder, as did the nights and then the days;
cloud cover broke, reveding sun and stars before it re-formed on the ground; wair and trees withered
off; grazing and browsing animals vanished into their own hibernations; a morning the puddieswere
sheeted over with ice, which crackled when you stepped on it; the rations dwindled away, but that made
no difference, because gppetite dropped as the people grew duggish; findly they dragged themsalves by
groups to those dens whither the last were now bound.

And back to base for us, Flandry thought, and Judas, but I'll be glad to warm myself with Djana
again! Why hasn't she catted me for thislong, or answered my messages? They claim she's all
right. She'd better be, or I'll explode.

Thetrail debouched on aledge beneath an overhang. Black in the dark basdltic rock gaped acave
mouth. Extinct fumaroles, blocked off at the rear by collapse during eruptions, were common hereabouts,
reasonably well sheltered from possble lavaflows, somewhat warmed by the mountain's molten core.
Elsawhere, most Domrath moved south for the winter, to regions where the cold would not get mortally
intense. They could stand temperatures far below freezing—among other things, their body fluids became
highly sdlty infall, and transpiration during deep increased that concentration—but in north country &
high atitudes, without some protection, they died. Thefolk of Seething Springstook advantage of
naturaly heated dens.

Among the basic problemswhich life on Talwin must solve was: How could hibernators and
edtivators prevent carnivores active in the opposite part of the year from eating them? Different species
solved it in different ways. by camouflage; by shells or spines or poisonous tissues; by tunndling deep,
preferably under rock; by seeking areas where glaciers would cover them; by being so prolific that a
percentage were bound to escape attention; and on and on. The Domrath, who were large and
possessed wegpons, lashed out in blind berserkergang if they were roused; winter animals tended to
develop an ingtinct to leave them alone. They remained subject to afew predators, but against these they
constructed shelters, or went troglodyte as here.

Shivering with handsin jacket pockets, breath puffing forth to join the mists, Flandry stood by while
G'ung shepherded hismalesinto the den. They moved somnambulisticaly. "I think we can goinside,”
murmured the Merselan nearest the Terran. "Best together, ready for trouble. We can't predict how
they'll react, and when | asked earlier, they told me they never remember this period clearly.”

"Avoid contact," advised another.

The scientists formed up with a precison learned in their military service. Flandry joined. They hadn't
issued him wegpons, though otherwise they had treated him pretty much as an equd; but he could duck
ingdetheir squareif violence broke loose.

[t didn't. The Domrath seemed wholly unaware of them.



This cave was small. Larger ones contained larger groups, each of which had entered in abody. The
floor had been hegped beforehand with leaves, hay, and coarse-woven blankets. The air within was less
bleak than outside—according to Wythan Scarcheek's thermometer. Slowly, grunting, rustling the damp
materia, the Domrath groped and burrowed into it. They lay close together, the stronger protecting the
weaker.

G'ung stayed done on hisfeet. Heavily he peered through the gloom; heavily he moved to close a
gateingalled in the mouth. 1t was atimber framework covered with hides and secured by aleather loop
to apost.

"Ngugakathch,” hemumbled like onewho talksin hisdeep. " Shoa t'kuhkeh."” No trandation came
from the computer. It didn't have those words. A magica formula, aprayer, awish, anoise? How many
years before the meaning was reved ed?

"Best get out,” aMersaian, shadowy in mist and murk, whispered.

"No, we can undo the catch after they're unconscious,” the leader said as softly. "And reclose it from
the outside; the crack'll be wide enough to reach through. Watch this. Watch well. No one has found
anything quiteamilar.”

A cameralens gleamed.

They would deep, those bulky friendly crestures—

Flandry reflected—through more than a Terran year of ice age. No, not deep; hibernate: comatose,
barely dive, nursing the body's fue asaman inillimitable darknesswould nurse the singlelamp he had. A
sharp stimulus could trigger wakefulness, by some chemica chain the Merseians had not traced; and the
murderous rage that followed was a survival mechanism, to dispose of any threat and return to rest
before too great areserve was spent. Even undisturbed, they were not few who would never wake
agan.

Thefirst who did were the pregnant females. They responded to the weak warmth of early spring,
went out into the storms and floods of that season, joined forces and nourished themsalves on what food
could be gotten, free of competition from their tribesmates. Those were revived by higher temperatures,
when the explosion of plant growth waswell underway. They came forth gaunt and irritable, and did little
but eat till they were fleshed out.

Then—at least in this part of the continent—tribes customarily met with tribes at gppointed places.
Fast-breaking Festival was held, areligious ceremony which aso reinforced interpersona relationships
and gave opportunity for new ones.

Afterward the groups dispersed. Coastd dwellers sought the shorelands where rising sealevel and
melting ice created teeming marshes. Inlanders foraged and hunted in the jungles, whose day-by-day
waxing could almost be seen. The infants were born.

Full summer brought the ripeness of wair roots and other vegetables, the fat maturity of land and
water animals. And its heat called up the full strength and ingenuity of the Domrath. That was needful to
them; now they must gather for fal. Femaes, held closer to home by their young than the males, became
the primary transmitters of what culture there was.

Autumn: retirement toward the hibernation dens; rest, merrymaking, gorging, breeding.
Winter and the long deep.

G'ung fumbled with the gate. Leaned against the wall nearby was a stone-headed spear. How long
have they lived this way, locked into this cycle? Flandry mused. Will they ever break free of it? And
if they do, what next? It's amazing how far they've come under these handicaps. Strike off the
manacles of Talwin'syear ... somehow ... and, hm, it could turn out that the new dominators of
this part of the galaxy will look a bit like old god Ganesh.

His communicator, and the Mersaians, said with Cnif hu Vanden'svoice: "Dominic Flandry."



"Quiet!" breathed the leader.

"Uh, I'll go outside,” the man proposed. He dipped by the creakily closing gate and stood alone on
the ledge. Fog eddied and dripped. Darkness was moving in. The cold deepened.

"Switch over to local band, Cnif," he said, and did himsdf. His free hand clenched till the nails bit.
"What isthis?'

"A cdl for you from base." The xenophysiologist, who had been assigned to watch the bus while the
rest accompanied the last Domrath, sounded puzzled. "From your femae. | explained you were out and
could cal her back later, but sheingsted the matter is urgent.”

"What—7?"

"Y ou don't understand? | certainly don't. She lets weeks go by with never aword to you, and
suddenly calls—spesking fair Eriau, too—and can't wait. That'swhat comes of your human sex-equality
nonsense. Not that the sex of anon-Merseian concernsus ... Wdll, | said I'd try to switch you in. Shall
|?'

"Yes, of course," Handry said. "Thank you." He gppreciated Cnif sthoughtfulness. They'd gotten
moderately close on this often rugged trip, helping each other—on this often monotonous trip, when days

of waiting for something noteworthy were beguiled by swapping yarns. Y ou could do worse than pass
your lifeamong friendslike Cnif and Djana—

A dlick, afaint crackling, and her utterance, unnaturaly level: "Nicky?'

"Here, wishing | werethere" he acknowledged, trying for lightness. But the volcano growled in sione
andair.

"Don't show surprise,” said the quick Anglic words. "Thisisterrible news."

"I'maone," he answered. How very alone. Night gnawed at hisvison.

"Nicky, darling, | haveto say goodbye to you. Forever."

"What?Y ou mean you—" He heard his speech at once loud and muffled in the clouds, herstiny and
asif infinitly removed.

"No. You. Ligten. | may be interrupted any minute."

Even while she spoke, he wondered what had wrought the change in her. She should have been half
incoherent, not giving him the bayonet-bare account she did. "Y ou must have been told, the Mersaian
ship'sarrived. They'll take you away for interrogation. Y ou'll be avegetable before they kill you. Y our
party's due back soon, isn't it? Escape first. Die decently, Nicky. Die free and yoursdlf."

It was strange how detached he felt, and stranger till that he noticed it. Perhaps he hadn't yet redlized
the import. He had seen beings mortaly wounded, gaping &t their hurts without immediate comprehension
that their lives were running out of them. "How do you know, Djana? How can you be sure?’

"Y dwyr—Wait. Someone coming. Y dwyr's people, no danger, but if somebody from the ship gets
curious about—Hold on."

Silence, fog, night seeping over aland whose wetness had started to freeze. A few faint noisesand a
wan gleam of light dipped past the cave gate. The Domrath must be snuggling down, the Merseians
making afind ingpection by dimmed flashbeams before leaving ...

"It'sdl right, Nicky. | wished him to go past. | guess hisintention to look into my room wasn't strong,
if he had any, because he did go past.”

"What?' Flandry asked in hisdaze.

"I'vebeen ... Ydwryr's been working with me. I've learned, I've developed a.... ataent. | canwisha

person, an animal, to do athing, and when I'm lucky, it will. But never mind!" The stiffnesswas bresking
in her; she sounded more like the girl he had known. "Y dwyr's the one who saved you, Nicky. He



warned me and said | should warn you. Oh, hurry!"

"What'll become of you?' The man spoke automatically. His main desire was to keep her voicein the
creuit, in the night.

"Y dwyr will take care of me. He'sa—he'snoble. The Mersaians aren't bad, except afew. We want
to save you from them. If only—you—" Her tone grew indistinct and uneven. "Get away, darling. Before
too late. | want t-t-to remember you ... like you were—God keep you!" she wailed, and snapped the
connection.

He stood for atimeesstime until, "What'swrong. Dominic?' Cnif asked.

"Uh, khraich, acomplicated story.” Flandry shook himself. Anger flared. No! I'll not go meekly off
to their brain machines. Nor will I quietly cut my throat, or dlip into the hills and gently become an
icicle. A child underneath moaned terror of the devouring dark; but the surface mind had mastery. If
they want to close down me and my personal universe, by Judas but they'll pay for their fun!

"Dominic, are you there?'

"Yes" Handry's head had gone winter clear. He had but to cal them, and ideas and pieces of
information sprang forward. Not every card had been dedlt. Damn near every one, agreed, and histwo
in this hand were adeuce and afour; but they were the same suit, which meant a straight flush remained
concelvablein those spades which formerly were swords.

"Yes. | was considering what she told me, Cnif. That she's about decided to go over to the
Roidhunate.” No mistaking it, and they must have noticed too, so she won't be hurt by my saying
this. But I'll say no more. They mustn't learn she tried to save me the worst. Let 'em assume, under
Ydwyr's guidance, that the news of her defection knocked me off my cam. Never mind gratitude or
affection, lad; you'll need any hole card you can keep, and she may turn out to be one. "Youll
redizel ... | amtroubled. I'd be no more use here. They'll take off soon in any case. I'll go ahead and,
well, think thingsover.”

"Come," Cnif invited gently. "'l will leaveyou done.

He could not regret that his side was gaining an agent; but he could perceive, or believed he could
perceive, Handry's patriotic anguish. "Thanks," the human said, and grinned.

He started back dong thetrail. His boots thudded; occasionaly a stone went clattering down the talus
dope, or hedipped and nearly fell on apatch of ice, Lightlessness closed in, save where the solitary
lance of hisflash-beam bobbed and smoked through the vapors. He no longer noticed the cold, he was
too busy planning his next move.

Cnif would naturaly inform the rest that the Terran wasn't waiting for them. They wouldn't hasten after
him on that account. Where could he go? Cnif would pour astiffish drink for his distressed acquaintance.
Curtained bunks were the most private places afforded by the bus. Flandry could be expected to seek
hisand sulk.

Light glowed yellow ahead from the black outline of the vehicle. It spilled on the Domrath's autumnal
huts, their jerry-built frames aready collgpsing. Cnif'sflat countenance peered anxioudy from the forward
section. Flandry doused hisflash and went on al fours. Searching about, he found arock that nicely fitted
his hand. Rising, he approached in straightforward style and passed through the heatlock which tonight
helped ward off cold.

The warmth inside struck with tropical force. Cnif waited, glassin hand as predicted, uncertain smile
on mouth. "Here," he said with the blunt manners of a colonid, and thrust the booze at Flandry.

The man took it but set it on ashelf. "I thank you, courteous one,” he replied in forma Eriau. "Would
you drink with me? | need acompanion.”

"Why ... I'monduty ... kh-h-h, yes. Nothing can hurt us here. I'll fetch mysalf one while you get out
of your overclothes." Cnif turned. In the cramped entry chamber, histail brushed Flandry'swaist and he



stroked it lightly across the man, Mersaias gesture of comfort.
Quick! He must outmass you by twenty kilos!

Flandry legped. Hisleft arm circled Cnif sthroat. Hisright hand brought the stone down where jaw
met ear. They had taught him at the Academy that Mersaians were weak there.

The blow crunched. Itsimpact nearly didodged Flandry's grip on the rock. The other being choked,
lurched, and swept histail around. Flandry took that on the hip. Had it had more leverage and more
room to develop its swing, it would have broken bones. Aswas, helost his hold and was dashed to the
floor. Breath whuffed out of him. He lay stunned and saw the enormous shape tower above.

But Cnif's counterattack had been sheer reflex. A moment the Merseian tottered, before he crumpled
a knees and sscomach. Hisfal boomed and quivered in the bus body. Hisweight pinned down the man's
leg. When he could move again, Flandry had a short struggle to extricate himsdif.

He examined hisvictim. Though flesh bled fredly—the same hemoglobin red as aman's—Cnif
breathed. A horny lid, pedled back, uncovered the normal uniform jet of aMersaian eye, not the white
rim that would have meant contraction. Good. Flandry stroked shakily the bald, serrated head. 1'd've
hated to do you in, old chap. | would have if need be, but I'd've hated it.

Hurry, you sentimental thimblewit! he scolded himself. The others1l arrive shortly, and they tote
guns.

Still, after he had rolled Cnif out onto the soil, he found a blanket to wrap the Mersaian in; and he left
aportable glower going dongside.

Given that, the scientists would be in no serious trouble. They'd get chilled, wet, and hungry. Maybe a
few would come down with sneezles and wheezles. But when Y dwyr didn't hear from them, hed
dispatch aflyer.

Flandry re-entered the bus. Hed watched how it was operated; besides, the basic design was copied
from Technic civilization. The manua controls were awkward for human hands, the pilot seat more so for
ahuman fundament. However, he could get by.

The engine purred. Acceleration thrust him backward. The buslifted.

When high in the night, he stopped to ponder charts and plans. He dared not keep the stolen
machine. On an otherwise dectricityless and virtually metallessworld, it could be detected dmost as
soon as a ship got doft in search of it. He must land someplace, take out what he had in the way of
stores, and send the bus off in whatever direction awild goose would pick.

But where should he hide, and how long could he, on this winter-bound world?

Flandry reviewed what he had learned in the Mersaian base and nodded to himsdlf. Snowfal was
moving south from the poles. The Ruadrath would be leaving the ocean, had probably commenced
aready. Hishope of survival was not great, but his hope of raising hell was. Helaid out a circuitous route
to the coastlands west of Barrier Bay.

XVI

When first they woke, the People had no names. He who was Rrinn ashore was an animal at the
bottom of the sea.

Its changes were what roused him. Water pressure dropped with the level; lower temperatures meant
ahigher equilibrium concentration of dissolved oxygen, which affected thefairly shalow depthsat which
the People estivated; current shifted, atering the local content of minerals raised from the ocean bed.
Rrinn was aware of none of this. He knew only, without knowing that he knew, that the Little Death was
past and he had come again to the Little Birth ... though he would not be able to grasp these ideas for a



while

During ameasurelesstime helay in the ooze which lightly covered his submerged plateau. Alertness
came by degrees, and hunger. He stirred. His gill flgps quivered, the sphincters behind them pumping for
an ever more demanding bloodstream. When his strength was enough, he caught the seawith hands,
webbed feet, and tail. He surged into motion.

Other long formsflitted around him. He sensed them primarily by the turbulence and taste they gave
to the water. No sunlight penetrated here. Nevertheless vision picked them out as blurs of blackness.
[llumination came from the dimly blue-glowing colonies of aocao (asit was called when the People had
language) planted at the sides of the cage; it lured those creatures which dwelt awaysin the sea, and
helped Wirrdasfind their way to freedom.

Different packs had different means of guarding themsalves during the Little Death, such as boulders
rolled across crevices. Zennevirr's had even trained a clutch of finsnakesto stand sentry. Wirrdas
dumbered in a cage—woven mesh between timbers—that nothing dangerous could enter. It had
originally been built, and was annualy repaired, in the soring when the People returned, still owning a
limited ability to bresthe air. That gave them energy to dive and do hard work below, living off the
redeveloping gillsan hour or two at a stretch. (Of course, not everyone labored. The mgority chased
down food for al.) After their lungs went completely inactive, they became torpid—besides, the sun
burned so crudly by then, the air waslike dry fire—and they were glad to rest in acool dark.

Now Rrinn'sforebrain continued largely dormant, to preserve cdlls that otherwise would get
insufficient oxygen. Ingtinct, reflex, and training steered him. He found one of the gates and undid it.
Leaving it open, he swam forth and joined hisfellows. They were browsing among the acao,
expropriating what undigested catch lay in those tentacles.

The supply was soon exhausted, and Wirrdas left in awidespread formation numbering about 200
individuas. Clues of current and flavor, perhaps subtler hints, guided them in alandward direction. Had it
been clear day they would not have surfaced immediately; eyes must become reaccustomed by stagesto
the dazzle. But athick deet made broaching safe. That was fortunate, albeit common at this season. In
their aquatic phase, the People fared best among the waves.

They found a school of—not exactly fish—and cooperated in abattue. Again and again Rrinn lesped,
dived, drove himsdf by threshing tail and pistoning legs until he clapped hands on ascaly body and
brought it to hisfangs. He perssted after hewasfull, giving the extra catch to whatever infants he met.
They had been born with teeth, last midwinter, able to eat any flesh their parents shredded for them; but
years remained before they got the growth to join in achase.

In fact, none of the People were idedlly fitted for ocean life. Their remote ancestors, epochs ago, had
occupied the continenta shelf and were thus forced to contend with both floods and drought. The dual
aerating system developed in response, as did the adaptation of departing the land to escape summer's
heat. But being evolved more for walking than swimming—since two-thirds of their lives were spent
ashore—they were only moderately efficient sea carnivores and "found” it was best to retireinto
edtivation.

Rrinn had had that theory expounded to him by a Merseian paleontologist. He would remember it
when hisbrain came entirely awake. At present he smply felt awordless longing for the shalows. He
associated them with food, frolic, and—and—

Snowing went on through days and nights. Wirrda's swam toward the mainland, irregularly, since they
must hunt, but doggedly. Oftener and oftener they surfaced. Water felt increasingly lessgood in the gills,
ar increasingly less parching. After awhile Rrinn actively noticed the sensuous fluidity dong hisfur, the
roar and surge of great wrinkled foam-streaked gray waves, skirling winds and blown salt spindrift.

Snowing ended. Wirrda's broached to anight of hyaine clarity, where the very ocean was subdued.
Overhead glittered uncountable stars. Rrinn floated on his back and gazed upward. The names of the



brightest cameto him. So did hisown. Herecalled that if he had lately passed atwin-peaked idand,
which he had, then he ought to swim in adirection that kept Ssarro Who Mounts Endless Guard over his
right shoulder. Thus he would approach the feeding grounds with more precision than the currents
granted. He headed himself accordingly, the rest followed, and he knew afresh that he wastheir leader.

Dawn broke lambent, but the People were no longer troubled by glare. They pressed forward eagerly
in Rrinn'swake. By evening they saw the traces of land, adight haze on the horizon, floating weeds and
bits of wood, awedth of life. That night they harried and were gluttonous among amillion tiny
phosphorescent bodies; radiance dripped from ther jaws and swirled on every wave. Next morning they
heard surf.

Rrinn identified thisreef, thet riptide, and swam toward the ness where Wirrda's aways went ashore.
At midaftemoon the pack reached it.

North and south, eventudly to cover haf the globe, raged blizzards. Such water asfell onland, solid,
did not return to the ocean; squeezed benesath the stupendous weight of later fals, it became glacier.
Around the poles, the seas themsalves were freezing, more territory for snow to accumulate on. In
temperate climestheir level dropped day by day, and the continental shelves regppeared in open air.

Rrinn would know this later. For the moment, he rejoiced to tread on ground again. Breakers roared,
tumbled, and streamed among the low rocks; here and there churned ice floes. Swimming was not too
dangerous, though. Winter tides were weak. And aheed, the shelf climbed, rugged and many-colored

under asparkling sky.

Snow dappled itsflanks, ice glistened where pools had been. The air was ariot of odors, sdt, iodine,
clean decomposition and fresh growth, and was crisp and windy and cool, cool.

Day after day the pack fattened itsalf, until blubber deeked out the bulges of ribsand muscles. The
receding waters had left arich stratum of dead plants and animals. In it sprouted last year's saprophyte
seeds, salt and alcohal in their tissuesto prevent freezing, and covered the rocks with ocherous and
purple patches. Marine animals swarmed between; flying creatures shrieked and whirled above by the
hundred thousand; big game wandered down from the interior to feed. Rrinn's males chipped hand axes
to supplement their fangs, females prepared lariats of gut and Sinew; beasts were caught and torn
asunder.

Y et Wirrdas were ceasing to be only hunters. They crooned snatches of song, they trod bits of
dance, they spoke haltingly. Many an individual would sit done, hours on end, staring at sunset and stars
while memory drifted up from the depths. And one day Rrinn, making hisway through awhiteout, met a
fema e who had kept close to him. They stopped in the wind-shrill blankness, the sea clashing at their
feet, and looked eye into eye. She was sinuous and splendid. He exclaimed in delight, "But you are
Cuwarra"

"And you are Rrinn," she cried. Male and wife, they came to each other'sarms.

While ovulation was seasond among the People, the erotic urge persisted throughout winter. Hence
the young had fathers who helped care for them during their initid months of existence. That rdationship
was broken by the Little Death—ol der cubswere raised in casual communal fashion—but most couples
stayed mated for life.

Working inland, Wirrda's encountered Brrao's and Hrrouf's. They did every year. The ferocious
territoriaity which the People had for their homes ashore did not extend to the shelf; packs smply made
landfd| at points convenient to their ultimate destinations. These three mingled cheerfully. Gameswere
played, storiestold, ceremonies put on, marriages arranged, joint hunts carried out. Meanwhile brains
came wholly active, lungs reached full development, gillsdried and stopped functioning.

Likewise did the shelflands. Theirswas abrief florescence, an aftermath of summer'sfuriousfertility.
Plants died off, animals moved away, pickings got lean. Rrinn thought about Wirrdas, high in thefoothills
beyond the tundra, where hot springs boiled and one river did not freeze. He mounted arock and



roared. Other males of his pack passed it on, and before long everyone was assembled beneath him. He
sad: "Wewill go home now."

Various youths and maidens complained, their courtships among Brrao's or Hrrouf's being unfinished.
A few hasty weddings were celebrated and numerous dates were made. (In the ringing cold of
midwinter, the People traveled widely, by foot, ded, ski and iceboat. Though hunting grounds were
defended to the death, peaceful guests were welcomed. Certain packs got together at set timesfor trade
fars) Onthefirst cdm day after his announcement, Rrinn led the exodus.

Hedid not start north at once. With full mentdity regained, Wirrdas could use proper toolsand
weapons. The best were stored at Wirrdals—among the People, no red distinction existed among place
names, possessives, and eponyms—but some had been |eft last spring at the accustomed siteto aid this
trek.

Rrinn'sline of march brought his group onto the permanent littord. It was a barren Stretch of drifts.
His Mersaian acquaintances had shown him moving pictures of it during hot weether: flooded in spring,
pullulating swamp in earth summer, later baked dry and seamed with cracks. Now that the shelf was
exhausted, large flesheaters were no longer crossing these white sastrugi to see what they could scoop
out of thewater. Rrinn pushed hisfolk unmercifully.

They did not mind the cold. Indeed, to them the land till was warmer than they preferred. Fur and
blubber insulated them, the latter additionally abiological reserve. Theirs was a high homeothermic
metabolism, with corresponding energy demands. The People needed alarge intake of food. Rrinn took
them over the wastelands because it would be dower and more exhaugting to climb among theice
masses that choked Barrier Bay. Supplies could not be left closer to the shelf or the pack, witlesson
emergence, might ruin everything.

After three days hard travel, a shimmer in the air ahead identified those piled bergs. Rrinn consulted

Cuwarra. Femaes were supposed to beinferior, but he had learned to rely on her sense of direction. She
pointed him with such accuracy that next morning, when he topped ahill, helooked straight acrossto his
god.

The building stood on another height, constructed of stone, alow shape whose sod roof bore acap
of white. Beyond it, in jagged shapes and fantastic rainbows, reached the bay. Northward wound the
Golden River, frozen and snowed on and frozen again until it was no more than a blue-shadowed valey
among the bluffs. The air was diamond-clear beneath azure heaven.

"Go!" shouted Rrinn exuberantly. Not just equipment, but smoked meet lay ahead. He cast himsdlf on
his belly and tobogganed downd ope. The pack whooped after. At the bottom they picked themselves up
and ran. The snow crunched, without giving, under their feet.

But when they neared the building, its door opened. Rrinn stopped. Hissing dismay, he waved his
followersback. The fur stood straight on him. An anima—

No, aMerseian. What was a Merseian doing in the cache house? They'd been shown around, it had
been explained to them that the stuff kept there must never be disturbed, they'd agreed and—

Not aMersaan! Too erect. No tail. Face yellowish-brown where it was not covered with hair—

Snarling in therage of territory violation, Rrinn gathered himself and plunged forward at the head of
hiswarriors.

After dark the sky grew mgjestic with stars. But it was asif their light froze on the way down and
shattered on the dimly seenice of Talwin. A vast sllence overlay the world; sound itself appeared to have
died of cold. To Flandry, the bresth in his nogtrilsfelt liquid.

And thiswas the threshold of winter!

The Ruadrath were gathered before him in asemicircle ten or twelve deep. He saw them asa
shadowy mass, occasondly aglitter when eyes caught stray luminance from the doorway where he



stood. Rrinn, who confronted him directly, was clearer in hisview.

Flandry was not too uncomfortable. The dryness of the air madeits chill actualy less hard to take
than the higher temperatures of foggy autumn. From the bus he had lifted ample clothing, among divers
other items, and bundled it around himsdf. Given aglower, the structure where he had taken refuge was
cozy. Warmth radiated over his back.

(However, the glower's energy cells had gotten low in the three weeks that he waited. Likewise had
hisfood. Not daring to tamper with the natives stockpile, he had gone hunting—l ots of guns and ammo
in the bus—but, ignorant of locd game, hadn't bagged much. And what he did get required
supplementation from a dwindling stock of capsules. Nor could hefind firewood. If you don't convince
this gentlebeing, hetold himsdf, you're dead.

Rrinn said into avocdizer from the cache house: "How foresaw you, new skyswimmer, that any
among uswould know Eriau?' The trangponder turned his purring, trilling vocablesinto Merseian noises,
but since he had never quite mastered agrammar and syntax based on aworldview unlike hisown, the
sentences emerged peculiar.

Flandry was used to that kind of Stuation. "Before leaving the Mersaian base," he answered, "I
studied what they had learned about these parts. They had plenty of materia on you Ruadrath, among
them you of Wirrda's. Mention was made of your depot and amap showed it. | knew you would arrive
indue course | knew besides that it was unlikely the gatortails would check here for me, this close
to their camp. "Now you have been in contact with them since first they came—more than the Domrath,
both because you are awake more and because they think more highly of you. Y our interest in their
workswas often ... depicted.” (He had recalled that the winter folk used no a phabet, just mnemonic
drawings and carvings.) "It was reasonable that afew would have learned Eriau, in order to discourse of
meatters which cannot be treated in any language of the Ruadrath. And in fact it was mentioned that this
wastrue."

"Ssss." Rrinn stroked hisjaw. Fangs gleamed under stars and Milky Way. His breath did not
smoke like ahuman's or Merseian's; to conserve interior heat, his respiratory system was protected by
oils, not moisture, and water left him by excretion only. He shifted the harpoon he had taken from the
weapon racksingde. Sheathed on the belt he had reacquired was aMerseian war knife. "Remains for
you to tell uswhy you are here done and in defiance of the word we made with the skyswimmers" he
sad.

Flandry considered him. Rrinn was a handsome creature. He wasn't tall, about 150 centimeters, say
65 kilos, but otter-supple. Otterlike too were the shape of body, the mahogany fur, the short arms. The
head was more suggestive of asealion's, muzzle pointed, whiskered, and sharp-toothed, ears small and
closeable, brain case bulging backward from alow forehead. The eyeswere big and golden, with
nicitating membranes, and there was no nose; breath went under the same opercula that protected the
glls

No Terran analogy ever holds very true. Those arms terminated in four-digited hands whose nails
resembled claws. The stlance was akin to Merseian, forward-leaning, counterbalanced by the long strong
tall. Thelegswere smilarly long and muscular, their wide-webbed feet serving asfinsfor swimming,
snowshoes for walking. Speech was mel odious but nothing that aman could reproduce without a
vocdizer.

And the consciousness behind those eyes—Flandry picked his response with care.

"1 knew you would be angered a my invading your cache house," he said. "1 counted on your
common sense to spare me when | made no resistance.” Well, | did have a blaster for backup. "And
you have seen that | harmed or took nothing. On the contrary, | make you gifts." Generously supplied
by the airbus. "Y ou understand | belong to a different race from the Mersaians, even as you and the
Domrath differ. Therefore, should | be bound by their word? No, let usinstead seek anew word



between Wirrda's and mine."

He pointed a the zenith. Rrinn's gaze followed. Flandry wondered if he was giving himsdf false
reassurance in believing he saw on the Ruad that awe which any thoughtful sophont feelswho lets his soul
fal upward among the stars. 1'd better be right about him.

"Y ou have not been told thefull tale, you of Wirrdas," he said into the night and their watchfulness. |
bring you tidings of menace."

XVII

It was glorious to have company and be moving again.

Histime hidden had not been totally avacuum for FHandry. True, when he unloaded the bus—before
sending it off to crash at sea, lest hisenemies get a clue to him—he hadn't bothered with projection
equipment, and therefore not with anything micro-recorded. Every erg in the accumulators must go to
keeping him unfrozen. But there had been some full-size reading matter. Though the pilot's manud, the
Book of Virtues, and acouple of scientific journals palled with repetition, the Dayr Y nvory epic and,
especidly, the volume about Tawin and how to survive on it did not. Moreover, he had found writing
materials and agenuine human-style deck of cards.

But he dared not go far from his shelter; storms were too frequent and rough. He'd already spent
most of his resources of contemplation while wired to the bunk in Jake. Besides, he was by nature active
and sociable, traits which youth augmented. Initidly, whenever he decided that reading one more
paragraph would make his vitreous humor bubble, he tried sketching; but he soon concluded that his gifts
inthat direction fell alittle short of Michelangeo. A more durable pastime was the composition of
scurrilous limericks about assorted Merseians and superior officers of hisown. A few ought to become
interstellar classics, he thought demurely—if he got free to pass them on—which meant that he had a
postive duty to survive ... And heinvented eaborate new forms of solitaire, after which he devised ways
to chest at them.

The principa benefit of his exile was the chance to make plans. He developed them for every
combination of contingenciesthat he could imagine. Y et he redized this must be kept within limits;
unforeseen things were bound to pop up, and he couldn't risk becoming mentally rigid.

"All that thinking did raise my hopes,”" hetold Rrinn.

"For ustoo?' the chief answered. He gave the man a contempl ative look. " Skyswimmer, naught have
we save your saying, that we should believe you intend our good.”

"My existenceis proof that the Merseians have not gpprised you of everything. They never mentioned
racesin contention with them—did they?"

"No. When Y dwyr and others declared the world goes around the sun and the stars are suns
themsaves with worlds aspin in the samewise ... that took yearsto catch. | did ask once, were more
folk than theirs upon those worlds, and he said Merseiawas friend to many. Further has he not related.”

"Do you seize?' Handry crowed. (He was getting the hang of Ruadrath idiomsin Eriau. A man or
Merseian would have phrased it, "Do you see?")

"Ssss... Giftshavethey given us, and in fairness have they dedlt.”

Why shouldn't they? Flandry gibed. The scientists aren't about to antagonize their objects of
research, and the Navy has no cause to. The reasons for being a tad less than candid about the
interstellar political brew are quite smple. Imprimis, as this chap here is wise enough to
understand, radically new information has to be assimilated slowly; too much at once would only
confuse. Secundus, by its effect on religion and so forth, it tends to upset the cultures that Ydwyr's
gang came to study.



Thefact is, friend Rrinn, the Merselans like and rather admire your people. Far more than the
Domrath, you resemble them—or us, in the days of our pioneering.

But you must not be allowed to continue believing that.

"Among their folk and mineisapractice of keegping meet animalsbehind walls" hesaid. "Those
beagts are treated well and fed richly ... until timefor daughter.”

Rrinn arched his back. Histail stood straight. He bared teeth and clapped hand to knife.

He had been waking with Flandry ahead of the group. It consisted chiefly of young, aged, and
femaes. The hunters were scattered in smal parties, seeking game. Some would not rgjoin their families
for days. When Rrinn stopped stiffened, unease could be seen on al the deek red-brown bodies behind.
Theleader evidently felt he shouldn't et them come to ahdt. He waved, a clawing gesture, and resumed
his advance.

Flandry, who had modified apair of Mersaian snow-shoes for himsdlf, kept pace. Against the fact
that he wasn't redly built for this environment must be set his greater size. Furthermore, the going was

currently essy.

Wirrda's were bound across the tundra that had been jungle in summer. Most yearsthey visited the
Merseian base, which wasn't far off their direct route, for sightseeing, talk, and a handout. However, the
practice wasn't invariable—it depended on factors like weather—and FHandry had made them sufficiently
suspiciousthat on this occasion they jogged out of their way to avoid coming near the compound.
Meanwhile he continued feeding their distrust.

The Hell-kettles would have been visible except for being wrapped in storm. That part of horizon and
sky was cut off by avast blue-black curtain. Not for weeks or months would the atmosphere settle down
to the clear, even colder cam of full winter. But € sewhere the sky stood pale blue, with afew high cirrus
cloudsto catch sunlight.

This had dropped to considerably lessthan Terragets. (In fact, the point of equa vaue had been
passed in what meteorologicaly was early fdl. Likewise, the lowest temperatures would come well after
Tawin had gone through apastron, where insolation was about 0.45 Terran.) Flandry must nevertheless
wear self-darkening goggles againgt its white refulgence; and, since he couldn't look near the sun disc, its
dwindling angular diameter did not impinge on his senses.

His surroundings did. He had experienced winters e sewhere, but nonelikethis.

Even on planets akin to Terra, that period is not devoid of life. On Tawin, whereit occupied most of
the long year, a separate ecology had devel oped for it.

The divorce was not absolute. Seas were |ess affected than land, and many shore-based anima s that
ate marine species neither hibernated nor estivated. Seeds and other remnants of a season contributed to
the diet of those which did. The Mersaians had hardly begun to comprehend the web of
interactions—structural, chemical, bacteriological, none knew what more—between hot-weeather and
cold-weether forms. As an dementary example: No equivaent of evergreens existed; summer'swild
growth would have strangled them; on the other hand, decaying infal, it provided humusfor winter
vegetation.

The tundrareached in crisp dunes and a glimpse of wind-scoured frozen lake. But it was not empty.
Black among the blue shadows, leaves thrust upward in clumpsthat only looked low and bushy; their
stems often went down through meters of snow. The sooty colors absorbed sunlight with high efficiency,
alded by reflection off the surface. In some, apart of that energy worked through molecular processesto
liquefy water; others substituted organic compounds, such as acohols, with lower freezing points; for
most, solidification of fluids wasimportant to one stage or another of thelifecycle.

North of the mountains, the glaciers were becoming too thick for plants. But south of them, and on
theidands, vegetation flourished. Thusfar it was sparse, and it would never approach the luxuriance of



summer. Nonethelessit supported an anima population off which other anima s lived reasonably
well—including the Ruadrath. Still, you could understand why they had such intense territorid
jedlousies...

Flandry's bresth steamed into air that lay cold on his cheeks; but within his garments he was swesting
atrifle. The day was quiet enough for him to hear the shuffle-shuffle of hiswaking. He sad carefully:

"Rrinn, | do not ask you to follow my counsdl blind. Truth indeed isthat | could be telling you untruth.
What harm can it do, though, to consider ways by which you may prove or disprove my speech? Must
you not as leader of Wirrdas attempt this? For think. If my folk and Mersaids are in conflict,
maneuvering for position among the stars, then harbors are needed for the sky-swimming craft. Not so?
Y ou have surely seen that not every Merseian is here to gather knowledge. Most come and go on
errandsthat | tell you are scoutings and attacks on my folk.

"Now awarlike harbor needs defense. In preparation for the day the enemy discoversit, aday that
will unfailingly come, it hasto be made into more than asingle smal encampment. Thiswhole world may
have to be occupied, turned into afortress.” What a casuist | am! "Are you certain the Merseians have
not been staring into your livesin order that they may know how easiest to overwhelm you?”

Rrinn growled back, "And am | certain your folk would leave us be?!
"Y ou have but my speech,” Handry admitted, "wherefore you should ask of others.”

"How? Shdl | cal Ydwyr in, show him you, and scratch for truth asto why he spoke nothing about
your kindred?'

"N-n-no, | counsd otherwise. Then he need but kill me and give you any smooth saying he chooses.
Best you get him to cometo Wirrdas, yes, but without knowledgethat | live. Y ou can there draw him
out in discourse and seize whether or not that which he tells runs together with that which you know from
having traveled with me."

"Ssss" Rrinn gripped hisvocalizer asif it were aweagpon. He was plainly troubled and unhappy;
hisrevulsion a theideaof possibly being driven from hisland gave him no peace. It lay in his
chromosomes, the dread inherited from amillion ancestors, to whom loss of hunting grounds had meant
darvation in the barrens.

"We have therest of the trek to think about what you should do,” Flandry reassured him. More
accurately, for me to nudge you into thinking the scheme | hatched in the cache house is your own
notion.

I hope we do feel and reason enough alike that | can play tricks on you.

Tohimsdf: Don't push too hard, Flandry. Take time to observe, to participate, to get simpatico
with them. Why, you might even figure out a way to make amends, if you survive.

Chance changed the subject for him. A set of moving specks rounded adistant hill. Closer, they
revedled themselves as a moose-szed shovel-tusked brute pursued by severa Ruadrath. The hunters
ydlssplit theair. Rrinn uttered ajoyous howl and sped to help. Flandry was | eft floundering behind in
Spite of wanting to demongtrate his prowess. He saw Rrinn head off the great beast and engageit, knife
and spear againg itsrushes, till the others caught up.

That evening there was feasting and merriment. The grace of dancers, thelilt of song and small drums,
spoke to FHlandry with an e ogquence that went beyond language and species. He had admired Ruadrath
art: the delicate carving on every implement, the elegant shapes of objects like dedges, bowls, and
blubber lamps. Now tonight, sitting—bundled up—in one of the igloos that had been raised when the old
femaes predicted ablizzard, he heard astory. Rrinn gave him alow-voiced running trandation into Eriavl.
Awkward though that was, Flandry could identify the eements of style, dignity, and philasophy which
informed atae of heroic adventure. Afterward, meditating on it in his deegping bag, he felt optimigtic
about his chances of manipulating Wirrdas.



Whether or not he could thereby wrest anything out of the Mersaians was a question to be deferred if
he wanted to get to deep.

Ydwyr said quietly, "No, | do not believe you would be atraitress to your race. Is not the highest
service you can render to help strike the Imperia chain off them?”

"What chain?' Djanaretorted. "Where were the Emperor and hislaw when | tried to escape from the
Black Holg, fifteen years old, and my contractor caught me and turned me over to the Giggling Man for a
lesson?!

Y dwyr reached out. His fingers passed through her locks, stroked her cheek, and rested on her
shoulder for aminute. To save her garments—indoors being warm and she smply an dien there, her
body neither desirable nor repulsive—she had taken to wearing just a pocketed kilt. The touch on her
skin was at once firm and tender; its dight roughness emphasized the strength held in check behind. Love
flowed through it, into her, and radiated back out from her until the bare smal office was aglow, as
golden sunsets can saturate the air of worlds like Terra. Love? No, maybe not really. That's a typical
sticky Anglic word. | remember, somebody told me, | think | remember ... isn't it caritas that God
has for us mortals?

Above the gray robe, above her, Y dwyr's countenance waited powerful and benign. | mustn't call
you God. But | can call you Father—to myself—can't I? In Eriau they say rohadwann: affection,
loyalty, founded on respect and on my own honor.

"Yes, | could better have spoken of burning out a cancer,” he agreed. "The breskdown of legitimate
authority into weakness or oppress orn—uwhich are two aspects of the same thing, the change of Hands
into Heads—is alate stage of thefatal disease.” A human malewould havetried to cuddle her and
murmur consolations for memoriesthat to this day could knot her guts and blur her eyesight. Then he
would have gotten indignant if she didn't crawl into bed with him. Y dwyr continued chalengingly: "Y ou
had the toughness to outlive your torment, at last to outwit the tormentors. Is not your duty to help those
of your race to freedom who were denied your heritage?’

She dropped her gaze. Her fingers twisted together. "How? | mean, oh, you would overrun
humanity ... wouldn't you?'

"| thought you had learned the worth of propaganda," he reproached her. "Whatever the fina result,
you will see no enormous change; centuries of effort lie ahead. And the god isliberation—of Mersaians,
yes, we make no bleat about our primary objective being anything € se—but we wel come partners—and
our endeavor is, ultimately, to impose Will on blind Nature and Chance.”

Junior partners, she added to hersalf. Wett, is that necessarily bad? She closed her eyes and saw
aman who bore Nicky Flandry's face (descendant, maybe) striding in the van of an army which followed
the Mersaian Christ. He carried no exterior burden of vena superiors and bloodless colleagues, no
interior load of nagty little guilts and doubts and mockeries; in his hand was the gigantic smplicity of awar
knife, and he laughed as he strode. Beside him, she hersdf walked. Wind tossed her hair and roared in
green boughs. They would never leave each other.

Nicky ... dead ... why? These people didn't kill him; no, not even those back yonder who
wanted to wring him empty. They'd have been his friends if they could. The Empire wouldn't let
them.

She looked again and found Y dwyr waiting. " Seeker,” she said timidly, "thisistoo sudden for me. |
mean, when Qanryf Morioch telsme | should, should, should become aspy for the Roidhunate—"

"You desremy advice" hefinished. "Y ou are dwayswelcometoiit.”
"But how can |—"

He amiled. "That will depend on circumstances, my dear. After training, you would be placed where it
was deemed you could be most useful. | am sure you redize the spectacular escapades of fiction are



samply fiction. Themgor part of your life would be unremarkable—though I'm sure, with your
qudifications, it would have agood share of glamour and luxury. For example, you might get a
grategicaly placed Terran officid to make you hismistress or his actual wife. Only at widdly spaced
intervals would you bein contact with your organization. The risks are less than those you habitually ran
before coming here; the materia rewards are considerable.” He grew grave. "Thered reward for you,
my amost-daughter, will be the serviceitself. And knowing that your name will bein the Secret Prayers
whilethe Vach Urdiolch endures.”

"You do think | should?" she gulped.
"Yes," hesad. "Those arelessthan hdf aive who have no purposein life beyond themsdaves.”

Theintercom fluted. Y dwyr muttered annoyance and sgnaled it to shut up. It fluted twice morein
rapid succession. He tensed. "Urgent call,” he said, and switched on.

Cnif hu Vanden'simage flicked into the screen. "To the datholch, homage," he said hurriedly. "He
would not have been interrupted save that this requires hisimmediate attention. We have received a
messenger from Seething Springs.” Djanaremembered hearing how fast a Ruad could travel when he had
no family or goodsto encumber him.

"Khr-r-r, they must be settling down there." Y dwyr's tailtip, peeking from beneath hisrobe, quivered,
the sngle sgn he gave of agitation. "What istheir word?"
"Hewaitsin the courtyard. Shdl | givethe datholch adirect line?"

"Do." Djanathought that aman would have asked for abriefing first. Men had not the Merseian
boldness.

She couldn't follow the conversation between Y dwyr and the lutrine being who stood in the snow
outside. The scientist used avocalizer to speak the messenger's language. When he had blanked the
screen, he sat for along period, scowling, tailtip flogging the floor.

"Can | hdp?' Djanafindly ventured to ask. "Or should | go?"

"Shwai—" He noticed her. "Khr-r-r." After pondering: "No, | can tell you now. Y ou will soon hear in
any case." She contained hersdf. A Merseian aristocrat did not jitter. But her pulse thumped.

"A digpatch from the chief of that community,” Y dwyr said. "Puzzling: the Ruadrath aren't in the habit
of usng ambiguous phrases, and the courier refuses to supplement what he has memorized. Asnearly as
| can discern, they have come on Dominic Flandry's frozen corpse.”

Darkness crossed before her. Somehow she kept her feet.

"It hasto bethat,” he went on, glowering a awall. "The description fits a human, and what other
human could it be? For some reason, instead of begetting wonder, this seems to have made them wary of
us—asif their finding something we haven't told them about showswe may have desgnson them. The
chief demands| comeexplain.”

He shrugged. "So beit. | would want to give the matter my personal attention regardiess. Thetrouble
must be smoothed out, the effects on their society minimized; at the same time, observation of those
effects may teach us something new. I'll fly there tomorrow with—" He looked at her in surprise. "Why,
Djana, you weep."

"I'm sorry," she said into her hands. The tearswere sdt on her tongue. "I can't hep it.”

"Y ou knew he must be dead, the pure desth to which you sent him."

"Y es, but—but—" She raised her face. "Take me aong," she begged.

"Haadoch? No. Impossible. The Ruadrath would see you and—"

"And what?' She kndlt before him and clutched at his

"l want to say goodbye. And ... and givehim ... what | can of a Chrigtian burid. Don't you



understand, lord? Helll lie here doneforever."

"Let methink." Y dwyr sat motionless and expressionless while shetried to control her sobbing. At
last he smiled, stroked her hair again, and told her, "Y ou may."

Sheforgot to gesture gratitude. " Thank you, thank you," she said in ragged Anglic.

"It would not beright to forbid your giving your dead their due. Besides, frankly, | seewhereit can be
of help, showing the Ruadrath alive human. | must plan what we should tell them, and you must have
your part |learned before morning. Can you do that?"

"Certainly." Shelifted her chin. "Afterward, yes, | will work for Mersaia.”

"Give no rash promises; yet | hope you will join our cause. That fugitive talent you have for making
others want what you want—did you use it on me? Y dwyr blocked her denid with alifted pam. "Hold.
| redlize you'd attempt no mind-intrusion conscioudy. But unconsciousy—Khraich, | don't suppose it
makes any differencein this case. Go to your quarters, Djana daughter. Get somerest. | will be
summoning you in afew hours."

XVII

Where their ranges overlapped, Domrath and Ruadrath normally had no particular relaionship. The
former tended to regard the latter as supernaturd; the latter, having had chances to examine hibemator
dens, looked more matter-of-factly on the former. Most Domrath left Ruadrath things strictly
undisturbed—after trespassing groups had been decimated in their degp—whereas the Ruadrath found
no utility in the primitive Domrath artifacts. The mgority of their own societieswere chacalithic.

But around Seething Springs—K tha-g-thek, Wirrda's—a pattern of mutuality had devel oped. Its
originswerelost in myth. Y dwyr had speculated that once an unusua sequence of weather caused the
pack to arrive here while the tribe was till awake. The Ruadrath alowed summertime use of their surdy
buildings, fine tools, and intricate decorations, provided that the users were careful and left abundant
food, hides, fabrics, and smilar payment. To the Domrath, this had become the keystone of their religion.
The Ruadrath had found ceremonia objects and deduced as much. It made Wirrda's a proud band.

Flandry discovered he could play on that asreadily ason territoria ingtinct. Y ou may admit the
skyswimmers can do tricks you can't. Neverthel ess, when you are accustomed to being agod, you will
resent their not having told you about the real Stuation in heaven.

Rrinn and his councilors were soon persuaded to carry out the human's suggestion: Send an obscurely
worded message, which Flandry hel ped compose. Keep back the fact that he was dlive. Have nearly
everyone go to the hinterland during the time the M erseians were expected; they could do nothing against
firearms, and ayoungster might happen to give the show away.

Thusthe village lay silent when the airbus appeared.

Domed with the snow that paved the spiderweb passages between them, buildings looked dwarfed.
The winter sky was s0 huge and blue, the treeless winter horizon so remote. Steam from the springs and
geysers dazzled Fandry when he glimpsed it, ungoggled; for aminute resdua light-spots hid the
whitened mass of Mt. Thunderbelow and die glacier gleam on the Hell-kettle peaks. Fast condensing out,
vapors no longer smoked above the Neverfreeze River. But its rushing rang loud in today'sice quiet.

A lookout yelled, "Trreeann!" Flandry had learned that call. He peered upward and southward,
located the glinting speck, and sprang into the house where he was to hide.

Its door had been |eft open, the entrance covered by aleather curtain—an ordinary practice which
should not draw any Merseian heed. Within, among the strewn furs and stacked utensils of a prosperous
owner, sunbeams straggled past cracks in the shuttersto pick out of dimnessthe arsend Flandry had
taken from the vehicle he stole. He carried two handguns, blaster and stunner, plusawar knife, extra



ammunition, and energy charges. That was about the practica limit. The rest Wirrda's could inherit,
maybe.

The house fronted on the central plaza. Directly opposite stood Rrinn's, where the meeting was to
take place. Thusthe Ruad could step out and beckon the human to make a dramatic appearanceif and
when needed. (That's what Rrinn thinks.) Through aminute holein the curtain, Handry saw thenine
maleswho remained. They were armed. Y dwyr had never given them guns, which would have affected
their culture too radicdly for hisliking. But those bronze swords and tomahawks could do ample
damage.

Rrinn spoke grimly into his short-range transceiver. Flandry knew the words he did not understand:
"Set down at the edge of our village, next to the tannery. Enter afoot and wegponless.”

Ydwyr should obey. It's either that or stop xenologizing this pack. And why should he fear?
He'll leave a few lads in the bus, monitoring by radio, ready to bail him out of any trouble.

That's what Ydwyr thinks.

Some minutes later the Mersaians showed up. They numbered four. Despite their muffling coldsuits,
Flandry recognized the boss and three who had been on that previoustrip to this country—how many
years of weeks ago—

A smdl shape, made smdler yet by the tyrannosaurian bulks preceding, entered hisfield of view. He
caught hisbreath. It was not redlly too surprising that Djanahad aso come. But after so much time, her
ddicate features and gold hair struck through the fishbowl helmet like a blow.

The Ruadrath gave brief greeting and took the newcomersinsde. Rrinn entered last, drawing hisown
door curtain. The plazalay bare.

Now.

Flandry's hands shook. Sweat sprang forth on his skin, beneath which the heart thuttered. Soon he
might be dead. And how piercingly marvelous the universe was!

The swest began freezing on his unprotected face. The beard he had grown, after hislast application
of inhibitor lost effect, was fiff withice. In afew more of Tawin's short days, he would have used his
find diegtary capsule. Eating native food, minus practicaly every vitamin and two essentia amino acids,
was ascurvy way to die. Being shot was at least quick, whether by aMersaian or by himsdlf if capture
got imminent.

He stood awhile, breathing dowly of the keen air, willing his pulse rate down, mentdly reciting the
formulas which drugs had conditioned him to associate with cam. The Academy could train you well if
you had the foresight and persistence to cooperate. Loose and cool, he dipped outdoors. Theresfter he
was too busy to be afraid.

A quick run around the house, lest somebody glance out of Rrinn'sand seehim ... awall-hugging
dash down the glistering streets, snow crunching under hisboots ... apeek around the corner of the
outlying tannery ... yes, the bus sat where it was supposed to be, along streamlined box with a
sun-shimmer off thewindows.

If those insde spotted him and called an darm, that wasthat. The odds say nobody will happen to
be mooning in this direction, you know what liars those odds are. He drew his stunner, crouched,
and reached the main hegt-lock in about two seconds.

Flattened against the side, he waited. Nothing occurred, except that his cheekbone touched the bus.
Pain seared. He pulled free, leaving skin stuck fast to meta. Wiping away tears with agloved hand, he
st histeeth and reached for the outer valve.

It wasn't locked. Why should it be, particularly when the Merseians might want to passthroughina
hurry? He glided into the chamber. Again he waited. No sound.



He cracked the inner valve and leaned into the entry. It was deserted.

They'll have somebody in front, by the controls and communication gear. And probably
someone in the main room, but let's go forward for openers. He oozed down the short passage.

A Mersaian, who must have heard anoise or felt abreath of cold air—in thisfantastic oily-smelling
warmth—loomed into the control cabin doorway. FHandry fired. A purplelight ray flashed, guiding the
soundless hammer-blow of asupersonic beam. The big form had not toppled, unconscious, when
Flandry wasthere. Another greenskin was turning from the pilot console. " Gwy—" He didn't say further
before he thudded to the deck.

Whirling, Flandry sped toward the rear. The saloon windows gave on the remaining three sides of the
world; an observation dome showed everything else. Two more Merseians occupied that section. One
was gtarting off to investigate. His gun was out, but Flandry, who entered shooting, dropped him. His
partner, handicapped by being in the turret, was easier yet, and sagged into his seat with no gresat fuss.

Not pausing, the human hurried forward. Voices drifted from a spesker: Merseian basso, Ruadrath
purr and trill, the former using vocalizersto create the latter. He verified that, to avoid digtraction, there
had been no transmission from the bus.

Then he dlowed himself to Sit down, gasp, and fed dizzy. | carried it off. | really did.

Wéll, the advantage of surprise—and he was only past the beginning. Trickier stepsremained. He
rose and searched about. When he had what he needed, he returned to his prisoners. They wouldn't
wake soon, but why take chances? One was Cnif. Flandry grinned with haf amouth. "Am | to makea
hobby of collecting you?'

Having dragged the Mersaians together, he wired them to bunks—"Thanks, Djana'—and gagged
them. On the way back, he appropriated avocaizer and apair of sound recorders. In the pilot cabin he
stopped the input from Rrinn's house.

Now for the gristly part. Though held rehearsed alot, that wasn't sufficient without proper apparatus.
Over and over he went through hislines, playing them back, readjusting the transducer, fiddling with
speed and tone controls. (Between tests, he listened to the conference. The plan called for Rrinn to draw
palaver out a length, pumping Y dwyr's delegation. But the old xenologist was not naive—seemed, in
fact, to be one of the wiliest characters Hlandry had ever collided with—and might at any time do
something unforeseeable. Words continued, however.) Findly the human had what he guessed was the
best voice imitation he could produce under the circumstances.

He st hisrecorders near the pickup for long-range radio. Impulses flew across 300 white kilometers.
A machinesad: "The datholch Y dwyr cals Naval Operations. Priority for emergency. Respond!™

"The datholch's cdl isacknowledged by Ma Chwioch, Vach Hallen," answered aloudspeaker.

Flandry touched the same On button. "Record this order. Replay to your superiors a once. My
impresson wasfase. The Terran Flandry isdive. Heis here at Seething Springs, at the point of death
from malnutrition and exposure. The attempt must be made to save him, for he appearsto have used
some new and fiendishly effective technique of subverson on the Ruadrath, and we will need to
interrogate him about that. Medicd supplies appropriate to his species ought to be in the scout-boat that
was taken. Timewould belost in ransacking it. Have it flown hereimmediately.”

"The datholch's command is heard and shall be relayed. Does anyone know how to operate the
vesd?'

Flandry turned on his second machine. It went "Kh-h-hr," his al-purpose response. In this context, he
hoped, it would passfor arasping of scorn. A pilot who cant figure that out in five minutes, when we
use the same basic design, should be broken down to galley swabber and set to peeling electrons.
He made hisfirg recorder say: "Land in the open circle a the center of the village. We havehimina
house adjacent. Hurry! Now | must return to the Ruadrath and repair what damage | can. Do not



interrupt me until the boat is down. Signing off. Honor to the God, the Race, and the Roidhun!”

He heard the response, stopped sending, and tuned the conference back in. It sounded asif fur was
about tofly.

So, better not dawdle here. Besides, Jake should arrivein minutesif his schemeworked. If.

Well, they wouldn't be intimately familiar with Y dwyr's speech in the Navy section ... asdefrom
high-ranking officerslike Morioch, who might be bypassed for the sake of speed, seeing ashow Merseia
encouraged initiative on the part of juniors ... or if asenior did get areplay, he might not notice anything
odd, or if he did he might put it down to asorethroat ... or, or, or—

Flandry scrambled back into the overclothes he had shucked while working. He stuffed some cord in
apocket. A chronodia said close to an hour had fled. It stopped when hefired ablaster bolt at the main
radio transmitter. On hisway out, he sabotaged the engine too, by lifting ashield plate and shooting up
the computer that regulated the grav projectors. He hoped not to kill anyonein his escape, but he didn't
want them sharing the news before he waslong gone. Of course, if he must kill hewould, and lose no
deep afterward, if there was an afterward.

Theair sung hisinjury. Heloped over creaking snow to Rrinn's house. Closer, he moved cautioudy,
and stopped at the entrance to squeeze his eyes shut while raising his goggles. Charging indoors without
dark-adapted pupils would be sheer tomfoolishness. Also dickfoolishness, harryfoolishness,
and—Stunner in right hand, blaster in left, he pushed by the curtain. It rustled tiffly into place behind him.

Merseians and Ruadrath swiveled about where they tail-sat. They were at the far end of the single
chamber, their parties on opposite daises. A fleeting part of Flandry noticed how vivid the muraswere at
their backs and regretted that he was about to lose the friendship of the artist.

Djanacried out Rrinn hissed. Y dwyr uttered a sentence in no language the man had heard before.
Severa males of either species started off the platforms. Flandry brandished his blaster and shouted in
Eriau: "Stay whereyou are! Thisthing's set to wide beam! | can cook thelot of you in two shots!™

Tensed and snarling, they returned to their places. Djanaremained standing, reaching toward Flandry,
mouth open and working but no sound coming forth. Y dwyr snapped into his vocdizer. Rrinn snapped
back. The Terran could guess. "What isthis treachery?’

"Indeed we had him dive; yet | know not what he would seize.”

Heinterrupted: "1 regret | must stun you. No harm will be done, aside from possible headaches when
you awaken. If anyonetriesto attack me, I'll blast him. The blast will likely kill others. Rrinn, | giveyou a
few breathsto tell your followersthis”

"Y ou wouldnt!" Djana protested wildly.

"Not to you, sweetheart,” Flandry said, while Ruadrath words spat around him. "Come over here by
me"

She gulped, clenched figts, straightened and regarded him squarely. "No."
"Huh?'

"l don't turn my coat likeyou."

"l wasn't aware | had.” Flandry glared at Y dwyr. "What have you doneto her?"

"| showed her truth,” the Merseian answered. He had regained his cam. "What do you expect to
accomplish?"

"Youll see" Handry told him. To Rrinn: " Are you finished?'

"Ssnaga. " No matter the Ruad was of another species; you could not mistake unutterable hatred.
Flandry sghed. "I grieve. Wetraveled well together. Good hunting be yoursfor dways.”

The guideray struck and struck. The Ruadrath scuttled for shelter, but found nothing high enough.



The Mersaianstook their medicine with iron dignity. After aminute, none among them was conscious
save Y dwyr and Djana.

"Now." FHandry tossed her theloop of cord. "Tie hiswrists a hisback, run histail up there and make
it fast, then pass down the end and hobble him."

"No!" she shrieked.

"Girl," said the gaunt, sun-darkened, wounded visage with the frogt in its beard, "more'sinvolved than
my life, and I'm fond of living to start with. | need ahostage. 1'd prefer not to drag him. If | haveto,
though, I'll knock you both out.”

"Obey," Y dwyr told her. He considered Flandry. "Well done," he said. "What isthe next stage of
your plan?'

"No comment,” the man replied. "1 don't wish to be discourteous, but what you don't know you can't
arrange to counteract.”

"Correct. It becomes clear that your prior achievements were no result of luck. My compliments,
Dominic Handry."

"| thank the datholch. Get cracking, woman!"
Djanas gaze went bewildered between them. She struggled not to cry.

Her job of tying was less than expert; but FHandry, who supervised, felt Y dwyr couldn't work out of it
fast. When she was through, he beckoned her to him. "I want our playmate beyond your reach,” he said.
Looking down into the blue eyes, he smiled. There was no immediate need now to aim agun. Helad
both hands on her waist. "And | want you in my reach.”

"Nicky," shewhispered, "you don't know what you're doing. Please, please listen.”

"Later." A sonic boom made potsjump on ashelf. In spite of the dictatorship he had clamped down
on himsalf, something legped likewisein Handry. "Hoy, that's my ticket home."

He peered past the curtain. Y es, Giacobini-Zinner, dear needle-nosed Jake, bulleting groundward,
hovering, settling in awhirl of kicked-up snow ... Wait! Far off in the sky whence shed come—

Flandry groaned. It looked like another spacecraft. Morioch or somebody had played cautious and
sent an escort.

Wi, held reckoned with that possibility. A Comet had the legs over most other types, if not al; and
in an atmosphere, especidly Tawin's—

The lock opened. The gangway extruded. A Merseian appeared, presumably a physician since he
carried the medikit he must have ferreted out on hisway here. He wasn't wearing an eectric coldsuit,
only Navy issue winter clothes. Suddenly it was comical beyond belief to see him stand there, glancing
puzzled around, with histail in aspecid stocking. Flandry had seldom worked harder than to hold back
whoops and yell, in his best unaided imitation of aMerseian voice: "Come here! On the double! Y our
pilot too!™

"Alot—"
"Hurry!

The doctor caled into the boat. Both Merseians descended and started across the ground. Flandry
stood bowstring-tense, squinting out the dit between jamb and curtain, back to the captives he aready
had, out, in, out, in. If somebody got suspicious or somebody shouted awarning before the newcomers
were in stunbeam range, he'd have to blast them dead and attempt a dash for the vessdl.

They entered. He sapped them.

Recovering the medikit, he waved hisgun. "Let'sgo, Y dwyr." He hesitated. "Djana, you can say if
you want."



"No," the girl answered, nigh too weakly to hear. "I'll come.”

"Best not," Y dwyr counsdled. "The danger is considerable. We dedl with a desperate being.”
"Maybe| can help you," Djanasaid.

"Your help would beto Merseia," Y dwyr reproved her.

Flandry pounced. "That'swhat you areto him, girl," heexclaimed in Anglic. "A tool for hisdamned
planet.” In Eriau: "Move, you!"

The girl shook her head blindly. It wasn't clear which of them she meant. Forlorn, she trudged out
behind the tall nonhuman figure, in front of the man's wespon.

High and distant, little more in the naked eye than aglint, the enemy ship held her position.
Magniscreenswould reved that three |eft the house for the boat—but not their species, Flandry hoped.
Just three sent out to fetch something ... The gangway clattered to boots.

"Aft," Handry directed. "Sorry," he said when they were at the bunks, and stunned Y dwyr. He used
the cord to secure his captive and urged Djanaforward. Her lips, her whole dight body trembled.

"What will you do?" she pleaded.

"Try to escgpe,” Flandry said. Y ou mean therés a different game going?*

She sank into the seat beside his control chair. He buckled her in, more as a precaution against
impulsive behavior than againgt afallure of interior grav, and assumed his own place. She stared blankly
at him. "Y ou don't understand,” she kept repeating. "He's good, he's wise, you're making such aterrible
mistake, please don't."

"Y ou want me brainscrubbed, then?"

"l don't know, | don't know. Let me alone!™ Flandry forgot her while he checked theindicators.
Everything seemed in order, no deterioration, no vandalism, no boobytraps. He brought the engine
murmurousto life. The gangway retracted, the airlock shut. Goodbye, Talwin. Goodbye, existence?
Well see. Hetickled the console. The skill had not Ieft hisfingers. Jake floated doft. The village receded,
the geysers, the mountains, he was skyborne.

The outercom blinked and buzzed. Flandry ignored it till he was lined out northward. The other
gpacecraft swung about and swooped after him. Severa kilometers off, she proved to be a corvette, no
capital ship but one that could eat a scoutboat for breakfast. Flandry accepted her call.

"Saniau to Terran vessal. Where are you bound and why?*

"Terran vessd, and sheisaTerran vessd, to Saniau. Listen with both ears. Dominic Flandry spesks.
That'sright, the very same Dominic Flandry who. I'm going home. The datholch Y dwyr, Vach Urdiolch,
nephew to the most exalted Roidhun and so forth, ismy guest. If you don't believe me, check the native
town and try to find him. When he recoversfrom adight indigpostion, | can give you avisud. Shoot me
down and he goestoo." Pause.

"If you speak truth, Dominic Flandry, do you imagine the datholch would trade honor for years?"

"No. | doimagineyoull save himif you possbly can.”

"Correct. Y ou will be overhauled, grappled, and boarded. If the datholch has been harmed, woe
betide you."

"First you have to do the overhauling. Second you have to convince me that any woe you can think of
betides me worse than what does already. | suggest you check with the ganryf before you get reckless.
Meanwhile," and in Anglic, "cheerio.” Handry cut the circuit.

At hisvelocity, he had crossed the Hellkettle Mountains. The northlands stretched vast and drear
benegth, gleaming ice, glittering snow, blotsthat were blizzards. He cast about with hisinsirumentsfor a
realy huge storm. There was sure to be one somewhere, thistime of year ... yed



A wall of murk towered from earth to high heaven. Before he had pierced it, Handry fdlt the thrust
and heard the scream of hurricane-force winds. When he was inside, blackness and chaos had him.

A corvette would not go into such atempest. Nothing except a westhership had any businessin ong;
others could flit above or around readily enough. But a small spaceboat with afirst-class pilot—apilot
who had begun his career in aircraft and aerid combat—could livein the fury. And detectors, straining
from outside, would lose her.

Fandry lost himsdf in the baitleto keep dive.
Half an hour later, he broke free and shot into space.

Tadwin rolled enormousin his screens. Halfway down from either pole coruscated winter's whiteness,
the cloud-marbled blue of seas between icecaps |ooked black by contrast. Flandry waved. "Goodbye,"
he said anew. "Good luck.”

Meters shouted to his eyes of patrol shipswaiting for him. Y ou didn't normaly risk hyperdrivethis
near aplanet or asun. Matter density was too grest, as was the chance of gravitation desynchronizing
your quantum jumps. Theimmediate scene was scarcely norma. Flandry's hands danced.

Switchover to secondary statein so strong afield made the hull ring. Screens changed to the
fagter-than-light optical compensation mode. Talwin was gone and Siekh dwindling among the stars. The
air droned. The deck shivered.

After minutes, abeep drew Flandry's attention to atell-tale. "Well," he said, "one skipper's decided to
be brave and copy us. He got away with it, too, and locked onto our ‘'wake." Hiswouldn't register that
steady a bearing otherwise. We're fagter, but I'm afraid we won't shake him before he's served asaguide
to others who can outpace us."

Djanadtirred. She had sat mute—Ilost, he thought when he could spare her a thought—while they ran
the polar ssorm. Her face turned to him beneath its heavy coif of hair. "Have you any hope?' she asked
tondedy.

He punched for navigational data. "A stem chaseisalong chase," he said, "and I've heard about a
pulsar not many parsecs off. It may help us shed our importunate colleagues.”

She made no response, smply looked back out at space. Either she didn't know how dangerous a
pulsar was, or shedidn't care.

XIX

Once a blue giant sun had burned, 50,000 times more luminous than yet-unborn Sol. It lasted for a
bare few million years; then the hydrogen fuel necessary to stay on the main sequence was gone. The star
collgpsed. In the unimaginable violence of asupernova, momentarily blazing to equd an entire gdaxy, it
went out.

Such energies did not soon bleed away. For ages the blown-off upper layersformed anebula of lacy
loveliness around the core, which shone less white-hot than X-ray hot. Eventualy the gases dissipated, a
part of them to make new suns and planets. The globe that remained continued shrinking under itsown
weight until density reached tons per cubic centimeter and spin was measured in seconds. Feebler and
feebler did it shine, white dwarf, black dwarf, neutron star—

Compressed down near the ultimate that nature's law permitted, the atoms (if they could still be called
that) went into their find trangitions. Photons spurted forth, were pumped through the weirdly distorted
gpace-time within and around the core, at last won freedom to flee at light speed. Strangely regular were
those burgts, though dowly their frequencies, amplitudes, and rate declined back toward

extinction—dying gasps.
Pulsar breath.



Djanadared asif hypnotized into the forward screen. Tiny but waxing among the stars went that red
blink ... blink ... blink. She did not recal having ever seen asight morelonely. The cabin'swarmth and
glow made blacker the emptiness outside; engine throb and ventilator murmur deepened the eterna
slence of thoseinfinite gpaces.

Shelaid ahand on Handry'sarm. "Nicky—"

"Quiet." Hiseyes never |eft the board before him; hisfingers walked back and forth across computer
keys.

"Nicky, we can die any minute, and you've said hardly aword to me."

"Stop bothering me or we will for sure die.”

Sheretreated into her chair. Be strong, be strong.

He had bound her in place for most of the hours during which the boat flew. She didn't resent that; he
couldn't trust her, and he must clean himself and snatch some deep. Afterward he brought sandwichesto
his captives—she might have dipped adrug into his—and released her. But a once he was nailed to
ingrument and caculations. He showed no sign of feding the wishes shethrust at him; hiswill to liberty
overrode them.

Now he crouched above the pilot pandl. Hed not been able to cut his hair; the mane denied shaven
countenance, prim coveral, machine-controlling hands, and declared him amae anima who hunted.

And was hunted. Four Mersaian ships bayed on his hedls. Hed told her about them before he went
to rest, estimating they would close the gap in 25 light-years. From Siekh to the pulsar was 17.

Blink ... blink ... blink ... oncein 1.3275 second.

Numbers emerged on a plate set into the console. Flandry nodded. He took the robotic helm. Stars
wheded with his shift of course.

Intime he said, maybeto himsdlf: "Yes. They're decderating. They don't dare comein thisfast.”

"What?' Djanawhispered.

"The pursuit. They spot usaiming nearly straight on for that lighthouse. Get too close—esasy to do at
hyper-speed—and the gravity gradient will pluck you apart. Why share the risk we have to take? If we

don't makeit, Y dwyr will've been more expendable than awhole ship and crew. If we do survive, they
can catch uslater.”

And match phase, and lay alongside, and force away into rescue Ydwyr ... and her ... but Nicky,
Nicky they would haul off to burn hisbrain out.

Should it matter? I'll be sorry, we both will be sorry for you, but Merseia—"

Heturned his head. Hisgrin and gray eyes broke across her like morning. "That's what they think,” he
sad.

| only care because you're a man, the one man in all thiswasteland, and do | care for any
man? Only my body does, my sinful body. She struggled to raise Y dwyr'sface.

Flandry leaned over and cupped her chinin hisright hand. "I'm sorry to've been rude," he smiled.
"Sorrier to play gameswith your life. | should have inssted you stay on Tawin. When you wanted to
come, with everything else on my mind | sort of assumed you'd decided you preferred freedom.”

"l wasfreg" shesad frantically. "l followed my master."

"Odd juxtaposition, that." A buzzer sounded. " 'Scuse, | got work. We go primary in half ashake.
I've programmed the autopilot, but in conditionsthistricky | want to ride herd on it.”

"Primary?' Dismay washed through her. "They'll catch you right away!" That's good. Isn't it?
The engine note changed. Star images vanished till the screens readapted. At true speed, limited by



light's, the boat plunged on. Power chanted abaft the cabin; she was changing her kinetic velocity at
maximum thrugt.

Blink ... blink ... blink ... The blood-colored beacon glowed ever brighter. Y et Djana could look
directly intoit, and she did not find any disc. Stars frosted the night around. Which way was the Empire?

Flandry had given himsdlf back to the machines. Twice he made amanud adjustment.

After minutes wherein Djana begged God to restore Merseian courage to her, the noise and vibration
stopped. Head full of it, she didn't instantly recognize its departure. Then she bit her tongue to keep from
imploring aword.

When Flandry gave her one, she Sarted shivering.

He spoke cadmly, asif these were the lost days when they two had fared after treasure. "Werein the
dot, near's| can determine. Let'srelax and give the universe our job for a bit."

"Wh-wh-whéat are we doing?'

"Werrefdling free, in ahyperbolic orbit around the pulsar. The Mersaians aren't. They're distributing
themselvesto cover the region. They can't venture as close as us. The potential of so monstrousamassin
S0 small avolume, you see; differential forces would wreck their ships. The boat's less affected, being of
smadler dimengons. With the hdp of theinterior field—the samethat gives us artificid gravity and
counteracts accel eration pressure—she ought to stay in one piece. The Merseians doubtlessfigureto
wait till wekick in our hyperdrive again, and resumethe chivvy."

"But what'rewe getting?' Blink ... blink ... blink ... Had hiswinter exile driven him crazy?

"WElI pass through the fringes of aheavily warped chunk of space. The mass concentration deforms
it. If the core got much denser, light itsalf couldn't break loose. We won't be under any such extreme
condition, but | don't expect they can track us around periastron. Our emission will be too scattered;
radar beamswill curve off a slly angles. The Merseians can compute roughly where and when well
return to flatter space, but until we do—" FHandry had unharnessed himsdlf while hetalked. Rising, he
gretched prodigioudy, muscle by muscle. " A propos Merseians, let's go check on old Y dwyr."

Djanafumbled with her own buckles. "I, I, I don't track you, Nicky," she ssammered. "What do
we ... you gain more than time? Why did you take us aboard?"

"Asto your first question, the answer's a smidge technical. Asto the second, well, Y dwyr'sthe
reason we've comethisfar. Without him, weldve been in amissile barrage.” Flandry waked around
behind her chair. "Here, let meassg.”

"You! You'renot unfastening me!"

"No, I'm not, an 1?" he said dreamily. Leaning over, he nuzzled her where throat met shoulder. The
kissthat followed brought a bresthless giddiness which had not quite faded when he led the way aft.

Y dwyr sat patient on abunk. Prior to deeping, FHandry had welded a short length of light cable to the
frame, the other end around an ankle, and untied the rope. It wasn't aharsh confinement. In fact, the man
would have to keep wits and gun ready when negotiating this passage.

"Have you been listening to our conversation?' he asked. "I |eft theintercom on.”
"Y ou are thanked for your courtesy,” Y dwyr replied, "but | could not follow the Anglic.”
"Oh!" Djands hand went to her mouth. "I forgot—"

"And|," Flandry admitted. "We Terrans tend to assume every educated being will know our officia
language—by definition—and of courseitisn't so. Well, | cantell you."

"l believe| have deduced it," Y dwyr said. "Y ou are swinging free, dangeroudy but concedlingly near
the pulsar. From the relativigtic region you will launch your courier torpedoes, strapped together and
hyperdrives operating Smultaneoudy. What with distortion effects, you hope my folk will mistake the



impulsesfor this boat's and give chase. If your decoy luresthem asfar asalight-year off, you will be
outside their hyperwave detection range and can embark on a roundabout homeward voyage. The sheer
gze of spacewill makeit unlikely that they, backtracking, will pick up your vibrations.”

"Right," Flandry said admiringly. "Y ou're asharp rascd. | look forward to some amusing chit-chat.”

"If your scheme succeeds,” Y dwyr made a salute of respect. "If not, and if we are taken alive, you are
under my protection.”

Gladness burst in Djana. My men can be friends!

"You arekind," said Flandry with abow. He turned to the girl. "How about making us a pot of tea?"
hesadin Anglic.

"Tea?' she asked, astonished.
"Helikesit. Let'sbe hospitable. Put the galley intercom on—low—and you can hear ustak.”

Fandry spoke lightly, but she fet an underlining of hislast sentence and dl a once her joy froze.
Though why, why? "Would ... the datholch ... accept tea?' she asked in Eriau.

"You arethanked.” Y dwyr spoke casualy, moreinterested in the man. Djanawent forward like an
automaton. The voicestrailed her:

"l am lesskind, Dominic Flandry, than | am concerned to keep an audacious and resourceful entity
functiond."

"For asarvant?'
"Khraich, we cannot well send you home, can we? |—"

Djanamade a production of closing the gdley door. It cut off the words. Fingers unsteady, she turned
the intercom switch.

"—sorry. Y ou mean well by your standards, | suppose, Y dwyr. But | have thisarchaic prgjudice for
freedom over even the nicest davery. Like the sort you fastened on that poor girl."

"A reconditioning. It improved her both physicaly and mentally.”

No! He might be speaking of an animal!

" She does seem more, hm, balanced. It'sjust a seeming, however, aslong as you keep that
father-image hood over her eyes”

"Hr-r-r, you have heard of Aycharaych's techniques, then?'

"Aycharaych? Who? N-n-no ... I'll check with Captain Abrams ... Damn! | should have played
aong with you, shouldn't I? All right, | fumbled that one, after you dropped it right into my paws. Getting
back to Djana, the father fixation is unmistakable to any careful outside observer.”

"What €lse would you have me do? She came, an unwitting agent who had acquired knowledge
which must not get back to Terra. She showed potentidities. Instead of killing her out of hand, we could
try to develop them. Desgth isdways available. Besdes, depth-psychologica work on ahuman intrigued
me. Later, when that peculiar gift for sometimesimposing her desires on other minds appeared, we saw
what aprize we had. My duty became to make sure of her."

"So to win her trust, you warned her to warn me?”

"Y es. About—in honesty between us, Dominic Flandry—afictitious danger. No orders had come for
your removal; | waswelcome to keep you. But the chance to clinch it with her was worth more.”

Anglic. "No?I'll—be—especialy—damned.”
"You are not angry, | hope."

"N-n-no. That'd be ungporting, wouldn't it?* Anglic: "The more so when it caused meto bresk from
my cell with ahell of ayell far sooner than I'd expected to.”



"Believeme, | did not wish to sacrifice you. | did not want to be involved in that wretched business a
al. Honor compelled me. But | begrudged every minute avay from my Talwinian research.”

Djanaknelt on the deck and wegpt.

Blink ... blink ... blink ... furnace glare spearing from the screens. The hull groaned and shuddered
with stresses. Fighting them, theinterior field set air ashakein awild thin singing. Often, looking down a
passage, you thought you saw it ripple; and perhapsit did, diding through some acute bend in space.
From time to time hideous nauseas twisted you, and your mind grew blurred. Sunward was only the
dternation of night and red. Starward were no congtellations nor points of light, nothing but rainbow
blotches and smesars.

Djanahelped Flandry put the courier torpedoes, which he had programmed under normal conditions,
on the launch rack. When they were outside, he must don a spacesuit and go couple them. He was gone
along while and came back white and shaken. "Done," was everything he would tell her.

They sought the conn. He sat down, she on hislap, and they held each other through the nightmare
hours. "Yourered," shekept babbling. "You'rered."

And the strangeness faded. Quietness, solidity, stars returned one by one. A haggard Flandry pored
over insruments whose readings again made sense, about which he could again think clearly.

"Receding hyperwakes," he bresthed. "Our stunt worked. Soon's we stop registering them—First,
though, we turn our systems off."

"Why?" she asked from her seat to which she had returned, and from her weariness.

"l can't tell how many the shipsare. Spaceis till somewhat kinky and—well, they may have left one
posted for insurance. The moment we pass athreshold vaue of the metric, therell be no mistaking our
radiation, infrared from the hull, neutrinos from the power-plant, that kind of junk. Unlesswe dousethe
sources.”

"Whatever you want, darling.”

Weightlessness was like stepping off acliff and dropping without end. Cabin dark, the pulsar flash on
one side and stars on the other crowded near in dreadful glory. Nothing remained save the faintest
accumulator-powered susurrus of forced ventilation; and the cold crept inward.

"Hold me," Djana beseeched into the blindness. "Warm me."

A pencil-thin flashbeam from Flandry's hand dipped aong the console. Back-scattered light limned
him, a shadow. Silence lengthened and lengthened until:

"Uh-oh. They're smart as| feared. Grav waves. Somebody under primary acceleration. Hasto bea
ship of theirs"

Son of Man, help us.

At the boat's high kinetic velocity, the pulsar shrank and dimmed while they watched.
"Radar touch,” Flandry reported tunelesdly.

"Th-they've caught us?'

"M-m-m, they may assume were abit of cosmic débris. Y ou can't check out every blip on your
scope ... Oof! They're applying anew vector. Wish | dared use the computer. It looksto me asif
they're maneuvering for an intercept with us, but 1'd need math to make sure.

"If they are?" The abstractness of it, that's half the horror. A reading, an equation, and me
closed off from touching you, even seeing you. We're not us, we're objects. Like being already
dead—no, that's not right, Jesus promised well live. He did.

"They aren't necessarily. No beam'slatched onto us. | suspect they've been casting about more or
less at random. We registered strong enough to rate a closer ook, but they lost and haven't refound us.



Interplanetary spaceis bigger than most people imagine. So they may aswell direct themsalves according
to the orbit thiswhatsit seemed to have, in hopes of checking us out at shorter range.”

"Will they?'

"l don't know. If we're caught ... well, | suppose we should eschew alast-ditch stand. How would
onedig aditch in vacuum? We can surrender, hope Y dwyr can save us and another chancell cometo
worm out." Hisvoicein the dark was not as calm as he evidently wished.

"Youdtrust Ydwyr?' lashed from her.

His beam stepped acrossthe dids. "Closing infast," he said. "Radar sweep's bound to pick usup
soon. We may show asan interstellar asteroid, but considering the probability of anatural passage a any
giventime—" She heard and fdlt hisdespair. " Sorry, sweetheart. We gave 'em agood try, didn't we?"

Theimage might have sprung to her physical vision, shark shape acrossthe Milky Way, man's grest
foes black-clad at the guns. She reached out to the stars of heaven. "God have mercy," she cried with her
whole being. "Oh, send them back where they belong!™

Blink ... blink ... blink.

Thelight ray danced. Where it touched, meters turned into pool s benegth those suns that crowded the
screens. "Ho-o-0ld," Flandry murmured. "One minute ... They're receding!" exploded from him. "Judas
priet, they, they must've decided the blip didn't mean anything!"

"They'regoing?’ she heard hersdf blurt. "They are?'

"Yes. They are. Can't'vefdt too strongly about that stray indication they got ... Whoo! They've gone
hyper! Already! Aimed back toward Siekh, seemslike. And the—here, we can use our circuits again,

lemme activate the secondary-wave recaiversfird—yes, yes, four indications, our couriers, their other
three ships, right on the verge of detectability, heeded out—Djana, we did it! Judas priest!"

"Not Judas, dear,” she said in worship. "Jesus."
"Anybody you like." FHandry turned on thefluoros.

Joy torrented from him. ™Y ou yoursaf—your wonderful, wonderful self—" Weight. Warm hearty
gusts of air. Handry was doing a fandango around the cabin. "We can take off oursalvesingde an hour.
Go along way round for safety’'s sske—but at the end, home!" He surged to embrace her. "And never
mind Y dwyr," hewarbled. "Were going to cel ebrate the whole way back!™

XX

Standing in the cramped, thrumming space between bulkheads, beyond reach of him who sat chained,
the Terran said: "Y ou appreciate that the whole truth about what happened would embarrass me. | want
your solemn promise you'll support my account and drop no hint concerning Wayland.”

"Why should | agree?' the Merseian asked blandly.

"Becauseif you don't," Djanatold him—venom seethed in each word—"I'll have the pleasure of
killingyou."

"No, no, spare the dramatics,” Flandry said. "Especialy since he too considers an oath under duress
isworthless. Y dwyr, the pilot's data list various planetswhere | could let you off. Y ou can survive. A few
have intdligent natives to study. Their main drawback isthat no one has found any particular reason to
revisit them, so you may have adight problem in publishing your findings. But if you don't mind, | don't.”

"Isthat not athreat?' the prisoner rumbled.

"No more than your threat to expose my, ah, sddine financia interests. Talwin's bound to loseits
military value whatever becomes of you or me. Suppose | throw in that I'll do what | can to help keep



your scientific station dive. Under the circumstances, does that bargain sound fair?”

"Donel" Ydwyr said. He swore to the terms by the formulas of honor. Afterward he extended a hand.
"And for your part, let usshakeonit.”

Flandry did. Djanawatched, gripping astunner. "Y ou're not figuring to turn him loose now, are you?'
she demanded.

"No, I'm afraid that can't beincluded inthe ded," Handry said. "Unlessyou'l give meyour parole,
Y dwyr."
Thegirl looked hurt and puzzled, then relieved when the Mersaian answered:

"l will not. Y ou are too competent. My duty isto kill you if | can." He smiled. "With that made clear,
would you like agame of chess?'

Mining continued here and therein the system to which Irumclaw bel onged. Hence smal human
colonies perssted, with mostly floating popul ations that weren't given to inconvenient curiosity or to
gossiping with officialdom about what they might have seen.

Jake put briefly down in aspaceport on the fourth world out. It was a spot of shabbiness setin the
middle of an immense rusty desert. The atmosphere was not breathable, and barely thick enough to blow
dust cloudsinto apurple sky. A gangtube reached forth to connect airlock with airdome. Flandry
escorted Djanato the exit.

"You'l bethrough soon?"' she asked wistfully. For amoment the small dender form in the modest
gown, the fine-boned features, eyeslike blue lakes, lips dightly parted and aquiver, made him forget what
had passed between them and think of her asa child. He had dways been asucker for little girls.

"Soon's| can," he answered. "Probably under aweek. But do lie doggo till you hear from me. It's
essentia we report jointly to Leon Ammon. Those credits you brought with you ought to stretch. Check
the general message office daily. When my ‘gram comes, go ahead and shoot him word to have
somebody fetch you. I'll be standing by." He kissed her more lightly than had been hiswont. "Cheers,

partner.”

Her response was feverish. "Partners, yes!" she said afterward, in an unsteady tone. A tear broke
away. Sheturned and walked fast from the airlock. Flandry went back to the conn and requested
immediate clearance for takeoff.

Above hisgorgeous tunic, Admiral Julius wore the least memorable face that Flandry had ever seen.
"Wdl!" hesad. "Quite agtory, Lieutenant. Quite astory.”

"Yes, dr," Flandry responded. He stood beside Y dwyr, who tail-sat at ease—if with ill-conceaed
contempt for the ornate office—in arobe that had been hastily improvised for him. Hiswinter garb being
unsuitable for shipboard, he had traveled nude and debarked thus on Irumclaw; and you don't receive
princes of the blood in their nakedness.

"Ah ... indeed." Julius shuffled some papers on hisdesk. "As| understand your—your supervisor's
verba redaction of what you told him—you are writing areport in proper form, are you not?—as|
undergand it ... well, why don't you tell me yourself?'

"Yes, dr. Cruising on my assigned route, | detected the ‘wake of alarger vessdl. As per standing
orders, | moved closer to establish identification. She was an unmistakable Mersaian warcraft. My
orders gave me discretion, as the admird knows, whether to report the sighting in person with no further
ado or attempt finding out more. Rightly or wrongly, | decided on the second course. Chances were
againgt another encounter and we might be left with no further leads. | dropped back and sent acourier,
which apparently never got here. My report's going to recommend tightening inspection procedures.

"Wdll, | shadowed the Merseian at the limits of detectability—for me—which | thought would keep
my smaller vessel outside her sensor range. But we entered the range of another ship, apicket, that
spotted me, closed in, and made capture. | was brought to the planet Talwin, where the Merseians



turned out to have an advanced base. After miscellaneous brouhaha, | escaped viaapulsar, taking this
dignitary along for ahostage.”

"Um-m-m, ah." Julius squinted a Y dwyr. "An awkward affair, yes. They were technicaly within their
rights, building that base, weren't they? But they had no right to hold an Imperia vessd and an Imperid
officer ... inaregionfree by treaty. Um." It was blatant that he shrank from being caught in the middle of
adiplomatic criss.

"If it pleasethe admird,” Flandry said, "1 speak Eriau. The datholch and | have held some long
conversations. Without attempting to make policy or anything, sr—I know I'm forbidden to—I did fedl
free to suggest afew thoughts. Would the admiral care to have meinterpret?" It had turned out the base's
linguistic computer was on the fritz and nobody knew how to fix it.

"Ah ... yes Cetainly. Tdl his, ah, hishighnesswe consder him aguest of the Imperium. Wewill try
to, ah, show him every courtesy and arrange for his speedy transportation home.”

"He's physicked anxious to shoot you off and bury thiswhole affair deep,” Flandry informed Y dwyr.
"We can do anything we choose with him."

"Y ou will proceed according to plan, then?' the scientist inquired. His expression was composed, but
Flandry had learned how to recognize asardonic twinklein aMerseian eye.

"Knaich, not exactly aplan. Thefact of Tawin cannot be hidden. GHQ will see areport and assign
an investigator. What we want isto save face al around. Y ou've been offered aride back, as | guessed
you would be. Accept it for the earliest possible moment. When you reach Tawin, get Morioch to
evacuate his ships and personnd. The planet will be of no further use for intelligence operations anyway;
your government's sure to order them shut down, if our Navy team finds nothing going on but peaceful
xenologica research, they'll glossover what signsare left of extracurricular activity, and nothing will likely
be said on either sde about this contretempsthat you and | wereinvolvedin.”

"l have aready assented to your making these proposalsin my name. Proceed.”

Flandry did, in moretactful language. Julius beamed. If his command wasinstrumentd in hating an
undesirable Mersaian project, word would circulate among the higher-ups. It would influence
promotions, rotation to more promising worlds, yes, yes, no matter how discreetly the affair was
handled. A discretion which'll result in nobody's caring to notice whatever |oose ends dangle out of
my story, Handry thought.

"Excdlent, Lieutenant!" Juliussaid. "My preciseideal Tell hishighness!'ll make prompt
arangements.”

Y dwyr said gravely: "1 fear the research will not long endure. With no bonus of military advantage—"

"| told you I'd do my best for you," Flandry answered, "and I've been mulling ascheme. Didn't want
to advanceit till | was sure we could write our own playbill, but now I am. See, I'll put on an indignation
act for you. Maybe your folk should not have detained me; ill, you are of the Vach Urdiolch and my
cavaier trestment of you was an insult to the Race. Seeing that he's avid to please, you've decided to
milk old Julius. Youll let yoursdf be mallified if hell srongly urge that the Imperium hel p support the
scientific work which, officidly, will have been Mersaids reason for being on Tawin in thefirst place.”

The big green body tautened. "Is that possible?

"l imagine so. WEell have to keep watch on Tawin from here on anyway, lest your Navy snesk back.
It needn't be from scoutboats, though. A few subsidized students or the like, doing their graduate thesis
work, are quite as good and alot cheagper. And ... with us sharing the costs, | daresay you can find
money at hometo carry on."

A small renaissance of Terran science? Hardly. Academic hackwork. Oh, | suppose | can
indulge in the hope.

"In the name of the God." Y dwyr stared before him for alength of time that made Julius shift and



harrumph. At last he gripped both of Flandry's hands and said, "'From that beginning, our two people
working together, what may someday come?’

Nothing much, except, | do dare hope, a slight reinforcement of the reasons for our hanging
onto this frontier. Those Merseians may keep us reminded who's always ready to fill any available
vacuum. "The datholch bears anoble dream.”

"What'sthis?' Julius puffed. "What are you two doing?"'
"Sir, I'm afraid we've hit arock or two," Flandry said.
"Redlly?How long will thistake? | have adinner engagement.”

"Maybe we can sttle the difficulty beforethen, Sir. May | be seeted? | thank the admiral, I'll do my
best, sir. Got my persona affairsto handletoo.”

"No doubt." Julius regarded the young man caculatingly. "I am told you've applied for furlough and
resssgnment.”

"Yes, gr. | figure those months on Tawin more than completed my tour of duty here. No reflection on
thisfine command, but | am supposed to specidize aong other lines. And | believe | may have an
inheritance coming. Rich uncle on acolonia planet wasn't doing too well, last | heard. I'd liketo go
collect my share before they decide a’'missing in action’ report on me authorizes them to divvy up the
cash dsawhere”

"Yes. | see. I'll @pprove your gpplication, Lieutenant, and recommend you for promotion.” ("If you
bail mefast out of thismess' was understiood.) "Let's get busy. What isthe problem you mentioned?”

The room above Door 666 was unchanged, alesstasteful place to be than the commandant'sand a
congderably more dangerous one. The Gorzunian guard stirred no muscle; but light gleamed off a
scimitar thrust under his gun belt. Behind the desk, Leon Ammon sweated and squesked and never took
his needle gaze off Flandry. Djana gave him head-high defiancein return; her fists, though, kept clenching
and unclenching on her lap, and she had moved her chair into direct contact with the officer's.

He himsdf talked merrily, ramblingly, and on thewhole, discounting afew reticences, truthfully. At the
end hesad, "I'll accept my fee—in smdl hills, remember—with unpardleled grace.”

"Y ou sure kept me waiting,” Ammon hedged. "Cost me extra, trying to find out what'd happened and
recruit somebody else. | ought to charge the cost to your payment. Right?'

"The ddlay wasn't my fault. Y ou should have given your agent better protection, or remuneration such
that she had no incentive to visit persons to whom sheld not been introduced.” Handry buffed fingernails
on tunic and regarded them criticaly. "Y ou have what you contracted for, areport on Wayland,
favorable at that.”

"But you said the secret's been spilled. The Merseians—"

"My friend Y dwyr the Seeker assures me helll keep silence. The rest of whatever personnel on
Tawin have heard about the Mimirian System will shortly be dispersed. In any event, why should they
mention athing that can help Terra? Oh, rumors may float around, but you only need five or ten years
concea ment and communication is poor enough to guarantee you that." Flandry reached for a cigarette.
Having shed the addiction in these past months, he was enjoying itsreturn. "Admittedly,” he sad, "if |
release Y dwyr from his promise, he may well chance to passthisinteresting item—complete with
coordinates—on to the captain of whatever Imperid ship arrivesto look his camp over.”

Ammon barked alaugh. "1 expected aresponse from you, Dominic. Y ou're a sharp-edge boy." He
stroked his chins. ™Y ou thought about maybe resigning your commission? | could use a sharp-edge boy.
Y ou know | pay good. Right?"

“I'll know that when I've counted the bundle," Flandry said. He inhaded the tobacco into lighting and
rolled smoke around his palate.



The gross bulk wallowed forward inits chair. The bald countenance hardened. "What about the agent
who got to Djana?" Ammon demanded. "And what about her?"

"Ah, yes," Handry answered. "Y ou owe her atidy bit, you redize."
"What? After she—"

"After she, having been trapped because of your misguided sense of economy, obtained for you the
information that you've been infiltrated, yes, dear heart, you arein her debt.” Handry smiled like atiger.
"Naturdly, | didn't mention theincident in my officia report. | can dways put my corpson thetrail of
those Merseian agents without compromising mysdlf, asfor example by sending an anonymoustip.
However, | felt you might prefer to ded with them yoursdlf. Among other inducements, they've probably
a so corrupted members of your esteemed competitor associations. Y ou might well obtain facts useful in
your business reationships. I'm confident your interrogators are persuasive.”

"They are* Ammon said. "Who is the spy?"

Djanagtarted to spesk. Flandry forestdled her with areminding gesture. "The information isthe
property of thisyoung lady. She'swilling to negotiate termsfor itstransfer. | am her agent.”

Swedat sudded Ammon'svisage. "Pay her—when shetried to sell me out?’

"My client Djanawill beleaving Irumclaw by thefirst available ship. Incidentally, I'm booking passage
on the same one. She needs funds for her ticket, plus areasonable stake at her destination, whatever it

may be."
Ammon spat avileness. The Gorzunian sensed rage and bunched his shaggy body for attack.

Flandry streamed smoke out hisnose. "As her agent,” he went mildly on, "I've taken the normal
precautions to assure that any actionsto her detriment will prove unprofitable. Y ou may aswel rdlax and
enjoy this, Leon. It'll be expensive a best, and the rate goes up if you use too much of our valuabletime.
| repeat, you can take an adequate return out of the hide of that master spy, when you've purchased the
name"

Ammon waved his goon back. Hatred thickening his voice, he settled down to dicker.

No linersplied thisfar out. The Cha-Rina was atramp freighter with afew extraaccommodations
modifiable for various races. She offered little in the way of luxuries. Flandry and Djana brought along
what pleasant items they were ableto find in Old Town's stores. No other humans were aboard, and
gpart from the skipper, who spent her free hoursin the composition of a caterwauling sonata, the
Cynthian crew spoke scant Anglic. So they had privacy.

Thelr first few days of travel were pure hedonism. To deep out the nightwatch, lie abed till the clock
said noon, loaf about and eat, drink, read, watch a projected show, play handball, listen to music, make
love in comfort—before everything else, to have no dangers and no duties—seemed ample splendor. But
the ship gpproached Y sabeay, itsdlf richly endowed with cities and atransfer point for everywhereelsein
the bustling impersona vastness of the Empire; and they had said nothing yet about the future.

"Captain'sdinner,” Flandry decreed. While he stood over the cook, and ended preparing most of the
ddicacies himsdlf, Djana ornamented their cabin with what cloths and furs she could find. Theresfter she
gpent along while ornamenting hersalf. For dress she chose the thinnest, fluffiest blue gown she owned.
Flandry returned, dipped into red-and-gold mufti, and popped the cork on the first champagne bottle.

They dined, and drank, and chatted, and laughed through a couple of hours. He pretended not to see
that she was forcing her mirth. The moment when he must notice came soon enough.

He poured brandy, lounged back, sniffed and sipped. "Aahh! Almost astasty asyou, my love."

Sheregarded him across the tiny, white-clothed table. Behind her aviewscreen gave on crystal dark
and amagnificence of gtars. The ship shivered and hummed ever so faintly, the air was fragrant with
odors from the cleared-away dishes, and with the perfume she had chosen. Her great eyesfdll to rest and



he could not dip his own from them.

"You usethat word alot,” she said, quiet-voiced. "Love."

"Appropriate, isn'tit?" Uneasinesstugged at him.

"Isit? What do you intend to do, Nicky?"'

"Why ... make adummy trip to ‘claim my inheritance." Not that anybody'd check on me especidly,
but it's an excuse to play tourist. When my leave's up, | report to Terra, no less, for the next assignment. |

daresay somebody in alofty echelon has gotten word about the Tdwin affair and wantsto talk to
me—which won't hurt the old career abit, eh?"

"Y ou'vetold methat before. Y ou know it's not what | meant. Why have you never said anything
about us?'

Hereached for a cigarette while taking afresh swalow of brandy. "l have, | have," he countered,
amiling hard. "With asubstantial sum inyour purse, you should do well if you make the invesments|
suggested. They'll buy you a peaceful life on acongenid planet; or, if you prefer to shoot for larger
stakes, they'll get you entry into at least the cellars of the haut monde. "

Shebit her lip. "I've been dreading this" she said.
"Hey? Uh, you may've had atrifle more than optimum to drink, Djana I'll ring for coffee.”

"No." She clenched fingers about the stem of her glass, raised it and tossed off the contentsin agulp.
Setting it down: "Yes," shesaid, "'l did kind of guzzle tonight. On purpose. Y ou seg, | had to form the
habit of not thinking past any time when | was feding good, because knowing a bad time was sureto
come, I'd spoil thegood time. A ... aninhibition. Y dwyr taught me how to order my inhibitions out of my
way, but | didn't want to use any stunt of that bastard's—"

"He's not abad bastard. I've grown positively fond of him."

"—and besides, | wanted to pull every trick in my bag on you, and for that | needed to be happy,
realy happy. Wdll, tonight's my last chance. Oh, | suppose | could stay around awhile—"

"l wouldn't adviseit,” Flandry said in haste. He'd been looking forward to searching for variety inthe
fleshpots of the Empire. "I'll be too peripatetic.”

Djanashoved her glasstoward him. He poured, a clear gurgle in asilence where, through the
humming, he could hear her bresthe.

"Uh-huh," she said. "I had to know tonight. That'swhy | got atouch looped, to help meask." She
lifted the glass. Her gaze stayed on hiswhile she drank. Stars made afrosty coronet for her hair. When
she had finished, she was not flushed. "I'll spesk straight,” she said. "I thought ... we made agood pair,
Nicky, didn't we, once things got straightened out? ... | thought it wouldn't hurt to ask if you'd liketo
keep on. No, wait, | don't have any notions about me as an agent. But | could be there whenever you got
back."

Well, let's get it over with. Flandry laid ahand on one of hers. ™Y ou honor me beyond my worth,
dear," hesad. "It isn't possble—"

"l supposed not." Had Y dwyr taught her that instant steely calm?"Y ou'd never forget what I've
"| assure you, I'm no prude. But—"

"l mean my turnings, my treasons ... Oh, let'sforget | spoke, Nicky, darling. It wasjust ahope. I'll be
fine. Let'senjoy our evening together; and maybe, you know, maybe sometime well meet again.”

Thethought dashed through him. He sat straight with amuttered exclamation. Why didn't that occur
to me before?

She sared. "'Is something wrong?"



He ran angles and aspects through his head, chuckled glesfully at the result, and squeezed her fingers.
"Contrariwise," he said, "I've hit on asort of answer. If you'reinterested.”
"What? | —What isit?'

"Well," he said, "you brushed off theidea of yourself in my line of work as afantasy, but weren't you
too quick? Y ou've proven you're tough and smart, not to mention beautiful and charming. On top of that,
therésthispracticaly unique wild talent of yours. And Y dwyr wouldn't be hard to convince you're
zZigzagged back to him. Our Navy Intelligence will jump for joy to have you, after | password aong the
channels open to me. We'd see each other often, | daresay, perhaps now and then we'd work
together ... why, even if they get you into the Roidhunate as a double agent—"

He stopped. Horror confronted him.
"What ... what's the matter?' hefatered.

Her lips moved severa times before she could speak. Her eyes stayed dry and had gone pale, asif a
flame had passed behind them. Therewasno hueat dl in her face.

"Youtoo," shegot out.

"Huh?| dont—"

She checked him by lifting ahand. "Everybody," she said, "asfar back as| can remember. Ending
with Y dwyr, and now you."

"What in cosmos?'

"Usng me." Her tonewasflat, not loud in the least. She stared past him. "Y ou know," she said, "the

funny part is, | wanted to be used. | wanted to give, serve, help, belong to somebody ... But you only
saw atoal. A thing. Every one of you."

"Djana, | giveyou my word of honor—"
"Honor?" She shook her head, dowly. "It'sastrange feding,” shetold her God, in avoice turned high

and puzzled, like that of achild who cannot understand, "to learn, once and forever, that theré's no one
who cares. Not even You." She squared her shoulders. "Well, I'll manage.”

Her look focused on Handry, who sat helpless and gaping. "Asfor you,” shesaid levdly, "I guessl
can't stop you from having dmaost any woman who comes by. But I'll wish this, that you never get the one
you redly want."

He thought little of her remark, then. ™Y ou're overwrought,” he said, hoping sharpness would work.
"Drunk. Hystericd."

"Whatever you want," she said wearily. "Please go away."

He left, and arranged for a doss elsewhere. Next mornwatch the ship landed on Y sabeau. Djana
walked down the gangway without saying goodbye to FHandry. He watched her, shrugged, sighed—
Women! The aliens among us! —and sauntered aone toward the shuttle into town, where he could
properly celebrate hisvictory.



