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Through time beyond knowing, the Kulembarach clan had ranged those lands which reach south of
Lake Roan and east of the Kiiong River. The Forebear was said to have brought her family up from the
Ringdaeswhile the |ce was ill withdrawing beyond the Guardian Mountains. Her descendants were
there on the territory she took when traders from West-Oversea brought in the arts of ironworking and
writing. They were old in possession when thefirst Seekers of Wisdom arose, and no few of them joined
the College as generations passed. They were many and powerful when the long-dumbering firesin
Mount Gungnor awoke again, and the Golden Tide flowed forth to enrich thiswhole country, and the
clanstogether established the Lords of the VVolcano. They were foremost in welcoming arid dealing with
the strangers from the sars.

But about that time, the | ce began returning, and now the folk of Kulembarach werein asill aplight
asany of their neighbors.

Y ewwl had gone on along hunt with her husband Robreng and their three youngest children, Ngao,
Y ch, and little Ungn. That was only partly to get food, when the ranchlands could no more support
enough livestock. It was aso to get away, move about, unleash some of their rage against the fates upon
game animas. Besides, her oath-sister Banner was eager to learn how regions distant from Wainwright
Station were changed by cold and snow, and Y ewwl was glad to oblige.

The family rode east for an afternoon and most of the following night. Though they did not hurry, and
often stopped to give chase or to rest, that much travel took them a great ways, to one of the
horn-topped menhirs which marked the territorial border of the Arrohdzaroch clan. Scarcity of meat
would have made trespass dangerous aswell aswrong. Y ewwl turned off in anorthwesterly direction.

"Wewill go home by way of the Shrine," she explained to the others—and to Banner, who saw and
heard and even felt what she did, through the collar around her neck. Had she wished to address the
human unheard by anybody e se, she would have formed the words voicelessy, down in her throat.

The dien tone never cameto any hearing but Y ewwl's; Banner had said the sound went in through her
skull. Eighteen years had taught Y ewwl to recognizetroubleinit: "'I've seen pictureslately, taken from
moon-height. Y ou would not like what you found there, dear."

Fur bristled, vanes spread and rippled, in sign of defiance. "1 understand that. Shall the Ice keep me
from my Forebear?' Anger died out. For Banner aone, Y ewwl added softly, "And those with me hope
for atoken from her—an oracular dream, perhaps. And ... | may be an unbeliever in such things,
because of you, but | myself can nonetheless draw strength from them.”

Her band rode on. Night faded into hours of dowly brightening twilight. The storminess common
around dawn and sunset did not come. Instead was eerie quiet under amoon and ahdf. The nullfire
hereabouts did not grow tal, as out on the veldt, but formed athick turf, hoarfrost-white, that muffled the
hoofbests of the onsars. Small crepuscular creatures were abroad, darters, scuttlers, light-flashers, and
the chill was softened by a fragrance of nightwort, but life had grown scant since Y ewwl and Robreng
were young. They felt how slence starkened the desolation, and welcomed awind that sprang up near
morning, though it bit them to the bone and made stands of spearcaneréttle like skeletons.

The sunrose at last. For awhileit was ared step pyramid, far and far on the blurry horizon. The sky



was opaescent. Below, land rolled steeply upward, cresting in athousand-meter peak where snow and
iceflushed in the early light. That burden spilled down the dopes and across the hills, broken here and
there by acrag, aboulder, atawny patch of uncovered nullfire, atree—brightcrown or
saw-frond—which the cold had dain. A flyer hovered aoft, wings dark against a squat mass of clouds.
Yewwl didn't recognizeitskind. Strange things from beyond the Guardian Range were moving in with the
freeze.

Ungn, her infant, stirred and mewed in her pouch. Her belly muscles seemed to glow with it. She
might have stopped and dismounted to feed him, but aruddy canyon and atarn gone sted-hard told her
through memory how near shewasto her goa. She jabbed foot-claws at her onsar's extensors and the
beast stepped up its pace from awalk to ashamble, asif redizing, weary though it was and rapidly
though the air was thinning, that it could soon rest. Y ewwl reached into a saddlebag, took forth astrip of
dried meat, swallowed apart for herself and chewed the remainder into pulp. Meanwhile she had lifted
Ungninto her arms and cuddled him. Her vanes she folded around her front to give the beloved mite
shdlter from the whining, seeking wind.

Y ch rode ahead. The sun entered heaven fully, became round and dazzling, gilded his pelt and sent
light aflow over the vanes that he spread in sheer eagerness. He was nearly grown, lithe, handsome; no
ruinous weather could dim the pride of hisyouth. Hissister Ngao, hisjunior by three years, rode behind,
leading severd pack animals which bore camp gear and the smoked spoils of the hunt. She was dightly
built and quiet, but Y ewwl knew she was going to become ared beauty. Let fate be kind to her!

Having well masticated the food, the mother brought her lips around her baby's and, with the help of
her tongue, fed him. He gurgled and went back to deep. Sheimagined him doing it happily, but knew that
was mere imagination. Just six days old—or fourteen, if you counted from his begetting—he was as yet
tiny and unshapen. His eyeswouldn't open for another four or five days, and he wouldn't be crawling
around on hisown till dmost half ayear after that.

Robreng drew dlongside. "Here," Yewwl said. "Y ou take him awhile." She handed Ungn over for her
husband to tuck in his pouch. With acloselook: "What's wrong?"

The tautness of hisvane-ribs, the quivering aong their surfaces, the backward dant of hisears,
everything about him cried unease. He need but say: "1 sense grief before us.”

Yewwl lifted her right thigh to bring within reach the knife sheathed there. (Strapped to the left was a
pursefor flint, stedl, tinderbox, and other such objects.) "Beasts?' Vel dt |opers seldom attacked folk, but
apack of them—or some different kind of carnivore—might have been driven desperate by hunger.
"Invaders?' The nightmare which never ended was of being overrun by foreigners whom starvation had
forced out of their proper territory.

His muzzle wrinkled, baring fangs, in anegative. "Not those, asfar as| cantell. But thingsfed wrong
here"

In twenty years of marriage, she had learned to trust his judgment nearly as much as her own. Whilea
bachelor, he had fared widely around, even spending two seasons north of the Guardiansto hunt in the
untenanted barrens there. He it was who had argued, when last the clan |eaders met before the Lord of
the Volcano, that this country need not be abandoned. Orchards and grazing would wither, ranching
cometo an end, but crestures native to the cold lands would move in; the Golden Tide would make them
abundant; folk could live entirely off the chase, without falling back into savagery. Of course, the
trangtion would take lifetimes, and those would be grim, but surely the star-beingswould help ...

Thusit was daunting to see him shaken. "What do you mark, then?" Y ewwl| asked.

"l am not sure,” Robreng confessed. "It's been too long since | wasin snow-decked uplands. Once
my partner went down in adeep drift and was stuck, but we got him out. Our guide took uswell clear of
high hillsides, but | can't recall why. He had few words of our language.”

"Banner," Y ewwl said doud, each word afog-puff, ""do you know of any danger we might bein?'



Across hundreds of kilometers, the secret voice replied, "No. That doesn't mean thereis none, you
redize. Y our world is so different from mine—and so few humans havevisited it, redly, in dl these
centuries—and now everything is changing so fas—How | wish | could warn you.”

"Well, thank you, my oath-sister.” Y ewwl told Robreng what she had heard. Decision came. | think |
grasp what the matter is. It'swithin us—in metoo. | remember how these parts were fair and dive when
we were children; we remember caretakers, pilgrims, offerings and feasts and Oneness. Today we come
back and find al gone dead and hollow. No wonder if dread arises.” She straightened in her saddle.
"Strike it down! Onward!"

Y ch crossed aroot of the mountain and dropped out of sight. In amoment, his shout rang over ice
and rock. He had spied the Shrine.

Hiskin urged their onsars to speed, from shamble to swing. Four massive legs went to and fro;
sparks flew where hoofs smote rock. Between, the thick extensors did more than help support the body;
they gripped, pulled, shoved, let go, seized hold afresh on the ground. Aft of the hump where saddles or
packs were, dorsa finswagged, black triangles as high as arider's head. Sweat gleamed on gray skin,
gparse brown hair, big ears. Breath went loud, harsh, in and out of muzzles. Thews pulsed to the rocking
motion.

Y ewwl topped the ridge and glanced doft. Sharply through the thin, clear air of the heights, she saw
her god.

The tomb of Kulembarach stood on aledge athird of the way up the mountainside. It was adolmen,
rough granite dabs chiseled out of some quarry, somehow brought here and fitted together, in an age
beforeiron. But around it, generation after generation had built terraces, raised houses and statues,
nurtured exquisite gardens where fountains played and flutes replied. Here had been gathered the finest
works of the clan and the best that traders abroad could bring home: pictures, jewelry, weavings, books,
such awvesome memorabilia as the Sword Which Held the Bridge, Amarao's cup, the skulls of the Seven
Heroes, the quern of Gro the Hedler.

Today—

Nearing, Y ewwl! could barely make out the balustrades of the terraces, overflowed by snow. Frost
had shattered severd, and brought low a number of the scul ptures which el sawhere stood forlorn asthe
stricken trees. When the last caretakers must depart or die, cold had numbed them into carel essness, fire
had escaped a hearth, nothing but blackened stonework was | eft of the delicately carpentered buildings.
Bereft of itswooden gate, the arch before the tomb gaped with horrible emptiness.

The onsars turned onto the road which led thither. 1t ascended too abruptly to be much drifted over,
and the paving blocks were not yet sundered and tumbled and split, except in afew places. They rang
under hoofs, answering the wind that wailed and bit and scattered a haze of dry ice crystals to shatter
what sunlight came over the eastern shoulder into this darkling passage. Beyond the Shrine groundsthe
mountain rose steeper yet for agpace, in atalus dope which clingplant had once made colorful but which
was now only jagged and bleak. Above it, where the dope was easer, the snowpack began, that went
on over the peak. It formed awhite cliff, meterstall, mysterioudy blue-shadowed.

Nonetheless ... amidst the ruins, rearing over banks, upbearing what had fallen upon it during the
night, the dolmen remained, foursquare. Kulem-barach abided, at watch over her people. To those who
sought her, shewould till givedreamsand luck ... or, at least, the strength that came from remembering
that she had prevailed in her day, and her blood endured ... Y ewwl's pulse thuttered.

Y ch was dready there. When no keepers were | eft, that had earned him the right to greet the
Forebear on behdf of his party. He undung the bugle at his saddiebow and put it to hislips. Riding
around and around the tomb, he chalenged desolation with the hunting call of his mother.

The snowdliff dirred.
A mighty wind rushed downward from it, smote like hammers, roared like thunder. Statues and tree



boles toppled before the blow.

Earth shuddered. Hill-huge masses broke from the diding precipice, flew, struck, smashed and buried
what they hit. Behind them came the doom-fdl itsalf.

Yewwl never remembered what happened. Surely she vaulted to a stance on her saddle and sprang
from it, spreading her vanes, asif she were about to attack game on an open plain. Surely she went
gliding, and she did not come down soon enough to be engulfed. Therefore surdly she caught updrafts,
rode the buffeting airsthat the dide hurled beforeit, crashed bruised and bleeding but not truly wounded
in her body, down onto aridge above the path of destruction.

What she knew, at first, was nothing but a noise that should break the world apart, blindness, choked
throat, tumbling well-nigh helpless—being tossed againgt raw rock and clawing hersdf fast while chaos
raged—finaly, silence, but for theringing in her ears, and pain; and dazedly rising to Sare.

Where the Shrine had been, the road, the onsars, her companions. snow filled the vale, nearly ashigh
asshewas A mist of crystals swallowed vision within fifty meters; it would be hoursin settling. Suddenly
there was no wind, asif that also had been seized and overwhelmed.

"Robreng!" Y ewwl screamed. "Ungn! Y ch! Ngao!"”
It took her hours of crawling about and shouting to become certain that none of them had escaped.
By then she was a the bottom of the dide, in the foothills under the mountain.

She staggered away. She would not rest before she must, before flesh and bones fell down in aheap.
And then she would not be long a-swoon; she would rise again, again she would how!l and snarl her
sorrow, she would hunt and kill whatever tirred in the waste, because she could not kill the thing that
hed dain her darlings.

In Wainwright Station, Miriam Abrams dgpped the switch of her multitransceiver, tore hersdf free of
every connection to it, and surged from her chair. A calculator happened to be lying on the console shelf.
Shedashed it to thefloor. It didn't break as she wanted, but it skittered. "God damn them!™ sheydlled.
"God damn them to the degpest holein hell!™

The single person in the room with her was Ivan Polevoy, €ectronician, who had had some tinkering
to do on adifferent piece of equipment. He had seen Abrams rapt in her rapport with the native, but not
what was happening, for side pandls effectively blocked hisview of the video screen. The woman
maintained that her relationship was sufficient invasion of privacy—though she admitted "privecy” wasa
notion hard to gpply between unlike species. She hersalf spent incredible lengths of time following thelife
of her subject. The Ramnuan obvioudy didn't mind, no matter how intimate events became. Possibly
she'd not mind if other humans observed too. However, Abrams had made it plain from the start, a
couple of decades ago, that she alone would receive the raw data. The reports she prepared on that
basis were detailed, ingghtful contributions to xenology; but nobody & se knew how much she choseto
leave out.

The former chief of planetside operations had supported her in that policy. It was doubtless prudent,
when little was known about Ramnuan psychology. Nowadays Abrams was the chief, so the staff didn't
object either. Besides, their own jobs or projects kept them amply busy, undermanned as the place was.

Hence Polevoy had to ask in surprise: "Damn who? What's wrong, Banner?'

It was asif her nickname camed her alittle. Y et she had borneit for many years. Trandated from the
local language—wherein it derived from the flag which identified Wainwright Station at adistanceto
travelers—it had practicaly supplanted "Miriam,” even in her mind. At thishour, it seemed to tell her that
dear onesdied, but the race lived on.

Regardless, tears glistened on her lashes. The hand shook that fished a cigarette from atunic pocket,
struck it, and brought it to her mouth. Cheeks caved in with the violence of her smoking. Her voice was



hoarse rather than husky, and wavered.

"Avaanche. Wiped out Y ewwl'swholefamily ... and, oh, God, the Shrine, the heart of her clan's
history—like wiping out Jerusslem—" A fist begt itslf unmercifully against the console. "1 should have
guessed. But ... no experience ... I'm from Dayan, you know, warm, dry, no snow anywhere, and I've
just been avistor onworldslike Terra—" Her lips drew wide, her eyes squinched nearly shut. "If I'd
thought! That much snowpack, and seven Terrestrid gravitiesto accderate it—Y ewwl, Yewwl, I'm
sorry."

"Why, that'sterrible," Polevoy said. After apause: "Y our subject, she'saive?'

Abramsjerked anod. "Y es. With nothing to ride, no tent or supplies or tools or anything but what
she's got on her person, and doubtless not asoul for ahundred kilometers around.”

"Well, we'd better send agravded for her. It can home on her transceiver, can't it?' Polevoy was
fairly new here.

"Sure, sure. Not right away, though. Don't you know what grief usually doesto a Ramnuan? It's apt
to drive him or her berserk.” Abrams spoke in rough chunks of phrase. "Coping with that is a problem
which every society on this planet has had to solve, one way or another. Maybe that's a main reason why
they've never had wars—plenty of individud fights, but no wars, no armies, therefore no states—A
soldier who lost his buddy would run amok." Laughter rattled from her. "Too bad we humans don't have
the sametrait. We wouldn't be cobwebbed into our Terran Empire then, would we?' She stubbed out
the cigarette, vicioudy, and started the next. "Well go fetch Y ewwl when she'sworked off the worst of
what'sin her, if shelivesthrough it. Sometime this afternoon.” That would be severd standard days
hence. "Meanwhile, | can be preparing to take on the wretched Empire.”

Shocked, Polevoy could merdly say, "I beg your pardon?’

Abrams dumped. She turned from him and stared out a viewscreen. It gave a broad overlook across
thelocdity. On her right, the Kiiong River flowed seaward, more rapidly than any stream on Terraor
Dayan would have gone through abed asleve aswas here. Spray off rocks dashed brilliant above water
made gray-green by glacia flour. Sonic receptors brought in abooming of great dow airs under more
than thirty bars of pressure. Beyond the river was forest: low, thick trunks from which dender branches
swayed, upheld by big leaves shaped like parachutes, surrounded by yellowish shrubs.

To her left, eastward, chanced to be rare clarity. Dun pyrasphale rippled across twelve kilometers to
Ramnu's horizon. Trees and canebrakes broke the sameness of that veldt; a kopje reared distance-blued;
clouds cruised above, curioudy flattened. A smal herd of grazers wandered about, under guard of a
mounted native. A score of flying creastures were doft. When Abramsfirst arrived, this country had
svarmed with life.

Overhead, the sky was milky. Niku, the sun, appearing two-thirds as wide as Sol seen from Terra,
cast amber light; afrogt halo circled it. Diris, the innermost moon, glimmered pale toward the west. It
would not set until Ramnu's long day had become darkness.

"Another ice age onitsway," Abrams mumbled. "The curse of thisworld. And we could stop it and
al itskind. Whatever becomes of us and our Empire, we could be remembered as saviors, redeemers,
for the next million years. But the Duke will not listen. And now Y eww!'s people are dead.”

"Uh," Polevoy ventured, "uh, doesn't she have acouple of children who're adult, married?”

"Yes. And they have children, who may well not survive what's coming down from the north,”
Abrams said. "Meanwhile she'slost her husband, her two younggters, the last baby shelll ever bear; her
clan haslost its Jerusalem; and none of that needed to happen.” Tendons stood forth in her neck. "None
of it! But the Grand Duke of Hermes would never listento me!"

After more slence, she straightened, turned around, said quite calmly: "Well, I'm done with him. This
has been the last thing necessary to decide me. I'm going to leave pretty soon, Ivan. Leave for Terra



itself, and apped for help to the very top.”
Polevoy choked. "The Emperor?’

Abrams grinned in gallows mirth. "No, hardly him. Not at the start, anyhow. But ... have you ever
perchance heard of Admiral Flandry?'

First she must go to the Maian System, nineteen light-years off, ajourney of four sandard daysin the
poky little starcraft belonging to the Ramnu Research Foundation. The pilot bade her farewell & Williams
Field on Hermes and went into Starfall to see what fleshpots he could find before returning. Banner aso
sought the planet's chief city, but with lessfrivolousintentions. Mainly she wanted shelter, and not from
themild dimeate.

She had cut her schedule as close asfeasible. The liner Queen of Apollo would depart for Sol in fifty
hours. Through Sten Runeberg, to whom she had sent aletter, she had aticket. However, coming as she
did from aprimitive world of basicaly terrestroid biochemistry, she must get acheckup at aclinic
licensed to renew her medicd certificate. That was aridiculous formality—even had she been exposed in
shirtdeaves to Ramnu, no germ there could have lived aminute in her bloodstream—~but the bureaucrats
of Terrawere adamant unlessyou held rank or title. Equally absurd, she thought, was the quasi-necessity
of updating her wardrobe. She didn't think Flandry would careif shelooked provincid. Y et others
would, and her mission was difficult enough without her being at a psychologica disadvantage.

Therefore she sdlied forth on the morning after she arrived at the Runebergs town house, and didn't
come back, her tasks completed, till sundown. ™Y ou must be exhausted, fairling,” said her host. "How
about adrink before dinner?"

Fairling—The mild Hermetian endearment had taken on aspecia meaning for the two of them, when
hewasin charge of industrial operations at Ramnu and they had been lovers whenever they could stedl
time together. The three-year relationship had ended five years ago, with hisinexplicable replacement by
taciturn Nigel Broderick; it had never been deeply passionate; now he was married, and they had
exchanged no more than smiles and glances during her stay, nor would they. Nonetheless, memory
stabbed.

Runeberg's wife was belated at her office. He, who had become a consulting engineer, had quit work
early for hisguest and put his child in charge of the governess. He mixed two martinis himsdlf and led the
way onto abalcony. "Pick aseat," heinvited, gesturing at a couple of loungers.

Banner stayed by therail. "I'd forgotten how beautiful thisis" she whispered.

Dusk flowed across the quicksiiver gleam of Daybreak Bay. The mansion sood on the southern
dope of Rilgrim Hill, near the PAomino River. It commanded aview of the keeps above; of itsown
garden, fragrant with daleflower and roses, whereatilirraflew trilling and glowflieswere blinking aight;
of Riversade Common, stately with million-leaf and rainroof trees; of multitudinous old spires beyond and
windows that'had begun to shine; of domes and towers across the stream, arrogantly radiant asif this
were gtill that heyday of their world in which they had been raised. The air was barely cooled by abreeze
and murmured only dightly of traffic. Heaven ranged from blue in the west to violet in the east. Antares
was dready vishble, risng Venus-bright and ruby-red out of the Auroral Ocean.

"Y ou should have come here more often,” Runeberg said.

"You know | could hardly drag mysdlf away from my work, ever, and then mogtly to visit my
parents,” Banner replied. "Since Dad's desth—" She broke off.

The big blond man regarded her carefully. She stood profile to, so that he saw the curve of her nose
below the high forehead, the set of her wide mouth and the jut of her chin and the long sweep of her



throat down to the small bosom. Clad in a shimmerlyn gown—for practice at being alady, she had
sad—she stood tall and dim, athletic despite the scattered silver in a shoulder-length light-brown mane.
Then sheturned around, briefly silhouetting a cheekbone ivory against the sky, and her eyes confronted
his. They were perhaps her best feature, large and luminous green under dark brows.

"Yes" heblurted, "you've let yoursdlf get crazily wrapped up in those beings. Sometimes I'd find you
dipping into styles of thought, emotion, that, well, that weren't human. 1t must have gotten worse since |
left. Come back, Miri."

He didiked calling me Banner, sheremembered. ™Y ouimply that involvement with anintelligent,
feding racewas bad in thefirst place," she said. "Why? On the whole, I've had awonderful, fascinating,
exciting life. And how else can we get to understand them? A different psychology, explored in
depth ... What can we not learn, dso about ourselves?’

Runeberg sighed. "Who isredly paying attention? Be honest. Y ou're studying one clutch of sophonts
among countless thousands; and they're barbarians, impoverished, inggnificant. Their planet was dways
more interesting to science than they were, and it was investigated centuries back, in plenty of detail.
Xenology isadying discipline anyway. Every pure scienceis, welivein that kind of era. Why do you
think your foundation is marginally funded? Hai-ah, it'd have been closed down before you were born, if
Ramnu didn't happen to have some vaue to Hermetian industry. Y ou've sacrificed every heritage that
was yours—for what, Miri?"

"Weve wasted time on that battleground in the past,” she snapped. Her tone softened. "I don't want
to quarrel, Sten. Y ou mean well, | know. From your viewpoint, | suppose youreright."

"| care about you, my very dear friend," hesaid. And it hurt you from the start to learn what 1'd
lost, she did not answer aloud. My marriage—Already established in the profession when hetook a
fresh graduate from the Galactic Academy for his bride, Feodor Sumarokov had seen their appointments
to Ramnu as a steppingstone to higher positions; when he left after three years, she would not. My true
love—She had never wedded Jason Kamunya, because they wanted to do that back on Dayan where
her parents were, and somehow they never found atime when so long an absence wouldn't harmfully
interrupt their research, and meanwhile they could live and work together ... until that day in their fourth
year when agtone faling from aheight under seven gravities shattered hisar helmet and head ... My
chance for children—Wédll, perhaps not yet. She was only forty-four. But not al the gero treatment
known to man could stave off menopause for more than a decade, or add more than two or threeto a
lifespan; and where she was, she had had access to nothing but routine cell therapy. My home, my
kindred, my whole civilization—

Ramnu is my home! Yewwl and her folk are my kin in everything but flesh. And what is Technic
civilization worth any longer? Unless | can make it save my oath-sister's world.

Banner smiled and reached out to stroke the man's cheek. "Thank you for that,” she murmured. "And
for alot dse" Raisng her glass " Shalom.”

Rims clinked together. Theliquor was cold and pungent on her tongue. She and he reclined facing
each other. Twilight deepened.

"Y ou completed your businesstoday?* heinquired.
"Y es. Incongpicuoudy, | hope."
Hefrowned. "Y ou redly are obsessive about secrecy, aren't you?"

"Or forethoughtful." Her voice wavered the least bit. " Sten, you did do your best to handle my
reservation and such confidentidly, didn't you?"

"Of course, since you asked. I'm not sure why you did.”

"l explained. If the Duke knew, he might well decide to stop me. And he could, in adozen different
ways."



"Why would he, though?'
Banner took a protracted sip. Her free hand fumbled in her sash pocket for a cigarette case. "He's
neutronium-solid set againgt any project to reverse the glaciation on Ramnu.”

"Hoy?... True, true, you complained to me, in person and afterward in those rare | etters you sent,
that he won't consider Hermes making the effort.” Runeberg drew breath for an argument. "Maybe heis
being ungenerous. We could afford it. But he may well deem—in fact, you've quoted him to meto that
effect—that our duty to ourselvesisoverriding. Hermesisn't poor, but it's not the rich, powerful world it
used to be, either, and we're devel oping plenty of problems, both domestic and vis-a-vis the Imperium. |
can understand how Duke Edwin may think an expensive undertaking for the sake of alienswho can
never pay us back—how that might strain us dangeroudy, rouse protest, maybe even provoke an
attempt at revolution.”

Banner started her smoke before she said bitterly, "Y es, he must fedl insecure, yes, indeed. It's not as
if he belonged to the House of Tamarin, or asif condtitutional government still existed here. His
grandfather wasthe latest in astring of caudillos, and he himsdlf eased his elder brother off the throne."

"Now, wait," Runeberg protested. "Y ou redize I'm not too happy with him ether. But heisdoing
heroic things for Hermes, and he does have ample popular support. If he has no Tamarin genesin him, he
does carry afew Argolid ones, distantly, but from the Founder of the Empire just the same. It'sthe
Imperium that's jeopardized its own right to rule—Hans Moalitor seizing the crown by force—later
robbing us of Mirkheim, to buy the goodwill of the money lords on Terra—" He checked himself. It was
talk heard often nowadays, in private. But he didn't want to speak anger this evening. Moreover, she was
leaving tomorrow in hopes of getting help there.

"Thepoaintis hesad, "why should the Duke mind having your project financed and organized from
outside? He ought to welcome that. Most of the resources and labor could come from our economic
sphere. We'd get nicejobs, profits, contacts, every sort of benefit.”

"l don't know why he should object,” Banner admitted. "I do know hewill, if hefindsout. I've
exchanged enough letters and tapes with hisimmediate staff. I've comein person, twice, to plead, and
got private audiences both times. Oh, the responses were more or less courteous, but dways absolutely
negative; and mesting with him, | could sense outright hotility.”

Runeberg gulped from his drink before he ventured to say: "Are you sure you weren't reading that into
his manner? No offense, fairling, but you are not too well acquainted with humankind.”

"I've objective factsin addition, in full measure,” sheretorted. "My last request wasthat he ask the
Emperor to aid Ramnu. His answer, through an undersecretary, was that thiswould be politicaly
inadvisable. I'm not too naive to recognize when I'm being fobbed off. Especially when the message
closed by stating that they weretired of thisbusiness, and if | perasted init | could be replaced. Edwin
Cairncrossis quite willing to use hisinfluence on Terrato crush one obscure scientist!”

She drew hard on her cigarette, leaned forward, and continued: " That's not the only clue. For
instance, why were you discharged from General Enterprises? Everybody | talked to was astounded.
Y ou'd been doing outstanding work."

"l wassmply told 'reorganization,’ " hereminded her. "l did get handsome severance pay and
testimonias. As near as|'ve been able to find out, somebody in a high position wanted Nigel Broderick
to have my post. Bribery? Blackmail? Nepotism? Who knows?'

"Broderick's been less and |l ess cooperative with the Foundation,” she said. "And that in spite of his
expanding operations on Ramnu aswell asits moons. Though it'simpossible to learn exactly what the
expanson anountsto. Thetimeis past when my peopleor | could fredy vigt any of those ingalations.”

"Um-m, security precautions—There's been alot of restriction in the Protectorate, too, lately. These
are uneasy years. If the Imperium breaks down again—which could give the Merseians a chanceto
Srike—"



"What threat to security isaxenologica research establishment? But were being denied adequate
supplies, that we used to get as amatter of course from Dukeston and Elavdi. The pretexts are mighty
thin, Suff like unspecified technica difficulties.” Sten, were being dowly strangled. The Duke wants us
severdy redtricted in our activities on both Ramnu and Diris, if not out of there atogether. Why?!

Banner finished her cigarette and reopened the case.
"Y ou smoke too much, Miri," Runeberg said.

"And drink too little?' Her laugh clanked. "Very wdl, let's assume my troubles have made me
paranoid. What harm in keeping dert?1f | return in force, maybe my questionswill get answered.”

Heraised hisbrows. "In force?!

"Oh, not literaly. But with backing too powerful for amerelord of afew planetary systems.”
"Whose backing?'

"Haven't you heard me mention Admiral FHandry?'

"Y e-es, occasondly in conversation, | believe. | got the impression heis—wasafriend of your
father's”

"Dad was hisfirgt superior in action, during the Starkad affair,” she said proudly. "He got him Started
inNava Intelligence. They kept in touch afterward. | met Flandry mysdlf, asagirl, when he paid avist to
abase where Dad was stationed. | liked him, and he wouldn't have stayed Dad'sfriend if he weren't a
decent man at heart, no matter what he may have had to do in his career. Hell receive adaughter of Max
Abrams. And ... he hasthe Emperor's ear.”

She tossed down her cigarette case, raised her glass, and said aimost cheerfully, "Come, let'sdrink to
my success, and then let's hear more about what's been happening to you, Sten, old dear.”

Night rolled westward across Grestland. Four hours after it had covered Starfall it reached Lythe, in
the middle of the continent.

That estate of Edwin Cairncross, Grand Duke of Hermes, was among his most cherished
achievements. Reclamation of the interior for human settlement had faltered a century ago, asthe wedlth
and importance of the planet declined. Civil war had stopped it entirely, and it had not resumed at once
after Hans Molitor battered the Empire back together. He, Cairncross, had seen an extinct shield volcano
risng mightily above an arid steppe, and desired an eyrie on the heights. He had decreed that canals be
driven, land be resculptured and planted, lovely ornithoids and big game be introduced, atown be
founded down below and commerce make it prosper. The undertaking was minor compared to other
works of his, but somehow, to him, Lythe symbolized the will to prevail, to conquer.

It was no sanctuary for fantasy, but anucleusfor renewed growth. From it he did considerable of his
governing, through an e ectronic web that reached across the globe and beyond. An invitation to spend
some days here could be portentous. This evening he had passed hours aonein hisinnermost office,
hunched above the screen whose seded circuits brought him information gathered by abare dozen secret
agents. They werethe dite of their corps; they reported directly to him, and he decided if their nomina
superiors would betold.

Now he must make aheavier choice than that. With ablind urge to draw strength from hisland, he
strode out of the room and through the antechambers.

Beyond, asentry sngpped asdute. Cairncross returned it as precisely. Hisyearsin the Imperial Navy
had taught him that aleader iswise to give hisunderlings every courtesy due them. An aide sprang froma
chair and inquired, "Sir?"

"l don't want to be disturbed, Wyatt," Cairncross said.

"Sn”



Cairncross nodded and went on down the hal. Until new orders came, the lieutenant would make
sure that nobody, not the Duchess herself, got near the Grand Duke.

A gravshaft brought Cairncross up onto atower. He crossed its deck and halted at the battlement.
That was pure ornamentation, but not useless; he had ordered it built because he wanted to fed affirmed
in hiskinship to Shi Huang Ti, Charlemagne, Suleiman the Magnificent, Pyotr the Grest, every man who
had ever been dominant on Terra

Silence dwelt enormous. Thefog of hisbreath caught the light of a crescent Sandaion; he savored the
bracing chill that heinhded. Vison winged across roofs, walls, hoar treetops, cliffsand crags, amisty
shimmer of plains, finaly the horizon. Heraised his eyes and beheld starsin their thousands.

Antares burned brightest. Mogul was sufficiently near to rival it, an orange spark: Mogul, sun of
Babur, the Protectorate. His gaze did not seek Olga, for in that congtellation, invisbleto him, wasthe
black sun of Mirkheim; and he had no time on hand to think about regaining the treasure planet for
Hermes. Sol was hidden too, by distance. But Sol—Terra—wasruler of therest ... Heturned hisglance
from the Milky Way. Itsiciness declared that the Empire was an incident upon certain attendants of a
hundred thousand stars, lost in the outskirts of agalaxy which held more than ahundred billion. A man
must ignore mockery.

Wryness A man must also buckle down to practical details. What Cairncross had learned today
demanded ingtant action.

The trouble was, he could not do the quick and simple thing. Abrams had been too wary. Hisfists
knotted.

Thank God for giving him the foresight to have Sten Runeberg's house bugged, after hed gotten the
man fired from Ramnu. Not that Runeberg had made trouble. He might have, though. The family was
extensve and influentia; Duchess Ivawas a second cousin of Sten. And he had been at Ramnu, he had
been close to Abrams, he had surely acquired ideasfrom her ... and maybe worse ones afterward, since
they did irregularly correspond and mest.

Nothing worth reporting had happened until today. But what finally came was ablow to the guts.

The witch outmaneuvered me, Cairncrossthought. | have the self-confidence to realize that.
Sheld written to Runeberg in care of the spaceship he used in his business; no bug could escape the
safety ingpectionsthere. Sheld arrived unannounced and gone straight to his place. The duca government
lacked facilitiesto monitor every dightly distrusted Site continuoudly; tapes were scanned at intervals.
Given reasonable luck, Abramswould have been in and out of Hermeswell before Cairncross knew.

She did chance to pick the wrong time dot. (That was partly because surveillance was programmed
to intensify whenever apassenger liner was duein, until it had departed.) But she had anticipated the
possibility. Runeberg and a couple of his spacemen were going to escort her tomorrow, not just onto the
shuttle but to the Queen in orbit, and see her off. He had objected that that was needless, but to soothe
her he had agreed. Meanwhile, hiswife and severd others knew about it al. There was no way, under
these conditions, to arrange an abduction or nation. Anything untoward would be too damnably
suspicious, in a period when adegree of suspicion was aready aimed at Cairncross.

WEell, I've made my own contingency plans. | didn't foresee this turn of events exactly, but—

Decison cryddlized. Yes, I'll go to Terra myself. My speedster can outrun her by days.

Cairncross made afighting grin. Whatever came next should at least be interesting!

Vice Admird Sir Dominic Flandry, Intelligence Corps, Imperid Terran Navy, maintained three
retreatsin different areas that he liked. None was as sybaritic as his home base in Archopolis, apart of



which served him for an office. Apart of that, in turn, was austere, for timeswhen he found it helpful to
give such animpression of himself. Which room he used seldom mattered; ordinarily he did his business
through computers, infotrieves, and el do-phone, with the latter set to show no background. Some
people, though, must be received in person. A governing noble who wanted to see him privately was an
obvious example.

Thismeant rising at an unsanctified hour—after avistor had kept him awake past midnight—to
review available datain advance of the appointment. The visitor had been warned she must go before
breakfast, snce he couldn't afford the time for gdlantries. Flandry |eft her drowsy warmth and a contrall
of muttered curses behind him, groped hisway to the gymnasium, and plunged. A dozen laps around the
pool brought him to aertness. They failed to make the exercises which followed any fun. He had loathed
caisthenics morein every successive year of his sixty-one. But they had given him aquickly responsive
body in hisyouth, and it was dtill trim and tough beyond anything due to gero treatments.

At lagt he could shower. When he emerged, Chives proffered a Turkish towel and coffee royd.
"Good morning, Sir," he greeted.

Flandry took the cup. "That phraseisacontradiction in terms”" he said. "How are you doing?"

"Quitewell, thank you, sir." Chives began to rub his master dry. He wasn't as deft as erstwhile. He
didn't notice that he nearly caused the coffee to spill. Flandry kept silence. Had he, inthis place, let
anyone but Chives attend him, the Shalmuan's heart would have cracked open.

Flandry regarded the short green form—something like ahairless human with along tall, if you
ignored countless differencesin shapes and proportions of features—through eyesthat veiled concern.
Thisearly, Chiveswore merely akilt. Wrinkles, skinniness, siff movementswerefar too plain to sight.
No research indtitution had ever considered devel oping the meansto dow down aging in thefolk of his
backward world.

Well, if that were done, how many other sophont races would clamor for the same work on
each of their wildly separate biochemistries? the man thought, for perhaps the thousandth sad time. |
may have my val et-major domo-cook-bodyguar d-pil ot-factotum-arbiter for a decade yet, if I'm

lucky.

Chivesfinished and gave the towel areassuringly vigorous snap. "'l have laid out your forma uniform
and decorations, Sr," he announced.

"Forma—one cut below court? And decorations? Hell take me for a popinjay.”
"My impression of the Dukeis otherwise, ar.”

"When did you get at hisdosser? ... Nevermind. No use arguing.”

"l suggest you be ready for breskfast in twenty minutes, sir. There will be a souffle."”
"Twenty minutes on the dot. Very good, Chives." Flandry |eft.

Asusua when it was unoccupied, the clotheswere in aguestroom. Flandry draped them over histal
framewith the skill of afoppish lifetime. These days, he didn't really care—had not since alady died on
Dennitza, fourteen years ago—but remained afashion plate out of habit, and because it was expected of
him. Deep-blue tunic, gold on collar and deeves, nebulaand star on ether shoulder; scarlet sash; white
iridon trousers bagged into half-boots of lustrous black beefleather; and the assorted ribbons, of course,
each abrag about an exploit though most of the citations were recorded only in the secret files, and the
Imperia sunburgt, jewd-encrusted, hung from his neck, to proclaim him amember of the Order of
Manud, slliest boast of the lot—

Brushing hisdeek iron-gray hair, he checked to make sure hislast dash of beard inhibitor wasn't
wearing off. It wasn't, but he decided to trim the mustache that had, thus far, stayed brown. Theface
behind hadn't changed much ether: high in the cheekbones, straight in the nose, cleft inthe chin, relic of a
period when everybody who could afford it got biosculped into comeliness. (The present generation



scorned that; in many ways, these were puritanicd times.) The eyes of changeable gray were more clear
than they deserved to be after last night. The skin, lightly tanned, stayed firm, though linesran over the
brow, crow's-feet beneath, deep furrows from nostrilsto lips.

Yes, hethought atrifle smugly, we're holding our own against the Old Man. A sudden, unexpected
thrust brought agasp. Why not? What's his hurry? He's hauled in Kossara and young Dominic and
Hans and—how many more? | can be left to wait his convenience.

Herdlied. Self-pity! First sign of senility? Squash it, fellow. You've got health, money, power,
friends, women, interesting work that you can even claimis of some importance if you want to.
Your breakfast is being prepared by none less than Chives—He glanced at his watch, whistled, and
made haste to the dining room.

The Shamuan, met him at the entrance. "Excuse me, sir,” he said, and reached up to adjust the
sunburst on its ribbon before he seated his master and went to bring the food.

The weather bureau had decreed afine spring day. Chives had therefore retracted the outer wall.
Flowers, Terran and exotic, made the roof garden beyond into an explosion of colors and perfumes. A
Cynthian yaoti perched bright-plumed on abough of ablossoming orange tree and harped out of its
throat. Everywhere around, towers soared heavenward in fluid grace; this quarter of the city went back
two centuries, to when an inspired school of architecture had flourished. White clouds wandered through
blue clarity; aircars sparkled in sunlight. A breeze brought coolness and amuted pulse of machinesin the
service of man. And here came the souffle.

Later wasthefirgt, thetruly delicious cigarette, out in the garden beside adancing fountain. What
followed was |l ess pleasant, namely, spadework. But al this had to be paid for somehow. Flandry could
retire whenever he chose: to amodest income from pension and investments, and an early deeth from
boredom. He preferred to stay in the second oldest profession. In between adventures and enjoyments,
an Intelligence officer—a py—must needs do avast amount of grubby foundation-laying.

He sought the fancier office and keyed for information on Edwin Cairncross, Grand Duke of Hermes.
That meant ahistorica and socid review of the planet itsdlf.

The sun, Maia (not to be confused with giant 20 Tauri), wasin Sector Antares. Its attendants
included aterrestroid globe which had been colonized early on, largely by northern Europeans. Basic
conditions, including biology, were homelike enough that the settlement did well. Theinevitable
drawbacks included the concentration of most land in a single huge continent whose interior needed
modification—for ingtance, entire systems of rivers and lakesto relieve its aridity—before it wasfit for
humansto livein. Meanwhile they prospered aong the coadts. Origindly their polity was arather curious
development out of private corporations, with ahead of Sate elected from aparticular family to servefor
life or good behavior. Society got dtratified in the course of time, and reaction againgt that was fudlled by
the crisisthat the Babur War brought. Reforms turned Hermesinto an ordinary type of crowned republic.

Thewar had aso resulted in making it an interstellar power. It assumed protectorship over the
defeated Baburites, they were too dien for close relations, but what there were, politica and commercid,
appeared to have been pretty amicable through the centuries. Hermetians started colonies and enterprises
in severa nearby systems. Most significantly, they had stewardship of Mirkheim, the sole known source
of supermetals.

They needed their wed th and strength, for the Troubles were upon Technic civilization. Wars,
revolutions, plundering raids raged throughout its space. Hermes must often fight. Thisledtoa
military-oriented state and a concentration of authority in the executive. When at last Manuel had
established the Terran Empire and its Pax was spreading afar, that state was able to join on highly
favorableterms.

Afterward ... well, naturdly thefiles couldn't say so. but as the Empire decayed, Hermes did too.
Again and again, lordship went to the man with the armed force to take if. The economy declined, the



sphere of influence shrank. Hans Malitor finaly reasserted the supremacy of Terra. Generaly hewas
welcomed by folk weary of chaos. But he had political debtsto pay, and one payment involved putting
lucrative Mirkheim directly under the Imperium. It was then areasonable precaution to reduce sharply
the autonomy of the Grand Duchy, disband its fighting services, require its businesses to mesh with some
el sawhere—which worsened resentment. Riots erupted and Imperia agents were murdered, before the
Marines restored order.

Today's Duke, Edwin Cairncross, appeared properly submissive; but appearances were not very
reliable across a couple of hundred light-years, and certainly he had severa odd itemsin hisrecord. Now
fifty-five, he had been the youngest son by a second marriage of a predecessor who gave Hans much
trouble before yielding. Thus he had no obvious prospect of becoming more than amember of the gentry.
Reviving an old Hermetian tradition, he enlisted in the Imperid Navy for afive-year hitch and left it
bearing the rank of lieutenant commander. That was only partly dueto family; he had served well, earning
promotions during the suppression of the Nyanzan revolt and in the Syrax confrontation.

Returning home, he embarked energetically on anumber of projects. Among these, he enlarged what
had been a petty industrial operation on the strange planet Ramnu and its moons. Meanwhilehe held a
succession of palitical posts and built up support for himself. Ten years ago, he became ready to compel
the abdication of hisolder half-brother and his own dection to the throne. Since then, he had put various
measuresinto effect and undertaken various public works that were popular.

Hence on the surface, he seemed adesirable man in his position. The staff of the Imperid legate on
Hermes wereless sure of that. Thelr reports over the past decade showed increasing worry. Cairncross
image, writings, recorded speeches were everywhere. Half the adolescents on the home globe joined an
organi zation which was devoted to outdoorsmanship and sports but which was called the Cairncross
Pioneers; its counselors preached a patriotism that was integral with adoration of him. Scholarswere
prodded into putting on sympaosiaabout his achievements and his prospects for restoring the greatness of
his people. News media trumpeted hisglories.

None of thiswas actually subversve. Many loca lords exhibited egomaniabut were otherwise
harmless. However, it was apossible danger sgnd. Theimpression was reinforced by the legate's getting
no more exact information than law required—on space traffic, demography, production and distribution
of specified goods, etc.—and his agents being unable to gather more for themselves or even ascertain
whether what they were given was accurate. "We respect the right of individual choice here' wasthe
usua bland responseto aninquiry. The Babur Protectorate had been virtualy seded off: ostensbly at the
desire of the natives, who were not Imperial subjects and therefore were free to demand it; but how
could an outsider tdl? Anything might be in preparation, anywhere throughout avolume of space that
included scores of suns. Recent messages from the legate urged that Terramount afull investigation.

The recommendation has drowned, Handry thought, in the data, pleas, alarms that come here
from a hundred thousand worlds. It has never gotten anywhere near the attention of the Policy
Board. No lower-echelon official has flagged it. Why should he? Hermes is far off, close to that
mar ch of the Empire. By no possibility could it muster the power to make itself independent again,
let alone pose any serious threat to Terra. The clearly dangerous cases are too many, too many.

Isthere a danger, anyway ... when the Duke has arrived of his free will and wants to see me,
of all unlikely candidates?

Flandry searched for persona items. They were surprisingly few, considering what a cult the chap had
built around himself. Cairncross was long married, but childiesdy; indications were that that was dueto a
flaw in him, not hiswife. Y et he had never cloned, which seemed odd for an egotist unless you supposed
that hisvainglory wastoo much for him to make such an admisson. He was amighty womanizer, but
usually picked his bedmates from the lower classes and took care to keep them humble. Men found him
genia when hewasin the right mood, though aways somewhat overawing, and terrifying when he grew
angry. He had no close friends, but was generally considered to be trustworthy and ajust master. He



was an ardent sportsman, hunter, crack shot; he piloted his own spacecraft and had explored lethaly
unterrestroid environments; he was an excellent amateur cabinetmaker; histasteswerefairly smple,
except that he enjoyed and understood wine; distilled beverages he consumed a bit heavily, without
showing any effects; he was not known to use more drugs than a cohol—

Fandry decided to receive himin this office.
"Wecome, your Grace."

"Thank you." A firm handshake ended. Cairncross was putting on no airs. "Please be seated. May |
offer your Grace refreshments? I'm well stocked.”

"M-m-m ... Scotch and soda, then. And let's drop the titles while we're the two of us. | aimto talk
frankly."

Chives shimmered in and took orders. Cairncross stared curioudy after the Shamuan—yprobably hed
never met any before—and swung attention back to his host. "Well, well," he said. "So thisisthe
legendary Admird Flandry."

"No, the objectively red Admira Flandry, | hope. Some would say objectionably red."

Cairncross formed asmile and achuckle, both short-lived. "The objectors have ample cause,” he
sad. "Thank God for that.”

"Indeed?’

"They've been our enemies, haven't they? | know why you got that medallion you're wearing. The
business wasn't publicized—woul d've been awkward for diplomeacy, right?—but aman in my kind of
position hasways of learning thingsif he'sinterested. Y ou pulled the fangs of the Merseians a Chereion,
and we no longer have to worry about them."

Flandry quelled awince, for that episode had cost him heavily. "Oh, but I'm afraid we do," he said.
"Their Intelligence gpparatus suffered severe damage, true. However, nothing el se did, and they're hard
at work rebuilding it. They'll be giving usfun and games again.”

"Not if we stay strong." Cairncross gaze probed and probed. "Which isbasicaly what I'm here
about."

Flandry returned the look. Cairncrosswastall and broad, with atigerish supplenessto his
movements. His face was wide on awedge-shaped cranium, Roman-nosed, thin-lipped, fully
de-bearded. The hair was red and starting to get scant, the eyes pae blue, the complexion fair and
dightly freckled. His voice was degp and sonorous, crisply accented. He was wearing ordinary civilian
garb, blouse and trousersin subdued hues, but amassive ring of gold and emerad sparkled on afurry
finger.

Flandry lighted acigarette. "Pray proceed,” he invited.

"Strength demands unity,” Cairncross replied. "Out my way, unity isthreatened. | believe you can
saveit.”

Chives brought the whisky, aglass of white Burgundy, and canapes. When he had gone, the Duke
resumed in arush:

"Y ou'll have checked my dossier. Y ou're awvare that I'm somewhat under suspicion. I've listened to
your legate often enough; he makes no direct accusations, but he complains. Word that he sends here
gets back to me through channels you can easily guessat. And | doubt if I'll shock you by saying that, in
self-defense, I've sicced agents of mine onto agents of the Imperium on Hermes, to learn what they're
doing and conjecturing. Am | secretly preparing for arevolt, acoup, or what? They wonder, yes, they
wonder very hard.”

"Being suspected of dreadful thingsisan occupationd hazard of high office, isn't it?' Handry
murmured.



"But I'm innocent!” Cairncross protested. "I'm loya! Thefact of my presence on Terra—"

Histone eased: "I've grown more and more troubled about this. Findly I've decided to take steps. I'm
taking them mysdlf, rather than sending a representative, because, frankly, I'm not surewho | can trust
any more.

"Y ou know how impossibleit isfor asingle man, no matter what power he supposedly has, to control
everything, or know most of what's going on. Underlings can evade, fasify, conced, drag their feet; your
most useful officias can be conspirators againgt you, biding their time—Waell, you understand, Admird.

"I've begun to think there actually isaconspiracy on Hermes. Inthat case, | amits sacrifical goat.”

Flandry trickled smoke ticklingly through his nogtrils. "What do you mean, please?" he asked, though
he thought he knew.

Hewasright. "Take an example," Cairncross said. "The legate wants figures on our production of
paladium and whereit is consumed. My government isn't technically required to provide that informetion,
but it isrequired to cooperate with the representative of the Imperium, and his request for those figuresis
reasonable under the circumstances. After al, paladium isessentid to protonic control systems, which
are essentid to any military machine. Now can |, persondly, supply the data? Of course not. But when
his agentstry to collect them, and fail, | get blamed.”

"No offense," Flandry said, "but you redlize that, theoretically, the guilt could trace back to you. If
you'd issued theright ordersto theright individuals—"

Cairncrossnodded. "Yes. Yes. That'sthe pure hell of it.

"l don't know if the plotters mean to discredit me so that somebody else can take my title, or if
something worseisintended. | can't prove thereis a plot. Maybe not; maybe it's an unfortunate set of
coincidences. But | do know my good name is being gnawed away. | so know thiskind of
thing—disunity—can only harm the Empire. I've comefor hdp."

Flandry savored hiswine. "'l sympathize," he said. "What can | do?'
"Y ou're known to the Emperor."

Flandry sighed. "That impression dies hard, doesn't it? | was moderately closeto Hans. After he died,
Dietrich consulted me now and then, but not frequently. And I'm afraid Gerhart doesn't like me awhole
lot."

"Well, ill, you have influence, authority, reputation.”

"These days, | have what amountsto aroving commission, and | can call on resources of the Corps.
That'sdl."

"That's plenty!" Cairncross exclaimed. "See here. What | want is an investigation that will exonerate
me and turn up whatever traitors are nested in Hermes. It would look peculiar if | suddenly appeared
before the Policy Board and demanded this; it would damage me palitically a home, asyou can well
imagine. But adiscreet investigation, conducted by a person of unimpeachable loyaty and ability—Do
you see?'

Loyalty? passed through Flandry. To what? Scarcely to faithless Gerhart; scarcely even to this
walking corpse of an Empire. Well, to the Pax, | suppose; to some generations of relative security
that people can use to live in, before the Long Night falls; to my corps and my job, which have
given me quite a bit of satisfaction; to a certain tomb on Dennitza, and to various memories.

"I can'tissue severd planetsaclean bill of hedth just by mysdlf,” he said.

"Oh, no," Cairncross answered. "Gather what staff you need. Take asmuch timeasyou like. Youll
get every kind of cooperation I'm ableto give. If you don't get it from elsewhere, well, isn't that what
your missonwill be about?

"Hm." | have been idle for awhile. It is beginning to pall. Besides, |'ve never been on Hermes;



and fromwhat little | know about them, planets like Babur and Ramnu may prove fascinating. "It
definitely interests; and, asyou say, it could affect afew billion beings more than you. What haveyou in
mind, exactly?"

"l want you and your immediate aides to come back with me at once," Cairncross said. "I've brought
my yacht; she'sfadt. | redlize that'll be too few personnd, but you can reconnoiter and decide what else
to send for."

"|an't thisrather sudden?"

"Damnit,” Cairncross exploded, "I've been strangling in the net for yearst We may not have much
timeleft.” Cdmer: "Y our presence would help by itsalf. Weld not make a spectacle of it, of course, but
the right parties—starting with his Mg esty's legate—would know you'd come, and fedl reassured.”

"A moment, please, milord." Flandry stretched out an arm and keyed hisinfotrieve. What he wanted
flashed onto the screen.

"Theideatempts," he said, "assuming that one can be tempted to do agood deed. Y ou'll understand
that I'd have arrangements to make first. Also, I've grown asmidgin old for traveling on a doubtless
comfortless speeddter; and | might want ass stants from the start who themsel ves cannot leave on short
notice." Hewaved ahand. "Thisis assuming | undertake the assgnment. I'll have to think further about
that. But asfor apreliminary look-see, wdll, | note that the Queen of Apollo arrives next week. She
sarts back to Hermes three days later, and first class accommodations are not filled. We can talk en
route. Your crew can take your boat home."

Cairncross flushed. He smote the arm of his seat. "Admird, thisisan Imperial matter. It cannot wait.”

"It has waited, by your account,” Flandry drawled. Instinct, whetted throughout along career, made
him add: "Besides, | need answers to a hundred questions before | can know whether | ought to do this."

"Youwill doit!" Cairncross declared. Catching hisbregath: "'If need be—the Emperor ishaving a
reception for me, the normd thing. I'll spesk to him about thisif you force meto. | would prefer, for your
sake, that you don't get adirect order from the throne; but | can arrangeit if | mugt.”

"Sir," Flandry purred, while hisinwardness uncoiled itsdlf for action, "my gpologies. | meant no
disrespect. Y ou've smply taken me by surprise. Please think. 1've commitments of my own. In fact,
consdering them, | redlize they require my absence for about two weeks. After thet, | can probably
make for Hermesin my persond craft. When I've conducted enough interviews and studies there, |
should know who dseto bring."

Helifted hisglass. "Shdl we discuss details, milord?!

Hours later, when Cairncross had left, Flandry thought: Oh, yes, something weird is afoot in Sector
Antares.

Perhaps the most suggestive thing was his reaction to my mention of the Queen of Apallo. He
tried to hideit, but ... Now who or what might be aboard her?

A

Banner had not seen Terra since she graduated at the age of twenty-one, to marry Sumarokov and
depart for Ramnu. Moreover, the Academy had been an intense, largely salf-contained little world, from
which cadets sedom found chances to venture during their four years. She had not hankered to, elther.
Childhood on Dayan, among the red-gold Tammuz Mountains, followed by girlhood asaNavy brat in
the strange outposts where her father got stationed, had not prepared her for any gigapolis. Nor had her
infrequent later vigitsto provincia communities. Starfall, the biggest, now seemed like avillage, nearly as
intimate and unterrifying as Bethyaakov her birthplace.

She had made acquaintancesin the ship. A man among them had told her anumber of helpful facts,



such asthe names of hotels she could afford in the capital. He offered to escort her around aswell, but
his kindnesses were too obvioudy in aid of getting her into bed, and she resented that. Only one of her
few affairs had been amatter of redl love, but none had been casual.

Thus shefound hersaf more aone, more daunted among amillion people and a thousand towers,
than ever in awildwood or the barrenness of amoon. Maybe those numbers, million, thousand, were
wrong. It fet asif she could see that many from the groundside terminal, but she was dazed. She did
know that they went on beyond sight, multiplied over and over around the curve of the planet. Archopolis
was merely anexus, no matter if the globe had blue oceans and green open spaces—some huge, being
property of nobility—it wasasingle city.

She collected her modest baggage, hailed a cab, blurted her destination to the autopilot, and fled. In
nightmare beauty, the city gleamed, surged, droned around her.

At first the Fatima Caravansera seemed arefuge. It occupied the upper third of an unpretentious old
building, and had itself gone dowdly; yet it was quiet, reasonably clean, adequately equipped, and the
registry desk held alive clerk, not amachine, who gave her cordid greeting and warned againgt thefishin
the restaurant; the meat was good, he said.

But when she entered her room and the door did shut, suddenly it was as though the walls drew
close.

Nonsense! shetold hersdlf. I'mtired and tense. | need to relax, and this evening have a proper
dinner, with wine and the works.

And who for company?

That question chilled. Solitude had never before oppressed her. If anything, she tended to betoo
independent of her fellow humans. But it was horrible to find hersdf an absolute stranger in an entire
world.

Nonsense! sherepeated. | do know Admiral Flandry ... dlightly ... Will he remember me? No
doubt several of my old instructors are till around ... Are they? The Xenological Society
maintains a clubhouse, and my name may strike a chord in somebody if | dropin ... Can it?

A cigarette between her lips, she began awhirl of unpacking. Thereafter a hot shower and a soft robe
gave comfort. She blanked the viewerwall and keyed for a succession of natural scenes and historic
monuments which the infotrieve told her was available, plus an excellent rendition of the pipamusic she
particularly enjoyed. The conveyor ddivered astiff cognac as ordered. Loca time was 1830; in acouple
of hours she might fed like eating. Now she settled down in alounger to ease off.

No. Sheremained too restless. Rising, prowling, she reached the phone. There she halted. For a
moment her fingerswrestled each other. It would likely be pointlessto try caling Flandry before
tomorrow. And then she could perhaps spend days getting her message through. A prominent man on
Terramust haveto live behind a shield-burg of subordinates.

Wedll, what harm in finding out the number?

That kept the system busy for minutes, since she did not know how to program its search through the
bureaucratic structure. No private listing turned up, nor had she expected any. Two strings of digitsfinaly
flashed onto the screen. Thefirst was coded for " Office," the second for " Specid.”

Wasthe latter an answering service? In that case, she could record her apped immediately.

To her surprise, alive face gppeared, above a uniform that sported twin silver comets on the
shoulders. To her amazement, though the Anglic she heard was unmistakably Terran, the person was an
aert-looking young woman. Banner had had the ideathat Terran women these days were mostly
ornaments, drudges, or whores. "Lieutenant Okuma," she heard. "May | help you?'

"l—well, [—" Banner collected hersdlf. "Y es, please. I'm anxiousto get in touch with Admira
Flandry. It'simportant. If you'll tel him my name, Miriam Abrams, and remind him I'm the daughter of



Max Abrams, I'm sure he—"
"Hold on!" Okuma rapped. "Have you newly arrived?'
"Yes, afew hoursago.”
"On the Queen of Apollo?"

"Why, yes, but—"
"Have you contacted anybody else?’

"Only customs and immigration officers, and the hotel taff, and—" Banner bridled. "What doesthis
meaen?'

"Excuseme," Okumasaid. "l believeit meansagreat ded. I've been manning thisline dl day. Don't
ask mewhy; I've not been told." Sheleaned forward. Her manner intensified. "Would you tell mewhere
you are and what you want?"

"Fatima Caravanserai, Room 776," Banner blurted, "and I'm hoping hell use hisinfluence on behdf of
asophont speciesthat desperately needs help. The Grand Duke of Hermes has refused it, so—" Her
words faltered, her heart sammered.

"Grand Duke, eh? ... Enough,” Okumasaid. "Please pay atention. Admira Flandry has been called
away on business. Where, has not been given out, and he isn't expected back until next week."

"Oh, | canwait."

"Ligten! | have amessage for whoever might debark from the Queen and try calling him. That seems
to be you, Donna Abrams. Stay where you are. Keep the door double-secured. Do not leave on any
account. Do not admit anyone whatsoever, no matter what that person may clam, unlesshe givesyou a
password. When you heer it, be prepared to leave immediately. Do what you are told, and save your
guestionstill later, when you're safe. Do you understand?”

"What?No, | don't. What's wrong?"

"I have not been informed.” The lieutenant's mouth twisted into asmile. "But Sr Dominicisusudly
right about such things.”

Banner had met danger more than once. She had always found it exhilarating. Her back straightened,
her pulse dowed. Having repeated the instructions, she asked, "What's the password?”

"'Basingstoke." Okumasmiled again, wryly. "l don't know what it Sgnifies. He has an odd sense of
humor. Stand by. I've acall to make. Good luck." The screen darkened.

Banner started repacking.
The phone chimed.

The face she saw when she accepted was round and rubicund under yellow curls. "Dr. Abrams?' the
man said. "Wecometo Terra My nameisLeighton, Tom Leighton, and I'min the lobby. May | come
up, or would you like to come down and join me?"

Again she sensed her doneness. "Why?' she whispered.

"Well, I'm acolleague of yours. I've admired your work tremendoudy; those are classic
presentations. By sheer chance, | was mesting afriend off the Queen of Apollo today, and he mentioned
you'd been aboard. Believe me, it took detective work to track you down! Apparently you threw

yoursdf into acab and disappeared. I've had a data scan checking every hotel and airline and—Well,
anyway, Dr. Abrams, | was hoping we could go out to dinner. My treat. I'd be honored.”

She stared into the bland blue eyes. "Tdl me," she said, "what do you think of the cater-cousin
rel ationship among the Greech on Ramnu?"*

llHu,l?l



"Do you agree with meit'srdigiousin origin, or do you think Brunamonti isright and it'sarelic of the
former military organization?'

"Oh, that! | agree with you absolutely."

"How interesting,” Banner said, "in view of the fact that no such people asthe Greech exig, that
Ramnuans don't have religions of human type and most definitely have never had armies, and nobody
named Brunamonti has ever done xenology on their planet. Have you any further word for me, Citizen
Leighton?'

"Ah, wait, wait aminute—"

She cut him off.

Presently her door was pedling. She punched the calbox and his voice came through: "Dr. Abrams,
please, thisisaterrible misunderstanding. Let mein and I'll explain.”

"Go away." Despite the steadinessin her voice, her flesh crawled. She was concerned.

"Dr. Abrams, | must ingst. The matter involves avery high-ranking person. If you don't open the
door, welll have to take measures.”

"Or | will. Like cdling the police.

" tell you, it's atop-grade noble who wants to see you. He can have the police break you out of
there. Hed rather not, because what he wantsisfor your benefit too, but—Uh, who areyou?' Leighton
asked somebody dse. "What do you want?'

"Basingstoke," rippled abaritone voice. A moment later, Banner heard athud. "Y ou can open up
now," the newcomer continued.

Shedid. Leighton lay in ahuddle on the hall floor. Above him stood afigurein ahooded cloak. He
drew the cowl back and she knew Flandry.

He gestured at the fallen shape. "A sun gun shot,” hesaid. "I'll drag him in hereto deep it off. He's
not worth killing, just a petty predator hired through an agency that provides reputable people with
disreputable services. He's probably got acompanion or two down below, on the qui vive. WEll spirit
you upward. Chives—do you remember Chives?—has an aircar on the roof for us." He bowed and
quickly, deftly kissed her hand. "'I'm sorry about thisinformal reintroduction, my dear. I'll try to make
amends at dinner. We have areservation a couple of hours hence at Deirdre's. Y ou wouldn't believe
what they do with seafood there."

\Y

HisImperia Mgesty, High Emperor Gerhart Segmund Malitor, gracioudy agreed to withdraw from
the reception for aprivate talk with its guest of honor. They passed in stateliness through the swirl of
molten rainbows which severd hundred costumes made of the grand ballroom. Folk bowed, curtsied, or
saluted, depending on status, and hoped for aword from the august mouth. A few got one, and promptly
became centers of eager attention. There were exceptionsto this, of course, mostly older men of
reserved demeanor, admirals, ministers of state, members of the Policy Board, the power brokers. Their
garesfollowed the Duke of Hermes. Hewould be invited later to meet with various of them.

A gravshaft took Gerhart and Cairncrossto asuite in the top of the loftiest tower that the Coral
Pdace boasted. The guards outside were not gorgeoudy uniformed like those on ground level; they were
hard of face and hands, and their weapons had seen use. Gerhart motioned them not to follow, and let
the door close behind himself and his companion.

A clear dome overlooked lower roofs, lesser spires, gardens, trianons, pools, bowers, finaly beach,
sand, surf, nearby residentid rafts, and the Pacific Ocean. Sheening and billowing under afull Luna, those



waters gave a sense of ancient forces ill within this planet that man had so oedipaly made his own, ill
biding their time. That feeling was strengthened by the sparsely furnished chamber. On thefloor lay arug
made from the skin of a Germanian dolchzahn, on adesk stood amode of a corvette, things which had
bel onged to Hans. His picture hung on the wall. It had been taken seven years ago, shortly before his
death, and Cairncross saw how wasted the big ugly countenance had become by then; but in caverns of
bone, the gaze burned.

"Sit down,” Gerhart said. "Smoke if you wish."
"l don't, but your Mgesty ismost kind."

Gerhart 9ghed. " Spare me the unction till we have to go back. When thelord of afairly sgnificant
province arrives unannounced on Terra, | naturaly look at whatever file we have on him. Y ou don't strike
me as the sort who would come here for avacation.”

"No, that was my cover story, ... Sr." The Emperor having taken achair, the Duke did likewise.
"Ye-es" Gerhart murmured, "it isinteresting that you put your head in the lion's mouth. Why?"

Cairncrossregarded him closdly. He didn't seem leonine, being of medium height, with blunt, jowly
features and graying sandy hair. Theiridescent, carefully draped robe he wore could not quite hide the
fact that, in middle age, he was getting pudgy. But he had hisfather's eyes, smdl, dark, searching, the
eyesof awild boar.

He smiled as he opened abox and took out acigar for himsdlf. "Interesting enough,” he went on, "that
I've agreed to receive you like this. Ordinarily, you know, any specia audiences you got would be with
persons such as Intelligence officers.™

"Frankly, dr," Cairncross answered, emboldened, "I started out that way, but got no satisfaction. Or
0t gppears. Maybe I'm doing the man an injustice. Y ou can probably tell me—though Admira Flandry
isadeviousdevil, isnt he?

"Fandry, en? Hm-m." Gerhart kindled the cigar. Smoke curled blue and pungent. " Proceed.”

"Sir," Cairncross began, "having seen my file, you know about the accusations and innuendos against
me. I'm here partly to declare them fase, to offer my body as atoken of my loydty. But you'll agree that
moreis needed, solid proof ... not only to exonerate me, but to expose any actua plot."

"Thisiscertainly an age of plots," Gerhart observed, through the same cold smile asbefore.

And murders, revolutions, betrayals, upheavals, Cairncrossreplied slently. Brother against
brother—\When that spacecraft crashed, Gerhart, and killed Dietrich, wasiit really an accident?
Incredible that safety routines could have slipped so far awry, for a ship which would carry the
Emperor. Never mind what the board of inquiry reported afterward; the new Emperor kept tight
control of its proceedings.

You are widely believed to be a fratricide, Gerhart. (And a parricide? No; old Hans was too
shrewd.) If you are nevertheless tolerated on the throne, it is because you are admittedly more
able than dullard Dietrich was. The Empire needs a strong, skilled hand upon it, lest it splinter
againin civil war and the Merselans or the barbarians return.

Yet that is your only claimto rulership, Gerhart. It was Hans only claim, too. He, however,
was coping as best he could, after the Wang dynasty fell apart. There was no truly legitimate heir.
When most of the Navy rallied to him, he could offer domestic order and external security, at the
cost of establishing a military dictator ship.

But ... no blood of the Founder ever ran in hisveins. His coronation was a solemn farce,
played out under the watch of his Sorm Corps, whose oath was not to the Imperium but to him
alone. He broke aristocrats and made new ones at his pleasure. He kept no ancient pacts between
Terra and her daughter worlds, unless they happened to suit his purposes. Law became nothing
more than his solitary will.



He is of honored memory here, because of the peace he restored. That is not the case
everywhereelse ...

"Y ou are suddenly very quiet,” Gerhart said.

Cairncross started. "1 beg your pardon, sir. | was thinking how to put my case with theleast strain on
your time and patience.”

He cleared histhroat and embarked on much the same discourse as he had given Flandry. The
Emperor listened, watching him from behind a.cloud of smoke.

Findly Gerhart nodded and said, "Y es, you areright. An investigation is definitely required. And it
had better be discreet, or it would embarrass you politically—and therefore, indirectly, the Imperium.” If
you are indeed loyal to us, heleft understood. ™Y ou ought to have indtigated it earlier, infact." But a
single planet is too huge, too diverse and mysterious, for anybody, to rule wisely. Asfor an empire
of planets—"Now why do you insg st that Vice Admiral FHandry take charge?!

"Hisreputation, Sr," Cairncross declared. "He's accomplished fabulous thingsin the past when he had
inadequate support or none. Who could better handle our problem at Hermes, which includes the need
not to bring in an army-sized team?"

Gerhart scowled. 'Y ou may have an exaggerated view of his abilities.

Yes, you don't like him, do you? Cairncrossretorted inwardly. He was your father's indispensable
tool he delivered a masterstroke at Chereion, and Dietrich relied on himtoo, occasionally.
Rivalry; a living reminder of what you may prefer to forget; and, to be sure, I've learned in
conversations with noblefolk, these last few days, that Flandry is apt to get flippant. He is not
altogether reverent toward a crown that does not rest absolutely securely on a brow where it
doesn't belong.

"If 30," he murmured, "then wouldn't alittle de-mythologizing of him be wdcome, sr?'
Gerhart giffened in hischair. "By God—!"

"l don't imagine he would botch the assgnment,” Cairncross pursued. "He might perform brilliantly.
Hewould at least be competent. But if he proved to be merely that—if, perhaps, a younger man had to
come and take over—well, g, it would be naturd for you to do him the honor of relieving him of his
duties yoursdlf, with public thanks for past services”

Gerhart nodded hard. "Yes. Y es. High officerswho've outlived their usefulness but can't be dismissed
are aways anuisance. They've built their personal organizations, you see, and blocs of associates and
admirers ... Well, Flandry. Sincethe middle of my father'sreign, he hasin effect been dreaming up his
own assgnments, and ruling over atight-knit staff who report to nobody el se. His conduct hasn't been
insubordinate, but sometimesit has come close.”

"| take your meaning, Sir, after having dedlt with him."
"What's happened?'

"Sir, | don't want to get above mysdlf in the Imperia presence. Nevertheless, | am aranking,
governing noble of the Empire. Itswelfare requiresthat its leaders get the respect they're entitled to. He
didn't exactly refuse my commission, but he told me held have to think about whether or not he would
condescend to accept it. After which he promptly disappeared on unspecified business, and is not
expected back till next week. Meanwhile, | cool my heds."

Gerhart stroked hischin. "A direct order—putting him under your command—"

"Your Mgesty isforesighted as well as generous.” Look met look in what Cairncross hoped Gerhart
would assume was mutud understanding.

The guestroom door fluted. Banner jerked her head around. She had dmost succeeded in losing



hersdf in astarball game beamcast from Luna. At first she was attracted because she was afan of
severd sports, and played when she could; but soon the ballet-like, dreamlike beauty of the motion took
her. Now abruptly it was unredl, against the legp in her pulse and the drynessin her mouth.

Angered by that, shetold herself to calm down and act like an adult. Aloud, she asked, "Whoiisit,
please?!

There should be no danger. Flandry had decided his place right in Archopolis was probably her safest
hideaway. He could smuggle her in; Chives, in constant € ectronic touch with hisimmediate juniors, could
fend off any visitorswhile the admira was awvay.

He had been gone for two achingly idle days. Shefdt morerdief than wasrationa to hear hisvoice:
"The gentleman from Basingstoke. Come on out, if you will. | bear tidings.”

"A, aminute, please." She'd been basking under asunlamp, after alengthy swim, while she watched
the contest. He had not so much as hinted at a pass. Mostly, in what little conversation they'd held on
personal topics, he reminisced about her father and drew forth her own memories of hisold mentor.
Besides, moreswere casua on Terra. Nevertheless, she didn't want to meet him unclad. She scrambled
into dacks, blouse, sandds. Only after she was through the door did she remember that she hadn't
stopped to brush her hair and it must look like two comets colliding.

He didn't gppear to notice, though she suspected he did. He himsdlf wore inconspicuous civilian garb.
His expression was grim. "How've you been?' he asked.

"In suspense,”" she admitted. "And you?"

"Skulking, but busy. I had to keep out of Sght, you see, to maintain the pretensethat I'd never
returned here. At the sametime, | had to learn what's been going on; and my people are aswary as
anyone could want, but | dared not smply ring them up and inquire.” He shrugged. "Details. | managed.
Let'shaveadrink whilel bring you au courant.”

Shedidn't recognize that expression. Her knowledge of non-Anglic human languages was limited, and
fresh only asregarded termsin the Orienta classcsthat, trandated, she enjoyed. She understood himin
context, however, and followed him eagerly. Asarule shewasalight drinker, her vice was tobacco, but
inthis hour she desired alarge cognac.

Rain washed slvery down the outer sde of the living room, which had been |ft transparent. Often
lightning flashed. She heard no thunder through the soundproofing, and that made the whole scene fed
eerily unreal. They settled into loungers opposite each other, amidst soft-colored drapes whose textures
were meant to be touched, art from a dozen worlds, adrift of incense. Chives heard their wishes and
departed. They lit cigarettes.

"Well?' Banner demanded. "Speak up ... I'm sorry, | didn't mean to bark at you.”
"Would you care for some nerve soother?”

She shook her heed. "Jugt the drink. I—In my line of work, we dare not use much chemica calming.
The temptation could get too great—no addiction, of course, but the temptation.”

He nodded and said low, "Y es, you've suffered alot of tenson and pain, aswell as excitement,
vicarioudy, haven't you?'

"Vicarioudy? No! It'sasred for measit'sbeenfor Yewwl!!" Banner was surprised at her
vehemence. She quenched it. "I'll try to explain later, if we have achance.”

"Oh, we ought to havethat,” Flandry said. "We're off together for Ramnu.”

"What?' She stared.

Chives brought the drinks. Flandry's was beer. He savored along swallow. "Aaah." He smiled. "You
know, that's among the things | miss the most on an extended job. Hard liquor can be carried dongin
ample supply, or can usudly be found if aperson isn't fussy, but dear old beer doesn't tolerate



concentration and recongtitution as certain people who lack taste buds believe, and it hastoo much
volume for more than afew casesto go aboard Hooligan." Heinhaed above the goblet. "Gather ye
bubbleswhileyemay.”

"Do you dwaysjoke?"' she wondered.

He shrugged again. "Might aswell. The grief will take care of itsdlf, never fear." Hismouth fell into
harsh curves, hisgray eyeslocked onto hers. "All right, I'll get serious. To begin, what understanding of
the Situation do you have?"

"Hardly any, for certain,” she reminded him. "I've made my guesses, and told you them, but you were,
oh, noncommittd."

"I'd too few facts," he explained, "and empty speculation isworse than awaste of time, it's gpt to
midead. Actudly, for aperson who's been sheltered from the nastier facts of political life, you made a
pretty canny surmise or two. But maybe I'd best retrace everything from my viewpoint."

Hewet histhroat afresh, filled hislungs, and proceeded: "It appeared plausible, from your account,
that Cairncrossis conducting business that he doesn't care to reveal before he'sready. If it doesn't center
at Ramnu, at least Ramnu iscriticd to it. Severa years ago, he replaced the management of the
commercia Hermetian enterprise there. Since, it's expanded operations, but a the same time grown
remarkably tight-lipped. It so gives your scientific outfit less and less cooperation. The pretexts are not
convincing. This hampersyour work, restrictsits scope, and may at last choke it off atogether.

"Meanwhile, Cairncross has declined to congder rehabilitating Ramnu. He might reasonably maintain
it'stoo expengvefor hisbudget. But why wouldn't he pass your apped onto Terra? Hisrank is sufficient
that held have afair chance of getting gpprova; nowadays the Policy Board likesto start worthy
projects, if they don't cost alot, to help build goodwill for an Imperium that badly needsit. Theinflux of
technicians and money, the stimulus given loca indudtries, would benefit a Hermetian economy that is not
inided shape at present.

"Widl, you decided to invoke my influence, for old times sake. Y our idea of its magnitude was
unredlistic, but you couldn't know that. Y ou could at least have persuaded meto go look the place over,
and seeif | couldn't invent alever that would pry authorization loose from the Board.

"Before your liner could reach Terra, Cairncross arrived personally in a speedster. He wanted meto
flit home with him immediately. Coincidence? Heisin fact getting abad name in somelimited Imperid
circles. No bad enough to provoke action by our lumbering, creaky, haf-programmed Empire, but
dtill—Neverthdess, why insst on me handling his chestnuts, and no one ese? Why o stiffly opposed to
traveling in leisure and comfort on the Queen? Could it be that somebody was bound here aboard her,
somebody he'd prefer | not meet?

"Y ou may remember how | inquired at tedious length about what went on at your host's placein
Starfdl, including the layout of the house. Y ou'd taken precautions. But neither you nor yonder Citizen
Runeberg isaprofessond inthat field. | can think of athousand ways to eavesdrop on you.”

Flandry stopped and drained hisbeer. "Chives!" he bawled. "More!” To Banner: "I require a pitcher
of thiswhenever | lecture on my trade, which istwice ayear at the Corps Academy. Excuse meif I've
droned on. Professoring is ahabit that gets hard to bresk.”

She comforted her body with cognac. "No, you've doneright,” she whispered. "That is, mogt of it had
becomefairly clear to me, but you've put it in perspective.”

"Therest ismore briefly told. For smal blessings, give thanks," he said. Chives brought afresh goblet,
glanced a how Banner was doing, and withdrew.

"Y ou made an excuse to delay matters,” she said, to demongtrate that she was not lost. "This required
you drop out of sight till after the Queen had left Terra, asif you gave her no more thought. But you
derted your gaff.”



"On abasisof guesswork. | had scant notion of who, or what, if anything, would arrive, or even if that
arrival would concern me. It was merely a contingency that needed to be covered. If nothing had come
of it, I'd have used the time to think of more contingencies and try to provide against them. Aswas, |
played by ear. It seemslikely that Cairncross engaged agents to head you off, but | can't proveit. No use
carting away the one | clobbered, for aquiz. He wouldn't have known. His bosses are professionastoo.”

"What have you done since?'

"Research, and assorted preparation-making, and—Y esterday, checking with this office, | found it
had received adirect Imperia order placing me under the Duke's command, to report to him without
delay and be prepared to depart for Hermes pronto if not sooner.” Flandry's grin was vulpine. "Sinceit's
clear that | would not break contact with my staff, | couldn't stay away on pleaof ignorance. Asan
experiment, | requested an audience with his Mg esty, and was quite unsurprised to be told that no time
will be avalablefor me until next month.”

He spped. "Therefore I've returned like anice boy," he said. "His Grace was equally nice. If hethinks
| may have had a part in the sudden degpiness of that agent and in your disappearance, he didn't et on.
And perhaps he doesn't. A heavy stun gun blast has an amnesiac effect on the preceding few hours, you
know. For al that chap can tell, you admitted him and shot him yourself before you fled. The Duke
knows how leery of him you are, and that you've spent many years partaking in aviolent milieu. One
thing | have ascertained isthat he's put the rent-a-thug organization on afull-scale hunt for you. But in any
event, hewasglad to learn | can leave tomorrow early.” He winced. "Exceedingly early.”

Dismay smote. "But what shdl | do?' Banner asked.

"Theplan, such asitis, isthis" FHandry told her. "I've explained that it'sbest | go in my own
Speedster. She's equipped for field work, you see. | can commence in apreiminary way as soon as|
reach Hermes. She doesn't have room for him and his entourage—polite word for bodyguards, plusan
aide or two and perhaps amistress—but his craft is nearly asfast.

"Oncethere ... well, helll suppose, maybe | can bewon over. Surely | can be stalled, bogged down,
put on false scents, possibly hoodwinked atogether. If not, | can be madeto die. My distinct impression
isthat his Grace doesn't need much longer to launch his scheme. Else he wouldn't be acting this boldly;
he'stoo committed by now to dare betimid.”

"Can't you tell anyone?" she breathed.

"Oh, yes, if | want to endanger those persons needlesdy,” he answered. "For what could an underling
do?I'veleft arecord of what | think, keyed into a computer, which will releaseit to selected individuas
upon my desth or prolonged vanishment. A gesiure, mogily, I'm afraid. After dl, thusfar it amountsto
scarcely more than conjecture; no firm evidence. Besides, my insubordination will gravely discredit it.”

“In ... insubordination?' Her scalp tingled.

Henodded. "Yes. | won't be steering for Hermes but for Ramnu. That is, if you'll come dong as my
absolutely necessary guide. Ramnu's apparently avulnerable flank that he may or may not have covered
well enough—probably not, since he's so anxious to keep me from it. We might discover what we need
to discover, though timewill be damnably short. If wefail, or if it turns out there redly is nothing
amiss—then we're liable to charges of treason, having disobeyed an order of the very Emperor, and they
will certainly be brought.”

His smooth manner was gone; helooked miserable. "I've committed my share of evil, in line of work,"
he said. "Inviting a daughter of Max Abrams to accompany me may be the worst of thelot. | hope you'l
have the sense to refuse.”

It blazed in her. She sprang to her feet. "Of course | don't!" she cried, and lifted her glass on high.
Lightning glared. The rainstorm grew more wild.



Vi

Hooligan raised her lean form off the spacefield and hit the sky asfast as regulations allowed.
Thunder trailed. Beyond atmosphere, she curved away as per flight plan, accderating harder dl thetime.
Presently she was far enough distant from regular traffic trgjectories that she could unbind the full power
of her gravs. Beforelong, Terrawas visbly dwindling in eyesight, more quickly for each second that
passed.

None of thiswasfelt inboard, where fields maintained a steady one gee of weight. Only the faintest
susurrus resounded, and most of that was from the ventilators which kept vernal breezes moving.
Hooligan was a deceptive craft: small, but overpowered, with armament to match a corvette's,
equipment and data banks to match an explorer's (and an Intelligence |aboratory's), luxury to match—but
here Banner's experience failed her.

In her stateroom, which gave on a private bath cubicle, she removed her disguise. It came off easier
than she had expected, not just the dress and wig but the items which had dtered her looks and printsto
fit the passport Flandry had given her.

Sarah Pipelini—"Isthisanybody rea?" she had asked.

"Well, severd red persons have found it convenient to be her for awhile,” hereplied. " She's got the
sandard entries, in officid records, birth, education, residence, employment, et cetera, plus occasond
changesto stay plausible. I've anumber of identities available. Sarah'sisthe easiest to suit you to.
Besides, creeting her wasfun.”

"I'm no good at playacting,” Banner said nervoudy. "It'stoo short notice even to learn what her past
lifeis supposed to have been.”

"No need. Simply memorize what's in the passport. Stay close to me and don't speak unless spoken
to. No harm if you register excitement; that's naturd, when you're off on atrip to far-off, exotic Hermes.
It1l also be naturd for you to clutch my arm and give meintermittent adoring glances, if you can bring
yoursdf to that.”

"Y ou mean—?"'

"Why, | thought it was obvious. We have to get you aboard. Besides the regular Naval clearance
procedures, Cairncross will doubtless have agents unobtrusively watching. No surpriseif | bring alady
aong to help passthe time of voyage. In fact, that will reinforce the impress on—together with just
Chives coming otherwise—that | am indeed going where I'm supposed to. If | brought any of my staff,
then his Grace might well demand that men of hisbeincluded. Asis, I've aready filed our list, the three of
us, you described as a'friend.’ Cairncross may snigger when hereadsit, but he should believe." FHandry's
tone grew serious. "Of course, thisisgrictly aruse. Have no fears.”

When he applied the deceptive materias, her face had burned benesth hisfingers.

Now she showered the sweet of tension off her. For amoment she regarded her rangy formin the
mirror and considered putting the glamorous gown on again. But once more she flushed, and chose the
plainest coverdl she had packed. She did brush her hair till it shone and let it flow free under a headband
of lovely weave.

Emerging, she found the saloon where Flandry had said they would meet, and drew aquick bregth.
She had often seen open space, through afaceplate aswell asaviewscreen. Y et somehow, at this
instant, those star-fires crowding yonder clear blackness, that icy sweep of the galaxy, and Terraaready
abluejewe faling away into depths beyond depths—reached in and seized her.

Music drew her back. A lilt of horns, flutes, vidlins ... Mozart? Flandry entered. He too had changed
clothes, hisuniform for an open-necked bouffalon shirt, bell-bottomed dacks, curly-toed dippers. Ishe



being casual on my account? she wondered. If so, he still can't help being elegant. The way he
bears his head, and the light makes its gray come alive—

"How'reyou doing?' he greeted. "Relaxed, | trust? Y ou may aswell be. We've agood two weeks
travel before us.” He grinned. "At least, | hope we can make them good.”

"Won't we have work to do?" sheinquired hadtily.

"Oh, the ship conns hersdlf en route, and handles other routine like housekeeping. Chives handlesthe
mesdls, which, believe me, will not be routine. He promises lunch in an hour." Flandry gestured at atable
of dark-red wood—actual mahogany? Banner had seen literary references to mahogany. "Let'shave an
goeitif meanwhile”

"But, but you admitted you know amost nothing about Ramnu. I'm sure you've loaded the data banks
with information on it, but won't you need alot of that in your mind, also?'

He guided her by the elbow to a padded bench that curved around three sides of the table. Aboveit,
on a bulkhead that shimmered dightly iridescent, was screened a picture she recognized: snowscape,
three trudging peasants, arow of primitive houses, winter-bare trees, amountain, all matching the grace
of the music. Hiroshige had wrought it, twelve hundred years ago.

"Please sit," he urged. They did. "My dear," he continued, "of course I'll have to work. We both will.
But I'm aquick study; and what's the use of laying elaborate plans when most of the facts are unknown?
Well do best to enjoy yourselves while we can. For openers, you need aday off to learn, down in your
bones, that for the nonce you're safe.” Chives appeared. "What will you drink? Since | understand a
seefood sdad isin preparation, 1'd recommend adry white wine.”

"Specificaly, gr, the Chateau Huon '58," said the Shalmuan.
Flandry raised hisbrows. "A pinot noir blanc?'
"The salad will be based upon Unan Besarian skimmerfish, Sir.”

Flandry stroked his mustache. "I see. Then when we eat, well probably want—oh, never mind, youll
pick the bottle anyway. Very good, Chives."

The servant left, waving histail. Banner sghed. "Where can you possibly find time for gourmandizing,
Admira?' she asked.

"Why, isn't that the purpose of self-abnegation, to gain the means of salf-indulgence?' Flandry
chuckled. "I'd prefer to be a decadent aristocrat, but wasn't born to it; I've had to earn my decadence.”

"| can't believethat," she chalenged.

"Well, at any rate, frankly, you strike me as being too earnest. Y our father knew how to savor the
cosmos, in hisgusty fashion. So did your mother, in her quieter way, and | daresay she doesyet. Why
not you?"'

"Oh, | do. It'ssmply that—" Banner stared past him, into brilliance and darkness. She wasn't given to
reveding hersdf, especialy on acquaintance as brief asthis. However, Flandry was an old family friend,
and they'd be together in running between the claws of death, and—and—

"l never had achance to learn much about conventiona pleasures;” she explained with difficulty.
"Navy brat, you know, shunted from planet to planet, educated mostly by machines. Then the Academy;
| had an ideaof enlisting in Dad's corps—Yyours—and axenologica background would help. But | got
into the science entirely, instead, and left for Ramnu, and that's where I've been ever since.” She met his
eyes. They werekindly. "1 wouldn't want it any different, either,” she said. "I have the great good fortune
tolovewhat | do ... and those | do it with, the Ramnuans themselves.”

He nodded. "I can see how it would make you its own. Nothing less than total dedication will serve,
will it? On aworld so strange.” His vision likewise sought the degps outside. " Gods of mystery,” he
whispered, "it wasn't supposed to be possible, wasit? A planet likethat. Yes, | do havea



brain-scorching lot of homework ahead of me. To start off, | don't even know how Ramnu is supposed
to have happened.”

Originaly adwarf sun had a superjovian attendant, aglobe of some 3000 Terrestriad masses. Such a
monster was, inevitably, of starlike composition, mainly hydrogen, with asmall percentage of helium,
other e ements amere dash of impurities.

Indeed, it must have been more nearly comparable to astar than to, say, Jupiter. Thelatter is
primarily liquid, benesth avast atmosphere; adag of light metal compounds doesfloat about in
continent-sized pieces, but most solid materia is at the core (if it can be called solid, under that pressure).
The dow downdrift of matter, drawn by the gravity of the stupendous mass, releases energy; Jupiter
radiates about twice what it receives from Sol, making the surface warm.

Increase the Size by afactor of 10, and everything changes. The body glowsred; it isliquid, or
fiercely compressed gas, throughout, save that the heavy e ements which have sunken to the center are
squeezed into quantum degeneracy, rigid beyond any stuff we will ever hold in our hands. At the same
time, becauseits gravitationd grip upon itsdf isimmense, aglobe like this can form, and can survive,
rather closeto an ordinary sun. Energy input from light and solar wind isinsufficient to blow molecules
away fromit.

Unless—

Close by, as astronomical distances go, was agiant star. It went supernova. This may have occurred
by chance, when it was passing precisaly far enough away. Likelier, giant and dwarf were companions,
with precisely the right orbits around each other. In the second case, the catastrophe tore them apart, for
masswas lost a such arate that conservation of momentum whirled the pair off at greater than escape
veloaity.

A violencethat briefly rivaled the combined output of billions of sunsdid morethan this. It filled
surrounding space with gasthat, for millennia afterward, made anebulavisible acrosslight-years, till at
last expansion thinned it away into the abyss. The dwarf star may well have captured alittle of that cloud,
and moved up the main sequence.

The huge planet was too smdll for that; parameters were wrong for producing another Mirkheim.
Bombardment and sheer incandescence blew away more than 90 percent of it, the hydrogen and helium.
They volatilized mainly asaplasma, which interacted with the core of heavier d ements through magnetic
fields. Thusthe rotation of that core was drastically dowed. It exploded too, out of super-compaction
into astate we might call normd. This outburst wasinsufficient to shatter the remnant, though perhapsa
fraction waslogt. But the bdl of silicon, nickd, iron, carbon, oxygen, nitrogen, uranium ... was molten for
eons afterward.

Meanwhile, itslesser satdllites, likeitslesser sster planets, had been vaporized. A part of three big
ones survived. The shrinkage of their primary sent them spirding outward to new orbits. Movement was
hindered by friction with the nebula, which was substantia for thousands of years. That may have caused
an inner moon or two to crash on the planet, Certainly it moved the globeitself sunward.

When findly things had stabilized, there was Niku, alate G-type star of 0.48 Solar luminosity, unusua
only in having ahigher percentage of metasthan is common for bodiesits age (and thisonly if we have
estimated that age correctly). There were four smdll, virtually airless planets. And there was Ramnu,
circling Niku at amean distance, which varied little, of 1.10 astronomical unit, in aperiod of 1.28
standard year. Its mass was 310 times the Terrestria, its mean dengity 1.1 times—but the density was
due to saf-compression under 7.2 standard gees, for the overall compositionswere similar. The axid tilt
of Ramnu was about 4 degrees, itsrotation period equal to 15.7 standard days.

Asthe stone cooled, it outgassed, forming oceans and a primordia atmosphere. Chemical evolution
began. Eventually photosynthesizing life developed, and the pace of that evolution quickened. Today the
atmosphere resembled Terras, agpart from dight differencesin proportions of constituents. The most



griking unlikeness was its concentration, 4.68 timesthe Terrestrid at sealevel, which meant 33.7 times
the pressure. Thus, dthough irradiation from the sun was 0.4 what Terragets, greenhouse effect kept the
surface reasonably warm ... but this fluctuated.

The world was discovered not by humans but by Cynthians, early in the pioneering era. Intrigued,
they established ascientific base on itsinnermaost moon and bestowed names from amythology of theirs.
Politico-economic factors, which aso fluctuate, soon caused them to depart. Later, humans arrived,
intending to stay and operate on alarger scae. But the facilities made available to them were never
adequate, and lessened across the centuries. For dl its uniqueness, Ramnu remained obscure, even
among planetologigts.

There are so many, many worlds, in thistiny segment of space we have somewhat explored.

When safely highin Sol's potential well, Hooligan switched to secondary drive. Her oscillators gave
her a pseudove ocity amost twice that of most vessals, better than haf alight-year per hour. Y et she
would take half amonth to reach the region of Sol's near neighbor Antares. Had she been able to range
that far, it would have taken her twenty yearsto crossthe galaxy. Their compensators cancelling the
optical effects of continuous spatia displacement, her screens showed heaven dowly changing, asold
congtellations became new; unless made to amplify, on the fourth day they no longer showed Sal.

"Which shows you how we rate in the scheme of things, doesn't it?" Flandry said apropos. He and
Banner were relaxing over drinks after she had led him through a hard session of study. The drinks now
totalled several.

She leaned elbows on the table and gave him a serious regard. " Depends on what you mean by that,"
shereplied. "If God can care about the workmanship in an eectron, He can care about us.”

He looked back. It was worth doing, he thought. She wasn't beautiful by conventiona measures, but
her face had good bones and was more aive than most—Ilike her springy body and those leaf-green,
Ssea-green eyes ... "l didn't know you wererdigious," he sad. "Well, Max was, though he made no
production of it."

"I'm not sureif 1'd call mysdlf religious,” she admitted. "I'm not observant in any faith. But Creation
must have apurpose.”

He spped his Scotch and followed the smoke-bite with alittle water. "The present moment could
make me bdievethat," he said. "Unfortunately, 1've seen too many moments which are not the least like
it. I don't find much self-created purposein our lives, either. And our public creations, like the Empire,
areexercisesin absurdity." Hetook forth his cigarette case. "Ah, well, we went through this argument at
the age of eighteen or thereabouts, didn't we? Smoke?

She accepted, and they kindled together. He had selected for music aconcert by an ensemble of
tuned Freyan ornithoids. They twittered, they trilled, they sang of treetops and twilit skies. He had given
the air agreenwood odor and made it summer-mild. Thelights werelow.

Banner seemed abruptly to have forgotten her surroundings. Sheinhded as sharply as her gaze
focused on him. "Did you?' she asked. "At just about that age, weren't you serving the Empire ... under
my father? And afterward, everything you've done—No, don't bother playing your cynicism gamewith
me"

He shrugged and laughed. "Touche! | confess| matured atrifle late. Max was a stout Imperid
loyaligt, of course, and | admired him more than any other man I've ever met, including the one dleged to
have been my own father. So it took me awhile to see what the Empireredly is. Sincethen, if you must
know, like everybody else who can think, | have indeed been playing games, for lack of better
occupation. Mine happen to be useful to Terra—and, to be sure, to myself, since our pre-eminenceis
more fun than subjugation, barbarism, or death. But asfor taking the Imperid farce serioudy—"

He stopped, seeing appalled anger upon her. "Do you say my father wasafool?* cracked forth.



Am | drunk? flashed through him. A bit, maybe, what with alcohol poured straight over
weariness and, yes, loneliness. | ought to have been more careful.

"I'm sorry, Banner," he apologized. "I spoke heedlessly. No, your father wasright at thetime. The
Empire was worth something then, on balance. Afterward, well, from his standpoint it doubtless
continued to be. If he grew disappointed, he would have felt obliged to keep silent. He was that kind of
man. | liketo imaginethat he lived and died in the hope of arenascence—which | wish | could share.”

Her countenance softened. ™Y ou don't?" she murmured. "But why? The Empire keeps the Pax, holds
the trade lanes open, fends off the outside enemy, guards the heritage—That's what you've spent your life
doing."

Aye, she remains her father's daughter, he saw. It explains much about her.

"Excuseme,” hesaid. "l was being grumpy.”

"No, you werent," she declared. "I may not be avery skilled human-reader, but you meant your
words. Unmistakably. Please tell me more.”

Her spirit is bent to the search for truth.

"Oh, it'salong story and alonger thesis" he said. "The Empire had value once. It till does, to a
degree. Nevertheless, what was it ever in the first place, but the quickest and crudest remedy for chaos?
And what brought on the chaos, the Troubles, except the suicide of an earlier order, which couldn't
muster the will to keep freedom alive? So again, as before, came Caesar.

"But auniversal state is not anew beginning for acivilization, it'sthe start of the death, and it hasto
follow the same course over and over through history, like akind of dow but terminal sickness."

He spped, he smoked, feding the dight burns of each. "I'd redlly rather not give you alecture
tonight,” he said. "I've spent hundreds of hours when 1'd nothing el se to do, reading and meditating; and
I've talked to hitorians, psychodynamicists, philosophers; yes, nonhuman observers of us have had
cogent remarks to make—But the point issmply that you and | happen to beliving in acritica stage of
the Empire's decline, the interregnum between its principate and dominate phases.”

"You are getting abstract,” Banner said.
Flandry smiled. "Then let's drop the subject and watch it squash. Chiveswill clean up the mess.”

She shook her head. Subtle shadows went over the curves around cheekbones and jawline. "No,
please, not like that. Dominic—Admira, I'm not entirely ignorant. | know about corruption and abuse of
power, not to mention civil warsor plain supidity. My father used to do some wonderful cursing, when a
piece of particularly nauseous news camein. But hed dwaystel me not to expect perfection of morta
beings; our duty wasto keep ontrying.”

Hedidn't remark on her use of hisfirst name, though his heart did. "I suppose that's forever true, but
it'snot forever possible," he responded gravely. "Once as ayoung fellow | found myself supporting the
abominable Josp against McCormac—Remember McCormac's Rebellion? He was infinitely the better
man. Anybody would have been. But Josip was the legitimate Emperor, and legitimacy isthe root and
branch of government. How elsg, in spite of the crudties and extortions and ghastly mistakesit's bound to
perpetrate—how else, by what right, can it command loyalty? If it isnot the servant of Law, thenitis
nothing but atemporary convenience a best. At worg, it'sraw force.

"And thisiswhere we are today. Hans Malitor did his damnedest to restore the old indtitutions, which
iswhy | did my damnedest for him. But we were too late. They'd been perverted too much for too long;
too little faith in them remained. Now nobody can claim power by right—only by strength. Fear makes
the rulers ever more oppressive, which provokes ever more unhappiness with them, which rouses dreams
in the ambitious—"

He dapped the tabletop. "No, | do not like the tone of this conversation!” he exclaimed. "Can't we
discuss something cheerful? Tell me about Ramnuan funera customs.”



She touched hishand. "Y es. Give me one word more, only one, and well seeif we can't ease off.
Y ou'reright, Dad never gave up hope. Have you, redly?'

"Oh, no," he said with asmile and adram of Sincerity. "The sophont raceswill survive. In due course,
they'll build fascinating new civilizations. Cultures of mixed specieslook especidly promising. Consder
Avdon dready."

"I mean for us," sheindsted. "Our children and grandchildren.”

Do you still think of having children, Banner? "Theretoo," Flandry told her. "That is, I'm not
optimistic about this period werein; but it can be made lessterrible than it'd otherwise be. And that isn't
so little, isit—buying yearsfor billions of sentient beings, that they can livein? But itll not be easy.”

"Which iswhy you're bound where you are," she said low. Her eyeslingered upon him.

"And you, my dear. And good old Chives." He stubbed out his cigarette. "Now you've had your
answer, such asitis, and | demand my turn. | want to discourse on anything else, preferably trivia. Or
what say we play dance music and try afew steps? Else I'll grow downright eager to study onward about
our degtination.”

Because of its gravity, which preventstherise of very high lands, and because of the enormous
out-welling of water from itsinterior, Ramnu has proportionately less dry surface than Terra. However,
what it does have equa s about 20 times the Terran, and some of the continents are Eurasia-sized. There
aemany idands.

Its surviving moons, what isleft of them, are ftill of respectable mass: Diris, 1.69 Lunds, Tiglaia, 4.45;
Elavdi, 6.86, comparable to Ganymede. But only thefirg is close enough to have asignificant tiddl effect,
and that issmall and moves cregpingly. Niku's pull isdightly more. The oceans are less sdty than Terras,
with far lessin theway of currents.

The weakness of thetidesis partially offset by the weight and speed of ocean waves. Winds, dow
but ponderous, raise great rollers across those immensties, which reach shore with crushing power.
Hence sea cliffsand fjords are rare. Coasts are usualy jumbles of rock, or long beaches, or brackish
marshes.

Mountains are farther apart on the average than on Terra, and the tallest stands amere 1500 meters.
(There the steep pressure gradient has reduced air pressure to one-fourth its sea-level vaue.) Elevated
aress do tend to spread more widdly than on Terra, because of heavier erosion carrying materia down
from the heights aswell as because of stronger forces raisng them. In the working of those forces,
plumes are more important than plate movement. Thus much landscape conssts of hillsor of high plains,
carved and scored by wind, water, frost, cregp, and similar action of the planet. Vol canoes are abundant
and, while uplands are rapidly worn away, e sewhere new ones are dways being lifted.

Given thethick aimosphere, smdl Coriolisforce, and comparatively low irradiation, cyclonic winds
are weak and cyclonic ssormsvery rare. The boiling point of water, about 241°C at sealevel, dso hasa
profound effect on meteorology. Moisture comes more commonly as mist than asrain or snow, making
haziness normal. Once formed in the quickly thinning upper air, clouds tend to be long-lived and to make
overcads. Above them, the sky is often full of ice crystals. When preci pitation does occur, it is apt to be
violent, and to bring radica changesin the weether.

Atmospheric circulation is dominated by two basic motions. Firg isthe flow of cold ar from the poles
toward the equator, forcing warmer air aoft and poleward—Hadley cdlls. Second is the horizonta flow
engendered by the temperature differential between day and night sides. Consequently, tropical winds
tend to blow againgt the sun; the winds of the temperate zones generdly have an equatorward dant; and
gorms are everywhere frequent about dawn and sunset, this being when precipitation islikeliest. In higher
latitudes, cold fronts often collide, with impressive results. As observed before, though winds are dow by
Terran standards, ceteris paribus, they push hard.



Even during interglacid periods, the polar caps are extensve; having falen there frozen, water does
not readily rise again. Moreover, the circulation patterns of air and water combine with the dight axidl tilt
to make for much greater dependence of climate on latitude a one than istrue of terrestroid worlds.
Because of that same axid tilt, plusthe nearly circular orbit, there are no real seasons on Ramnu. The
basic cycleisnot of the year but of the half-month-long day.

Acrossit grides another cycle, irregular, millennid, and vast—that of the glaciers. Given itsoveral
chilliness, its extensve cloud decks, and itsreluctance to let water evaporate, Ramnu is always close to
the brink of anice age, or ese over it. No more is necessary than the upthrust of anew highland in ahigh
latitude. Accompanied asit is by massive vulcanism, which fills the upper amosphere with dust thet will
be decadesin settling, this makes snow fdl; and given the pressure gradient, the snow lineislow. Theice
Spreads outward and outward, sometimes through a single hemisphere, sometimes through both. Nothing
stopsit but the subtropica belts. Nothing makesit retreat but the sinking of the upland that formed it.

For the past billion years or more, Ramnu had aternated between glacia and interglacia periods. The
former usudly prevailed longer. Humans arrived when the ice was again on the march. Now it was
advancing at terrible speed, kilometers each year. Whole ecologies withered before it. Native cultures
fled or crumbled—as how many times before in unrecorded ages?

Banner sought help for them. A starfaring civilization could readily provide that. Intensive studies
would be needed at first, of course, followed by research and development, but the answer wassmplein
principle. Orbit giant solar mirrorsin the right sizes and numbers and paths, equipped with sensors,
computers, and regulators so that they would continuoudy adjust their orientations to the optimum for a
given st of conditions. Have them send down the right amounts of extrawarmth to properly chosen
regions. That was al. The glacierswould crawl back to the poles where they belonged, and never return.

Banner sought help. The Grand Duke of Hermes placed himsdlf squarely in her way. Flandry could
guesswhy.
Hooligan contained a miniature gymnasium. Her captain and passenger took to using it daily after

work, together. Then they would return to their cabins, wash, dresswell, and meet for cocktails before
dinner.

In acertain watch, about mid-passage, they were playing handball. The sphere sprang between them,
caromed off bulkheads, whizzed through space, smacked againgt palms, flew opponentward followed
and met by laughter. Bare feet knew the springiness of deck covering, the jubilation of upward flight.
Sweat ran down skin and across lips with arousing sting of salt. Lungs drew deep, hearts drummed,
blood coursed.

Shewas ahead by afew points, but it hadn't been easy and she was not a bit sureit would last.
Seventeen years made amazingly little difference. He was nearly asfast and enduring as ayouth.

And nearly as slim and supple, she saw. Above and below his shorts, under smooth brown skin,
muscles went surging, not heavy but long, lively, greyhound and race horse muscles. Wetness made him
gleam. He grinned at her, flash after white flash in those festures that time had not blurred, smply
whetted. She redlized he was enjoying the sight of her in turn, more than he was the game. The
knowledgetingled.

Hetook the ball, whirled on his hedl, and sped it aside. Before it had rebounded, he was running to
intercept. She wastoo. They collided. In aridiculoustangle of limbs, they fell.

Heraised himsdlf to hisknees. "Banner, are you dl right?' As she regained her bregth, she heard
anxiety in histone. Looking up, shesaw it in hisface.

"Yes" shemumbled. "Just had the wind knocked out of me."

"Areyou sure? I'm bloody sorry. Both my |eft feet must've been screwed on backwards this
morning."



"Oh, not your fault, Dominic. Not any more than mine. I'm al right, redlly | am. Areyou?' She sat up.

It brought them again in close contact, thighs, arms, abreast touching him. Shefdt hiswarmth and
sweet through the hater. The clean man-smell enfolded her, entered her. Their lips were centimeters
apart. I'd better rise, fast, shethought in adistant realm, but couldn't. Their eyes were holding too hard.
Asif of themsdlves, hers closed partway, while her mouth barely opened.

Thekisslasted for minutes of sweetness and lightning.

When he reached below the hdter, darm shrilled her awake. She disengaged her face and pushed at
his chest. "No, Dominic,” she heard hersdlf say. It wavered. "No, please.”

If heingists, sheknew, | won't. And she did not know what she felt, or was supposed to fedl, when
heimmediately let go.

He sprang to hisfeet and offered his assistance. They stood for amoment and looked. Findly he
gmiledin hiswry fashion.

"l won't say I'm sorry, because | don't want to lieto you," hetold her. "It was ddlightful. But | do beg
your pardon.”

She managed a shaken laugh. "I'm not sorry ether, and no pardon is called for. We both did that."

"Then—" He hdf reached for her, before hisarm dropped. "Have no fears" he said gently. "I can
mind my manners. I've doneitinthe past ... yes, right here.”

How many women has he traveled with? How few have denied him?
If only I can make him understand. If only | do myself.

She knotted her fists, swallowed twice, and forced out: "Dominic, listen. Y ou're adamned attractive
man, and I'm no timid virgin. But I, I'm not wanton either.”

"No," he said, with utmost gravity, "the daughter of Max and Martawouldn't be. | forgot mysdif. It
won't happen again.”

"] told you, | forgot too!" she cried. "Or—waell, | w-wish we knew each other better."

"1 hope we will. Asfriends, whether or not you ever fed like more than that. Shakeon it?"

Tears blurred the sight of him asthey clasped hands. She blinked them off her lashes, vexedly. Too
fast for her to stop it, her voice blurted, "Oh, hell, if | had anormal sex drive we'd be down on the deck
yet!"

He cocked his head. ™Y ou mean you don't?| declineto believethat." In haste: "Not that it'd be any
disgrace. Nobody is strong in every department, and no single department is at the core of life. But |
think you're mistaken. The causeiseasy to see.”

She stared at her toes. "l'venot had muchtodo ... there.... ever ... nor missed it much."

"Same cause. Y ou've been too thoroughly directed toward the nonhuman.” Helaid ahand on her
shoulders. "That's not wrong. In many ways, it'swonderful. But it has given your emotions different
expression from what's cusomary, and | think that in turn has made you abit confused about them. Not
to worry, dear."

All at once her face was buried against him, and he was holding her around the waist and stroking her
hair and murmuring.

Presently she could stand back. "Would you liketo talk about it?" he asked. With adisarming
chuckle: "I'll bend a sympathetic ear, but it'll dso be afascinated one. What isit like, to share thelife of
andien ... tobeandien?’

"Oh, no, you exaggerate,” she said. Rdlief billowed through her. Yes, | do want to talk about what
mattersto me. | can't just go take a shower asif nothing had happened, | have to let out thisfire.
He's shown me | needn't be afraid to, because the talk needn't be about us. "It'sbascaly nothing but



awide-band communication link, you know."

(The collar that Y ewwl! wore was a piece of eectronic sorcery. A television scanner saw in the same
direction as her eyes. An audio pickup heard what she did. Thermocouples, vibrosensors, chemosensors
anayzed their surroundingsto get at least aclue to what shefdt, smelled, tasted. The whole of the result
became more than the sum of the parts, after it reached Banner.

(It did that by radio, at the highest frequencies to which Ramnu's air was transparent. A well-shielded
gram of radioisotope sufficed to power asigna that human-made comsats could detect and relay. A
speciaized computer in Wainwright Station received the signals and converted them back to sensory-like
data. The ultimate trandation, though, had to be by ahuman, brain and body alike, intellect, imagination,
empathy developed through year after year. Seated benesth the helmet, before the video screen, hands
flat onapair of subtly vibrant plates, Banner could amost—a most—submerge hersdlf in her oath-sgter.

(How shewished it could be atwo-way joining. But save when they were together in the flesh, they
could merely speak back and forth, viaabone-conduction unit. Nevertheless, they were oath-sstersin
truth. They werel)

"It'snot telepathy,” she said. "The channd won't carry but atiny fraction of the total information. Most
of what | experienceisactualy my ownintuition, filling in the gaps. I've spent my career training that
intuition. I'm trying to discover how accurateit redly is”

"| understand,” Flandry replied. "And you aren't linked continuoudly, or even as much as half the day,
asarule, let done your absences from the planet. Still, you've been very deeply involved with this being.
Y our chief purpose has been to learn how to fed and think like her, hasn't it? Without that, there can be
no true comprehension. So of course you've been affected yoursdlf, in the most profound way."

They sat down on the rubbery deck and leaned against the bulkhead, side by side. "And thereforel
won't know you, Banner, before | know more about Yewwl," he said. "Will you tell me?*

"How?"' she 9ghed. "There'stoo much. Where can | begin?”

"Wherever you like. | do have afair stock of so-called objective factsto go on by now, remember.
Y ou've taken mewel into the biology—"

Although the Ramnuan atmosphere resembles Terra's percentagewise, the proportions of the minor
condtituents vary. Notably, we find less water vapor most places, because of the pressure and
temperatures, more nitrogen oxides, because of frequent and tremendous lightning flashes; more carbon
dioxide, hydrogen sulfide, and sulfur oxides, because of vulcanism. These would not be what killed us, if
we breathed the air directly; they would smply make it acrid and maodorous. What we would die of,
pretty soon, would be oxygen and nitrogen. They are not present at concentrations which areintolerable
for alimited span, but their pressure, under seven gravities, would force them into our lungsand
bloodstreams faster than we can stand. Incidentdly, that pull by itself forbids usto leave our
home-conditioned base for any long while. Our cardiovascular system isn't built for it. Gravanol and tight
skinsuits hel p, but the stress quickly becomestoo much.

Just the same, Ramnuan life reminds us of our kind in many ways. It employs proteinsin water
solution, carbohydrates, lipids, and the rest. The chemica details vary enormoudy. For example, the
amino acidsare not al identical; Snce weather provides abundant nitrates, "nitrogen-fixing
microorganisms, while they do exist, are—like Terras anaerobic bacteria—archaic forms of rather minor
ecologicd significance; et ceteraendlessly. In abroad sense, though, evolution has followed asimilar
courseto ours. Heretoo it has founded aplant and an anima kingdom.

The critica secondary dement issulfur. It is o common in the environment, thanks to vulcanism, that
biology has adopted it somewhat as Terran biology has adopted phosphorus. On Ramnu, sulfur isvitd to
severd functions, including reproduction. It is usudly taken up by plants as sulfate, or in the tissueswhich
herbivores and carnivores eat. Where an areaisdeficient iniit, lifeis sparse. Forest fires help,



redigtributing it in ash which the dense atmosphere disperses widdly. Most important are certain microbes
which can metabalize the pure e ement.

When it becomes freshly abundant, as around an active volcano, these organisms multiply until sheer
numbers make them visible, ayelow smokein air, ahuein water. Dying, they enrich the soil. Thisisthe
Golden Tide whose coming has brought fertility to land after land, whose dwindling has brought faminetill
populations died sufficiently back. The natives aso trangport sulfur, on afar smaler scae; their tradein it
has conditioned their histories more than the sdt trade has those of humans.

Given the oxygen concentration and the incidence of lightning, fireskindle easily and burn fiercely.
Outside of wetlands, such athing asaclimax forest scarcely exists, woods burn down too often.
V egetation has made various adaptations to this, deep roots or bulbs, rapid reseeding, and the like. Most
griking isthat of the huge, diverse botanica family which we cdl pyrasphde. It synthesizesasilicon
compound which makesit incombustible.

The pyraspha es have numerous anaogies to the grasses of Terraor the yerbs of Hermes. They are
comparative latecomers, that have taken over the larger part of most lands and proliferated into a
bewildering variety of forms. Many do bear a superficid resemblanceto thisor that grass. Their
gppearance was doubtless responsible for a period of massive extinction about fifty million years ago;
they crowded out older plants, and countless animals could not digest their fireproofing. Later herbivores
have adjusted, either excreting it unchanged or breaking it down with the help of symbiatic microbes.

Pyrasphae has not displaced everything e se. Whereit reigns aone, that is apt to be by defaullt.
Ordinarily, alandscape covered by it has stands of trees, shrubs, thorn, or cane aswell.

The animds of Ramnu exhibit their own abundant andogiesto those of Terra, including two sexes,
vertebrates and invertebrates, exothermic and endothermic metabolisms. Thetypica vertebrate hasa
head in front, with jaws, nose, two eyes, two ears, it bears four true limbs, commonly it sportsatail. But
the differences exceed the likenesses.

Among the most obviousisthe general smallness, under that gravity. Outside the sess, the very
biggest creatures mass a couple of tonnes; and they inhabit regions of lake and swamp, where the water
supports most of their weight as they browse around. A plain may teem with herds of assorted species,
but nearly every oneisdog-sized or less. An occasiond horse-tal beast may loom magestic above them.
It has a specid feature, of which more later. Otherwise, at first it strikes ahuman odd to see agraviporta
build on an animd no bigger than acollie. The gracileforms aretiny.

Thelong, cold nights set a premium on endothermy. Exotherms must find a place to deep where they
won't freeze (or, they hope, be dug up and eaten) or else start anew generation by sunset whose juvenile
stage can survive. Plants have devel oped their own solutions to the same problem, including afamily
which secretes antifreeze and severd families which make freezing apart of their life cycles.

Anintermediate sort of animal has a high metabolism to keep warm at night but—outside the polar
regions and highlands—must take shelter by day, lest it get too warm. Complete endothermy is harder to
achieve than on Terra, since water evaporates reluctantly. The larger animals grow cooling surfaces such
ashig earsor dorsd fins. Hyersface lessdifficulty in thisregard, for their wings provide those surfaces,
but it isworth noting that none have feathers. They are abundant on Ramnu, where the gravity ismore or
less offset by the thickness of the atmosphere. The swift drop of pressure with dtitude does make most
of them stay closeto the ground. A few scavengers can soar high. Then there are the gliders; but of
these, too, more |ater.

Among the land Vertebrates, an order of viviparous endotherms exists which has no Terran pardld:
the pleurochladoi. Between the fore- and hindlimbs, a pair of ribs has become the foundation, anchored
to an eaborate scapular process, of two fase limbs, which humans cal extensors. It isthought that these
lengths of muscle originated in a primitive, short-legged creature which thusfound away to hitch itself
aong atrifle faster. The development was so successful that descendants radiated into hundreds of kinds.



Extensors give added support; grasping, hauling, pushing, they give added locomotion. Hence they
have enabled certain of their possessors to become as big as mustangs.

In quite adifferent direction, extensors produced the sub-order of gliding animals. These grew
membranes from the forequarters to the tips of the extensors, and from the tipsto the hindquarters. The
membranes doubtless began as a cooling device, which they remain, but they have daborated into
arrfoils—vanes. Such abeast can fold them and run around fredly. Or it can stiffen the extensors, thereby
spreading the vanes, and glide down from aheight. Given favorable currents, it can go astonishingly far in
thedense air, or perform extraordinary maneuvers. Thereby it getsfruit, prey, escape from enemies, easy
trangportation.

Most gliders are bat-sized, but afew have become larger, and afew of these have become bipedal.
Among them are the sophonts.

Red-gold, Niku waxed bright among the stars. In less than aday, it would be the sun.

Flandry saw how Banner's glance kept straying to itsimage in the screen. Thiswasto have been a
happy evenwatch, the last peaceful span they would know for atimethey did not know—perhaps an
eternity. Garbed in the finest they had aong, they sipped their drinksin between dances until Chives set
forth the best dinner he was capable of . Afterward Flandry had him join them in avaledictory glass, but
the batman said goodnight as soon as that was done. Now—

Cognac was mellow on the tongue, fragrant in the nostrils, ardent along the throat and in the blood.
Flandry didn't smoke while he savored stuff aslordly asthis. He did makeit an obbligato to the sght and
nearness of Banner. They were sSide by side; when she looked ahead, into the stars, he saw the proud
profile. Tonight asilver circlet harnessed the tide of her mane. The hair flowed lustrous brown, touched
by minute, endearing stresks of white. A bracelet Y ewwl had given her, raw gemstones set in bronze,
would have been barbaricaly massive on her left wrist, save that the casting was exquisite. Shewore a
deep-blue velvyl gown, long, low-cut, and though her bosom was small, the curve of it up toward her
throat made him remember Botticdli.

Hewas not in love with her, nor—he supposed—she with him, except to the gentle degree that was
only natural and that, in ordinary life, would only have added piquancy to friendship. He did find her
attractive, and thought the cosmos of her as a person, in her own right, not merely because she was
daughter to Max Abrams. So much had he come to respect her on this voyage that he no longer felt
guilty about having brought her.

Soft in the background, music played asit had donefor forty generations before theirs, the New
World Symphony.

Abruptly she turned face and body about, toward him. The green eyes widened. "Dominic,” she
asked, "why are you here?'

"Huh?' he responded inlegantly. Don't let her get too serious. Help her stay happy. "Wel, thet
depends on your exact meaning of the word 'why.' In an empirica sense, | am here because sixty-odd
years ago, an operatic divahad an affair with a gpace captain. In the higher or philosophica sense—"

She interrupted by laying ahand over his. "Please don't clown. | want to understand.” She sighed.
"Though maybe you won't want to tell me. Then | won't ingst; but | hope you will."

He surrendered. "What isit you'd like to know?"

"Why you are here—bound for Ramnu instead of Hermes." Quickly: "I know you had to investigate
what Cairncrossis hiding. If he redlly does plan a coup—"

Yes, | do believe that's his aim. What else? As Grand Duke, he's gone as far as he can, and he's
known to be a man of vaulting ambition. He's popular among his people, and they are resentful of
the Imperium; it'd be no trick to quietly collect personnel for theillicit preparation of war



materiel, and he controls plenty of places where the work can go on in secret—Babur,
Ramnu—When he's ready, when he announces his intention, men will flock to his standard. It
won't take any enormous striking force if the operation is well organized. He can exploit surprise,
punch through, kill Gerhart, and proclaim himself Emperor. When Terra lies hostage to his
missiles, he won't be directly attacked.

Fighting will occur elsewhere, no doubt, but it will be between those who'll want to accept him
and those who'll not. Many will. Gerhart is not beloved. Cairncross can set forth the claim that he
isrighting grievous wrongs and intends to right others; that in this dangerous era, the Empire
needs the leader of greatest, proven ability; even that he has a dash of Argolid in hisancestry. A
lot of Navy officerswill feel they should go along with him simply to end the strife before it ruins
too much, and because he is now the alternative to a throne back up for grabs. Others, as his
cause gathers momentum, will deem it prudent to join. Yes, Edwin has a good chance of pulling it
off, amply good for a warrior born.

"—though things you've said about the Emperor do make me wonder if you care what happensto
him," Banner sumbled onward.

Flandry scowled. "I don't, per se. However, heisn't intolerably bad; in fact, he shows reasonable
intelligence and restraint. Besides, well, heisason of Hans, and | rather liked that old bastard. But
mainly, we can't afford anew civil war, and anybody who'd start oneisa mongter.”

Her fingerstightened across his. ™Y ou talked about buying yearsfor peopleto livein.”

He nodded. "I'm no sentimentadi<t, but I've witnessed wars. | don't relish the idea of sentient beings
with their skins burnt off and their eyeballs meted, but not yet ableto die." He stopped. "Sorry. That's
not nice dinner table conversation.”

Shegave him afant smile. "No, but I'm not a perfectly nice person mysdlf. All right, agreed, thishas
to be prevented. Beforeit'stoo late, you haveto find out if acoup isin theworks, and in that case get
proof that'll make the Navy act. Y ou think probably there's evidence in the Nikuan System. But why are
you going to collect it yourself? Wouldn't it be wiser to proceed to Hermes and potter around, being
harmless? Meanwhile | could accompany men of yoursto Ramnu and they'd do the job."

Flandry shook hishead. "I consdered that, obvioudy," hereplied; "but I've told you before, I'm afraid
Carncrossis amost ready to strike. | dare not be leisurely.”

"Still, you could have covered your ass, couldn't you?"
He blinked, then laughed. " Perhaps. Though on Hermes I'd be at Cairncross mercy, you redize.”

"But you could have made an excuse to stay home, and dispatched acrew in secret,” she persisted.
"Feigned illness or whatnot. Y ou're too clever for anybody to make you go where you don't want to."

"You'retrying to flatter me," he said. "Y ou're succeeding. Asamatter of fact, with my usua humility |
admit that you've pointed to the real reason. I've trained severa excellent people, but none are quite as
clever as me. None would have quite the probability of successthat | do." He preened his mustache.
"Als0, to be honest, | confess | was getting bored. | was much overdue for raising abit of hell.”

Still her eyeswould not release him. "Isthat the whole truth, Dominic?”
He shrugged. "In awel-known phrase from an earlier empire, what istruth?"

Her tone shivered. "I think your underlying reason isthis. The mission isdangerous. Failure meansa
terrible punishment for whoever went and got caught afterward. The fact that he went under your orders
wouldn't save him from the wrath of a Grand Duke whose 'insulted honor' the Imperium would find it
politic to avenge." She drew bregth. "Dominic, you served under my father, and he was an officer of the
old school. An officer does not send men to do anything he would not do himsdlf. 1sn't that it, dear?"

"Oh, | supposeabit of itis" he grumbled.



Her glance dropped. How long the lashes lay, above those findly carven cheekbones. He saw the
blood risein face and bosom. "I felt sure, but | wanted to hear it from you," she whispered. "We've got
plenty of nobletitles around these days, but damn few noble spirits.”

"Oh, hal, ha," he protested. "Y ou know better. | lie, | stedl, | cheat, | kill, | fornicate and commit
adultery, | use shocking language, | covet, and once | had occasion to make agraven image. Now can
werelax and enjoy our evening?'

Sheraised her countenance to his. Her smile brightened. "Oh, yes" she said. "Why, in your company
I'd expect to enjoy exile."

They had talked about that, what to do if the misson failed but they survived. A court martiad would
find him guilty of worse than insubordination; defiance of adirect Imperial command was treason. She
was an accomplice. The maximum penalty was deeth, but Handry feared they would get the "lighter”
sentence of life endavement. He didn't proposeto risk that. He'd steer for aremote planet where he
could assume anew identity, unless he decided to seek asylum in the Domain of Ythri or collect ashipful
of kindred souls and fare off into the dtogether unknown.

Banner had agreed, in pain. She had far more to lose than he did, amother, a brother and sister and
ther families, Y ewwl and her lifework.

Has she found hope, now, beyond the wreckage of hope? His heart sprang for joy.

Sheleaned close. Her blush had faded to aglow, her look and voice were steady. "Dominic, dear,”
shesad, "ever sncethat hour in the gym, you've been the perfect knight. It isn't necessary any longer."

VIl

Ramnu swdlled steadily in the forward screen, until it owned the sky and its dayside radiance
drowned stars out of vision. The colors were mostly white upon azure, like Terras, though a golden tinge
lay across them in this weaker, mellower sunlight. Cloud patterns were not the same, but wider spread
and more in the form of bands, spots, and sheets than of swirls; surface features were hidden from space,
save as vague shadowiness here and there. The night Side glimmered ghostly under moonlight and
garlight. Brief, tiny fire-streaks near the terminator betokened monstrous lightning strokes. Brought into
being by amagnetic field lessthan Jovian but stronger than Terran, auroras shook ther flagsfor an
incoming man to see above polar darkness.

Flandry sat at the pilot console. Hooligan continued doing the basic navigation and steering herself,
but he wanted his hand and judgment upon her, that he might arrive in secret. Besides, he meant to use
the instrumentsin the control section to study the moons and any possbletraffic in the system.

He passed close enough by Diris, the innermost, that he could make out Port Lulang, the scientific
base. It was a huddle of domes, hemicylinders, masts, dishes, beside a spacefield, in the middle of a
large, symmetricd formation oddly like Sullivan's Hoofprint on 10; little that was Cynthian remained
except the name. Otherwise the satellite was nearly featureless. Once it had exceeded his mother world
insize; but the supernovawhiffed away everything above its metdlic core. Probably naught whatsoever
would have survived, had not the shrunken bulk of Ramnu given some shielding. Asthe melted ball
cooled to solidity, no asteroids ormeteoroids smote to crater it. Those had been turned into gas, and
dissipated with the rest of the nebulaamong the ars.

Tiglaiashowed ameasure of ruggedness; it had kept the massto generate orogenic forces. Elavdi,
outermost and largest, bore mountains, sharp-edged as when first they were uplifted.

Flandry probed toward the latter, but got no sight of Port Asmundsen, the industriad base there. He
wasn't observing from the proper angle, and dared not accelerate into adifferent course lest he be
noticed. If hisideaabout Cairncross was right, these days the expanded facilitiesincluded war-craft.
Anyway, Banner had confirmed that nothing unusua was apparent from outside. Whatever evil was



hatching did so under camouflage or in man-made caverns. Neutrino detectors spoke of substantia
nuclear powerplants. Yes, they impress me as being rather more than required by mining
operations. Having an exposed planetary core makes the enter prise worthwhile for Hermes—but
scarcely this profitable, when the same metals are available closer to home.

As for Dukeston—Hislook strayed back to Ramnu. The commercid base on the planet had likewise
been aminor thing, until lately. A sulfur-rich marshland produced certain biologicals, notably afinegrained
hardwood and the antibiotic oricin, effective against the Hermetian disease cuprodermy. They were
barely cheaper to obtain here and to ship back than to synthesize. They might not have been were not the
nearby Chromatic Hills awell-endowed source of palladium and other mineras.

Why had Dukeston, too, seen considerable recent growth? And why had it, too, become hard to
enter and to ded with? True, it and Wainwright Station were separated by five thousand kilometers of
continent. A parameter in choosing the stefor it had been the desire that its cultural influence reach only
the nativesin itsvicinity, not those whom the xenologists made their principal subjects of study.
Nevertheless, people used to flit freely back and forth, often just to visit. Genera Enterprises used to be
generous in supplying the Ramnu Research Foundation with hel p, equipment, materials.

But under the present director, Nigel Broderick—Well, he explained the niggardliness and the
infrequency of contact by declaring that the expanson itsdf, under adverse conditions, took virtudly al
the resources at his beck. The undertaking was a part of greast Duke Edwin'sfar-sighted plan for
restoring the glory and prosperity of Hermes. His Grace had ordered stringent security measures against
the possibility of sabotage, in these uneasy times. No exceptions could be made, Snce anaive scientist
might innocently passinformation to the wrong persons. If this attitude seemed exaggerated, that was
because you did not know the ramifications of the whole situation. His Grace done did that, and ours
was not to question him.

Which | aimto do, if time and chance allow, Handry thought. Oh, | am a bad, rebellious boy, |
am. | actually nourish a few doubts about the wisdom and benevolence of statesmen.

Hooligan set down with admirable smoothness, considering. For afew minutes Flandry was
addressing the hastily summoned ground control officer. (He was ayoung fellow named Ivan Polevoy,
whose primary job was electronician.) The station spacecraft occupied the sole proper connection to the
interior which the minuscule field possessed. It would be necessary to send acar for the newcomers.

Having spoken his thanks and requested that no word of this go out—"Dr. Abramswill tell you why,
in due course"—HF andry made his routine check of guardian devices: irrespective of the fact that Chives
would stay aboard till it was certain that no backup would be needed. Meanwhile his glance roved
around outside. Port Wainwright consisted of severa conjoined buildings, whose low profiles and deep
foundations were designed for thisworld. A pole displayed aflag of gaudy, fluorescent stripes. Beyond,
the landscape reached tremendous.

Niku stood at early afternoon, ruddy-aureate in an opaescent heaven,; itslight suffused the hazy air in
away to remind of autumn on Terra. Nothing else was like home. Broad, gray-green, ariver flowed past
more swiftly than it should, casting spray that lingered shining above rocks and current-whirls. The woods
on the opposite shore were not dense, though they stretched out of sight. Squat brown boles sprouted
withy-like branches with outsize leaves of cupped form and hues of dark olive, amber, or russet. A dow,
heavy breeze sent the stalks rippling about and stirred the underbrush.

On this bank and eastward was open country, a plain dominated by pyrasphae. Most of that
resembled tall grasswherein the wind roused waves. Its dull tawninesswas relieved in place by stands of
trees or canes, by white plumes and vivid blossoms. He couldn't see through mistiness to the remote
horizon, but he made out akopjein that direction; and northward, a darkening must be mountains, for a
volcano sent smoke aoft from there. The pillar of black widened quickly, to form amushroom shape
whosetop drifted away likefog.



L eathery wings cruised low overhead, big in proportion to the bodies they upheld. He knew that
herds of animalswere out in the pyrasphde, but it hid their low shagpesfrom him. A family of giants
loomed above, not far off, grazing with the calm of creatures which had no natural enemies. Humans
refrained from hunting near the station, and no native Ramnuans were around at the moment.

He watched the beastsinterestedly, for he recognized them as wild onsars. Domesticated, the onsar
was the foundation of sophont life over much of the world. It was more than acarrier of ridersand
burdens; it was a platform from which a hunter could see quarry afar, and then launch himself on along
glide. Before they had that help, the Ramnuans were mostly confined to the forests and the hilliest parts of
this planet, whose land surface consisted largely of savannah, pampa, prairie, veldt, and steppe.

An onsar stood big enough for aman to mount, if he wouldn't mind hisfeet dangling closeto the
ground. Its build was vagudly suggestive of arhinoceros, given ahigh hump at the forequartersand ahigh
black triangle of dorsal fin on the after half of the back. The skin was gray, sparsaly brown-haired save
on the big-eared, curve-muzzled head, where it grew thicker. Most conspicuous to Flandry were the
extensors. They seemed akinto apair of eephants trunks, sprouting from muscular masses behind the
hump, but they terminated in pads and clawed, prehensile tendrils.

"Excuseme, gr," Chives reminded from the entrance.

Flandry realized that a sedled car was on its way toward Hooligan. Shaking himslf, he hurried to
join Banner. Shewalited at the main personnel airlock. "Welcome home," he sad.

"Welcome to my home, Dominic," she answered softly. They exchanged akiss.

The car hdted dongside and extended a gang tube from its metd shell. When that had snugly fitted
itself around the lock, Banner valved through. Flandry followed. He had done this kind of thing before,
but each planet was apecia case requiring specia configurations of equipment, and hewasglad to let
her coach him. Safety harness—careful positioning on the conveyor belt—when insde the chassis,
doubly careful crawling into aseat, and grateful relaxation asit reclined—The vehicle had no grav
generators, and for thisshort atrip it carried no drugs or body supports. Seven-plus times his normal
weight dragged at Handry like atroll. Breath strained, heart dugged, every movement was leaden, he felt
his cheeks sag downward and avoided looking at the woman; consciousness began to blur at the edges.

The robopilot disengaged, retracted the tube, drove rapidly over the ferrocrete. It cycled through into
the garage pretty fast, too, and blessed lightness returned.

Banner scrambled forth. A gaunt, middle-aged man stood waiting. "How did your misson go?' he
asked immediately, anxioudy. Long-term personne here were devoted folk.

"That'squiteagtory,” shetold himin aclipped voice. "Admira Sir Dominic Handry, I'd like you to
meet Huang Shao-Y i, our deputy director and one blaze of agood linguist.”

"An honor, gr."
"Thehonor ismine, Dr. Huang."
"What's been happening?' burst from Banner.

Huang shrugged. "Little out of the ordinary. Y ewwl dlowed us at last to bring her back. | believe
she's presently in the Lake Roah neighborhood, and is recovering well from her loss.”

Banner nodded. " She would. She doesn't surrender. | want to get in touch a once."

"But—" Huang said at her retreating form. "But you've just arrived, you must betired, we want to
receive you properly, and our distinguished guest—"

"Y our distinguished guest isin an ant-bitten hurry himsdf," Handry said, and followed Banner. Huang
stayed behind. He had learned the ways of his chief.

Striding through rooms and passages, Flandry saw how the station had gone shabby-comfortable
during centuries of use. Murds by amateurs brightened wals; planters held beds of flowers and fresh



vegetables; playback simulated windows opening on adozen distant worlds. The hour chanced to be late
on human clocks, and most people were in the recreation facilities or their private gpartments. What few
were not and encountered Banner greeted her with pleasure. She might be on the austere and reticent
side, Flandry thought, but she was well-liked, and that was well-deserved.

She entered her centrum. He saw how she trembled as she sat down amidst the instruments which
bristled about her chair. He stroked her head. She gave him an absent-minded smile and set about
lowering the helmet. He stepped back.

She grew busy making adjustments. Meters flickered, telltales blinked in the dimness of the chamber.
It was quiet here; only amurmur of the thick breeze outside penetrated. At present, in its variant pattern,
dation air was cool, moist, bearing asmell of Terran seas.

The screen before Banner flickered to life. Flandry could seeit over her shoulder if he leaned down
and forward. Shelaid her pdms on two platesin the arms of her chair. What sensations cameto her from
them, she would interpret as perceptions of the world beyond these walls. She had told him that by now
they seemed dmost like thered thing.

"Yewwl," she cdled low, and added words in a purring, oft-times mewing or snarling language
unknown to him. A vocdizer circuit transformed them into sounds that were clear to a Ramnuan, whose
mouth and throat were not made like hers. "Ee-yah, Y ewwl."

Flandry must content himself with what was in the screen. That was remarkably clear, given the
handicaps under which the system labored. Colors, perspectives, contours did appear subtly strange,
until he remembered that the apparatus tried to duplicate what dien eyes saw, asthey did.

A hand lifted into sght—Y ewwl's, perhaps raised in surprise when the message came. It was
probably the most humanoid thing about her, the thumb and four fingerslaid out very smilarly to his.
They were short, though, their nails were sharp and yellow, the entire hand was densaly muscular, and
tan fur covered it.

Shewasindoors, doubtlessin aranch house belonging to afamily of her clan. Furnishing wassmple
but handsome. On acouch in view sat apair of natives who must be kinfolk, male and female. No matter
how many pictures he had studied while traveling, Handry focused hiswhole attention on them.

They were both bipeds who would stand dightly over ameter. Extreme stockiness might have
seemed grotesgue, wereit not clear that their build was what enabled them to move gracefully. The feet
were four-toed, clawed, big even in proportion. The lower torso was nearly rigid for support, the high
pelvic girdle making it impossible to bend over—not agood idea on Ramnu anyhow—and requiring them
to squat instead. Thisalso forced the young to be born tiny, after ashort gestation; mae and female both
had pouches on the belly to protect an infant till it had devel oped further. These and the genitdiadid not
cometo Fandry's vision, for the beings happened to be dressed: in garments vaguely resembling hospital
gowns, decking the front, the most convenient if you had vanesin back. Fur grew everywhere, save for
footsoles and the insdes of the hands.

The head was round. Itsface could be caled either blunt-muzzled or platyrrhine and prognathous, the
jaw was heavy and had a chin, the brow swelled lofty. The mouth waswide, thin-lipped for the sucking
of blood and juices and for the feeding of infants: yellow fangs bespoke a carnivore, though not an
obligate one. The ears sat far up, pointed and mobile. The eyes were beautiful—big, golden, variable of
pupils, adaptable to night. The whole countenance made Flandry recall, the least bit, a Terran lynx.

From the back, under the shoulders, sprang the extensors. The female had brought hersaround in
front, making asort of cloak; perhaps she was cold, in this gathering ice age. The male had spread his
when reacting to Banner, asif readying for aglide. From behind his neck, the membranes of the vanes
sretched thinly furred, nearly ameter on either side, to the ends of the extensors: thence downward,
semicircularly, to the buttocks. Flandry knew they were attached adong the entire back, above the spine.
They were no smple flaps of skin, they were muscular tissue, heavily vascularized, their nerve endings



providing agreat ded of sensory input, their complex ripplings and attitudes providing a body language
that humanswould never redly be ableto interpret.

AsHandry watched, the mae relaxed, lowered his extensorstill the vanes hung in folds behind him,
and settled himsdf dertly. Belike Y ewwl had told her companions what was occurring.

Flandry stole alook at Banner'sface. It was intent with the desperation of this hour, but it was
likewise rapt; she had gone beyond him. She barely whispered what she said. When she stopped to
listen, she done heard.

The view in the screen shifted jerkily, then changed, changed, changed. Y eww! had jumped to her
feet, was pacing—might be cursing or yeling, for al he could tell. The message she got had carried a
shock.

Flandry and Banner had planned it together, but today he must merely guess how matters went. What
she was asking was fearsome.

In the end, when she had blanked the screen and disconnected hersdf, she dumped, eyes closed,
bresthing hard, shivering. Swest stood forth on apale visage.

Flandry cupped her cheeks between his hands. "How are you?' he asked, half afraid.
The green gaze opened as shettilted her head back. "Oh, I'm dl right,” shesad faintly.
"She—will she—"

The woman nodded. "Y es. She doesn't understand much of what it's about. How could she? But if
nothing else, out of loyalty, shell believe her oath-sister, that this has to be done before her country can
be saved." A sgh. "May that betrue.”

Hewould have tried to comfort her, but time lashed him. " Shall we have her flitted to Mount
Gungnor?"

""No." Banner's self-possession returned fast. She straightened; her tone briskened. "No point in that.
Infact, it'd be counterproductive. Best she proceed overland, sending messengers out on either Sdeto
ask other leadersif they'll meet her dong the way. She hasto persuade them to go dong with the idea,
you see, and with her in person. Else shed beasingleindividud arriving a the Vol cano, who could
speak for her immediate family at best. Whereas, leading a delegation from what amounts to the whole of
Kulembarach, and maybe a couple of neighbors clans as well—do you see?’

Fandry frowned. "How long will thistake?"

"M-m ... Threeor four Terran days, 1'd guess. She'sfairly close to the mountain, and Ramnuans can
travel fast when they want to."

Flandry clicked histongue. "Y ou're cutting it molecular fine. The Duke can't be much further behind
usthan that. Allowing a short while for him to decide on Hermes wheét to do, and getting an expedition
here from there—"

"It can't be helped, dear." Banner rose. "I'll monitor Y ewwl closdly, of course, and urge her to keep
moving. Furthermore, you know some of my younger colleagues have linkslike mine, to different
individuas, through awide territory. None are anything like as close as this re ationship; but we can make
contact, we can regquest them to pass the word on and to rendezvous with Y ewwl if possible. We can
scarcely explain why, either to those colleagues or their subjects. But | think severad will oblige, out of
curiogty and friendship. That should help.”

"Well, yourethe expert,” he said reluctantly. "Asfor mysalf meanwhile, I'm amaster of the science
and art of hed-cooling.”

She chuckled. "Y ou'll be busy aplenty if | know you, studying maps and data banks, talking to
people, laying contingency plans. And ... we do want some time in between for oursaves, don't we?"

He laughed and caught her to him. Last night-watch had not been spectacular, but in its manyfold



waysit had been good, asliking deepened with intimacy. He was alittle old for the spectacular, anyway.

VIl

Y ewwl fared north from the house by Lake Roah in company, as befitted aranking matron of the clan
on her way to meet with her peers on the VVolcano. She and certain of her retainers had been visiting her
oldest-son—he and hissister her last surviving children—and hisfamily; they had discussed combining
their ranches, now that her husband and youngsters were gone. He rode off at her side, followed by half
adozen of hisown hands. His wife would manage the placein hisabsence ... perhaps better thanin his
presence, Y ewwl thought tartly, for Skogdawas an over-impulsive sort.

Before leaving, they dispatched couriers to homesteads that were not too far off. These went afoct,
or a-glide when possible, fagter than onsars. Y ewwl's party was mounted, since there wasno point in
arriving ahead of aquorum. Besides, it suited her dignity and she would need that a her god, antagonistic
to her asmany of the Seekerswere. Her route she laid out to pass by some more households, where she
requested the heads to come dong. All did. These stops were brief, and otherwise they made none, so
progresswas rapid. Eventually folk and onsars would have to deep, but they could keep moving without
rest for most of aday or night, and often did.

Thus Y ewwl cameto the Volcano, in the ancient manner of her people. The Kulembarach dzai'h'ii—
"clan," humans called it, for lack of abetter word that they could pronounce—was showing by the
number of its representatives present that most of it would support her, once news of her intent had
spread throughout the territory. That was to be expected. Not only were its members her kin, in various
degrees; shetook aforemost role, her opinions carried weight, in the yearly moot, when leaders of
househol ds gathered to discuss matters of mutual concern (and to trade, gossip, arrange marriages and
private ventures, play games, revel, make Oneness). Moreover, two from different territories, Arachan
and Raava, had joined the group.

Thiswasimportant. The Lord of the Volcano could not act on behaf of the clanstogether, when just
asingle one had speakers present. But if Zh of Arachan and Ngaru of Raavaraised no objection, he
could, if he saw fit, accede to the wish of Kulembarach—in amatter likethis, which presumably would
involve no mgor commitment of everybody dse.

Hard though the band traveled, day was drawing to an end when they reached the mountain. From
thetrail which wound up itsflank, Y ewwl saw far acrossthe plain benesth, aglow in long red sun-rays.
Clouds, banked murky toward the northeast, told of a storm that would arrive with the early dusk ... but
by then, she remembered, or soon after, she would be on the distant sde of it, in landswhere full night
would havefdlen ... if she could carry out thisfirst part of Banner'senigmatic plan ...

Cold streamed downward from the snows which covered the upper haf of Mount Gungnor, and
which yearly lay thicker. Moltennesslaired underneath; seam from fumaroles blew startlingly white
againg yellow evening overcast and black smoke from the crater. A stream flowed out of a place where
melt water had formed a spring. It cascaded down the dopesin noise and spray. The Golden Tide
colored it, and drifted in streamers on muttering breezes. Y ewwl could smell and taste the pungency of
the life-bestower on every bresth; what wearinesswas in her dropped away.

Because of that potent substance, the lower sides of the mountain were not bare. Their darkness was
crusted with color, tiny plants that etched aroot-hold for themsalvesin the rock, and above them buzzed
equaly minute flying things, whose wings glittered. Y et those had become few, and Y evwl saw more
brown patches, frost-killed, across the reaches than there had been when last she was here. Rounding a
shoulder that had barred her view northward, she saw the Guardian range rearing over the horizon, and it
shimmered bluewith thelce.

The same curvein thetrail brought her out onto a plateau which jutted ledge-like from the steeps.
Thiswasher god. A turf of low nullfire, lately gone sere, decked the top of it; hoofbests, which had rung



on the way up, now padded. Boldly near the precipice edge reared the hdl that the clans had raised for
the Lords of the Volcano to inhabit, in that wonderful age when the land suddenly redoubled itsfertility
and folk grew in number until they needed more than their kin-mootsto maintain law. The building was of
stone, long and broad, shale-roofed. Flanking the main door were six weather-worn statues, the
Forebears of each clan. A seventh, spear in hand, faced outward at the end of the rows. It stood for the
chosen family, bred out of all the clans, from which the successive Lords were dected. It stood armed,
peering over the cliff, as though to keep ward againgt those little-known people, beyond the territories,
whose ways were not the ways of the clans.

The Lord and his household lived by hunting, not ranching: for the country around the foot of the
mountain was of courseincredibly rich, or had been. However, just as had happened el sewhere, asmall
settlement of sedentary artisans had grown up. From one of the half-timbered cottages clustered nearby,
Y eww! heard the clamor of iron being forged; from another came the hum of aloom-whed; from athird
drifted the acrid odors of tanning leather. These died out as persons grew aware of visitors and emerged
to see.

Erelong someone aso left a building which stood by itself at the far end of the plateau. It was oldest
by centuries, much like the hall but the stone of it made smooth-edged, the carvings blurred, by untold
rans, gritty winds, acid fumes—even in thisthin air. Changeless, agrest, faceted crystal caught the light
where it was inset above the entrance. It proclaimed this a sanctuary of the College. Here, asin houses
they owned e sawhere, the Seekers of Wisdom kept books, instruments, ceremonia gear, mysteries.

At firg, those who stepped out, mae and female, were those who lived there, together with their
children. They numbered ten adults. Half were young, initiates sudying for higher orders, meanwhile
acting as caretakers, copyists, handlers of routine College business. The rest were aging; they lacked the
gifts needed to attain an upper degree, and were resigned to that. Y ewwl had no quarrel with any of
these; in truth, she seldom encountered them.

But then adifferent figuretrod from insde, male, clad throat to feet in awhite goron, bearing agilt
harp under hisleft arm and abronze chaplet on hisbrows. Across akilometer, Y ewwl knew him. Her
vanes snapped wide. She bristled. A hiss went between her fangs.

Skogda brushed avane of his across hers. The play beneath the skin said: | am with you, Mother,
whatever may happen. What alarms you?

"Erannda," shetold him, and pointed her ears at the senior Seeker. "Il luck that he's not exacting
hospitality from ahomestead afar.” She willed the tension out of her muscles. "I'll not let him check me.
Hell try, but he can't sing away thetruth.”

Inwardly, shewondered: Truth? | dare not speak truth myself, what little of it | grasp. To hear
thereal purpose of my mission would bewilder them utterly. The Lord would refuseto act, in a
matter so weird and dangerous, without first holding a full assembly of clan-heads; and most of
my own following would agree he was right.

By law and custom he would be, too. (Maybe the most baffling and disturbing thing about the
star-folk is the way they submit their wills, their fates, to the will of others, whom they may never
even have met. That is, if | have discerned what Banner hastried over the yearsto explain to me.
Sometimes | have hoped | am mistaken about this.)

But by the time a full assembly can be gathered, it would be too late. Banner said we likeliest
have |ess than a day to do what must be done ... whatever that is, beyond my part init. Elsea
wrong will happen, and the star-folk will not be able to drive the Ice back.

| do not understand, really. | can only keep faith with my oath-sister, who has asked for my
help.

But Banner, will you help mein turn? I'll need you to strengthen my wits against Erannda'’s.
Banner, send your voice back into my head. Soon. Please.



Meanwhile, she would not qualil. "Come!" she cried, and her body added: Comein style! She
straightened to present her jeweled leather breastplate. She displayed her vanes at full. She drew her
knife and held the blade on high. Her foot-claws pricked the extensors of her onsar, and the gait of the
beast became arapid swing. Behind her, drawing haughtiness from her, thundered two score of
householders and retainers.

The cottage dwellers stcood humbly aside. Useful though they were, their sort could not claim the
respect due a hunter, herder, or Seeker; for they did not kill their own food, nor did they range fredly
about.

Y ewwl's band drew rein outside the hall. Skogda winded the horn that announced their coming.
Echoes flew shrill through the evehing. It would have been improper for the Lord of the VVolcano to come
forth, asif out of curiogty, before he got such acall. Now hedid. A scarlet cloth, wrapped around brow
and neck, streamed down his front to the ground. He carried a spear, which he gravely dipped and | eft
thrust in the turf, asign of welcome.

Hisfamily and servants were at hisback, lessimpressive. They were not numerous, either, for none
but he, hiswife, and their offspring dwelt here, together with servants. Therest of hiskin were below the
mountain, save for those who had chosen to join the College or to be adopted into a clan. They werethe
people from whom an assembly would choose his successor, after his death.

Y ewwl! thought the last eection could well have gone differently. Wion was not the keenest-minded
person aive. He did get good advice from hiswife, better than from the College which was supposed to
supply him with councillors. She was afemale of Arrohdzaroch. But she could not sit beside him &t the
mesting. The ancestors had decided that the Lord of the VVolcano must always be mde, to
counterbal ance the preponderance of femaleswho took the initiative in household and clan affairs.

Erannda was approaching. Y ewwl dismounted. "May you ever be swift in the chase," she greeted
Wion formdly. "We are come on behdf of many more, to lay for them and ourselves a demand upon
your stlewardship.”

Oil lamps brightened the meeting room in the hdl, bringing frescosto vivid life. Aniron stove a ether
end held outside chill at bay. Lamps, stoves, maps, medicines, windmills, printing, water-powered
machinery ... abovedl, knowledge of thisworld and its universe, and an eagernessto learn
more ... how much had the star-folk given!

Else the chamber was not changed from of old, nor were the procedures. Wion sat on adais between
carven beadts, confronting two rows of tiered benches for the visitors. Whoever would spesak raised an
arm, was recognized by the Lord of the VVolcano, and stepped or glided down to stand before him. This
being much lessthan afull assembly, everyone was close in and matters went faster than usual.

Y ewwl addressed them: "I need not relate how cold, hunger, and suffering range across our country
in advance of the Ice, and how these can but worsen, and most of usdie, asit moves onward. We have
talked of what we might do. Some would flee south, some would stay and become hunters entirely, some
have dill other ideasin pouch. But any such action will cost us heavily at best. Have we no better hope?

"Y ou know what the star-folk have taught us. Y ou know they have aways held, in the House of the
Banner, that they will not give uswhat we cannot learn to make for ourselves, lest we become dependent
on it and then one day they must leave us. What we have gotten from them has led usto progress of our
own, dower than we might like but firmly rooted and ever growing. Think of better sted than aforetime,
or glassmaking, or painkillers and deep surgery, or postal couriers, or what elseyou will. Yetitisno
longer enough, when thelceis coming. Unaided, we will loseit dl; our descendantswill forget.

"Y ou know, too, that | am intimate with the chieftain of the sar-folk, Banner herself." Oath-sister,
where are you? You promised you would join me. "Y ou know | have asked her for their help, and she
has told me thislies not within her power. But she hastold mefurther, of late, that perhaps help may be



gotten dsawhere”

Wion gtiffened on his seat. The Seekers present remained impassive as was their wont, save for
Erannda, who half spread his vanes and crooked hisfingers asif to attack.

"Y ou wonder how thismaybe," Y ewwl continued. "I1t—" She broke off. The voice wasin her.

—"Yewwl, are you awake? Do you want me? Good ... Oh, has your meeting begun aready?'m
sorry. | didn't think you'd arrive so fast, and—" a hesitation; a shyness?>—"private matters engaged me
more than they should have. How are you faring? What can | do?"

Wion leaned forward. "Is aught amiss, clan-head?' he asked. Eyes stared from the benches.

"No. I, | pauseto gather words," Y ewwl said. "I wish to put things as briefly as may be, lest we
wrangletill nightfal."

—"Don't you want them to know I'm listening?' Banner asked.

—"No, best not, | believe," Y ewwl replied in her hidden speech. "Eranndais here, by vile luck.
Y ou've seen how he hates your kind. Give him no arrowsfor hisquiver.”

Thereflashed through her: Once the Seekers of Wisdom alone possessed the high knowledge,
arcane mysteries, healing, poetry, music, history. Traveling from stead to stead, they were the
carriers of news and of lore about distant places. They counselled, mediated, consoled, heartened,
chastised, taught, set a lofty example. Yes, our ancestors did right to hold themin awe.

That is gone. Respect remains, unless among the most impatient of the young. The Seekers il
do good. They could do more. But for that, they must change, as the rest of us have changed,
because of the star-folk. Some of the Seekers are willing. Others are not. Erannda leads that
faction; and many in the clans still heed him.

She hastened to inform Banner of what had happened thus far: fortunately, very little. The unseen
presence fell slent, and Y ewwl resumed speaking:

"Y ou may or may not be aware that the star-folk maintain a second outpost.” And outposts on two
moons, but best not remind them of that. Erannda callsit a defilement. "It isno secret; sometimes
people have come here from there. However, yon settlement has had nothing to do with us, sinceit lies
far off, beyond the territories and what we know of the wilderness. Thus we have had no cause to think
about it.

"l have newly learned that it is not like the House of the Banner. It islarger, stronger, and its purpose
isnot smply to gather knowledge, but to maintain industries. Furthermore, its chiefs have more freedom
of decison. Asnear as| have learned"—which isnot near at all, for | cannot understand; but my
oath-sister would not lie to me—"they can act even in weighty matters, without having first to get
permission esawhere.

"1, my following, and those for whom we speak propose this. Let me take a party there and ask for
help. | cannot foresay if they will grant it; and if they will, | cannot foresay what form it may take. Perhaps
they will give usfirearms, that we may hunt more easily; perhapsthey will let us have onsarless vehicles;
perhaps they will supply uswith firdess heat-makers, perhaps they will build huge, warm sheltersfor our
herds—I know not, and | have not ventured to ask Banner."

No need. She haslong since told me that such things are possible, yes, that it is possible to turn
the Ice back, but she and her fellows do not command the, means, nor has she been able to get the
yea of those who do.

"For this, we would no doubt have to make return. What, | do not know ether. Trade, maybe; we
have furs, hides, minerals. Labor, maybe; they might need native hands. The cost may prove too much
and the clansrefuse to pay. Very well, then. But it may not. The bargain may actudly leave us better off
than we ever were before.



"| proposeto go ask, and negotiate if | can, and bring back word for an assembly to consider. To do
this, | must go for our wholefolk.

"Therefore, Lord of the Volcano, |, my following, and those for whom we speak demand of you that
you grant usthe right to act on behalf of the clans, and give me aletter attesting that thisis so."

Y ewwl snapped her vanes open and shut, to show that she had finished, and waited for questions.

They seethed about her. Was it not adangerousjourney, and many daysin length?"Yes, but | am
willing, and have friends who are willing too. How else can | strike back at the I ce, that robbed me of my
darlings?'

Why could the party not smply be flown there? "We cannot breathe air asthin asthe star-folk do.
Not for years has the House of the Banner possessed alarge flying machine with acabin that can be left
open, since it was wrecked in adusk-storm. They have lacked the wedlth to replace it. Their lesser
vehicles can carry but asingle person besides the pilot, and hewould fal ill of heavinesson so long a
flight.”

Why cannot Banner hersalf go speak for us, or talk across distance aswe know they are able to?

" She fears she would be refused. Remember, the rule that she is under forbids giving usthingslike that.
Shedoubtsif | am being wise. Also, her kind are not innocent of rivaries and jed ousies. The other chiefs
might not welcome a proposa that would put her inthe lead, yet listen to usif sheisout of it."

Severd more; and then Erannda came down, and Y ewwl whispered, unheard here—"Now the fight
begins"

Tdl in hiswhite garb, the Seeker struck a shivery chord from his harp. Silence pounced and gripped.
Hisbard'svoicerolled forth:

"Lord of the Volcano, colleagues, clanfolk, hear me. Harken when | say that thisis either the maddest
thought that ever wasflung out, or e sethe evillest.

"Sowly have the dienswrought among us, oh, very dowly and cunningly. Centuries have passed
sncefirst they came, avowing they did but wish to learn of us and of our country. Beit confessed, the
College of those days welcomed them, seeing in them kindred spirits, and hoping in turn to range through
new realms of knowledge. Y es, we too trusted them ... in those days. But the College hasalong
memory; and today we look back, against the wind of time, and what we see is not what we endure.

"Piece by piece, the new things, the new words dipped in among us, and we thought they were good,
and never paused to reckon the cost. New skills, new arts and crafts seemed to make life richer; but it
came to pass that those who practiced them could not be free rovers, nor could each household provide
for every need of its own. So died the wholeness of the folk.

"Behold this chaplet. It has been given from old hand to young hand for five hundred years. It can
never be replaced. The making of such beauty in bronzeislost to our craftspeople. Thismay seem little,
when ingtead we have stedl; but the ugly coppersmithing of today cannot uplift the soul, and thisisbut the
smallest token of the emptiness within us. WWho now sings the ancient epics, who now honorsthe ancient
wisdom and righteousness? The links of kinship corrode, as youth mocks at age and wantsitsway in
everything. And why not? Is not our whole world amere dust-fleck adrift in limitless, meaningless
hollowness? Are we oursalves anything save wind made flesh, chance-formed, impotent, and
foredoomed? This is the teaching the strangers have sent seeping into us, ateaching of despair so deep
that few of useven recognizeit asdespairr.”

The harp rang. "But you have heard me chant thislay before. What of the present gathering? What
shdl we say?

"l bid you think. Y ewwl has never hidden that sheisthe creature of an dien. What she does keep
hidden iswhat that alien may have bidden her do, for its cold purposes. Long have they declared, at the
House of the Banner, that we must not become dependent for our lives on things of theirs. Thisistrue;



but has it been atruth uttered to lull our wariness? For at last Y ewwl proposes that we do indeed make
such things necessary to our survival. | tdl you, if that happens, we will be hel pless before the demands of
their makers. And what might those demands be? Who can tel? Y eww! hersalf admits she does not
understand the strangers.

"Perhgps'—sarcasm ran venomous—"she is honest in her intent, in what she thinks she has said.
Perhaps. But then, how can she hope to dedl for us? What miscomprehensions might result, and what
disastersfollow? Better the glacier grind down across this whole country, and we flee to impoverished
exile. At least wewill remain free.

"Deny yonder witch. Cast her hencel”
The harp snarled to afinish.

Skogda sprang onto his bench, vaneswide. "Y ou dime-soul, you dare speak thus of my mother!" he
ydled. Almogt, he launched himsdlf againgt the Seeker. Two friends barely pulled him down and quieted
him.

Eranndagave Y ewwl atriumphant look. "That," he murmured, "deserves| put a satire upon him, and
upon you."

—"Banner, what shal | do? | haven't hisword-skill. If he makes apoem against me, | will be
unheeded in council for the rest of my world-faring.”

—"Oh! ... But hold, Yewwl, don't panic, stand fast. | thought about this, that you might someday run
into just this danger, years ago. | didn't discussit with you, because it was a nasty subject, for you much
more than for me; but | did prepare—"

Wion gtirred on the dais. "It isaterrible thing you would do, Erannda," he warned. "Worse than the
outburst of away-wearied young male callsfor. Such excess could bring reproach on you and the whole
College. Best let him humble himsdlf to you.”

"I will that,” Eranndareplied, "if his mother and her gang will @bandon their crazy scheme.”

Banner had been whigpering, fast and fiercely. The sense of her nearnessin spirit sufficed by itsdlf to
kindle the heart anew. Y eww! stood forth and said:

"No. Arewe not yet gorged with sensdless rantings? What does he preach but fear and
subservience—fear of tomorrow, subserviencefirst to him and later to doom? Y es, the star-folk have
caused changes, and in those changesis|loss. But would you cal it wrong that as your child grows, you
lose the warmth of hislittle body in your pouch? Do you not, instead, rejoice to watch him soar forth?

"What threat have the star-folk ever been, save to those who would fetter us down and require we
honor them into the bargain? The threat isfrom them, | tell you. If they prevail, everything we have
achieved will perish, and likewise countless of usand our children and children's children. Shal we not
even have achance to seek help?'

Her audience listened aghast. Nobody had ever defied a senior Seeker thus openly, and before the
very Lord of the Volcano.

Y ewwl's words had been her own, following the advice she received from Banner. Having uttered
them, she stalked toward Erannda, her vanes open, fur-abristle, fangs bare. She said, before she hersdlf
could be appalled at what it was:

"1 will lay astire on you instead, old one, that al may ken you for what you truly are.”

He controlled hisrage, made his harp laugh, and retorted, "Y ou? And what poetics have you
Sudied?'

"1 begin," she answered, halting closeto him. And she declaimed Banner'swords, asthey were given
her:

"Wind, be the witness of this withering!



Carry abroad, crying, calling,

The name | shall name. Let nobody

Forget who the fool was, or fail

To know how never once the not-wise

Had counsel worth keeping, in time of care—"

"Stop!" heyelled. As he lurched back, his harp dropped to the clay floor.

He would have needed a night or longer to compose his satire. Shethrew hersat him, in perfect form,
on theingtant.

—"Don't be vengeful," Banner urged. "Leave him away out."

—"Oh, yes" Yewwl agreed. Pity surprised her. Erannda straightened, gathered around him what was
left of hisdignity, and said, dmost too low to hear: "L ord of the VVolcano, colleagues, clanfolk ... | have
opposed the proposal. | could possibly be mistaken. Thereisno mistaking that quarrelsamong us ... like
this ... areworse than anything el se that might happen. Better we be destroyed by outsders than by each
other ... | withdraw my opposition.”

He turned and stumbled toward his bench. On impulse, Y ewwl! picked up his harp and gaveit to him.
After ahush, Wion said, not quite steadily, "If none has further speech, let the thing be done.”

Theinscribed parchment felt stiff in her fingers, and somehow cold.

Shetucked it carefully into her travel pack, which lay by her saddle. Not far off, her tethered onsar
cropped, loud in the quietness roundabout. Y eww! had wanted awhile done, to bring her whirling
thoughts back groundward. Now she walked toward the camp, for they would be making Oneness.

They were out on the plain. The short, siff nullfire that grew here glowed inthelast light of thesun, a
red step pyramid enormous amidst horizon migts. Lurid colorsin the west gave way to blue-gray that,
eastward, deegpened to purple. In the north, Mount Gungnor was an uplooming of blackness; flames
tinged the smoke of it, which blurred amoon. Northwestward the oncoming storm towered, flashed, and
rumbled. Theair was cold and getting colder. It did sighing around Y ewwl, stirring her fur.

Ahead, afire ate scrubwood that the party had collected and waxed ever more high and more high.
She heard it brawl, she began to fed itswarmth. They were six who spread their vanesto soak up that
radiance. The others were aready homebound. Skogda, his retainer and companion Y ch (oh, memory),
Zh of Arachan weremde; Y ewwl'sretainerslyaa and Kuzhinn, and Ngaru of Raava, were femde;
Yewwl herself made the seventh. More were not needed. Maybe seven were too many. But they had
wanted to go, from loyalty to her or from clan-honor, and she could not deny them.

L et them therefore make Oneness, and later rest awhile; then she would call Banner, who would be
standing by about the time that Fathermoon rose. And the ship would come—the new ship, whereof a
part could hold breathable air—and carry them east at wizard speed.

Y ewwl winced. She had not liked lying before the assembly. Y et she must. Else Wion would never
have understood why she needed a credentia which, undated as was usua, made no mention, either, of
cooperation by the star-folk. After al, he would have asked, were they not star-folk too in—?—but he
would havefailed to remember what the place was caled, Dukeston. Y ewwl herself had trouble doing
that, when the noise was practically impossible to utter.

She likewise had trouble comprehending that star-folk could be at strife, and in the deadly way
Banner had intimated. Why? How? What did it portend? The ideawas as bewildering asit wasterrifying.
But she must needs keep trust in her oath-sister.

Onenesswould comfort, bring inner peace and the strength to go onward. Skogda had started to
beat atomtom, Kuzhinn to pipe forth atune. Feet were beginning to move in the earliest rhythms of
dance. Zh cast fragrant herbs onto thefire.



It would be an ordinary Oneness, for everybody was not perfectly familiar with everybody ese. They
would just lose themsalves in dance, in music, in chanted words, in winds and distances, until they ceased
to have names; findly the world would have no name. Afterward would be deep, and awakening
renewed. Wasthisremotely akin to what Banner called, in her language, "worship"? No, worship
involved asupposed entity dwelling beyond the stars—

Yewwl put that question from her. It was too reminding of the sirangeness she would soon enter, not
as an emissary—whatever she pretended—but as a spy. She hastened toward her folk.

IX

Clouds made night out of dusk, save again and again when lightning coursed among them. Then it was
asif every, huge raindrop stood forth to sght, while thunder, in that thick air, waslike being under
bombardment. Though thewind thrust hard, it was dow, its voice more drumroll than shriek. Therainfell
amogt draight down, but struck in explosive violence. Through it winged those smal devil shapesthat
humans caled storm bets.

Hooligan descended. Even using her detectors, it had not been easy, in such weether, to home on
Y ewwl's communicator. It might have been impossible, had Banner not supplied landmarks for radars
and infrascopes to pick out. Nor wasit easy to land; FHandry and the vessdl's systems must work
together, and hefelt how swest ran pungent over his skin after he was down.

But timewas likely too short for asigh of relief and a cigarette. He swept a searchbeam about, and
found the encampment. The Ramnuans were busy striking atent they had raised for shdlter, asturdy
affair of hide stretched over poles. He swore at the delay. They'd have no use for the thing where they
were bound—except, of course, to help make plausible their story that they had fared overland. He
might aswell have that smoke.

And tak to Banner. He keyed for her specialy rigged extension. "Hello. Me. Were here" he said,
hearing every word march by on little platitude feet.

"Yes, | see" came her voice from Wainwright Station. More remoteness blurred it than lay in the
hundreds of kilometers between them. She was hooked into her co-experience circuit, she waswith
Y awwl and of Yewwl. The extension was audio only because there would have been no point in
scanning her face; she never looked away from the screen. Y et Flandry would have given much for a
glimpseof her.

"Anything happen since | 1eft?' he asked, mainly against a sllence that the racket of the gale degpened.
"In those few minutes?' Did she sound irritated. " Certainly not."
"Well, you did mean to give your people ahdfway plausible explanation of this sudden scurry.”

"| told Huang what we'd agreed on. He may have been abit skeptical, but I'm not sure. Now do be
quiet. I've got to help Yewwl lead the rest aboard; they know nothing about spacecraft. And we're afraid
the onsarswill balk."

The man broke the connection, fired up the promised cigarette, and punished his lungswith it. Huang,
skeptical? That could spdll trouble, if and when the second in command was interviewed by ducal
agents. Why shouldn't he doubt us, though? | would, Flandry thought. Granted, a nasty,'suspicious
mind is part of my stock in trade, while he's supposed to be an unworldly scientist. Nevertheless—

He reviewed the Situation. He had nothing el se to do a the moment. It would have been fally, on the
order of that committed by the famous young lady named Alice, to confide in the station personne. A
few might be inclined to support him, but most would be shocked, especidly the mgority of Hermetians.
Everybody grumbled at the dow throttling of their work; most wanted climate modification and deplored
how Cairncross had dragged histail. But it was a quantum jump from that to acceptance of possible



rebellion, and to defiance of both his authority and the Emperor's. Someone would be certain to call
Dukeston or Port Asmundsen and warn. Duca militiawere (supposedly!) few in this syslem, morea
rescue corps than apolice force; but it wouldn't take many to abort Flandry's mission.

Overtly, therefore, he had smply come to Ramnu to see for himself. If he decided the climate project
was worthy, he would use his good offices at court. On thistrip tonight, the announced plan wasfor him
to observe native life, employing Y ewwl/Banner asguide.

Everything was quite reasonable in outline. The details were the problem, as commonly with lies. Why
had he waited till sunset to depart? Why had Banner gotten her fellowswho aso practiced linkage to
urge their Ramnuansto contact Y eww! on her way to the V ol cano? Explanations—that he felt he must
first absorb alot of information from the data banks; that she hoped aformal appeal by the clanswould
exert mora pressure on the Imperium—were inevitably week.

Flandry had relied on the basic human tendency to swalow any positive statement. After dl, these
people lived insulated from palitics, except for what they played among themselves; besdes, to them, he
represented Authority. But the yarn would come unraveled at thefirst tug on it by a professiona
investigator. And if Huang, or whoever, called onein, even .before Cairncross troubleshooters arrived—

Well, that wouldn't be long in any event. Meanwhile Banner sat chained to her unit. It could not be
shifted aboard the spacecraft, being integra with the station. What could happen to her if shewas
arrested was the stuff of nightmare, deegping and waking, for whatever excesstime Flandry survived.

I've sacrificed enough lives and dreams by now, haven't 1? Not hers too! Max's daughter,
facing the risk with his curt gallantry and planning against it with his remembered coolness. The
cigarette stub scorched hisfingers. He crushed it as he would afoeman. And she's become the closest
friend I've got, maybe the only real friend, for | am certainly not one to myself. He shivered back
from any thought of love. It had never been alucky thing to bein love with Dominic FHandry.

"The Ramnuans are prepared to board, sir,” Chives reported on the intercom.

"Eh?' The man adjusted aviewscreen. Y es, there they came, leading their animas through the
rain-cataract. An extruded ramp awaited them, their route into a compartment of the hold. He'd sedl it off
during flight.

An onsar studied the metal shape before it and grew suspicious. It dug hoofs and extensorsinto the
ground. Its brethren took their cue from that, milled about, Stamped, butted snouts at their masters,
heedless of reins and thorny whips. Might they slampede?

"Beasts of burdensome,” Flandry muttered in frustrated anger. They couldn't be abandoned, they
were essentia to the deception.

"Excuseme, dr," Chivessad. "l beieveif | went out I might be of assstance.”
"You?Inthet gravity?'

"1 will fly onimpellers, of course”

"What's your scheme?| think nature's better equipped mefor any such job.”

"No, gr. Y ou aretoo important. Anticipating difficulties, | have taken the liberty of donning my
spacesuit, and am about to close the faceplate and cycle through. Should an accident occur, | suggest
that for dinner you heat the packet numbered ‘threg in the freezer. The Eastmarch Gamay Beaujolais'53
would complement it well. But | trust you will not be forced to such an extremity, Sir."

"Carry on, Chives," Handry said helplesdly.

Wind made asteady roar about the hull, which trembled under itsforce. Rain smote like hammers.
Lightning flew, thunder rattled teeth in jaws. No matter how well outfitted, askinny old Shamuan &flit in
that fury, in the grasp of that gravity, could well lose control and be dashed to his death. And still he
plays his part. Well, it's the sole part he can play, alone among aliens; therefore | must play mine



without ever faltering. We can never really communicate, but this dance we dance between us
does say, "l care for you."

Flandry need not have worried, though. It soon became ajoy to watch how eegantly Chives darted
through the air. He had set his blaster to lowest beam, and the onsars had thick hides. However, the
flicks of energy sufficed to herd them, and then chastise them. They shuffled aboard as meek as
taxpayers.

Flandry whooped laughter. "How about that, Banner?' he cried.

Her voice was strained. "The hull screens Y ewwl's signdl. We're cut off. Can you relay?"
"Nothing so complex, I'm afraid.”

"WEell, then, get to your degtination fast!" she shrilled.

Chives came back inboard. Flandry prepared to lift.

Banner spoke in a subdued tone. "'I'm sorry, Dominic. | shouldn't have yelled at you. Nerves
overstrung.”

"Sure, | understand, dear,” he said. Inwardly: Do |”? How deep into her soul does that linkage go?
She can break it for a while without pain, but what if it broke forever?

Hooligan rose, leveled off, and lined out east-northeast. She had to fly low, lest by maevolent luck a
ship going to or from Port Asmundsen should notice. Despite her ample capabilities, Flandry didn't likeit.
Hefdt boxed in.

Regardless, thejourney was uneventful—for him and Chives, surdly not for the Ramnuans, who must
beterrified in their meta cave, weighing a seventh of what they ought to, under light they saw asharsh
blue-white, while cloven air rumbled and screamed outside and that which they breathed grew foul.
Banner could have reassured Y ewwl, but Y ewwl and her followers now had naught but courage to
uphold them. A scanner showed them iron-steady. Flandry admired.

The storm fell behind. He passed fully into this planet's long, long night. Plains grew frogt-slvery;
snow whitened hillcrests, and not dl that fell in the dark would melt when day returned. Had he lacked
optica amplification, he would have been virtudly blind. Diriswas a crescent, half Lunasize though
brighter; Tiglaiashowed tiny; Elaveli was not aoft, and would have seemed smdler yet. Thevisble sars
werefew and dim, save for the red spark of Antares, and the Milky Way waslost to sght.

Five thousand kilometers rolled benegth, and he approached a coast. Ahead glimmered the
Chromatic Hills, where Dukeston stood amidst its mines and refineries and—what e se wasthere,
Beyond, the St. Carl River ran down into brackish marshlands, once rich with life and till, he had heard,
worth harvesting. Beyond those, an ocean lay duggish until winds raised monstrous billows uponit. In
recent years, the waves had brought icebergs crashing ashore.

They mustn't detect Hooligan at the settlement.

Flandry's navigationd system identified a site he and Banner had chosen off maps, blocked from view
by an outcrop which afew hours riding would serve to get around. He made a gingerly descent onto
roughness and told the woman, flat-voiced: "We're here."

"Good. Let them out." Her words quivered. " Send them on their way."

"A minutefird, jus aminute," he begged. "Ligten, | can flange up an excusefor returning to
Wainwright this soon. Then I'd beright there, for snatching you away if the Duke's boys come.”

"No, Dominic." She spoke softer than before. "We agreed otherwise. How did you say? ‘L et's not
put al our eggsin one basket." Her chuckle wastender. ™Y ou have amarvelous gift for making phrases.”

"Wdl, I—L ook, I've been thinking further. Y es, you have to keep in touch with Y ewwl till her task's
accomplished, or till everything falls apart for us. And, yes, in the second case, Hooligan ought to remain
at large, in the faint hope that something can be done some different way. But ... you probably don't



gppreciate how powerfully armed sheis. We can fight through anything Cairncrossislikely to send, a
least that he's likely to send at first. And we can outrun everything ese."

Banner sghed. "Dominic, we discussed this before. Y ou yourself admitted that that requires opening
fire a the start, on little or no provocation. It gives us no flexibility, no chance to get more clues. It puts
thisgtation, itsinnocent staff, itswork of centuples, in mortal danger. It dertsthe Duke so thoroughly that
hiswhole force will be mobilized to kill us or keep us a adistance. What can we do after that?
Especidly if werewrong and heis not plotting acoup. Wheresas, if he merely knows you've been
skulking about—"

"Hell take what precautions he's able," FHlandry interrupted, "and the precautions that involve you
won't make your future worth reaching ... Wdll, | had to ask, but | knew you'd refuse. Well stay by the
origind plan.”

"Were wasting time right now."

"True. Very wdll, I'll let the Ramnuans off, and Chivesand | will go wait at the place agreed on.”

Incommunicado, for fear of detection. It will be a hard wait. In several ways, harder for me
than for her. She'll be in the worse peril, but she'll be with her oath-sister.

"Goodbye, darling.”

X

Things have the vices of their virtues. Today Edwin Cairncross had reason to curse the fact thet there
was no interstellar equivaent of radio. He actudly caught himsdlf trying to imagine means of getting past
the unfeasibility. The"ingtantaneous’ pulses emitted by aship in hyperdrive are detectable a an extreme
range of about alight-year. They can be modulated to carry information. Unfortunately, within afew
million kilometers quantum effects degrade the sgna beyond recovery; even the smplest binary code
becomes unintelligible. The number of relay stations that would be required between two stars of average
separation is absurdly enormous, multiply by the factor necessary for just severd hundred
interconnections, and you find it would take more resources than the entire Empire contains.

But couldn't something very small, simple, cheap be devised, that we can afford in such
guantities? I'll organize a research teamto look into it when | am Emperor. That will also help
rouse enterprise again in the human race.

Cairncross checked the thought and barked laughter. He'd have plenty to do before histhrone was
that secure! Until then, he should be thankful. When messages took half amonth or moreto go straight
from Hermesto Terra, and few ships per year made the entire crossing, his realm was satisfactorily
isolated. Only ambiguous hints as to what might be amisstrickled back from an undermanned Imperid
legation. With patience, intelligence, sophidtication, abold leader could mount amighty effort in obscure
parts of hisdomain. Lacking that advantage, he could never have given flesh and stedl to hisdesire.

Therefore, let the Empire be thankful too.

Meanwhile, though, he had no way of tracing Admira Flandry. Where wasthe old devil a-prowl?
The single certainty was that he had not reported in at Hermes as he was supposed to. Well, it was aso
known that he had left Terra, and that the Abrams bitch had disappeared under the kind of queer
circumstances you'd expect him to engineer.

Cairncross hunched forward in his pilot seat. The speedster had no need of his guidance, but he felt
he drew strength from the power a work below hisfingers. A touch, and he could release missiles
capable of wiping out acity, or the sunlike flame of ablaster cannon. He sat alone here, but within this
same hull were men who adored him. Niku stood before him in heaven, become the brightest of the gars,
and yonder poised nearly haf the force he would presently unleash, to make himsdlf lord of ahundred



thousand worlds.

Maybe that's why I'm going in person, when | decided I'd waited too long at home on Flandry.
| could have dispatched a trusty officer, but it feels good to be in action again, myself. Cairncross
scowled. Besides, he might outwit anybody else. | know better than to under estimate him.

A waft of chill seemed to passthrough the air that rustled from the ventilator. If he went directly, he's
been there for days.

Cairncross squared his shoulders and summoned confidence. How could asolitary human creature
evade his precautionsin that scant atime? Nigel Broderick alowed no laxity. No stranger would get
access to any place where he might see what was building. After all, my original idea wasto
neutralize Flandry by bringing him to Hermes.

Just the same—

WEe'll take no chances, we'll strike immediately and hard. In afew more hours, Cairncrosswould
be on the moon Elavdi, issuing orders. Let Broderick lead a detachment to Port Lulang and occupy it, on
the grounds that he was searching for a py—true, asfar asit went. But probably Flandry wason
Ramnu. I'll command the planetside operation. The stakes are too high for a lesser player. They
are the destiny of civilization.

Brief wistfulness tugged a Cairncross. He'd cherished a secondary hope of winning Flandry over to
his cause. The man would be valuable. And why shouldn't he join me? What does he owe Gerhart?
He's been dighted, ignored, shunted aside. I'd have the brains to reward such a follower as he
deserved, and listen to him. My aimisto give the Empire the strong, wise government it so
desperately needs, to found a dynasty armored in legitimacy against usurpers ... yes, then I'll clone
myself ... Why, ther€'ll no longer be any reason not to reverse the glaciation on Ramnu. In fact, it
will be a suitably glorious achievement for my reign. An entire race of beings will revere my name
for aslong astheir sun endures.

Though that will be the littlest part of what | shall do. | could be remembered through the
lifetime of the universe.

Benegth the triumphant vison went asigh. It isvery lonely to be an embodiment of fate. He had
daydreamed of gaining afriend in Flandry; their spirits were much dike, and the officer's derisive humor
would relieve the Emperor's austere seriousness. But as matters had devel oped, the odds were that
Cairncross would seize the other, wring him dry of everything he knew with a deep hypnoprobing, and
mercifully obliterate what was l€ft.

Civilization was degthly ill; the rot had reached the heart. Nothing could save it but radicd surgery.

Y ewwl'sfirst encounter was with a couple of native workers. Her party was riding toward Dukeston,
which was asyet hidden from sight by aridgein between. Itslights made a glow that night-adapted eyes
saw as brilliant. Thence rolled alow rumbling, the sound of machines at their toil. Here the land seemed
untouched. Hillslifted stark, white-mantled save where crags reared forth, above gorges full of
blackness. Frosty soil rang beneath hoofs; stones rattled; brush cracked. Theair hung still and bitterly
cold, making the travel ers keep their vanes wrapped around them; breath formed frost crystals that
lingered in glittery streamers. Overhead twinkled more stars than a human would have seen unaided,
though fewer than Y ewwl had observed on pictures from Terra. M othermoon was a crescent, scarcely
moved from its earlier place among them, while Fathermoon waswell down the sky. Childmoon rosetiny
inthe esdt.

The strangers appeared suddenly, around the corner of abluff. They halted, like Y ewwl's group.
Stareswent back and forth. She saw them quite clearly, except that she couldn't be sure of the precise
color of their fur. It was paer than hers, and the two were tall and dender. In their hands and strapped to
their thighsthey carried objects that must be made by star-folk.



After amoment, one of them spoke something that could be a question. Y ewwl opened and drooped
her vanes, trying to show she didn't understand. She emphasized it by saying doud, "We share not the

samelangueage.”

To her surprise, the male of the pair addressed her in Anglic. He had less vocabulary and grammar
than she had acquired from Banner, and neither of them had a vocdizer to turn the sounds into those that
ahuman would have formed. Nevertheless, adegree of comprehenghility got through: "Do you know this
tak?'

"Yes," shereplied.

—"Don't admit to knowing much," Banner warned in her head. "They mustn't identify you."

"Alittle" Y ewwl added, nervoudly fingering the scarf that hid her collar. "How did you guess?’

"You arefrom afar,” the male answered shrewdly.

"l have never seen your kind before, though my mate and | range widely in our work. But they say
that off westward is another human settlement, and | thought you might well have come from there. None
of the barbarians known to us do any business here."

Communication was not truly that essy. It wasfull of obscurities, fase starts, requests for repetition,
annoyed rephrasings. But persistence kept it limping aong.

Like many locd natives, in these hills and the marshes below, the couple were employed by the
gar-folk. Livetimber cruisers, harvesters, and so forth—including operators of various machines—came
cheaper than robots. They were paid in trade goods, by which this region had become prosperous but
upon which it was now, after centuries, totally dependent. (—"Don't you think we have been kinder to
your people at Wainwright?' Banner murmured.) These two were prospectors, searching out the oresfor
which Dukeston's appetite had becomeinsatiable of late. The colony itself had grown at the same pace.
Why?Who knew? The humans must have their reasons, but those were beyond the grasp of smple
Ramnuans

Y ewwl bristled to hear that.

She gave a brief explanation of her ostensible errand, and the pair guided her band onward. Thiswas
an exciting development for them! En route, she cautioned her followers anew, "Forget not: say nothing
about our having been flown here, should we meet somebody who knows our tongue. We are supposed
to have spent days going overland. Nor ever let fdl that | am intie with astar-person. We are to spy out
what may be a hodtile territory, under guise of being envoys. Let metak for everyone.”

"l seize no sense," Ngaru of Raava complained.

In truth, the idea of organized enmity was vague and tricky aswind, and fet asicy. "Suppose afeudis
between Banner and the clan-head at thisplace,” Y ewwl said. "Their retainers are naturdly loya to them,
and thuslikewise a odds."

"But we're asking for her/hishelp,” Kuzhinn protested. "Why should we abide with the House of the
Banner, which gives us naught?*

Thetime for explanation had been far too short—not that Y ewwl had agreat deal moreto go on,
hersdlf, than faith in her oath-sster. "Banner would help usif she could, and in amightier way,” Y ewvwl
said. "Firgt she must overcome those who are holding her back fromit. She believesthe leaders here are
among them. | don't expect they would ever redly grant aid. Why should they? It iswith the House of the
Banner that the clans have ancient friendship.”

"What isit, again, that we areto do?' lyaa inquired.

Y ewwl rumpled her vanesin sign of exasperation. "Whatever | tell you,” she snapped. "Belike that
will mainly beto stay cautious. | done will know what to look for."

—"Will | indeed?' she asked her distant comrade.



—"1 will, seeing through your eyes," the woman reminded her. "Don't get reckless. | could hardly
bear to have anything bad happen to you ... on my account.”

—"On account of usdl, | think."

Skogda clapped hand to knife. "If luck turnsill,” he said, "let me take the lead. I'll make sure they
know they've been in afight!" Hisretainer Y en growled agreement.

"You will dowhat youretold, aslong as| remain aglide," Y ewwl responded angrily. Insde, she
wondered if her son was capable of obedience. She wished she could confide her fearsto Banner. But
what good would it do? Her oath-sister had woe abundant aready. She could not so much as stir her
body while the misson lasted. That took ableak bravery Yewwl knew she hersdlf lacked.

The travelers topped theridge, and Dukeston blazed ahead. Y ewwl had sufficient knowledge of such
places, from what Banner had shown and explained over the years, that she was not utterly stupefied.
She recognized an old centra complex of buildings, akin to those at Wainwright Station. Newer, larger
units pread across severa kilometers of hills. She discerned housing for native workers, foreign though
the designs and materials were. Elsawhere, structures that droned or purred must hold industries of
different kinds. The enigmatic shapes that moved aong the streets were machines. Air intake towers
bespoke extensive underground installations. (Banner identified those, adding that the air was dtered for
her race to breathe.) A paved field some ways off, surrounded by equipment, bore a couple of objects
that the woman said were moonships. Overhead circled raindrop shapesthat she said were aircraft,
armed for battle.

Despitethis, it was mostly adream-jumble, hard to see; the mind could not take hold of forms so
outlandish. Besides, the illuminating tubes above the streets were cruelly bright. They curtained off
heaven. Had she not had Banner with her in spirit, Y ewwl might well have turned and fled.

Aswas, she must encourage her companions. Their vanes held wide, their fur on end, they were close
to panic—apart from Skogda, in whom it took the form of asnarl that meant rage. The onsars were
worse, and must be left in care of folk who came out to meet the newcomers. Y eww!'s party continued
afoot. Between these high, blank walls, she could scarcely glide had she sought to, and felt trapped.

At the end, she stopped in a square whereon were tiers of benches. It faced alarge screen set inside
aclear dome—"Yes, thisisfor assemblies,” Banner declared in Y ewwl's head. The magnified image of a
man gppeared—"1've met him occasionally,” Banner said. "The deputy chief, an gppointee of Duke
Edwin's... " Yewwl did not follow the second part.

Tak scuttled back and forth until afemae human was fetched to interpret. Using avocdizer, she
could somewhat speek the language of the clans, unaided Ramnuan pronunciation of Anglic seemed to
baffle her. "What is your purpose?’ she demanded.

Y ewwl stepped forward. The blood was loud within her; both vanes throbbed to its beat. She saw in
blade-edge clarity each single line, curve, hue on the face in the screen, the face that was so dreadfully
like Banner's. If those lips released a particular word, she and her son and their companions would be
dead.

—"Courage," camethewhisper. "1 know her too, Gillian Vincent, afellow xenologi<t. | felt sure
they'd call on her, and ... | think we can handle her.”

Y ewwl took forth her parchment, which she had been holding, and unrolled it before the screen for
ingpection. Banner laughed dryly.—"She can't read your written language very well, but doesn't want to
admit it. Quitelikely shewon't notice your name, if you don't say it yoursalf.”

That had been afang of trouble in the planning. The document was bound to specify its bearer, and
her relationship to Wainwright Station was well-known. Since the name was common, and the scheme
implausibly audacious, it could be hoped that no suspicionswould rise. But—

"Declareyour purpose,” Gillian Vincent sad.



Y ewwl described her request for help againgt the I ce, the offer to exchange resources or labor for it.
At first the woman said, "No, no, impossible.” Prompted by Banner, Y eww! urged the case. At last the
man was summoned back into view. Conference muttered.

—"| can hear them fairly well. They don't know what to make of this, and don't want to dismissyou
out of hand," Banner exulted. "The bureaucratic mentdity." That bit wasin Anglic, and gibberish to
Y ewwl.

Intheend, Gillian Vincent told her: "This requires further consideration. We doubt we can reach the
kind of agreement you want; but we will discussit among oursaves, and later with you again. Inthe
meantime, we will direct our workersto provide you food and shelter.”

Eagerness blazed highin Y ewwl. Those folk would take for granted thet newly arrived
forelgners—primitives, in their viewpoint—would wander about gaping at the marvels of the town. And
nobody would suppose that primitives would recognize the secret things Banner thought might be here.

Whatever those were.

Xl

Hooligan flitted back westward until the broad dim sheet of Lake Roah glimmered below her. The
terminator storm had moved on and the night was at peace.

Therewas no peacein Flandry. The lineswere drawn harsh in hisface and hisfingers moved with
controlled savagery as he piloted. The navigation system and amap found for him the bay on the south
marge that Banner had picked. Instrumentstold him that everything was seded; Chives pattered about to
make certain. For aminute, gravity drive roiled water, then the little ship was under the surface. She sank
fifty meters before coming to rest in ooze and murk.

Her topside waslessfar down. Flandry shut off or damped powered units as much as he could. The
lake screened most emission, but not dl; an intensive search could find him, and he lived by the principle
of never giving an enemy afreeride. Thelargest demand on the generators whilelying quiet wasfor the
interior fieldsthat maintained norma weight against Ramnu's pull. It helped to be oriented lengthwise, not
needing atensor component to keep feet drawn deckward as when the vessel wasin vertica mode. Y et
six out of seven standard gees were sill being counteracted. He and Chives could endure being heavier
than on Terra—say two gees—for aslong asthey must endure thiswait.

Firg he activated one of the numerous gadgets he had had made for Hooligan over theyears. A
miniature hatch in the outer hull opened and a buoyant object emerged, trailing awire. Its casing was of
irregular shape; unless you came within centimeters, it looked like a chance bit of vegetable matter, on
any of hundreds of planets, bobbing about. In redlity, it was an antennaand a fish-eye video scanner.
Transmitted, computer-refined, opticaly amplified, the image on the screen beneath was of lessthan
homeview quality—"but 'tis enough, ‘twill serve,” Flandry judged. He set amonitor to sound andarmif a
member of certain classes of objects appeared. Thereafter he reduced the negagravity, and hismasslaid
hold of him and dragged.

"That wasfun," he said to no onein particular. "Now what shal we play?"

Can't get drunk, or drugged any different way, hethought. If and when | need to be alert, I'll
receive no advance notice. Electrostim? No, the after-euphoria might fade too slowly. | need to be
mean and keen. Besides, it wouldn't feel right to sit tickling my pleasure center while Banner'sin
peril of her life and hurting on account of her friend.

Ha, getting moral, am |? Probably need a fresh cour se of antisenescents.

He rose and made hisway &ft, feding every step, feding how he must strain to hold his spine erect. In
earlier days, he had shortened his hated exercises by turning up the weight before he did them; and under



standard conditions, he seldom noticed himsdf walking—he floated. Nowadays—Well, he wasn't yet
elderly, he could still pace most men twenty or thirty years hisjunior, but ahundred variable cues kept
him reminded that time was aways gnawing, the snake at theroot of Y ggdras|. Who wasit had said
once that youth istoo precious to be wasted on the young?

Chiveswasin the saloon, stooped under the burden. "Sir," he reproached, "you did not warn me of
this changein environment. May | ask how long it isto prevall?"

"Sure, you may, but don't expect an answer,” Flandry said. "Hours, days? Sorry. Y ou knew we'd
haveto lie doggo, so | assumed you'd redlize thiswas included.” With concern, "Isit too hard on you?"

"No, gr. | do fear it will adversdly affect luncheon. | was planning an omelet. Under two gravities, it
would get leathery. Will sandwiches be acceptable instead?”

Flandry sat down and laughed. Why not? The gods, if any, did. | sometimes think we were created
because the gods wanted to be entertained one evening by a farce—but no, that can't be. We are
high comedy at least.

The prospector who spoke some Anglic was called Ayon Oressalul. Folk hereabouts did not livein
thelarge, shared territory of aclan, but on patches of land, each owned by asingle family which
bequesathed a common surnameto its children. Ayon was evidently trusted by the chief (?) of Dukeston,
for hewas put in charge of the visitors. That involved alengthy discussion on afarseer in hishouse, while
they waited outside. He came back to them looking self-important.

"Wewill quarter you in my dwelling and its neighbors," he announced. His gesturesincluded three
round-walled, peak-roofed structures. Their sameness made them yet more peculiar than did their foreign
syle and artificid materids. Inhabitants stared at the strangers but made no advances. Their postures
suggested they were used to regarding dl outsders asinferior, no matter whether one among those
understood human language. ™Y ou are not to leave except under escort, and aways together.”

Y ewwl sensed a catch of Banner's bregth. It brought home anew to her how cut off her band was,
how precariousits grip on events. Her natural reaction was anger, an impulse to strike out. She
suppressed it. Not only would it compromise her venture, but that in turn would gust her and her
companions down into morta jeopardy. She was ready to dieif that would hel p avenge Robreng and
their young ones upon the I ce; but having worked off the worst grief, she was once more finding too
many splendorsin the world to wish to leaveit.

She smoothed her stance and asked politely, "Why? We intend no harm, we who came in search of
ad"

"Y ou might well cometo harm yourselves," Ayon said. "Or you might, through ignorance, cause
damage. Things strange and powerful are at work here.”

Y ewwl seized the chance. "We are eager to see them. Besides being curious, perhaps we will get an
ideaof how our country can be rescued. Please!”

"Wdl ... well, | supposethat would be safe enough.”
"At once, | beg you."
"What, you do not want to rest and et first?'

"We have no sharp need of either. Also, wefear that at any moment the humans may decide to deny
our plea. Then we would be sent away, no? Unless, before, we have thought of a more exact proposal to
make. Please, kind mae."

(The conversation was not this straightforward. Y ewwl and Ayon had gained abit more mutual
fluency, talking on the way to town, but it remained awkward. She saw advantagesin that, such as not
having to explain precisdy—and fa sely—what she had to do with Wainwright Station.)

Ayon relented. He was proud of the community he served and would enjoy showing it off. "l am



required to take certain things along when conducting you," he said, and went back into his house. He
re-emerged with abox strapped to hisleft wrist, which Banner identified as aradiophone, and alarger
object sheathed on hisright thigh, which Y ewwl recognized as ablaster. " Stay close by me and touch

nothing without permission,” he ordered.

—"Thisislessthan we hoped for," shetold her oath-sster. "I meant to go about fredy.”

—"They're showing norma caution,” the woman decided. "They can't suspect your red purpose, or
you'd be prisoners. We may actualy manage to turn the situation to our use. The guide may well answer
key questions.... if he continues to take you for an ignorant barbarian."”

"What's going on, Mother?' Skogda asked. He radiated impatience. "What's he about?"
Y eww! explained. Her son spread vanes and showed teeth. "That's an insult,” he rasped.

"Cdm, cdm," she urged. "We must put our pride away here. Later, homebound, well track down
plenty of animasand kill them.”

Ayon gave them both a hard stare. Banner saw and warned:—"Body language doesn't differ much
from end to end of the continent. He sensestension. Never forget, he can call armed force to him from
above"

"Skogdatoo isanxiousto start off,” Y ewwl assured Ayon. "Overly anxious, maybe, but wevefared a
long, grudling way for this™

He eased. "If nothing else, you will carry back tales of wonder," hereplied. "Come."

They left the native quarter and followed a street that descended into a hollow between two hills. The
entire bottom was occupied by asingle building, blank of walls and roof. Intake towers showed that ill
more was underground. Stacks vented steam and smoke. In the glare of lights, vehiclestrundled back
and forth.

—"That is, or was, the palladium refinery; but it'sincredibly enlarged.” Banner's voice shook. "Ask
him about it. I'll give you the questions.”

—"You'dbest," Yewwl said sardonicaly, "for I've no wisp of anideawhat you're taking about.”

Discourse struggled. Ayon described the ore that went in and the metd that came out. (—"Yes,
palladium.”) He related how the ingots were taken to the field, loaded aboard the sky-ships, and carried
off. He supposed it went to the distant home of the humans. (—"There's no reason for any planet but
Hermesto import it from here, and I've never heard that Hermesis using an unusua amount ... ")

"1 will show you something more interesting,” Ayon offered.

The street climbed to a crest whereon stood another big building, this one with many transparent
sections—which Y ewwl thought of as glass—in walls and roof. Within, beneath lightsless clement than
the sun, aluminance like that aboard the vessal she had ridden, were rows and tiers of tanks. Plants grew
there, excticdly formed, intensdy green.

"Here the humansraise food they can eat,” Ayon said. "It isn't vital, for the ships bring in supplies, but
they like to add something fresh." Banner had dready informed Y ewwl of this, now the latter must
trandate for her followers. "In late years they have added far more rooms for the purpose, underground.
Many of usworked in the congtruction, and no few of us now work at preparing and packing what is
gathered, for shipment e sewhere.” He strutted. "It must be uncommonly tasty, for the humansto want it
a their home."

—"It doesn't go there," Banner observed. "Not anywhere ... except to amilitary depot?’
At her prompting, Y ewwl inquired, "What € se do you—your folk—make for them?"

"Lumber and iha oil in the lowlands. Oresin the hills, though mainly those are dug by machines after
persons like me have found veins. Lately we've been set searching for adifferent kind. And about the
sametime, anumber of uswere trained to handle machines that make clothes and armor.”



"Clothes? Armor?" Y ewwl and Banner exclaimed amost together.
"Yes, come and see." Ayon took awestbound street toward the outskirts of town.
"What isdl this?" Skogda asked.

"Nothing," Yewwl said. She needed silencein which to think, to sort out everything that was bursting
upon her.

"Oh, no, other than naught isin the air,” Skogda retorted, closeto fury. " See how your own vanes are
diffened. Am | aninfant, that you pouch me away from truth?"

"Yes, wefared as your friends, not your onsars,” Y ch added.

"You, afriend, an equa?' lyaal snapped, indignant on her mistress behaf. "Y ou're not evenin her
svice”

"But Ychand | areyour equas, Yewwl, and have our clansto answer to," Ngaru reminded. " For
them, we require you share what you learn with us, your way-sblings."

—"It may befor the best." Trouble was heavy in Banner'svoice. "A fuller understanding of what's
afoot may make them calmer, more cooperative. Y ou must judge, dear.”

Y evvwl decided. She had thin choice, anyhow. "It beginsto seem these star-folk are secretly
readying for an outright attack on ours," she said. "1 know not why; my oath-sister hastried to make the
reason clear to me, and failed. If we seethat they forge the stuff of battle here, the likelihood of it
heightens™

"Attack—!" Kuzhinn gasped. "All of them together, like apack of lopers?'

Ayon hdted. His hand dropped to the blaster, his vanes and ears drew back, his pupils narrowed
beyond what the glare brought about. "Whét are you saying among each other?' he demanded. ™Y ou do
not bear yourselves like peaceful people.”

Y ewwl had taken alead in moots a home and assemblies on the VVolcano for well-nigh twenty years.
Sherelaxed her whole frame, signalled graciousness with her vanes, and purred, "1 was trandating, of
course, but | fear | darmed them. Remember, we are completely new to thiskind of place. The high
walls, the narrownesses between, light, noise, smells, vehicles rushing by, everything sets us on edge.
Mention of armor hasraised afear that you—the loca Ramnuans—may plan to oust us from our lands,
againgt the coming of the Ice. Or if you plot no direct attack on us, you may mount one on neighboring
barbarians. That could start awave of invasions off westward, which would finaly crash over our
country.” She spread open pams. "Ai-ah, | know well it'sridiculous. Why should you, when you dready
have from the humans more than what we came seeking? But it would soothe them to see what you redlly
do make."

—"Oh, good, good!" Banner cheered.
Ayon dropped hiswariness, in adightly contemptuous manner. "Come," heinvited.

Clangor, lividness, avast sooty hal where natives controlled enginesthat cut, hammered, annedled,
transported ... awarehouse where rack after rack held what appeared to be helmets, corselets, arm-and
legpieces, and shapes more edritch which Banner had namesfor ... It wasasif Yewwl could fed the
woman's horror.

"Y ou see that none of thiscould fit any of us," Ayon fleered. "It isfor humans. They takeit
esawhere”

—"Combat space armor; auxiliary gear; smal amscomponents.” The Anglicwordsin Y ewwl's
head were aterrible litany. "I suppose he's established a score of factories on out-of -the-way worlds,
none too big to be hidden or disguised—" Urgently, in the tongue of the clans. "Find out about those
garments.”

"Y es, wereceive cloth and tailor it to pattern,” was Ayon'sreply to Y ewwl's leading questions. "The



finished clothes are dlike, except in Size and ornament; yes, so for humansto wear.”

—"Uniforms," Banner nearly groaned. "Instead of making a substantia, tracesble investment in
automated plants, he uses native hand labor where he can, for this and the fighting equipment and—and
how much 7'

Fear walked the length of Y ewwl's spine. "Oath-sister,”" she asked, "have | seen enough for you?”'

—"No. It'snot conclusive. Learn al you can, brave dear." Anguish freighted the tone.

"Doesthis prove what you have fretted over?' Skogda breathed.

"Thusit seems" his mother answered low. "But we need our fangs deeper in thefacts, for if thething
istrue, itisfrightful.”

"Wewill takethat bite," he vowed.

Ayon led them out. "Wevewaked far,” he said. "I grow hungry, whether or not you do. Well return
home."

"Canwego forth again later?' Y ewwl requested. "Thisis such awonder.”

Herippled hisvanes. "If the humans haven't dismissed you. I've no hope for your errand. What under
the sky can you offer them?”

"Well, could we go back by adifferent route?"

Ayon conceded that, and padded rapidly from the factory. Its meta clamor dwindled behind Y ewwil.
Shelooked around her with eyes that a sense of time blowing past had widened.

The tour had gone beyond the compact part of town. New structures stood well gpart, surrounded
by link fences and guarded by armed Ramnuans. The stregt was now aroad, running aong ahigh ridge
from north to south, over stony, thinly snow-covered ground. Eastward, the hill was likewise bare of
anything except brush, to itsfoot. There afrozen river gleamed. Across abridge, Dukeston reared and
roared and glared. Westward lay only night, wild valleys, tors, canyons, cliffs, tarns. A cold wind crept
out of the wastes and ruffled her pelt. The few stars she could see were as chill, and very small. Banner
said they were suns, but how remote, then, how ghastly remote ...

Ahead, the road |ooped past another featureless building which air towers showed to be the cover of
caverns benegth. "What isin that?' Y ewwl queried, pointing.

"There they work the new ore | spoke of earlier,” Ayon said.

—"Find out what it isl" Banner hissed. Y ewwl tried. The clumsiness of conversation helped mask her

directness, and therest of her party, in their unmistakable hodtility, trailed her and the guide. "Ruad'a'a,”
Ayon responded findly. "I have no other word for it. The humans use ours."

—"Oh, shit!" Banner exploded; and: "But why would they go to that trouble? Ordinarily they use
Anglic namesfor such things. Get him to describeit.”

Y ewwl made the attempt. Ayon wanted to know why she cared. She thought fast and explained that,
if the Dukeston humans vaued the stuff, and her homeland chanced to be supplied with it, that would be
abargaining point for her.

"Wel, it'sblack and often powdery,” Ayon said. "They get akind of meta fromit."
—"Could be pitchblende,” Banner muttered in Anglic. To Yewwl: "Find out more.”

Ayon could relate little el se. Native labor had done only the basic construction; after that, secrecy had
clamped down. He did know that large, complex apparatus had been ingtalled, and the interior was
conditioned for humans, and machines regularly collected the resdue that came out and hauled it off to
dump at sea, and the end product |eft here in sealed boxes which must be thick, perhaps lead-lined, since
they were heavy for their size.

—"Fissonable? Nobody usesfisson for anything important ... except in warheads—" The



incomprehensible words from afar were achant of desperation. In'Y ewwl's speech, Banner said out of
lipsthat must be stretched tight across her teeth: "It would be the fina proof. But | can't think how you
could learn, my Sster—"

"What isthis?" Skogdagrowled.

"Nothing,” Yewwl said hadtily. "He's just been describing what they make there.” If her son knew that
Banner thought it might be the very house of destruction—if that was what Banner thought—he could go
wild.

"No," hedenied. "Y ou may fool everybody ese, Mother, but | can read you." Hisfangs glistened
forth, hackleslifted, earslay back, vanes extended and shivered. "Y ou agreed we, your companions,
have the right to know what's happening.”

"Well, yes, it does seem that something weird goes on, but | don't understand what," she replied with
mustered calm. "I would guess weve discovered as much aswere ableto. Let's stay quiet, give no
darm, till were safe—"

Ayon stepped backward. "The young fellow stands asif he's about to attack me," he said. Hisown
voice and posture were charged with mistrust. " The rest of your following are fight-ready too."

"No, no, they are smply excited by thisexperience.” Y ewwl insgsted. A sick feding swept through
her. Ayon didn't believe. And surely it must seem peculiar to him that agroup of touring foreigners were
S0 taut.

"Perhaps,” he said. "But I've served the humans through my whole life—"

And grown loyal, as| amto Banner, Yewwl redized. And observed that in these past few years
they have been working on a thing vital to them. They have not told you what, but you sense that
thisistrue, and for their sake you are wary. No doubt it is a reason why they put usin your
charge.

"Y ou may be harmless,” Ayon continued. "Or you may be spiesfor a horde plotting to sack the town,
or—I know not. Let the humansinvestigate.” His blaster cameforth. "Tell your friendsto hold where they
are" heordered. "'l an goingto cal for assstance. If you behave yoursalves, if you redly have no evil
intentions, you will not be hurt.”

"What does he mean?' Skogda roared.

—"Yewwl, Yewwl." Banner's tone shuddered. "Do as he says. Don't resist. It would be hopeless.
Dominic and | will free you somehow—"

"He's grown suspicious, thanksto the lot of you and the fuss you've made," Y ewwl told her group.
"He's sending for people to take us prisoner—"

She got no chance to explain that surrender was the single sensible course. Skogda howled and
Sprang.

Even ashe did, hismother saw upon him his astonished regret, the instant knowledge that his nerves
hed betrayed him. Then the blaster shot.

Its blue-white flare would have |eft her blinded for awhile, had she seen it full on. Aswas, her son's
body shielded her eyesfrom most of it. After-images danced burning; they did not hide how Skogda
crashed into Ayon and the two of them went down, but Skogda was now only a carcass which had had
agreat hole scorched throughiit.

"Ee-hooa!" shrieked Y ewwl, and launched hersdlf. Ayon was struggling out from under the corpse.
Hisleft wrist brought the caller to hismouth. "Help, help," he moaned. Y ewwl was upon him. Her knife
struck. Shefelt the heaviness of the blow, the flesh giving way benegth it. She twisted the blade and saw
blood spurt.

lyad and Kuzhinn were shaking her. "Wemust fleg," they were saying. "Come, please come."—In



her head, Banner stopped weeping and said dmost levelly, "Y es, get away fast. They have ingruments
which can track you by your body heet, but first they'll need to give those to people who can use
them—"

Skogda is destroyed, Robreng's son and mine, Skogda whom | bore and pouched and sent off
laughing for joy on hisfirst glide and saw wedded, Skogda who gave me grandchildren to love.
This thing was done in Dukeston. Aii, aii, | will give Dukeston to the wildfire, | will strew its
dwellersfor the carrion fowl, | am become the lightning against them. Here | am, slayers. Come
and bedain!

"Yewwl, go," Banner pleaded. "If you stay, you'll die, and for nothing. | will punish them, Dominic and
|. Your oath-sster swearsit."

Almost, Y ewwl obeyed. They can take such a vengeance as the world has never seen. Let me
abide until they areready. A few words more would have mastered the blind rage that was grief.
But—

Huang flipped the main switch. The system went off line; the night a the far end of the continent
blanked out; Banner stared into his face and the barren walls behind it.

"I'm sorry, Dr. Abrams" she heard, and knew in adim way that hisformality was meant to show his
regret was genuine. "'l know you aren't supposed to be disturbed when you'rein rapport. But you did
issue gtrict orders—"

"What?' She couldn't see him well through her tears.
"About newcomers. Y ou were to beinformed immediately, under any circumstances.”
"Yes..."

"Well, weverecaeived acal. Three spacecraft of the militiawill land in haf an hour. The Duke himsalf
isaboard, and requires your attendance.” Anxiety: "1 hope| didn't do wrong to tell him you're here, when
he asked."

"l didn't tell you not to," Banner said mechanically. How could | have?
Huang scowled. "What's going on, anyhow? Something deucedly strange.”
"Youll hear later—"

For amoment, nearly every part of Banner's being cried to be back with Y ewwl. Nothing but the
memory of Dominic stood between. But he had described, unsparingly, what could happen if shefdl into
Cairncross hands—to her and afterward to severa billion sentient beings. Y ewwl, Yewwl, Y ewvwl was
an atom among them.

Banner removed the helmet and lurched to her feet. Flandry's words againgt this contingency flowed
of themsalves. "Ligten. We have an emergency Situation. Asyou may have guessed, the admiral didn't
come here just to oblige me; it was on his Grace's personal commission. | haveto leavefor awhile—at
once—aone—No, not aword! | haven't time. Tell them I'll be back shortly. His Grace will know what |

All too well, he'll know. But | can be gone by then, a flying speck on a monster world.

She ran from the chamber and the bemused man. She ran from Y ewwl. It was the hardest thing she
had ever done. The news of her father's death had not hurt so much.

From somewhere far down inside hersdlf, Y ewwl found speech. "Go," she commanded her followers.
"Scetter. Hide in the wilderness. Make your ways home." It was no fault of theirsthat they had helped kill
Skogda.

They saw that her fate was upon her, and departed. Air currents streamed over the hillsde. They
leaped from theridge, their vanestook hold, they planed off into darkness.



It boomed around Y ewwl. A flyer was descending. Shetook the blaster from Ayon's dack hand, the
weapon that had dain her son. Her oath-sister had et her practice with such thingsin the past, for sport.
She grinned at the oncoming machine, into the wickedness of its guns, and sorang.

Her own vanesthrilled. Each muscle in them rgjoiced to gtir, tense and flex, become one with the sky
and steer her in along swoop above the world. The chill brought blood divein them; shefelt it throb and
glow. Overhead burned stars.

Had the pilot seen her? Sheld make sure of that. She took aim and fired. By whatever trick, when she
was shooting the beam was merdly bright, it did not dazzle. It raised asharp noise and a stormy odor.
When it smote, brilliance fountained.

Theflyer veered. Itswake thundered around Y ewwl. She rode that surge, risng higher onit. Then
she was above her foe, she could glide down asiif upon prey.

A hailstorm struck. She tumbled under the blows. There was no pain, she wouldn't live long enough
to fed any, but she knew she had been torn open. Somehow she recovered, kept her vanes proudly
bearing her, went arching toward the frozen river. The aircraft dowed, drew near, sought to giveits pilot
agood look at his opponent. Yewwl saw it blurrily, through waves of blindness, but she saw it, and his
head within the transparent canopy. She took aim again and held the beam fast on target.

The pilot died. His aircraft spun away, hit the ice below, broke through and sank. More machines
hovered close. No matter them. Y ewwl spent her last strength in swerving about and aiming hersdf at the
opened water. Shewould lay her bones to rest above those of the man she had dain to her wounding.
Oah-gger, farewdll.

Xl

The technician who reported at the garage, in response to Banner'sintercom cal, was shocked.
"Donna, you can't do that!" he protested. "Going out by yourself, at night, no preparation, not even ashot
of gravanol—it'ssuicide.

"It'snecessary, and | expect to survive," she clipped. "Weve no time to squander, and gravanol
spends hours reaching full effect. I've just ashort waysto go, on an errand that can't wait, and I'll return
immediatdy."

"Uh, let me accompany you, at least.”

"No. Y ou're on watch. Anyway, it'd take half an hour to rig both of us. Now help me. That'san
order."

The sight of his concern softened her amite. He was a pleasant young Hermetian who had shyly
mentioned to her that agirl waited at home, and after his contract here was up they'd have the stake they
needed to start abusiness. But ... quite likely he was in the Cairncross Pioneers. She retained her
martinet manner.

He st hisjaw and obeyed. Armor against Ramnuan conditions was more complex than a spacesuiit;
you could not put it on single-handed. The minutes dragged past, clocked by her pulse. She smelled her
swesat and felt it creep down her skin. Never before had she imagined that making ready—undergarb,
bracings, harness, outer pieces, their assembly upon her, checkoff, tests, assistance to agravded,
connection to life support units, strap-in, more checks and tests, closure of canopy—would be torture.

After acentury of heartbesats, the vehicle did at last lift off the ferrocrete and dide silently forward. It
passed among larger ones, both crawlers and flyers, most intended for remote-controlled, telemetered
use. A ded was hardly more than a flexible means for a person or two to get about for brief periods,
ordinarily operating out of amothervessd. For instance, they might want to ingpect something at close
range, and perhaps send the collector robot forth from its bay aft of the cockpit, to gather specimens or



take pictures.

When Dominic suggested this plan, he didn't know how risky the passage might become for
me, Banner recdled, and | didn't tell him. Shewas no longer sure that that had been wise. Not that she
feared for hersdf; no, exertion and hazard would be overwhel mingly welcome. But if shefailed to convey
the information to Flandry that Y ewwl! had bought for the price which has no end—

Theinner gate of the sally port swung back. Banner steered into the lock. For aspell she was closed
off, asif in atomb; then avave opened, she heard the air of Ramnu whistle inward, the outer gate turned,
and she cameforth.

The ded had no room for an interior-field generator. Seven Terran gravitieslaid hold on Banner. It
was not as bad, at firg, as acrossng from spaceship to dome with no specia equipment. The suitinits
manifold modules supported her, gave pressure that helped against downward pooling of body fluids,
gently helped her draw breath; dastic bands ran from wrists and elbows to aframework above the
well-cushioned sest; safety webs embraced; she had swallowed a couple of stimpills, which pumped
strength and dertness up from her cellular reserves. Y et dready she felt the bruta heaviness through and
through her, even as she peered around.

The ded was not artight; ambient pressure was safest in o lightly built ashell. She heard every sound
loudened and tonally shifted: despite hull and helmet, louder than a Ramnuan would, whose ears were not
meant for Terras thin atmosphere. The night had become quiet, but she sensed the movement of
scuttering animals, the trek of wings overhead—and high, faint, rapidly increasing, the noise of ships
bound downward. She was bardly intime.

With the deftness of experience, she turned the ded north and kicked in the power. The wind of her
passage drowned out the booming from above, and the Sol-light on the spacefield fast receded to
naught. Alonein the dark, she adjusted the helmet's optics for nocturna vision.

There was scant light to amplify, though, and she couldn't see far with any clarity. Stars glistened
scattered in blackness, moons looked shrunken and lost. The Kiiong River wound as atriple belt, ebonin
the middle, gray-white on the edges where freezing advanced from either bank. The forest wasa
shapdess murk, the veldt hoar. Ponds and rivuletslay locked into ice. And till the cold deepened, asthe
week-long night wore on.

She could remember when it had only been thisfrigid in the last few hours before dawn. Now those
were often lethd. The sun would rise on entire herds which had perished and on gresat reaches of land
where many plantswould not enter the daylight half of their cyclesever again. Yewwl, your
grandchildren will see death driven back to its polar home. This| swear by my own hope for life.
If sentience did not abate the accidents of ablind universe, what meaning had sentience itsalf?

And yet—Nothing seems to stand in the way of it but this secret struggle for the throne. |
daresay if Cairncross became Emperor, he'd be quite willing to hear my petition—if | hadn't
antagonized him—sit too late to make amends?

Shethrust the treachery from her with her whole force. The agony of asingle world could not be
weighed againgt the ruin of scores. The possible ruin. Dominic said Cairncross must be planning a
neat, quick, precise operation. Its aftermath may not be as bad as he fears. And those other
planets are mostly abstractions to me, names, something read, something seen on a show, they do

not hold my people.

But Dominicisreal! cameto her. I'm pledged to him, his cause ... am| not? | owe him
much ... how much of it done for my father's sake, how much for the abstract people, how much
for the sheer game he is always playing? I'll never know. Maybe he doesn't either. He gives away
nothing of hisinmost self, not to anybody.

In achamber of her spirit that was warm and softly lit, Max Abrams knocked out his pipe, leaned
back in hisworn old armchair, and said to hislittle girl with asolemnity that smiled, "Miri, alot of qualities



are known as virtues, but most of them don't do more than please or conveniencefolks. Redl virtue
wears different faces, of course, but it doesn't comein different kinds. One way or another, what it
dwaysamountstoisloyaty.”

And if we are not loyal to our few friends, what el se—in these years of the Empire—have we?

Being sure why shefled, she glanced a aclock. Cairncross would have entered Wainwright Station
and learned. He'd scarcely wait passive for her to do whatever she intended. He didn't know which way
sheld gone, and his meansfor search were limited, but he would order out ahunt regardless. Flying well
above theriver, she was congpicuous to severa sorts of instruments. It behooved her to commence
evadive tactics, ground-hugging zigzags over the veldt and between its kopjes. Those were dangerous.
The ded had rudimentary automation; she was the pilot, growing more weary and mind-blunted every
minute. A dight error, and seventy meters per second per second of acceleration would smash her into
the planet.

A laugh fluttered in her throat. Sheld enjoy her flight. Or at least, while it happened she wouldn't have
timefor remembering.

Hour by hour, ice grew outward over the lake. Flandry contemplated a move to deeper, still-open
water before histelltale on the surface was immobilized and perhaps incapacitated. Suddenly thedarm
rang, and the grindstone of hisvigil exploded into flying shards.

He had stayed in the pilot's seet as much as possible, and was there now. An image was tranditting
the watch-screen, unclear but recognizable. Blasphemy crackled from hislips. That was a spacecraft. Far
aoft though it cruised, heidentified it asa corvette: agile enough to operate in atmosphere, armed enough
tokill alarger ship or lay acity waste.

Luck had broken down—not that it hadn't been flimsy dl dong. If it had lasted, then Banner would
have fared here peacefully, hed have taken her aboard, sheld have told him what Y ewwl! had or had not
observed, and on that basis they would have decided their next action. Aswas, aducal party had arrived
first. Hearing of recent events, it wasinquest of him he could merely hope that it sought her also. Chances
were, he was safe from immediate detection. She would not be. While her vehicle was small, the
radiations of its systems weak, those were powerful and subtle instruments yonder. Sheld haveto do a
measterly job of skulking. I'd not be able to. Ramnu is too strange to me. Isit to her?

The ship dropped dowly under the distance-veiled horizon. If it was tracing a standard search
pattern, it would cross twice more, low and high but keeping this spot initsfield of survey. He could
make nothing but the roughest estimate of when it would be back, forty-five minutes, give or take half
that.

Banner, where are you?

Asif it had heard, a spesker brought her voice, likewise faint and indistinct but sufficient to make him
cry out. "Dominic, I'm closeby. | lay inagully till | figured that ship must be gone, and I'm using minimum
amplitude on theradio." Her words rushed. "Y evvwl found clues, oh, yes. Production of combat gear,
uniforms, possible military rations, certainly more palladium than acivilian economy can account for, and
maybe—this isn't sure—maybe a plant for fissonable isotopes. A fight broke out and I, I'm afraid she's
been killed. At the same moment, three pacecraft announced they were coming in on us, with the Duke
aboard. | scrambled.

"That's the basic information, Dominic. Make what you can of it. Don't risk calling me back or picking
meup. I'll bedl right. Y ou be careful, dear, and get home safe.”

"Likehell," he barked into the transmitter. "Hell in truth. Stay put for five minutes, then cometo the
shore and hover at a hundred meters. Well work close and open the forward cargo lock. Can you steer
in through that?"

"Y-yes," shetammered, "but, oh, if it lets that ship spot you—"



"“Then her captain will mightily regret it," Handry said. "Chives," he added &t the intercom, "stand by
for reverson to normd weight and liftoff, followed by take-on of agravded in the Number One hold and
whatever medica attention Donna Abrams may require.”

Hardly above treetop level, Hooligan dunk north to the Guardian Mountains. Beyond these, she
found herself over avast whiteness, the glacier, where Cairncross men would scarcely be. Her skipper
stood her on her tail and speared skyward. Stratospherically high, he retrieved navigational data and told
the autopilot to make for Dukeston at an aircraft rate. Thus he would be lessliable to detection; besides,
he needed time with Banner.

She reclined on the saloon bench, against cushions Chives had arranged. The hands shook with which
she brought a cup of teato her mouth. Framed in loosened brown hair, ivory pale, her countenance had
thinned during the short while past; bones stood beautifully outlined and eyes smoldered copper-flame
green. Theview was of stars and a cloud-bright edge of Ramnu.

"How areyou?' he asked.

"Better." He could barely hear. She quirked adight smile. "1 suffered no permanent damage. The
sim'swearing off, | begin to fed how exhausted | am, but | can stay awake an hour or two yet."

He sat down beside her. "I'm afraid we need you for longer than that." He grimaced. "More stim, a
tranquilizer, intravenous nutrients—rotten practice. Y ou're tough, though. Later you can take a month off
and recuperate. There shouldn't be any demands on you, homebound, and not too many after you've
arived.”

Despite her tiredness, aquick intelligence seized on hiswords. "17? Just what does that mean,
Dominic?'

"Nothing is predictable,” he said hurriedly. "I want to minimize the siresson you, that'sall. You've
gotten an undue share of it, you know." Hetook forth his cigarette case and they both drank smoke. "But
first we must have acomplete account of what Y ewwl found, for immediate reference and an eventud
report.” Helaid ataper on the-table. "I've aready put in the background. Y ou describe in detail what
happened at Dukeston.”

Her head drooped. "I don't know if | can without crying,” she whispered.

Hetook her hand. "Cry if you want to." She did not see him wince as he remarked, "We're used to
hearing that in the Corps.”

At the end, he held her close, but not for long. They were too near their goad. He and Chives
medicated her, and he gave her hisarm to lean on while they made their way to the control cabin.
Sometimes she gulped or hiccoughed, but she buckled firmly in beside him.

The strike was meteor swift. It had to be, for surely the place possessed ground defenses. Hooligan
burgt from the sky, trailing a thunderclap. Guided by Banner, who was guided by aghost of Y ewwl,
Fandry amed at the forbidden building on the hilltop. A torpedo flew aheed, set for low yidd. Fire,
smoke, debris erupted from the roof. Flandry brought his vessel about and employed energy beamslike
scapels, widening the hole, baring the interior. Aircraft and missiles darted toward her where she hung.
She cut them down with afew sword-dashes, swung her nose high, and climbed. Wallstrembled to the
noise of her speed. She was out of sight in seconds.

Flandry worked a minute or two with the autopilot. Hooligan curved around and departed from
Ramnu. The planet became a shield, emblazoned azure, argent, and sable, againgt the stars.

"You canrest apiece," Flandry told Banner, and left her for the |aboratory. He soon emerged,
stark-nesson hisface. "Yes," he said, "the readings and pictures are plenty good; they clinch the case.
That plant was producing fissonables. | don't know where those were processed for warheads, but the
outer moonisalogica guess.”



She considered him, where he stood tall and, now, atrifle sooped before her. The surrounding luxury
of the sdloon seemed as remote as a congtd lation. She wasn't fatigued any more, the drugsin her would
not permit that, but she felt removed somehow from her body, though it was asif she heard achill snging
go dong its nerves. Her mind was passonlesdy clear.

"So we have the evidence?' she asked. "We can bring it to Terrafor the Navy to act on?"

He stared past her. "Matters aren't that smple, I'm afraid,”" he replied, flat-voiced. "Cairncross will
shortly have an excdllent idea of the Stuation. He knows Gerhart can't afford to bargain with him and
won't show clemency if he surrenders. Maybe hélll flee. But you've heard my supposition that, as boldly
ashesmoved, he'samost ready to fight. Forewarning will rule out any immediate blow at Terra, but
can't stop him from mohilizing and deploying his strength before atask force can get here. He could carry
on a hit-and-run campaign for years—especialy if he accepts the sub rosa hep the Mersaianswill be
delighted to offer. Hed hope for luck in battle; and his vanity would convince him that, one by one, the
worldswill rdly to hisstandard.” He nodded. "Y es, Cairncrossisawarrior born. My opinionisthat if he
sees himsdlf ashaving any kind of chance, hell fight."

Banner glanced back at Ramnu, aready dwindled enough that the screen framed its entire image.
Might such awar touch it, and forever end the dream she and Y eww! had dreamed against the [ce? She
knew that then she would sorrow for aslong as shelived.

"What can be done?"' sheinquired.

Flandry grinned like adesth's head. "Well," he answered, "our friend can't have many major
ingdlations, and each must be cram-full of materiel. The unexpected loss of asingle one should cripple
him. I've set our coursefor Elavei."

Xl

Dark, cold, silent, every system turned off or throttled down to bare minimum, Hooligan drifted
swiftly outward in ahyperbolic orbit. It would take her close to the moon, past the hemisphere opposite
Port Asmundsen. The chance of her being observed was therefore dim, no matter how many were the
instruments standing sentry. If aradar beam did happen to flick her, she ought to register asabit of
cosmic scrap. No natural meteoroids attended Niku, but an occasional rock must go by on itsway
through interstellar space; aso, during centuries of human occupation, congderable junk must have
accumulated around the planet.

Weightless, Flandry entered the saloon where Banner poised in midair. He caught adoorjamb to
check hisflight. The flashbeam in his hand picked her features out of shadow, a sculpture of strong
curves and jewd-bright eyesin a sheening coif of hair. Her light sought him in turn. For amoment they
were mute.

Shedrew bresth. "It'stimefor action, I'm sure." Her tone was calm, but he could guess what stirred
behind it. "Now will you tdl meyour plan?'

"I'm sorry to have shunted you off likethis" he said. "Y ou deserved better. But Chivesand | had a
fiendish lot to do on short notice. Besides, knowing you, | decided it was best to present you with a fait
accompli.”

"A what?'

"Ligen," he said, neither grimly nor jestingly—serioudy. "We can't dive in and shoot up the place
ahead as we could Dukeston. That'sanava base, intended for war." Unless I've made a grisly mistake
and am scheming to slaughter many innocents. "No single craft could get by its defenses. Moreover,
you understand it's absolutely essentid that we bring word to Terra. If we don't, ablow struck here won't
make any final difference. Cairncrass can rebuild, in the same secrecy as before. Even if we have the luck
to scatter his atoms, the temptation would be very great for an officer of histo take over the dukedom



and carry on the project. That could well be from idedlism; they're surely dedicated men.” Flandry
shrugged. "ldedlism haskilled alot of people throughout higtory.”

Her gaze intengfied. "What do you intend?'

"I've programmed this ship. In afew hours, shélll reactivate herself and accelerate like a scalded bat.
Shortly thereafter, shelll go on hyperdrive; she can do it closer to a sun than most. Shelll proceed to Sol,
resumerelaivistic sate, and beam acal for assstance, in aparticular code. That'll fetch certain
Corpsmen. Y ou won't have had anything to do under way but fix your meals, rest, and recover. Nor will
you have much to do at journey's end. Just tell the captain I've left atop secret record, triple-A priority.
Y ou needn't even tell him whereitisin the data bank; hell know. Y ou'll beinterrogated at length later on,
but it'll befriendly, and you can expect substantial rewards.” Flandry smiled. "No doubt you can get your
Ramnu job included among them.”

"But you won't be there," she pounced.

He nodded. "Chives and | are going to sneak our warheadsin." Her lips parted. He raised apam.
"Not aword out of you, my dear. Y ou're not qualified to do anything further heregbouits, either by
training or by your current physical condition. Y ou've done abundantly much; and you'l be
needed—needed, | repeat—on Terra™

"Why can't Hooligan retrieve you?'

"Too risky. She'sgot to keep infreefdl till the baseis destroyed, if it is; and afterward, whatever
craft werein space will ill exist, revenge-hungry. Too many unforeseegbles. A computer lacksthe
judgment to cope with them.”

She started to say something, but curbed hersdlf.

"WEell try to make Port Lulang, on Diris" hetold her.

"Do you imagine—" Again she stopped.

| read your thought, passed through him. Spacesuit impellers can't transport us across some
twenty million kilometers—alive, anyway. The odds aren't much better if we ride a missile,
especially considering the radiation belt we have to traverse. Anyhow, we'd doubtless be detected
by a ducal ship. Or supposing, fantastically, we did make it, the militia will be ransacking every

site where Foundation personnel are, and quizzing them under narco, to make lying impossible.
How could we hide?

"It'satadge bit dangerous, | admit,” he said lightly. "But come worst to worst, well, I've had awine
cask of funinmy life, and dways did hope to depart in ahellratious blaze of fireworks."

Shehit her lip. Blood broke forth and drifted away in droplets that, catching diffused light, gleamed
likestars.

Hethrust with afoot, arrowed acrossto her, hooked aleg in the rail on the outer edge of thetable as
she had done, and let his flashbeam bob free. His hands took her by the shoulders, his gaze cameto rest
on hers, and he smiled.

"1 apologizefor not confiding in you earlier,” he said. "We smply lacked the time for arguments. But
you have your mission to complete. Our misson. You're Max Abrams daughter. Y ou won' fail."

"Y ou trust me too much,” she whispered.

"No, | suspect | don't trust you enough,” he replied. "I've learned that you're quite agirl, and can
dimly see what awonderful lot more thereisto you. I'd like to continue the exploration, but—" His
tongue had logt its wonted smoothness. "Banner, you're acompletely decent human being. That kind has
grown mighty rare. Thank you for everything." She could only answer him with akissthat lingered and
tasted of blood and tears.

An airlock opened. Flandry and Chives stepped forth into space.



Sharing the orbital velocity of the ship, they did not leave her a once. The hull seemedtolie
unmoving, agleam in savage sunlight. Elsewhere were the arsin their myriads, argent sweep of the
Milky Way, nebulae where new suns and worlds were being born, mysterious glimmer of Sster galaxies.
Elavdi filled much of the scene, itslighted three-quarters ajumble of peaks, ridges, scarps, clefts, blank
plains, long shadows—airless, lifeless, astone in heaven. Ramnu was apartial disc, gonetiny but shining
lovely bright blue.

A sapphire, Handry reflected. Yes, another stone, where a molten ball of star-stuff should by
rights have been; but this one is a precious jewel, because it holds beings who are aware. I'mglad
my last expedition brought me to a thing so marvel ous—irresistibly, his mouth bent upward—so
oddball.

Chives voice came through his earplugs. "The wegpons are emerging, Sir." Bulky in hissuit, but his
withered green countenance visible through the helmet plate, the Shamuan flitted ahead.

Hooligan had discharged amissile on minimum impetus. The five-meter-long cylinder moved dowly
off, drive tubes quiescent. Chives caught up. Behind the blunt, deadly nose, he welded a cable which
secured harness for two; near thetall he fastened atow attachment with an electrically operated release;
forward again, heingalled a control box which would take over guidance. Not everything had had to be
made from scratch; Flandry had had afew occasionsin the past to use atorpedo for an auxiliary.
Banner's ded was not adaptable to that, being underpowered and intended for planetary conditions.

The man himsdf was equally occupied. A cargo handler had cast forth half adozen warheadswhich
had been removed from their carriers. The rounded cones, a meter in height, were linked by stedl cords;
the ensemble tumbled leisurdly asit moved, like some kind of multiple bola. But the gaucho who would
cast it was after big game. Within each gray shell waited atomsthat, fusing, could release up to a
megaton. Flandry went among them, pushing, pulling, till he had them in the configuration he wanted.
Chives steered the missile close. Together, he and the Terran prepared the warheads for towing.

The task was lengthy, complex, beset by the specid perversity of objectsin freefdl. By thetimeit
was done, Flandry's undergarment was wet and reeking. An ache in every muscle reminded him that he
was no young man. Chivestrembled till it showed on his suit.

" Squoo-hoo, what a chore!™ Flandry panted. "Waell, we get to rest awhile, after afashion. Come on,
into the saddle, and do you know any ancient cowboy ballads?’

"No, gir, | regret | do not even know what acowboy is," his companion replied. "However, | retain
those arias from Rigoletto which you once desired meto learn.”

"Never mind, never mind. Let'sgo.”

Adtraddle on the cylinder, held by areinforced safety web, the control box under his hands, Chives at
his back, Flandry cast afind glance at Hooligan. In the course of making ready, he had wandered from
her; she looked minute and lost amidst the stars. He thought of calling afarewell to Banner. But no, she
couldn't bresk radio silenceto reply, it would be crud to her. Luck ride with you, you good lass, he
wished, and activated the drive.

Accderation tugged him backward, but it was mild and he could relax into his harness. A look aft
assured him that the warheads weretrailing in orderly wise at the ends of their separate lines. From a
clagp at hiswast hetook a sextant. That, atelescope, and a caculator were hisinstruments, unless you
counted the seat of his pants. He got busy.

Hisintention wasto round the moon and make for Port Asmundsen. Thiswould require that he fall
free during the last part of the trip; grav tubes radiated when at work. It must needs be arather exact
trgectory, for at the end he'd have seconds before the defenses knew him and lashed out. Well, he'd
correct it once the base hove in view, and he'd done afair amount of eyeball-directed space maneuvering
inhistime. The"broomstick" you rode when playing comet polo was not totaly unlikethissteed ...

Having taken his Sghts, run off his computations, and adjusted his vectors, he restowed the



apparatus. Chives coughed. "'l beg your pardon, sir,” he said. "Would you like a spot of tea?'

IIE,]?I

"I brought a thermas of nice, hot teaaong, sr, and recommend it. In the vernacular phrase, it bucks
you up.”

"W-wdll ... thanks." Flandry took the proffered flask, connected its tube to the feeder valve on his
helmet, put hislipsto the nippleinside, and sucked. The flavor was strong and tarry.

"Lagpsang Soochong, dr," Chivesexplained. "I know that isn't your favorite, but feared amore
delicate type would be insufficiently gppreciated under these circumstances.”

"l supposeyoureright,” Flandry said. "Y ou generdly are. When you arent, | have to submit
ayway."

He hesitated. "Chives, old fdlow," he got avkwardly forth, "I'm sorry, truly sorry about dragging you
intothis"

"Sir, my task isto be of assstanceto you."

"Y es, but—Y ou could have returned aboard after we got our lashup completed. | thought of it. But
with the uncertainties—you might conceivably make the difference.”

"l shal endeavor to give satisfaction, Sir."

"All right, for God's dubious sake, don't make me bawl!! How about a duet to passthe time?'Laurie
From Centauri', that's afine, interminable ballad.”

“| fear | do not know it, Sir."

Flandry laughed. "Y ou lie, chum. Y ou've heard it a a hundred drunken parties, and you've got a
memory like aneutron star's gravity wel. Y ou smply lack human filthiness"

"Asyouwigh, gr," Chivessiffed. "Sinceyouings.”

The hourswent by.

Flandry spent much of them remembering. It was true what he'd told Banner, by and large hed had a
good life. His spirit had taken many terrible wounds, but had scarred them over and carried on. More
hurtful, perhaps, had been its erosion, piece by piece, as he wrought evil, unleashed destruction, caused
unmerited, bewildering pain, in the service of—of what? A civilization goneiniquitousin its senility,
foredoomed not by divine justice but by the laws of auniversein which he could find no meaning. A
Corpsthat was, asyet, less corrupt, but ruthless asamachine. A career that was, well, interesting, but
for whose gold he had paid the Nibelung's price.

Still he declined to pity himsdlf. He had met wild adventures, deep serenities, mystery, beauty, luxury,
gport, mirth, admiration, comradeship, on world after world after world in an endlesdy fascinating
cosmos. He had drunk noble wines, bedded exquisite women, overcome enemies who were worth the
trouble, conversed with beings who possessed wisdom—yes, except for hearth and home, he had
enjoyed practicdly everything aman can. And ... he had saved more lives than he ruined; he had helped
win untold billions of man-years of peace; new, perhaps more hopeful civilizationswould cometo birthin
the future, and he had been among those who guarded their womb.

Indeed, hethought, | am grossly overprivileged. Which is how it should be.

Port Asmundsen appeared on the limb of Elavdi. At thisremove, the telescope picked out hardly
more than ablur and aglitter, but Flandry got hissight and did hisfiguring. He made finicky adjustments
on the controls. "Hang on to your bowes, Chives," he warned. "Here comesthe big boos.”

It was not the full acceleration of which the missile was capable. That would have killed the riders
whileit tore them out of their harness. But aforce hauled them back for minutes, crushed ribs and flesh



together, choked off al but awhistle of breath, blinded the eyes and darkened the awareness. After it
ended, despite the gravanol in him, Flandry floated for awhile conscious only of pain.

When he could look behind him, he saw the Shamuan unrevived. The green head wobbled loosdly in
its helmet. Nothing save adribble of blood-bubbles from nostrils showed Chives was not dead; the noise
of hisemergency pump, sucking away the fluid before he should choke, drowned shalow bregthing.

With shaky hands, which often fumbled, Flandry took anew sight and ran afresh computation. No
further changes of trgjectory seemed called for, praise fortune. To be sure, if later he found he'd been
wrong about that, aburst of power at close range would give him away. But he alowed himself to hope
otherwise.

Thered belittle to do but hope, for the next hour or so. His velocity was high, and Elaveli would add
severd kilometers per second to it, which helped his chances of escaping notice. Y et he couldn't arrive
too fagt, for last-moment adjustments would certainly be needed and his reaction time was merely human.

"Chives" he mumbled, "wake up. Please."
Though would that be any mercy?

The death-horse plunged onward. Port Asmundsen took form in the telescope. FHlandry's mind filled
out theimage from his recollection of pictures he had sudied a Wainwright Station—none recent. A
cluster of buildings occupied aflat valey floor surrounded by mountains. Most was underground, of
course. Ships crowded a sizeable spacefidd. Ingtallations were visible on severd pesks, and hefelt
pretty sure what their nature was.

No doubt the base had a negafied generator. If hismisslewasidentified intime, it would suddenly be
confronted by ashield of forceit could not penetrate, except with radiation that would do negligible
damage. If it did not detonate, it would fal prey to an energy beam or a countermissile, fired from
beyond the screened area. Flandry was betting that it would not be noticed soon enough.

It and itstow were just acluster of cold bodies, smaller than the smallest spacecraft, in swift motion.
A radar might register ablip, an optica pickup aflick, but the computers should dismissthese as glitches.
He had hypothesized that the defenses were served chiefly by computers. Cairncross men, especidly his
experienced officers, must be spread thin; he couldn't raise asubstantia body of reservists until he was
ready to strike, without revealing his hand. Port Asmundsen held mostly workers. (Flandry had no
compunctions about them; they knew what they were working for.) Of nava personnd there, few if any
could have more than atheoretica knowledge of war.

Moreover, not even acommander with battle ribbonswould likely have imagined thiskind of attack.
Missleswere launched from warcraft, and none which didn't serve the ducal cause were known to be
anywhere near. Theraid on Dukeston would have brought agenerd aert. But the assumption was
naturd that Hooligan was bound straight home to tattle. Cairncross would have ordered a search by
such vessdls as had the gppropriate capabilities—which meant that those vessals were not on sentry-go
around Elavdli.

We'l find out, rather soon, how right | am.

Flandry felt agtirring through hisharness. A weak voicetrickled into hisearplugs. "Sir? How are you,
ar?'

"Fineand dandy,” he fibbed, while his pulse throbbed relief. ™Y ou?'

"Somewhat debilitated, Sir ... Oh, dear. | am afraid the teaflask broke free of us during acceleration.”

Flandry reached to hiship. "Wdll," he said, "would you care to subgtitute anip of cognac?"

They couldn't afford the least intoxication, but it would be best if they could relax abit. Timewas
amplefor regaining spryness before the last movein the game.

Presently Flandry settled himsdlf to recdling, sight by sight, touch by touch, agirl who lay buried ona



distant planet.

His attack was from the direction of the sun, whose brilliance torrented out of blackness, over
knife-sharp heights and crags, across ashen valey and crouching buildings and the gaunt forms of ships.
They grew below him, they reached, they reded in hisvision.

"Yaaah!" he screamed, and gave afind burst of power. Histhumb pushed a button. The tow
attachment opened and released the warheads. They swept on. Flandry spun apair of dids. The missle
surged, the legp went through his bones, it was asif he felt the metal strain againgt its own speed.

"Don't look down!" he yelled. Himsdlf he peered ahead. His groundward vector was enormous. He
was fighting it with as much thrust as he could stand while remaining wholly awake, but there was no
telling if hewould clear the mountain before him.

Hai, what aride! Here comes the Wild Huntsman!

The mountain was twin-pesked. With al the skill that wasin him, Flandry sought the gap between.
Cliffsloomed dark and sheer. Suddenly they blazed. The warheads had begun to strike.

He saw the mountain shudder and crack. A landdide went acrossit. Another burst of reflected
lividness|eft him dazzled. Thefirst flung shards hurtled incandescent around, and the first night-like dust.

Somehow he got through. A precipice went by within centimeters, but somehow he did not crash.
And hewas beyond, faling toward barren hills underneath but more dowly for every furiousingant. He
might ... hemight yet ... yes, by Satan, he would clear the horizon! He and Chiveswere returning
starward.

When he knew that, he stared back. A pillar of murk rose and swelled, up, up, up above the shaken
range. Lightningslanced through it. That dust would quickly scatter and settle in airlessness, apart from
what escaped to space. Radioactivity would poison the stone soil for yearsto come. The
molten-bottomed cratersin the valley floor would congeal around what twisted, charred fragments were
left of Port Asmundsen—aterrible warning which no future powermonger would heed.

Wi, but there was sufficient evidence for a properly equipped investigative team. No question
survived asto what had been hatching here. Flying, Flandry had seen camouflaged portas torn open by
quake and collapse; the glare of his bombs had bounced off torpedoes, artillery, armored vehicles,
nothing that an honest provincia governor needed or would have concealed.

Hefdt incaculably glad. It would have been unbearable had hisfind great fireworks show destroyed
harmlessfolk. Peace welled forth within him.

Elavei fel behind. The resdue of itsformer velocity, combined with the accel eration to escape, had
put the missilein orbit—an eccentric orbit about Ramnu or Niku or the core of the galaxy, not yonder
poor damned moon. No matter which. Hed try for Diris, but only from a sense of duty to Chives sense
of duty. With his primitive equipment, the chances of getting there before the tanked air gave out, or just
of getting there, were less than dight. Besides, under drive they'd be easily detectable by any war-craft
that hurried back to learn what catastrophe had happened. Whether or not the multiple blast was seen
from afar, neutrino bursts had carried the news at light speed.

Flandry grinned. He kept awarhead. If an enemy tried to capture him, he'd produce one more
pyrotechnic display—unless the captain was smart and opened fireimmediately, which wouldn't be abad
way to go either.

He turned off the engine and | et his bruised flesh savor itsimmemorid dream of flying weightless.
Quiet laved him. The sun at his back, he saw the host of hisold friendsthe gars.

"Sir," Chivessad, "permit meto offer congratulaions™

"Thank you," Flandry replied. "Permit meto offer cognac." They had no reason not to empty the
flask. Rather, every reason prevailed for doing so.



"Areyou hungry, sr? We have rations, abeit not up to your customary standard.”
"No, not yet, Chives. Help yoursdlf if you are. I'm quite satisfied.”

Soon, however, the Shalmuan asked, "Excuse me, Sir, but would it not be advisable to begin course
corrections?’

Flandry shrugged. "Why not?"

Hetook aim at Ramnu and set off at haf agee, about as much as he guessed his companion could
take without pain. They would continue to draw farther away for—he wasn't sure how long—until their
outward velocity had been shed. Then they would start approaching the planet; when they got close, he

could pick out the inner moon and attempt rendezvous. The whole effort wasridiculous ... except that,
yes, it probably would attract awarship, and death in battle was better than death by asphyxiation.

It was bare minutes until Chives announed, "Sir, | believe | spy a spacecraft, at six o'clock and minus
thirty degrees approximately. It seemsto be nearing.”

Flandry twisted about and extended histelescope. "Yes," he said. Inwardly: If he's armed, we fight.
If he's a peaceful merchantman— have my blaster. Maybe when weve boarded, we can
commandeer him ... No. Thehull grew fagt in hissght. That's no freighter, not with those lines.

He choked on an oath.
"Sir," Chives said, audibly astounded, "I do think it isthe Hooligan."
"What the—the—" | can but gibber.

The spearhead shape glided close. Flandry hated acceleration, and his ship smoothly matched
vectors. Across afew hundred meters he saw an outer airlock door swing wide. He and Chives
unharnessed and flitted across.

Nobody waited to greet them when they had cycled through. Flandry heard the low throb of full
power commence, felt its pulse amost subliminaly. Hooligan was running home again. He shed his
armor and shuffled forward aong the corridor under aplanet'sweight of exhaustion. Chivestrailed at a
discreet distance.

Banner came from the pilot cabin. She hated amidst the meta, and he did, and for many heartbesats
there was silence between them.

Findly he groaned: "How? And why, why? Compromising the misson—"

"No." Pride looked back at him. "Not really. No other vessel isin aposition to intercept us. | made
sure of that, and | adso dispatched awritten report in amessage carrier, before turnabout. Did you
suppose adaughter of Max Abrams would not have learned how to do such things?!

"But—L isten, the chances of our surviva were so wretched, you were crazy to—"

She amiled. "I gave them abetter rating. I've come to know you, Dominic. Now let'stuck you both in
bed and gtart the therapy for radiation exposure.”

But then her strength gave way. She leaned against the bulkhead, face buried in arms, and shuddered
in sudden weeping. "Forgive me! 1, 1 did wrong, | know, you must despise me, that c-c-couldn't follow
orders, and me aNavy brat, but | n-n-never was any good at it—"

He gathered her to him. "Well," he said, with hardly more steadiness, "I never was either.”

XIV

Fal comes early to the High Seerra. When Flandry was free of the Cairncross episode and its
aftermath, that range in western North Americawas frosty by day and hard frozen by night. It wasdso at
itsfairest. He owned a cabin and afew hectares. Banner had stayed on Terrg; first Naval Intelligence had



questioned her in depth, and afterward civilian travel to planets of the Hermetian domain was suspended
until security could be made certain. They had rarely communicated.

At last he could call and invite her to join him for avacation. She accepted.

They |eft the cabin next morning on ahike. Chivestook afishing rod in another direction, promising
trout meuniere for dinner. In the beginning, man and woman walked silent. Theair was diamond clear;
breath smoked, and blew away on a cold breeze that smelled of fir. Those darkling treeswere
intermingled with golden-leaved aspen, which trembled and rustled. On the right of thetrail, forest stood
thin and soon came to an end. Thus wayfarers could see between trunks and boughs, to a dropoff into a
canyon. On its opposite side, akilometer distant, bluish rock lifted too steep for more than afew shrubs
to grow, toward heights where snow dready lay. The sky was cloudless, the sun incredibly bright. A
hawk hovered, wings aglow.

After awhile Banner said, looking straight before her, "We didn't talk about politics, or much of
anything, yesterday."
"No, wed better thingsto do, hm?"

The earnestness that he remembered was back upon her. "What isthe situation? Nothing worthwhile
comesin the news, ever."

"Of course not. The Imperium isn't about to publicize an affair like that. Embarrassng. And
dangerous; it might generate ideas elsewhere. The fact of aconspiracy to rebel and usurp can't betotaly
hidden away. But it can be underplayed in the extreme, it can be made downright boring to hear abot,
and more entertaining events can be manufactured to crowd it out of what passesfor the public
CONsCiousNess.”

She clenched her fists. ™Y ou know the facts, don't you?”'

He nodded. "Obvioudy. I'm not supposed to mention them, and | wouldn't to most people, but you
can keep your mouth shut. Besides, you've earned the right to learn whatever you want to.”

"Whéll, what has happened?’

"Oh, let's not drag through the details. The whole movement fell to pieces. Some crews surrendered
voluntarily, gave help to the Imperidists—Iled them to the various ingtdlations, for example—and have
been punished by no more than dishonorable discharges, fines, or perhaps abit of nerve-lash. Others
fled, whether disgppearing into the Hermetian population or establishing new identities on different planets
or leaving the Empire atogether.”

"Carncross?

"Unknown." Flandry shrugged. "I gpologize for lacking atidy answer, but lifeis aways festooned with
loose ends. It's been ascertained that his speedster wasin the hunt for us when we blew his moon base
out from under him. Presumably he skipped. However, interrogations of associates|ead meto think the
men aboard wouldn't unanimoudy have fdt like staying under the command of an outlaw, afalure. They
could have mutinied, disposed of him and the vessdl, and scattered.

"No large matter, redly. At wors, the Merseians or abarbarian state will gain an able, energetic
office—wholll dwell for therest of hisyearsin ahell of frustration and londliness. What countsisthat he
and his cause are overthrown, discredited, kaput. We've been spared awar.”

Sheturned her head to regard him. ™Y our doing, Dominic," she said.

Hekissed her briefly. "Yours, at least as much. Y ou inherited your dad'staents, my dear." They went
on, hand in hand.

"What about Hermes and the rest?' she asked.

Flandry sghed. "There'sthe messy part. Hermes did have legitimate grievances, and they ill obtain. |
talked the Emperor into leniency for the people—no purges or mass confiscations or anything like that.



He and the Policy Board do want changes which'll take away what extra power Hermes had. Its
authority everywhere outside the Maian System has been revoked, for instance, and it's under martial law
itsdlf, pending "reconstruction.’ But you can't blame Gerhart too much; and, as said, ordinary people are
being alowed to continue their ordinary lives. They're good stock; they'll become important again in the
Empire ... and afterward.”

Her gaze held wonder. "The Emperor heeds you?"

"Oh, my, yes. We maintain our mutua didike, but he redlizes how useful 1 can be. And for my part,
well, my adviceisn't the worst he could get; and his son and heir isn't such abad young felow. I'm afraid
I'll end my days asakind of gray eminence." He paused. "Though scarcdly in holy orders.”

"I'll get you to explain that later,” she said. Her voice sumbled. "What about Ramnu?*
"Why, you do know that the climate modification project has been approved, don't you?'
"Yes." Bardy to be heard: "Y ewwl'smemorid. Her namewill beonit.”

"Work can't start till things have gotten satisfactorily organized in that sector. A couple of years hence,
I'd guess. Thereafter, maybe adecade till completion, and three or four more decadestill the glaciated
territory has been reclaimed, right? But the Ramnuans will get assistance meanwhile, | promise.”

"Thank you," she breathed. Tiny brightnesses glinted on her lashes, around the big green eyes.
"Theinterdict on travel ought to be lifted soon. Areyou eager to return?”
"1 could be hdpful "

Fandry stroked hismustache. "Y ou haven't exactly answered my question. Tell me, if you will—Y ou
didn't need to hang around on Terrathis entire while. Y ou could have gone to your family on Dayan.”

"Yes, | should have."

"But you didn't. Why?"

She stopped, and he did, and they stood facing in the nave made by trail and trees. A yedlow leaf
blew down and settled in her hair. He took both her hands. They were cool.

She spoke with aresolution she must have been long in gathering: "I had to think. To understand.
Everything has changed, been shattered, could be rebuilt but never in the same shape. Half of me died
when Yewwl! did. | need new life, and came to see—it was dow, finding the truth, because the search
hurt so much—I don't want to begin again with another Ramnuan. Our sisterhood, Y ewwl's and mine,
waswonderful, I'll dwayswarm my soul by it, but it came to be when we were young, and that is gone.”

The forest soughed. Wind boomed through the canyon. "I stayed on Terra, Dominic, because of
hoping you and | would meet again.”

"1 spent the whole time hoping 1'd hear those words,” he replied.

When the kiss had ended, he said to her: "Let's be honest with each other, dways. We're not aboy
and girl in love. We're both alittle old, more than alittle sad, and friends. But we make one crackling hell
of ateam. A pity if we disbanded. Would you like to continue?'

"I think | would," shetold him. "I certainly want to try. Thank you, dear friend."
They walked on into the autumn.



