THE GAME OF EMPIRE

Poul Anderson

[03 feb 2003—scanned by Wickman99]
[04 feb 2003—proofed for #bookz]

To James P. Baen—Writers aren't supposed to say anything pleasant about editors
or publishers, but the fact isthat in both capacities Jim has done very well by me,
and been a good friend into the bargain.

Chapter 1

She sat on the tower of St. Barbara, kicking her heels from the parapet, and looked across
immengity. Overhead, heaven was clear, deep blue save where the sun Petricius stood small and fierce at
midmorning. Two moonswere wanly aoft. The sky grew paer horizonward, until inthe east it logt itself
behind awhite sea of cloud deck. A breeze blew coal. It would have been deadly cold before her
people came to Imhotep; the peak of Mt. Horn liftsafull twelve kilometers above sealeve.

Westward Diana could see no horizon, for the city had grown tall at its center during the past few
decades. There the Pyramid, which housed Imperid offices and machinery, gleamed above the campus
of the Indtitute, most of whose buildings were new. Industries, stores, hotels, apartments sprawled raw
around. She liked better the old quarter, where she now was. It too had grown, but more in population
than sze or modernity—a brawling, polyglot, multiracid population, much of it trangent, drifting in and
out of the tides of space.

"Who holds S. Barbara's holds the planet.”

That saying was centuries obsolete, but the memory kept aive a certain respect. Though ice bull
herds no longer threatened to stampede through the origina exploration base; though the Troubleswhich
|eft hostile bands marooned and desperate, turning marauder, had ended when the hand of the Terran
Empire reached thisfar; though the early defensive works would be usdessin such upheavasas
threatened the present age, and had long since been demolished: 4iill, onerdic of them remained in Olga's
Landing, at the middle of what had become amarket square. Its guns had been taken away for scrap, its
chambers echoed hollow, sunseeker vine clambered over the crumbling yellow stone of it, but St.
Barbaras stood yet; and it was alittle audacious for a hoyden to perch herself on top.

Diana often did. The neighborhood had stopped minding—after dl, she was everybody's friend—and
to strangers it meant nothing, except that human males were apt to shout and wave at the pretty girl. She
grinned and waved back when shefdt in the mood, but had learned to decline theinvitations. Her am
was not dways smply to enjoy the ever-shifting scenes. Sometimes she spied a chance to earn a credit
or two, as when anewcomer seemed in want of aguide to the sghts and amusements. Nonhumans were
safe. Or an acquaintance—who in that case could be aman—might ask her to run some errand or ferret
out some information. If he lacked money to pay her, he could provide ameal or adoss or whatever. At
present she had no home of her own, unless you counted a ruinous temple where she kept hidden her
meager possessions and, when nothing better was available, soread her deeping bag.

Life spilled from narrow streets and surged between the walls enclosing the plaza. Pioneer buildings
had run to brick, and never gone higher than three or four stories, under Imhotepan gravity. Faded,
nearly featureless, they were nonetheless gaudy, for their doors stood open on shops, while booths
huddled everywhere else againgt them. The wares were as multifarious asthe sdllers, anything from
hinterland fruits and grainsto ironware out of the smithies that made the air clangorous, from velvyl fabric



and miniature computers of theinner Empireto jewels and skins and carvings off ahundred different
worlds. A deazy Terran vidplay demonstrated itself on a screen next to an exquisite dance recorded
beneath the Seas of Yang and Yin, where the vaz-Siravo had been settled. A gundedler offered primitive
home-produced chemicd rifles, sunners of military type, and—illegally—severad blasters, doubtless
found in wrecked spacecraft after the Mersaian ondaught was beaten back. Foodstalls wafted forth hot,
savory odors. Music thuttered, laughter and dance resounded from a couple of taverns. Motor vehicles
wererare and smal, but pushcarts swarmed. Occasiondly awagon forced itsway through the crowd,
drawn by atame clopperhoof.

Folk were mainly human, but it was unlikely that many had seen Mother Terra The planetswhere
they were born and bred had marked them. Residents of Imhotep were necessarily muscular and never
fat. Those whose families had lived here for generations, since Olga's Landing was a scientific base, and
had thus melded into atype, tended to be dark-skinned and aquiline-featured. Men usually wore loose
tunic and trousers, short hair, beards, women favored blouses, skirts, and braids; in thisdistrict, clothes
might be threadbare but were raffishly bright. Members of the armed services on leave—afew from the
local garrison, the mgjority from Daeda us—mingled with them, uniforms a tiff contrast no matter how
bent on pleasure the person was. They were in good enough physica condition to walk fairly easily under
agravity thirty percent greater than Terras, but crew-people from civilian freighters frequently showed
weariness and an exaggerated fear of fdling.

A Navy man and amarine passed close by the tower. They were too intent on their talk to notice
Diana, which was extraordinary. The harshness reached her: "—yeh, sure, they've grown it back for me."
The spaceman waved hisright arm. A short-deeved undress shirt revealed it palid and thin; regenerated
tissue needs exercise to attain normd fitness. "But they said the budget doesn't dlow repairing DNA
throughout my body, after the radiation | took. I'll be dependent on biosupport the rest of my life, and I'll
never dare father any kids."

"Mersdan bagtards," growled the marine. "'l could damn near wish they had broken through and
landed. My unit had awarm welcomeready for 'em, | cantdll you."

"Beglad they didn't,” said his companion. "Did you redly want nukestearing up our planets? Wounds
and dl, I'll thank Admiral Magnusson every day |'ve got |eft to me, for turning them back the way he did,
with that skeleton force the pinchfisison Terraalowed us” Bitterly: "He wouldn't begrudge the cost of
fixing up entire aman that fought under him."

They disappeared into the throng. Diana shivered a bit and looked around for something cheerier than
such areminder of last year's events.

Nonhumans were on hand in fair number. Most were Tigeries, come from the lowlands on various
business, their orange-black-white peltsvivid around skimpy garments. Generally they wore air helmets,
with pressure pumps strapped to their backs, but on some, oxygills rose out of the shoulders, behind the
heads, like elegant ruffs. Diana cried greetings to those she recognized. Otherwise she spied a centauroid
Donarrian; the shiny integuments of three Irumclagians; a couple of tailed, green-skinned Shamuans,
and—and—

"What the flippin' fury!" She got to her feet—they were bare, and the stone felt warm benesth
them—and stood precarioudy balanced, peering.

Around the corner of aWinged Smoke house had come agiant. The Pyramid lay in that direction, but
so did the spaceport, and he must have arrived there today, or word of him would have buzzed
throughout the low-life parts of town. Thence he seemed to have walked al the kilometers, for no public
conveyance on Imhotep could have accommodated him, and his manner was not thet of officiadom.
Although the babel racket dwindled at sight of him and people drew aside, he moved diffidently, almost
gpologeticdly. Tiredly, too, poor thing; his strength must be enormous, but it had been along way to
trudgeinthisgeefidd.



"Wdl, well," said Dianato hersdf; and loudly, in both Anglic and Toborko, to any possible
competition: "l saw him firgt!"

She didn't waste time on the interior stairs but, reckless, scrambled down the vines. Though the tower
wasn't very tal, on Imhotep adrop from its battlements could be fatd. She reached the pavement
running.

"Ah, ho, smdl one," bawled Hassan from the doorway of hisinn, "if he bethirsty, steer him to the
Sign of the Golden Cockbestle. A decicredit to you for every liter he drinks!™

She laughed, reached a dense mass of bodies, began weaving and wriggling through. Inhabitants
smiled and let her by. A drunk took her closeness wrong and tried to grab her. She gave hiswrist a
karate chop in passing. He yelled, but retreated when he saw how a Tigery glowered and dropped hand
to knife. Kuzan had been a childhood playmate of Dianas. She was till her friend.

The stranger grew aware of the girl nearing him, halted, and watched in mild surprise. He was of the
planet which humans had dubbed Woden, well within the Imperid sphere. It had long been afamiliar of
Technic civilization and was, indeed, incorporated in Gregter Terra, its dwellersfull citizens. Just the
same, none had hitherto betrod Imhotep, and Dianaknew of them only from books and database.

A centauroid himsdlf, he stretched four and ahalf meters on hisfour cloven hoofs, including the mighty
tail. The crown of hislong-snouted, bony-eared head loomed two meters high. The brow ridges were
massive, the mouth aarmingly fanged, but eyes were big, asoft brown. Two hugearmsended in
four-fingered hands that seemed ableto rip asted plate in half. Dark-green scales armored his upper
body from end to end, amber scutes histhroat and belly. A serration of horny platesran over his
backward-bulging skull, down his spineto thetalltip. A pair of bags dung acrosshiswithersand alarger
pair at his croup doubtless held traveling goods. Drawing close, Dianasaw sgnsof along life, scars,
discolorations, wrinkles around the nostrils and rubbery lips, apair of spectacles hung from his neck.
They werefor presbyopia, she guessed, and she had dready noticed he was dightly lamein the off hind
leg. Couldn't he afford corrective treatments?

Why, she herself was going to start putting money aside, one of these years, to pay for
anti-senescence. If she had to die at an age of less than ahundred, she wanted it to be violently.

Hating before him, she beamed, spread arms wide, and said, "Good day and welcome! Never
before has our world been graced by any of your illusiriousrace. Y et even we, on our remote and lately
embattled frontier, have heard the fame of Wodenites, from the days of Adzdl the Wayfarer to thisvery
hour. In what way may we serve you, grest Sir?”'

Hisface was unreadable to her, but his body looked startled. "My, my," he murmured. "How
elaborately you speak, child. Isthat loca custom? Please enlighten me. | do not wish to be discourteous
through ignorance." He hesitated. "My intentions, | hope, shdl aways be of the best.”

Hisvocal organs made Anglic athunderous rumble, weirdly accented, but it was fluent and she could
follow it. She had had practice, epecidly with Tigeries, who didn't sound like humans ether.

For aningant, she bridied. "Sir, I'm no child. I'm nine—uh, that is, seventeen Terran years old. For
the past three of those I've been on my own, highlands and lowlands both." Relaxing: "So | know my way
around and I'd be happy to guide you, advise you, help you. | can show testimonias from persons of
severd species.”

"Hraa ... | fear | amin no pogition to, m-m, offer much compensation. | have been making my
way—hand-to-mouth, is that your expression?—odd jobs, barter—at which | am not gifted—anything
morally dlowable, planet to planet, far longer than you have been in the universe, chi—young lady."

Dianashrugged. "We can talk about that. Y ou'rein luck. I'm not a professiond tourist herder, chargin’
aweek's rent on the Emperor's favorite palace to take you around to every place where the prices are
quasar-lofty and expectin’ afat tip at the end.” She cocked her head. "Y ou could've goneto the
reception center near the Pyramid. It's got an office for xenosophonts. Why didn't you?”



"Gruh, I, |—to befrank, | lost my way. The streets twist about 0. If you could lead meto the
proper functionaries—"

Dianareached up to take him by the rugged elbow. "Wait abit! Look, you're worn out, and you
don't have a pokeful of money, and | can do better by you than the agency. All they redly know iswhere
to find you the least unsuitable lodgings. Why don't we go in where you can rest awhile, and welll talk,
and if | only can steer you downtown, so beit." She paused before adding, dowly: "But you aren't here
for any ordinary purpose, that's plain to see, and | do know most of what's not ordinary on Imhotep.”

He boomed a chuckle. "Y ou are a sprightly soul, no? Very well." He turned serious. "It may even be
that my patron saint has answered my prayers by causng meto blunder as| did. M-m-m ... my nameis
Francis Xavier Axor."

"Hm?' Shewastaken aback. "You're aChrigtian?"

"Jerusalem Catholic. | chose the baptisma name becameitsfirst bearer was also an explorer in
strange places, such as| hoped to become.”

And I. The heart jumped in Diana’s breast.

She had adways sought out what visitors from the stars she could, because they were what they
were—farers through the galaxy—O Tigery gods, grant that she too might someday range yonder! And,
while she agilely survived in Old Town's dog-eat-dog economy, she had never driven aharder bargain
with anonhuman than she felt that being could afford, nor defrauded or defaulted.

Orders of magnitude more than she wanted any money of his, she wanted Axor's good will. He
seemed like adarling anyway. And possibly, just barely possibly, he might open apath for her ...

Business was business, and Hassan's booze no worse than most in the quarter. "Follow me," she said.
"I'm Diana Crowfegther."

He offered his hand, vast, hard, dry, warm. Wodenites were not theroids, but they weren't herpetoids
either; they were endothermic, two-sexed, and viviparous. She had, however, learned that they bred only
in season. It made celibate careers easier for them than for her species. Thusfar shed avoided
entanglements, because that was what they could too readily become—entanglements—but it was getting
more and more difficult.

"An honor to meet you," Axor said. "Hraa, isit not unusud for such ayouthful femaeto operate
independently? Perhaps not on Terraor its older colony planets, but here—Not that | wish to pry.
Heavens, no."

"I'mkind of agpecid case," Dianareplied.

He regarded her with care. Neither of her parents having been born on Imhotep, and both being tal,
shewaslikewise. The gravity had made robust aframe that remained basically gracile; muscles rounded
the curves of dim hipsand long legs. Weight had not yet caused the smdll, firm bosom to sag. Her head
was round, the face broad, with high cheekbones, tapering down to the chin; astraight nose flared at the
nostrils, and the lipswerefull. Her eyeswere large, gold-flecked hazel, beneath arching brows. Black
hair, confined by a beaded headband, fell straight to the shoulders. A thin blouse and exiguous shorts
showed mogt of her tawny-brown skin to the sun. Belted at her right side was alittle purse for oddments,
a her left amurderous Tigery knife.

"Widll, but let'sgo," she laughed. Her voice was husky. "Aren't you thirsty?| am!"

The crowd yielded dowly before them, turbulent again, lessinterested in the newcomer now that he
had been claimed than in its own checkered affairs.

Inside, the Sign of the Golden Cockbeetle amounted to aroom broad and dim. Half a dozen men,
outback minersto judge by their rough appearance, were drinking at atable with acouple of joygirlsand
abemusedly watching Tigery. The latter Spped from atube inserted through the chowlock of her air
helmet. The whine of its pumps underlay voices. While oxygills were far better, not many could afford



them or wanted the preliminary surgery, dight though that was. Dianadidn't recognize the individud, but it
was clear from her outfit that she belonged to another society than the one around Toborkozan. The
group gave Axor alengthy stare, then went back to their talk, dice, and booze.

The Wodenite ordered beer in gppropriate quantity. His biochemistry was compatible with the
human, barring minor mattersthat ration supplementstook care of. Diana gave aslent cheer; her
commisson was going to be noticesbly higher, percentagewise, than on didtilled liquor. Shetook astein
for hersdf and savored the catnip coolness.

"Aaah!" breathed Axor in honest pleasure. "That quenches. God bless you for your guidance. Now if
you can ad my quest—"

"What isit?'
"Thedory islong, my dear."

Dianaleaned back in her chair; her companion must needs lie on the floor. She had learned, the hard
way, how to reinin her inquidtiveness. "Weve got dl day, or as much more asyou want." Within her
there hammered: Quest! What's he after, roamin’ from star to star?

"Perhaps | should begin by introducing myself as a person, however inggnificant,” Axor said. "Not
that thet part isinteresting.”

"Itistome" Dianaassured him.

"Well—" The dragon countenance stared down into the outsize tankard. "To use Anglic names, | was
born on the planet Woden, although my hai zar k—tribe? community? tuath?—my people are ill
comparatively primitive, nomadsin the Morning Land, which is acrossthe Sea of Truth from the
Glimmering Realm to the west where the Terrans and the civilization that they brought are based. My
country ismostly steppe, but in the Ascetic Hills eroson haslaid bare certain Foredweller ruins. Those
werelong known to us, and often asayoungster did | regard them with awe. In the past generation,
news of them has reached the cities. Watching and listening to the archaeologists who came, | grew
utterly fascinated. A wish flowered in meto learn more, yes, to do such delving mysdlf. | worked my way
oversessto the Glimmering Redm in hopes of winning amerit scholarship. Such iscommon among the
literate Wodenites. Mine happened to come from the university that the Galilean Order maintainsin Port
Campbdl."

"Gdlilean Order—hm—aren't they, um, priestsin the Jerusalem church? I've never met any."

Axor nodded in human wise. "They arethe most scientifically minded organization withiniit. Very
fitting that they should conduct studies of Foredweller remains. While under their tutdlage, | was
converted to the Faith. Indeed, | am ordained a Galilean." The dow voice quickened. " Father Jaspers
introduced me to the great and holy thought that in those relics may lie an answer to theriddle of the
Universd Incarnation.”

Dianaraised apam. "Hold on, please. Foredwellers? Who're they ?*

"They are varioudy known on the worlds as Ancients, Elders, Others—many names—The
mysterious civilization that flourished in the galaxy—apparently through far more of it than thisfraction of
asingle spird arm which we have somewhat explored—uvanishing millions of years ago, leaving scanty,
glorious fragments of their works—" Dismay quavered in the deep tones. "Y ou have not heard? Nothing
likeit exists anywherein this planetary system? The indications seemed clear that herewas aplaceto
search.”

"Wait, wait." Dianafrowned into the shadows. "My education's been catch-as-catch-can, you realize,
but—M-m, yes. Remnant walls and such. Rumors that the Chereionites built them once, whoever the
Cherelonites are or were. But | thought—um, um—yes, a spaceman from Aeneastold me about alot of
such steson his planet. Except Aeneasis smdl, dry, thin-aired. Hefigured the Old Shen—that was his
name for them—they must have originated on aplanet of that type, and favored the same kind for



colonization."

"Not necessarily. | venture to think that that is smply the kind where remnants are best preserved.
The materialswere as durable as the structures seem to have been beautiful. But everything in our
cosmosis mortal. On airless globes, micrometeoroids would have worn them down. On planetswith
thick atmospheres, weather would do the same, while geologica process wrought their own destructions.
However, sometimes ruins have endured on terrestroid worlds, fossilized, so to speak. For example, a
volcanic ashfdl or amuddide which later petrified has covered them. Something like this happened in the
territory now covered by the Ascetic Hills of Woden. Since, the blanketing soil and rock have been
gnawed away by the éements, revealing these wonders."

Axor sagged out of his excitement. "But you know of nothing anywherein the Patrician System?’ he
finished dully.

Dianathought fast. "1 didn't say that. Look, Imhotep is asuperterrestrial planet, more than athird
again the surface area of Daeddus—or Terra—not much less than that next to Woden, I'll bet. And even
after centuries, it'snot well mapped or anything. Thiswasjust alondy scientific outpost till the Starkadian
resettlement. Tigeries, explorin’ their new lands—yes, they tell stories about things they've seen and can't
account for—But I'd have to go and ask for details, and then we'd prob'ly have to engage awatership to

ferry us, if some yarn sounded promisin’.

Axor had recovered his spirits. "Moreover, this system contains other planets, plusther larger
moons," hesaid. "'l came herefirst merely because Imhotep was the destination of the tramp freighter on
which | could get passage. The colonized planet sunward, Daedaus?!

"Maybe. | haven't been on Daedd us since my mother died, when | wasa sprat." Diana considered.
Resolvethrilled ong her nerves. She would not knowingly lead this sweet old seeker on asquiggle
chase, but neither would she willingly let go of him—while hope remained that his search could carry her
tothe stars.

"Aslong as you are on Imhotep,” she said, "that's the place to start, and | do know my way around
Imhotep aswell as anybody. Now for openers, can you explain what you're after and why you think you
might find aclue here?'

Shedrained her stein and signdled for more, Hassan brought a bucket to recharge Axor'smug as
well. Meanwhile the Wodenite, serene again, wastdling her:

"Asfor the Foredwellers, their traces are more than an archaeological puzzle. Incredibly ancient as
they are, those artifacts may give us knowledge of the Incarnation.

"For see you, young person, some three thousand standard years have passed since Our Lord Jesus
Christ walked upon Terraand brought the offer of salvation to falen man. Subsequently, upstart
humankind has gone forth into the light-years, and with Technic civilization hastraveled faith, to race after
race after race.

" About such independently spacefaring beings asthe Y mirites, one dares say nothing. They are too
dien. It may bethat they are not falen and thus have no need of the Word. But painfully plainit isthat
every oxygen-breathing species ever encountered isin no state of grace, but proneto sin, error, and
death.

"Now our Lord was born once upon Terra, and charged those who came after with carrying the
gospel over the planet. But what of other planets? Were they to wait for human missionaries? Or have
some of them, at least, been granted the glory of their own Incarnations? It is not a matter on which most
churches have ventured to dogmatize. Not only are the lives, the souls, so different from world to world,
but here and there one neverthel ess does find religions which look strangdly familiar. Coincidence?
Paralel development? Or a degper mystery?'

He paused. Diana frowned, trying to understand. Questions like this were not the sort she was wont
to ask. "Doesit matter? | mean, can't you be as good a person regardless?



"Knowledge of God dways matters,” said Axor gravely. "Thisisnot necessary to individua salvation,
no. But think what a differencein the teaching of the Word it would make, to know the truth—whatever
the truth may be. If science can show that the gospe account of Christ isnot myth but biography; and if it
then finds that his ministry was, in empirica fact, universd—uwould not you, for example, my dear, would
not you decide it was only reasonable to accept him as your Saviour?”

Uncomfortable, Dianatried to shift the subject. " So you think you may get ahint from the Foredwel ler
works?'

"I cherish hopes, as did those scholars who conceived the thought before me. Consider the immense
timeline, millions of years. Consider that the Builders must have been too widespread and numerous, too
learned and powerful—yes, too wise, after their long, long history—to be destroyed by anything material.
No, surely they abandoned their achievements, aswe, growing up, put away childish things, and went on
to ahigher plane of existence. Y et surely, too, they nourished abenign desire to ease the path for those
who carne after. They would leave inscriptions, messages—time-blurred now, nearly gone; but perhaps
the writers did not foresee how many ages would pass before travel began again between the stars. Still,
what better could they bequeath usthan their heritage of Ultimate Meaning?"

Dianahad her large doubts. Likewise, obvioudy, did others, or Axor wouldn't have had to bum his
unpaid way across the Empire. She didn't have the heart to say that. "What have you actualy found?' she
asked.

"Not | alone, by no means| alone. For the most part, | have merely studied archaeologica reports,
and goneto see for mysdlf. In afew instances, however—" The Wodenite drew breath. "1 must not
boast. What | dedl with are the enigmatic remains of occasiond records. Diagrams etched into awall or a
dab, worn away until virtudly blank. Codingsimprinted in molecules and crystals, evocable dectronicaly
but equally blurred and broken. Some, nobody can comprehend at al. Some do seem to be astronomical
symbols—such assignsfor pulsars, with signsfor hydrogen atoms and for numbersto give periods and
gpatid relationships. One can estimate how those pulsars have dowed down and moved e sewhere, and
thustry to identify them, and thence the sun toward which arecord conceivably points....

"On abarren globe five parsecs from here, amidst the tailings of aformer mining operation, | found
clues of thiskind. They appeared to me to whisper of the sun Patricius.”

Axor broke off, crossed himsdlf, stared into remoteness.

After awhile Dianamade bold to speak again. "Wdll, your ... your reverence, you needn't despair
yet. What say we establish ourselvesin town for afew days? Y ou can rest up while |l arrange
conferences and trangportation and so forth. Y ou see, nothin' has turned up in the mountains; but Tigeries
do tell about idands with what may be natural formations but might aso be ruined walls, except that
Imhotep never had any native sophonts. If that doesn't work out, | can inquire among spacefolk, get us
passage offplanet, whatever you want. And it shouldn't cost you very heavily."

Axor smiled. The crocodilian expanse of his mouth drew ashriek from ajoygirl. "A godsend indeed!”
he roared.

"Oh, I'mno saint,” Dianaanswered. He couldn't be so naive asto suppose she had immediately falen
inlovewith his cause—though it looked like being fun. "Why do | offer to do this? It's among the ways|
scratch out my livin'. We got to agree on my daily wage; and I'll be collectin' my cumshaws on the Sde,
that you don't have to know about. Mainly, | expect to enjoy mysdlf.” To mention her further dreams
would be premature.

Axor put spectacles on nose to regard her the better. "Y ou are aremarkable young being, donna
Crowfeather,” he said, asurprisingly courtly turn of phrase. "If | may ask, how doesit happen you are
thisfamiliar with the planet?'

"l grew up here." Impulsively, perhaps because she was excited or perhaps because the beer had
darted to buzz faintly in her head, she added: "And my father was responsible for most of what you'l



%ll
"Redly?| would be delighted to hear.”

It was generally easy to confide in a chance-met xeno, asit was not with afellow human.
Furthermore, Axor's manner was reassuring; and no secrets were involved. Thewhole quarter knew her
story, asdid Tigeries across reaches of severa thousand kilometers.

"Oh, my father's Dominic Flandry. Y ou may have heard of him. He's become an Admira of the Flet,
but forty-odd years ago he was a fresh-caught ensign assigned to the planet Starkad, in this same sector.
Trouble with the Merseians was pilin' up and—Anyway, he discovered the planet was doomed. There
were two sophont races on it, the land-dwellin' Tigeries and the underwater Seafolk; and there were five
yearsto evacuate as many as possible before the sun went crazy. Thiswas the only known planet that
was enough like Starkad. It helped that Imhotep aready had a scientific base and afew support
indugtries, and that Daeda us was colonized and becomin' an important Nava outpost. Just the same, the
resettlement's dways been awild scramble, dways underfunded and undermanned, touch and go.”

"The Terran Empire has many demands on its resources, Sarting with defense,” said Axor.

" Although one must deplore violence, | cannot but admire the gdlantry with which Admira
Magnusson cast back the Mersaian attack last year."

"The Imperial court and bureaucracy are pretty expensivetoo, | hear,” Dianasnapped. "Wdll, never
mind. | don't pay taxes."

"l have, yes, | have encountered tales of Admira Flandry's exploits” said Axor in haste. "But he
cannot have spent much time on Imhotep, surely.”

"Oh, no. Helooked in once in awhile, when he happened to bein theregion. A natura curiosity. My
mother and he—Well, | keep tdlin' mysdlf | shouldn't blame him. She never did.”

Once Maria Crowfeather had admitted to her daughter that she got Dominic Flandry's child in hopes
that that would lead to something permanent. It had not. After he found out on his next visit, he bade a
charming, rueful goodbye. Mariagot on with her own life.

"Y our mother worked in the resettlement project?" Axor inquired tactfully.

Diananodded. "A xenologist. She died in an accident, asudden tidal bore on a strange coadt, three
standard years ago.”

Maria Crowfesther had been born on the planet Athela, in the autonomous community Dakotia. It
had been among the many founded during the Breakup, when group after ethnic group left a
Commonwedlth that they felt was drowning them in sameness. The Dakota people had already been
trying to revive asense of identity in North America. Diana, though, kept only bits of memory, fugitive
and wistful, about ancestrd traditions. She had passed her life among Tigeries and Seafolk.

"Leaving you essentialy orphaned,” said Axor. "Why did nobody take care of you?"

"l ran away," Dianareplied.

The man who had been living with Mariaat the time of her death did not afterward reveal himsdlf to
be abad sort. He turned out to be officious, which was worse. He had wanted to marry the girl's mother
legdly, and now he wanted to put the girl in the Navy brat school ' on Daedalus, and eventualy seeto it

that she wed some nice officer. Meanwhile Tigeries were hunting through hillswhere wind soughed in
waves across forests, and surf burst under three moons upon virgin idands.

"Did not the authorities object?' Axor wondered.
"They couldnt find me at firdt. Later they forgot."

Axor uttered asplintering noise that might f be hisequivadent of alaugh. "Very well, little orite of dll
the world, let us see how you guide a poor bumbler. Make the arrangements, and leave me to my data
and breviary until we are ready for departure. But can you give me an idea of what to expect?'



"I'll try, but | don't make any promises,”" Dianasaid. "Especidly thesedays. You didn't arrive a the
best time, Sir."

Scales stirred above the brow ridges. "What do you mean, pray?'

Grimnesslaid grip on her. She had ignored the news as much as possible. What could she do about
it?Well, she had mentaly listed various refuges, according to where she would be when the trouble
exploded, if it was going to. But here she was committing herself to an expedition which could take her
anyplace, and—"That ruckus with the Merseians last year wasjust athing off in space,” she said. "Since,
I've kept hearin' rumors—ask your God to make them only rumors, will you?—Sir, we may be on the
edge of ared war."

Chapter 2

On Daedd us, the world without ahorizon, a Tigery was still an uncommon sight, apt to draw
everybody's attention. Targovi had made an exception of himsdlf. The capital Aureg, its hinterland,
communitiesthe length of the Highroad River asfar asthe Phogphoric Ocean, no few of the settlements
scattered elsawhere, had grown used to him. He would put his battered Moonjumper down at the
spaceport, exchange japes with guards and officids, try to sell them something, then load hiswaresinto
an equaly disreputable-looking van and be off. His stock in trade was |mhotepan, ajackdaw museum of
theinfinite diversity that is every planet's. Artifacts of his people he had, cutlery, tapestries, perfumes,
things strange and delicate, made underwater by the Seafolk; exotic products of nature, skins, minera
gems, land pearls, flavorful wild foods—for theirony was that huge Imhotep had begotten lifewhich
Terrans, like Starkadians, could safely take nourishment from, wheress Terra-sized Daedal us had not.

For anumber of years he had thus ranged, dickering, swapping, amusing himsdf and most whom he
encountered, agenerdly amiable being whom—certain individuas discovered too late—it was
exceedingly dangerous to affront. Even when tensions between Merseia and Terra snapped asunder,
sporadic combats erupted throughout the marches, and at last Sector Admira Magnusson took his
forces to meet an oncoming armada of the Riodhunate, even then had Targovi plied his trade unhindered.

Thus he registered shock when he landed in routine fashion atwel vemonth later, and the junior port
officer who gave him his admission certificate warned: ™Y ou had better stay in touch with us.
Interplanetary traffic may be suddenly curtailed. Y ou could find yoursdlf unable to get off Daedalusfor
an. indefinitetime.”

"Eyada shkor!" ripped from Targovi. Histendrils grew stiff. A hand dropped to the knife a hisside.
"What isthis?'

"Possible emergency,” said the human. "Understand, | am trying to befriendly. There ought to bea
short grace period. If you then return here immediately, | can probably get you clearance to go home.
Otherwise you could be stranded and unable to earn your keep, once your goods were sold and the
proceeds spent.”

"l ... think ... I would survive," Targovi murmured.

The officer peered across hisdesk. ™Y ou may beright,” he said. "But we may not like the ways you
would find. I would be sorry to see you jailed, or gunned down."

The Tigery looked predatory enough to arouse qualms. His resemblance to aman was merdly in the
roughest outlines. He stood astall as an average one, but on disproportionately long and powerful legs
whose feet were broad and clawed. Behind, a stubby tail twitched. The torso wasthick, thearmsand
their four-fingered hands cabled with muscle. The round head bore a countenance flat and
narrow-chinned, asingle breathing dit in the nose, carnivore teeth agleam in the wide mouth. Beneath the
fronded chemosensor tendrils, eyes were danted and scarlet-hued. The large, movable earswere
scalloped around the edges asif to suggest bat wings. Fur clothed him in silkiness that had now begun to



bristle, black-striped orange except for awhite triangle at the throat. His voice purred, hissed, sometimes
growled or screeched, making its fluent Anglic an outlandish dialect.

He wore nothing at present but a breech-clout, pocketed belt, knife, and amulet hung from his
neck—these, and an oxygill. Its pleated pearly ruff lifted from his shoulders at the back of the head,
framing the latter. Strange it might seem, to observe such amolecularly-convol uted intricacy upon such a
cresture, and to recollect what chemica subtleties went on within, oxygen captured and led into the
bloodstream through capillary-fine tubes surgicdly ingtaled. Y et it gave him the freedom to be barbaric,
where hewould e se have been encumbered with a helmet and pump, or have perished. Hiskind had
evolved under an air pressure more than nine timesthe Terran.

" think your efforts might fail," he said low. Easing: "However, surely naught untoward will happen.
Y ou are kind to advise me, Dosabhai Patel. Y ou wife may find some pleasant trinket in her mail. But
what isthis extremity you await?'

"l did not say we are bound to have one," replied the officer quickly.
"What could it be, doesit come on us?"

"Too many wild rumors are flying about. Both naval and civil personnd are under orders not to add to
them.”

Targovi's chair had been designed for ahuman, but he was sufficiently suppleto flow down intoit. His
eyelids drooped; he bridged hisfingertips. "Ah, good friend, you redize | am bound to hear those
rumors. Were it not best to arm me with truths whereby | may day them?| am, of course, asmple,
wandering trader, who knows no secrets. Y et | should have had someinkling if, say, anew Mersaian
attack seemed likely."

"Not that! Admira Magnusson gave them alesson they will remember for awhile.” Patd cleared his
throat. "Understand, what happened was not awar."

Targovi did not overtly resent the patronizing lecture that followed, meant for a haf-civilized xeno:
"Bloody incidents are al too common. It isinevitable, when two great powers, bitter rivals, share an
ill-defined and thinly peopled buffer zone which is, actudly, an arenafor them. Thislatest set of clashes
began when negotiations over certain spheres of influence broke down and commandersin various
locations grew, ah, trigger-happy. True, the Roidhunate did dispatch atask force to 'restore order.’ Had
it succeeded, the Merseians would undoubtedly have occupied the Patrician System, thereby making this
entire sector amogt indefensible and having a sdient deep into the Empire. We would have had to settle
with them on highly disadvantageous terms. Asyou know, Admira Magnusson beat them back, and
diplomats on both sdes are trying to mend things ... No, we are in no immediate danger from outside.”

"From insde, then?" Targovi drawled. "Even we poor, uprooted vaz-Toborko—aye, even the
vaz-Siravo beneath their seas—have learned alittle about your great Empire. Rebellions and attempted
rebellions have grown, regrettably, not infrequent, during the past half century. The present dynasty itself,
did it not come to power by—2>—"

"The glorious revol ution was necessary," Patel declared. "Emperor Hans restored order and purged
corruption.”

"Ah, but hissons—"

Patdl 'sfist struck the desktop. "Very well, you insolent barbarian! Daedd us, this whole system, the
Empireitsdf werein grave peril last year. Admird Magnusson rectified the Stuation, but it should never
have arisen. The Imperial forcesin these parts should have been far stronger. As matters stood, under a
less brilliant commander, they would dmost certainly have been smashed.” He moistened hislips. "No
question of didoyalty. No |ése majesté. But thereis awidespread feding on Daeda us, especialy among
Navy personnd, that Emperor Gerhart and his Policy Board have ... not been well advised ... that some
of the counsd they heeded may actualy have been treasonablein intent ... that drastic reform has again
become overdue. The Admiral has sent carefully reasoned recommendationsto Terra. Meanwhile,



dissatisfaction leads to restlessness. He may have to impose martia law, o—Enough. These matters are
not for subjects like you and meto decide." Nonetheless eagernesslighted hisfeatures and shrilled in his
voice. "Y ou have had your warning, Targovi. Be off, but stay in touch; attend to your business and
nothing else; and you will probably bedl right."

The trader rose, spoke his courteous farewd |, departed. In Terran-like gravity herippled dong, his
padded feet slent acrossthe floor.

Widl-nigh the whole of Aureawas new, built to accommodate the burgeoning sector defense
command that had been established on the planet, together with the civil bureaucracy and private
enterprisesthat it drew. Architecture soared boldly in towers, sprawled in ponderous industria plants.
Vehicles beswarmed streets, elways, skies. Around the clock, the throb of traffic never ceased.

Hardly anything remained of the origina town, demolished and engulfed. It had been small anyhow,
for colonization was far-flung, enclavesin wilderness that could not be tamed but only, dowly, destroyed.
Stll, abit from early days clung yet to a steep dope beneeth the plateau. Targovi went there, to aninn he
knew.

He mingled readily with the crowds. He might be the sole member of hisrace on Daedalus, but plenty
of other xenosophonts were present. The vague borders of the Terran Empire held an estimated four
million suns, of which perhaps a hundred thousand had some degree of contact with it. Out of that many,
no few were bound to have learned from Technic civilization—if they had learned nothing ese—the
requirements for traveling between the stars. They included spacehands, Nava personnel, Imperia
officias, besdes those engaged on affairs of their own. Then too, colonization of Daedaus had not been
exclusvely human by any means. It made for avariegated scene, which Targovi enjoyed. Hisinmost wish
wasto get beyond this single planetary system, out into the freedom of the galaxy.

Descending, hefollowed alane dong adliff. On hisleft were walls time-gnawed, unpretentious,
reminiscent of thosein the Old Town of Olgas Landing. On hisright wereaguard rail, empty air, and a
tremendous view. Theriver glimmered Slver, grandly curved, through hundreds of kilometers of itsvaley,
sunset bound. That land lay in shades of dark, metallic green, save where softer tones showed that
farmsteads or plantations had been wrested out of it. The northern mountains and the ice fields beyond
them, the southward sweep of plains, faded out of sight, lost in sheer distance. Closer by, the headwaters
of theriver rushed downward in cataracts. The mountainsde was covered with native growth. Although
ar wascool at thisdtitude, Targovi caught a harsh pungency. Raindrops that were carsflitted to and fro
through heaven. A spaceship lifted, her gravsdriving her in sllence, but the hull carving out muted thunder.

Ju Shao'sinn perched ramshackle on the brink. Targovi entered the taproom. The owner bounded to
greet him: aCynthian by species, smdl, white-furred, bushy-tailed. "Welcome back!" she piped. "A
sweet Sght, you, after the klongs who've been infesting this place lately. What will you have?!

"Dinner, and aroom for the night," Targovi answered. "Also—" His eyesflickered about. Besides
himsdlf, the cusomersthus far were just four humansin Navy uniform, seated around atable, talking over
their liquor. "What mean you by 'klongs?* he asked. "I thought you got folk here aswell-behaved asis
reasonable. Those who're not, the rest always cast out.”

"Too many are akindle nowadays," Ju Shao grumbled. "Y oung, from Navy or Marine Corps. They
yell about how the Imperium's abandoned us and how we need strong |eadership—that sort of spew.
They get drunk and noisy and start throwing things around. Then the patrol arrives, and | have to waste
an hour recording a statement before | can clean up the mess.” She reached high to pat hishand. "Y ou're
the right sort. Y ou stay quiet till you need to kill, which you do without fuss. We can cook you anice
roast, real cowbeef. And I've gotten a packet of that stuff they grow on Imhotep—ryushka, isthat the
name?—if you'd like some."

"| thank you, but the Winged Smoke isonly for when | can take my ease, out of any danger,” Targovi
sad. "Bring meabowl of teawhilel talk withmy ... friendsyonder. Afterward, aye, rare cowbeef will



be good to taste again, the more so if you add your crinkle tongue sauce, O mother of wonders.”

He strolled to the occupied table. "Health and strength to you, Janice Combarelles," he said,
trandating the Toborko formality into Anglic.

The blond woman with the ringed planet of alieutenant commander on her blue tunic looked up.
"Why, Targovi!" she exclamed. "Sit down! | didn't expect you back this soon, you scoundrel. Y ou can't
have escaped hearing how uneasy things have gotten, and that must be bad for abusinesslike yours."

He accepted the invitation. "Well, but a merchant must needs keep aware of what isin thewind. | had
hopes of finding you here," he said, truthfully if incompletely.

"Introductionsfirgt,” Combarelles said to her companions. "Thisis Targovi. Y ou may have noticed
him before, roving about with , histrade goods. We met when | was on atour of duty in the Imhotep
garrison. He helped vadtly to relieve the dullness.” Her corps was Intelligence, for which the big planet
had dight demand. Starkadians of either species were not about to turn on the Empire that had saved
them from extinction.

She named the others, men of her age. "We're out on the town, relaxing while we can,” she explained.
"L eaves may soon be hard to get.”

Targovi lapped from the container that Ju Shao had brought him. "Forgive aforeigner,” he requested.
"The subtleties of politicsliefar beyond hisfeeble grasp. What isit that you tauten yourselves against?
Surely not the Merssiansagain.”

"Yesand no," Combarellesreplied. "They'll pounce on any weaknessthey think they seein us—"

"Same aswe should do to them," muttered a man who had been drinking hard. "But the Empire's
gone soft, bloated, ready to pay anything for one more lifetime's worth of peace, and to hdll with the
children and grandchildren. When are we going to get another Argolid dynasty?"

"Sh!" Combarelles cautioned. To Targovi: "Hesright, though, after afashion. His Mgesty's badly
served. We, out on the frontier, we've been made sacrificia goatsto incompetence. If it weren't for
Admira Magnusson, we'd be dead. HE's trying to set matters right, but—No, | shouldn't say more.” She
ignited a cigarette and smoked raggedly. "At that, the Mersaians arent infalible. I've found aterrible
bitterness among them too."

"How could you do that?" Targovi asked innocently. "Mersaiaisfar and far awvay."

Combardleslaughed. "Not dl the Mersaians are. Well, you see, actudly 1've been talking to
prisoners. We took afew in the battle, and exchange hasn't yet been negotiated. My section has
responsibility for them, and—No. I'd better not say any more except that we had alot of luck, though
that wouldn't have helped much if the admira hadn't taken advantage of it. Tell us how thingsareon
Imhotep. At least there we humans have been accomplishing something decent.”

Targovi soun out anecdotes. They led in the direction of smuggling operations. "Oh, yes,"
Combardles laughed, "we have the same problems.”

"How could you, milady?' Targovi wondered. "I know no way to land unbeknownst, as guarded as
thisglobeis, and they dwaysinspect my humble cargoes.”

"Thetrick isto set down openly, but in a port where ingpectors don't go. Like Zacharia."

"Za—It seems| have heard the name, but—" In point of fact, he was quite familiar with it. Heaso
knew things about the running of contrabband which the authorities would have been glad to learn.
Feigned ignorance was away of leading conversation onward.

"A largeidand out in the Phosphoric Ocean. Autonomous since pioneer days. Secretive. If | were
Admira Magnusson, I'd set the treaty aside. He hasthe power to do it if he seesfit, ' and / would seefit.”
Combarelles shrugged. "Not that it mattersif untaxed merchandise arrives once in awhile and goes
discreetly upriver. But ... I'veretrieved reportsfiled with Nava Traffic Control. | can't redlly believe that



some of the vessals cleared to land on Zacharia were what they claimed to be, or else were smple
smugglers. They looked too deek for that."

"The admird knowswhat he'sdoing," asserted a man stouitly.
"Y-yes. And what he's not doing. Those could be ships of his—No more! Say on, Targovi."

Targovi did. Hetold tales of histaringsto the vaz-Siravo in their seas. On Starkad, hisrace and theirs
had often been mortal enemies. Fedingslingered, not to mention abysses of difference. They tried to get
along together these days, because they must, and usually they succeeded, more or less, but it could be
difficult. Thisled to chat about the care and feeding of Mersaians...

Prisoners were not maltreated, if only because the opposition could retaiate. In particular, officers
were housed aswell asfeasible. Fodaich Eidhafor the Bold, VVach Dathyr, highest among those plucked
from ruined ships of the Roidhunate, got an entire house and staff of servantsto himsdf, lent by a
prosperous businessman who anticipated governmental favor for his civic-mindedness. It was guarded by
electronics and a couple of live sentries. Lesser captives were held dmost aslightly. Where could they
fleeto, on aplanet where they would starve in the wilds and every soul in every settlement would
ingtantly know them for what they were? The house was in afashionable resdentid district ahundred
kilometers north of Aurea. It stood aone on aknoll amidst flowerbeds, hedges, and bowers.

True night never fell on Daeddus. The city was distance-dwindled to aminiature mosaic of lights,
sparse because it had no need to illuminate streets. Sunlight was ared-gold ring, broadest and most
nearly bright to the west, where Patricius had lately set, fading and thinning toward the east, but at this
hour complete. Otherwise the sky was a gray-blue in which nearly every star waslogt.

Eidhafor awoke when a hand gently shook him by the shoulder. He sat up in bed. Windowsfilled the
room with dusk. Beside him stood a form shadowy but not human, not Merseian—"Hssh!" it hissed.
"Stay quiet.”" Fingersincreased their pressure, not painfully, but enough to suggest what strength lay
behind them. "I mean you no harm. Rather, | wish you well. If you do not cry out, then we shall talk, only
tak."

"Who are you?' Eidhafor rasped, likewisein Anglic. "What are you? How did you get in?"

The stranger chuckled. Teeth flashed briefly white below the ember gleam of eyes. "Asto that lat,
fodaich, it was not difficult, the more so when unawaited. A car that landed well away from here, a
hunter who used histricks of stalking to get close, apair of smal devices—surely the fodaich can
imagine”

Eidhafor regained equilibrium. If murder had been intended, it would have happened while he dept.
"Under my oath to the Roidhun and my honor within my Vach, | cannot talk fredy to an unknown," he
sad.

"Understood,” the stranger purred. "1 will ask no secrets of you: nothing but frankness, such as|
suspect you have aready indulged in, and doubtless will again when you return home. It could well prove
intheinterest of your cause."

"And what isyour own interest?" Eidhafor flung.

"Softly, | beg you, softly. Y ou will presently agree how unwise it would be to rouse the household.”
The stranger let go hisgrip and curled down to St on the end of the bed. "No matter my name. We shdll
concern oursalves with you for awhile. Afterward | will depart by the way | came, and you may go back
todeep.”

Eidhafor squinted through the gloom. He had felt fur. And those ears and tendrils—He had seen
picturesin his briefings before the fleet took off. "Y ou are a Starkadian from Imhotep,” he declared flatly.

"Mayhap." The eyes held steady. Could they see better in the dark than human or Mersaian eyes?

If S0, they beheld abeing roughly the size and shape of abig man. Standing, Eidhafor would lean
forward on tyrannosaurian legs, counterbaanced by aheavy tail; but his hands and his visage were



humanoid, if you ignored countless details. Externd earswere lacking. The skin was hairless, pae green,
meshed by fine scales. He was warm-blooded, mae, wedded to afemale who had borne their young
aive. His species and the human had biochemistries so closely similar that they desired the same kinds of
worlds; and it might well be that the mindsets were not so different, either.

"What could a Starkadian want of aMerseian?' he asked.

"Itistrue, thereisagrievance," whispered back. "Had the Roidhunate had itsway, dl life on Starkad
would long since be ashes. The Terrans rescued some of us. But that was a generation or more ago.
Times change; gratitudeis mortal; likewise is enmity, though apt to be longer-lived. If | am a Starkadian,
then imagine that certain among us are reconsdering where our own best interestslie. Furthermore,
Merseiaamost took control of this system, thus of Imhotep. The next round may have another outcome.
It would be well for usto gain understanding of you. If | am aStarkadian, then | have taken this
opportunity totry for alittleingght.”

"A-a-ahhh," Eidhafor breathed.

Captain Jerrold Ronan was in charge of Naval Intelligence for the Patrician System. That wasamore
important and demanding job than it appeared to be or than hisrank suggested. Subordinates had reason
to believe that he stood high in the confidence of his superiors, including Admira Magnusson.

Hence it would grossy have blown cover for Targovi, obscure itinerant chgpman, to seehimin
person. Instead, the Tigery called from hisvan, away off in the outback. The message went through
sedled circuitsand an array of encoding programs.

At contact, by appointment: "Well?" snapped Ronan. "Be quick. Matters are close to the breaking
point. | can't spare time for every hint-collector who imagines he's come across a sensational piece of
revelation.” He sghed. "Why did | ever give you direct accessto me?'

Theleast of rippleswent across Targovi's pdlt, and undernegth. Histone held smooth. "The noble
captain isindeed overburdened, if heforgets the honor that his dignity requires he grant those who
operaein hissarvice. Let meremind him that he himsdlf fdlt, years agone, an individua like this one could
prove uniquely ableto gather specid kinds of clues.”

The man'sthin, freckled countenance drew into ascowl. ™Y ou and your damned pride! Closeto
insubordination—" He calmed. "All right. I'm harassed, and it probably has made me rude. Y ou did pick
up some useful leadsin the past.”

They had been leads to nothing enormous; nevertheless, they had been useful. Like humans,
Merseians employed various agents not of their own species. A racia and cultura patchwork such as
Daedd us, remote from the Imperial center, was vulnerable to subversion—and not just from Mersaig;
the Empire seethed with criminality, dissension, unbounded ambitions. To hold the sector, the Navy must
be the police force of their main-base planet. Colonists tended to fed less constrained in the presence of
an affable nonhuman trader than with somebody more readily imaginable as working undercover.

"I think thistime | have truly sgnificant news,” Targovi said.
The screen image ran fingersthrough itsred hair. ™Y ou've been on Daeddus awhile?’

"Yes, sr. Going to and fro on my usud rounds, and some not so usud. Looking, listening, talking,
snooping. Scarce need | tell the captain how much discontent is afoot, sense of betraya, demands for
amendment—especialy in the Navy—athough it may be that many persons spoke more fredly before
me than they would have before others. Sir, | cannot but fed that this sentiment isvery largely being
fomented. To anatura aggravation, which should but cause grumbling, come unfounded dlegations,
repested until everyone takestherr truth for given; inflammeatory dogans; hostile jgpes—"

"That's merely your impression,” Ronan interrupted. "And, no offense, you are not human. Y ou are
not even properly acquainted with Technic civilization. | hope you have something more definite to tell.”

"l do, gir. Firdt, scant doubt remains that spacecraft have been cdling at Zachariaidand, suspicioudy



often, for more than ayear. | have garnered accounts of sightings by dwellers on the mainland and sailors
who were at sea. They thought little about it. Y et when | compared datafrom the main traffic control
bank, amost curious pattern emerged. Activity has been going on yonder, sir, and | misdoubt it isnot
harmless smuggling. Could it be Mersgian?'

"No. Have acare. Remember, the Navy conducts secret operations. Y ou will speak no more about
this, not to anybody. Do you understand?!

Targovi glided past the question. "Sir, there is another edritch thing, directly concerning the
Mersaians. | have word from green lips.”

Ronan gtarted. "What? How? Who with? How dared you?"

Targovi imitated a human smile. It made his teeth sheen sharp. "The cgptain must permit me my own
gmal secrets. Did we not agree that any value | might have liesin my ability to work irregularly? Rest
assured, no harm was done. Again, | have smply wormed out confidences which would not otherwise be
forthcoming—although bits of memory and feeling that the Mersaians let drop before their guards should
have been heeded more closely than they were.”

Ronan swalowed hard. " Say on.”

"Those officerswho know what actually happened are bewildered. Severd are embittered. Itislike
the impression here that Daeda us was | eft neglected to face danger alone; but thisimpression has more
reason behind it. Sir, the Mersaian fleet was led with unprecedented stupidity. Its advance squadrons
flew straight into the trap that Admiral Magnusson had set at Black Hole 1571—although the hazard
should have been plain to any commander who knew aught of astrophysics or naval history. Then,
instead of reforming to mount arescue operation, Cyntath Merwyn split his main strength north and
south, creating two pincers which Terras rear echelons broke one by one. It should never have
happened.”

"Aren't you glad it did?' Ronan asked dryly. "I daresay harsh things have been done to high-ranking
people, back in the Roidhunate. It doesn't publicizeitsfailures.

"Sir, thiswas afallure too grotesque. An experienced, senior officer admitted as much to me. Hisrage
came nigh to making him vomit." Targovi paused. "And yet, captain, and yet ... our fleet could have
pursued the advantage gained further than it did. It could have inflicted far worse damage. Instead, it was
content to let the bulk of the enemy armadaretrest.”

Ronan flushed. "Who are you to talk strategy? What do you know that Admira Magnusson did not?
Hasit occurred to you that hisfirst duty was not to risk our forces, but to save them?'

"Captain, | amply suggest—"

"Y ou have said quite enough,” Ronan hit off. "Do you care to submit a detailed report? No, don't
answer that. 1t would be worthless. Or worse than worthless, in the present explosive Situation.” His
image stiffened. "Agent Targovi, you will drop thisline of inquiry. That isan order. Return to Imhotep. Do

not, repeat not attempt any additional amateurish investigation of matters which do not concern you. If
we should have an assgnment for you later, you will be informed.”

The Tigery was quiet for a space.

"May | ask why the captain is displeased?"' he ventured.

“No. Officid secrets”

"Aye, gr. If | havetransgressed, | am ... sorry.”

Ronan relented atrifle. "I'll accept that you didn't know any better.”

"Very good, sr. But—Wall, about my Moonjumper, sir. Of course, everybody thinks | bought her,
and my piloting ingtruction, out of my gains from storming a pirate stronghold on Imhotep. | can return
now, with haf my cargo unsold, claming afamily crisis. But would it not arouse wonder, should | fal to



come back soon to Daedalus?'

"Areyou that well known?" The man congdered. "Asyou will. Y ou do have aliving to make."
Part-time clandestines received a pittance for their efforts, though retirement benefits, when they could
plausibly claimto beliving off their savings, werefairly good. "But watch your actions. If you step over
the bounds, you're dead."”

"Understood, sir. Aught else? No, sir? Out.” Targovi switched off.

By himsdf, he sank into thought. Rather, he went racing away on adozen different trails of thought,
the hunter'sthrill dong his nerves. Certain suspicions were strengthening.

He needed help, and was unsure where to seek it. Well, since he must go home anyway, he could
begin there. If he probed deeper, he might die. Quite possibly. But if not—if he did a deed that they
would notice on Terraitsaf—

Chapter 3

At the Olgas Landing spaceport, hetook hisvan from the hold of hisship. It wasequally plebeianin
gppearance, along and lumpy metal box, scratched and dented, meant for hauling stuff, with acontrol
cab and a couple of passenger benches forward. Retractable wheels and pontoons seemed to be as
much in casethe gravsfailed asfor surface use.

Unlike the ship, the van had more capabiilities than it showed. When Navd Intelligence had recruited
and sketchily trained young Targovi, it provided him such equipment as he might concelvably need
sometime. That was not usual for an agent whose anticipated job was smply to keep dert and report
anything dubious he noticed in the course of his ordinary rounds. However, Targovi was a son of
Dragoika, and she was chief among the Sisterhood that led the Tigeries of the Toborkozan region.
Moreover, she was an old friend of Dominic Flandry. Though he had not visited the Patrician System for
adecade and a hdf, he and she gill exchanged occasional communications, and he had risen to Fleet
Admiral, and gained the ear of the Emperor.

Onegavelittle extras to the restless son of Dragoika

Targovi took off in asoft whirr. The mountains reared grandly around. Most were white-capped;
glaciers shimmered blue-green under the shrunken sun. Pioneers had melted the snow off Mt. Horn and
emplaced thermonucl ear fires underground to keep rock and air liveably warm. Now theice bullsand the
frost-loving plants they had grazed were gone. Woods fringed the city. Agriculture occupied lower
reaches, asfar down as sealevd. But humans dared not breathe there, unless through areduction helmet.
At those pressures, the gases their lungs required became poisons.

It was otherwise for Targovi. After he had | eft the range behind and was humming east aboveits
foothills, he pulled his oxygill out of itstiny sockets. Already it had been forcing him to inhae shalowly.
He stowed it in its case with care, although the fabric was hard to damage, and proceeded to awholly
comfortable dtitude. That was no lengthy descent, as steep as the dendity gradient is under Imhotepan
gravity.

The continent rolled away beneeth him, asingle forest, infinite shadings of green and gold, slvered
with rivers and lakes, mysterious asthe Land of Trees Beyond where some aged people believed the
spirits of the dead went. Overhead, the sky was deeply blue, fleeced with clouds, the great half-disc of
the moon Zoser ghostly above the seathat presently hovein sight. A splendid world, he thought. Not
Starkad, nothing could be, but why mourn for that which was forever lost? His generation had come to
life here, not there. Asyet they were few, often baffled or dain by anature dien to them; but in time they
would win to understanding, thence to mastery, and their descendants would dwell throughout the planet.

It was not sufficient for Targovi. He located the Crystal River and followed its coursetill it emptied
into Dawnside Bay. There, where aharbor could lie sheltered from tidal turbulence, the Kursovikians had



built their new town. Other societies had settled elsewhere, seeking to carry on their particular ways, but
the Kursoviki folk werelargely seefarers.

They were dso those who had always been in closest contact with the Terrans, whose mission
headquarters stood on aridge to the west. Low and softly tinted, the building looked subordinate to the
gray stone mass on a hilltop that was the Castle of the Sisterhood. Targovi knew how much of anillusion
that was.

Nonetheless, Toborkozan had struck roots and grown; it could survive without further help if need
be. Houses—timber, often bearing carven totems on the roof s—were spread widely along cobbled
streets. The watershipsin port were nearly al wooden too, archaic windjammers because those had
been what the wrights knew how to make; but most had gotten auxiliary engines, and some were
hovercraft of fairly modern design. A ferrocrete field on the northern headland offered landing to aircars,
aswel|l asthe gliders and propel ler-driven wingboats which various Tigeries had constructed for
themsdves

Targovi, privileged, set hisvehicle down in the courtyard of the Castle and got out. Guards raised
traditional haberdsin salute. They carried firearms aswell, for emigration had not extinguished every feud
or kept fresh onesfrom arising, not to mention lawlessness, and it was better to watch over your own,
yoursdlf, than depend on the Terrans. Targovi learned that his mother wasin her gpartment and hastened
thither.

Dragoikalived high in the Gaarnokh Tower. Gaarnokhs had not been among the species which could
be introduced on Imhotep, but memory lingered of their horned mightiness. She was standing in aroom
floored with date and walled with granite. Tapestries gentled it atrifle. Books and asingle seashdll goblet
were from Starkad. The rest—bronze candelabrum, things of silver and glass, massive table, couches
whose lines resembled a ship's—were crafted here. Carrying capacity between suns had been so limited;
much worse decisions had had to be made than to abandon the works of an entire history. Shewas
looking out an open ogive window, into the salt breeze and onward to surf on the reefs beyond the bay.

"Greeting, mother and chieftain," said Targovi.

Dragoikaturned, purred, and came to take his hands in hers. Though the femae mane that rippled
down her back was grizzled, she moved lithely. The sumptuous femal e curves had become lean, but her
breagtsjutted proud. True, they weren't ornamental adipose tissue like human dugs, they were organs
muscular and vascular, from which her infants had sucked not milk but blood. Targovi had seen Terran
speculations that the need to maintain ahigh blood supply made her sex the more vigorous one, and that
this accounted for its dominance in most Tigery cultures. His doubts about that did not in any important
way diminish hisrespect for her.

"Welcome home, youngest son,” she said. "How fared you?”

"Into awind that stank of evil," hereplied. "How farethefolk?"

"Well enough ... thusfar. But you are back sooner than iswont. It would not be for aye, thistime?
"It would nat. It cannot. | tell you, death wasin thewind | snuffed upon Daedaus. | must return.”

Her tendrils drooped. "Ever will you go forth—someday, if you live, beyond any ken of mine,
Overbold are you, my son."

"No more than you, mother, when you skippered a ship on the Zletovar Seaand the vaz-Siravo rose
beweaponed from beneath.”

"But you are mae." Dragoikasighed. "The Terran example? Are you driven to do everything afemae
can do, as|'ve heard their females were once driven to match the males? | hoped for grandchildren from
you."

"Why, you shdl have them. Just find me awife who's content if I'm often away."
"Or dways away, like him who begot your friend Diana?' Dragoika's mood lightened. Shedid send a



parting shot: "Long will it be ere many vaz-Toborko besides yoursdf are found on Daedalus, let done
worlds among the stars. How like you your celibacy?'

"Not much. It measures my fedlings for you, mother, that | came here before seeking the waterfront
minxes. However, if thisisthe price to pay—Thereis naught afellow can get so far behind on, nor so
quickly catch up on.”

She whistled in merriment. "Well, then, scapegrace, come have asmoke and well talk." She surveyed
him closgly. "It was not filid piety brought you first to me. Y ou've somewhat to ask.”

"| do thet," he admitted. Excitement pulsed within him. Dragoika got word from around this globe. If
anyone could aid him onward, it was she.

Thewind blew dow but powerful. It filled the upper square sails, lower fore-and-aft canvas, and jibs
that drove Firefish southeast. Seas rushed, boomed, flung bitter spindrift off their crests; they shimmered
green on their backs, dark purplein their troughs. Following the wake soared a flock of flying snakes.

Abruptly the lookout shouted. Sailors swarmed to therail or into the rigging to see. Captain
L atazhanda stayed more calm. She had received word on the ship'sradio, and given directions.

The van lumbered down, extended pontoons, sought to lay alongside. Though Targovi maneuvered
cautioudy, he nearly suffered acgpsizing. Waves under this gravity moved with real speed and force. His
second pass succeeded. Leaning out an opened door, he made fast atowline tossed him and let his
vehicledrop aft. He flew across on agravity impeller.

Besides the crew, their passengers were on deck to meet him. He thrust aside awe at hisfirst
in-the-flesh sght of aWodenite, and turned toward Diana Crowfeather. She sprang over the planks and
into hisarms.

"Targovi, you rascd, how wonderful!" shewarbled. "What're you doin' here?' Anxiety smote. She
stepped back, her hands till on his shoulders, and stared at him through the vitryl that snugged around
her head. Aside from it and its pump, shewas briefly clad. No matter the broad orbit, Imhotep's
atmosphere has a greenhouse effect felt even at sea. "'Is somethin’ wrong?”

"Yeaand nay," Targovi replied in hislanguage, which she understood and the Wodenite presumably
did not. "I would fain speak with you done, little friend." He purred. "Fear not. |, the trader, havein mind
to giveyou, in swap for this adventure of yours, abigger and wilder one."

"Oh, but I've promised Axor—"
"Hewill beincluded. | count on you to persuade him. But let me be about my devoirs.”

Sauting Latazhanda, he explained that he carried an urgent message. She and her crew were arough
lot, but had the manners not to inquire what it was. "I daresay you know whither were bound,” she
remarked. "The Starboard and Larboard Idands, where this mad pair want to look at what may be ruins
left by fay-folk of old." She rumbled achuckle. "They're paying aplenty for the charter.”

"Need isthat | must take them from you. But I'll make your loss good, my lady. A fourth of the fare.”
Targovi winced as he spoke. The price would come out of his purse, and it was uncertain whether the
Corpswould ever honor that expense account.

"A fourth!" yowled Latazhanda. " Are you madder than they? | declined alucrative cargo to makethis
trip. Three-fourths at least.”

"Ah, but so enticing a puss as you cannot fail to attract the offers of ardent agents.” Much
consggnment, brokerage, and other shore-side businesswasin mae hands. "How | envy them. Y our
charms cause meto reward you with athird of the passage money you'reforgoing.”

Latazhanda gave him along look. "I've heard of you, the chapman who goes beyond the sky. If
you've timeto take hospitality, your stories should be worth my accepting a mere two-thirds."

They haggled amicably and flirtatioudy until they reached an agreement which included his spending



the night in her cabin. She enjoyed variety, and he did not mind that part of the bargain at all.

What with additiond introductions, and leisured preliminaries of acquaintanceship with F. X. Axor,
the hour was near sunset when Targovi and Diana could be by themselves. That wasin the crow's nest
on the mainmast. He balanced against the surging and swaying as easily asany of hisrace, and it
ddighted her so much that she took awhile to cam down and pay heed.

Wind swirled in shrouds, boreiodine odors. The ship creaked and whooshed. A low sun threw a
bridge over the waters. Forsaking this quest for another would not be quite easy.

"My mother Dragoikatold me about you and your comrade, of course,” Targovi began. "Y ou had
called on her and she hel ped you arrange this transportation. My thanks to the gods, for you two must be
their very sending.”

"What do you want of us?' she asked.

"How would you like to go to Daeda us and roam about?"

"Oh, marvelous! 1've only seen Aureaand its neighborhood—" Diana checked hersdf. "But | did
promise Axor I'd be his guide, interpreter, assstant.”

"Axor will comedong. Infact, that isthewholeidea."

"But don't you understand? He isn't travein' for pleasure, nor for science, redly. To him, thisisa... a
pilgrimage. We can't go 'til he'slooked over the stones on those idands.”

"They've lasted thousands of years—miillions, if heisright. They can wait abit longer. Tel him, what's
true, thisis a chance he had better seize. Soon none but Navy ships may be going between Patrician
planets.”

"What? Why?'

"And Javak the Fireplayer done knows when the spaceanes will be open again. If Axor must be
Stranded, better on Daedalus than Imhotep. That air hdmet of hisseemsto pain him."

"Yes, | think it does, though he never complains. It had to be made specid for him. He's comfortable
inOlgasLandin'.”

"But what would there be for him to do? Whereas Daeda us may well be the world that has what he's
seeking. Likelier, | should think. Have any such things ever been found on globes the size of Imhotep?
Chances are, heswadting his efforts. Y ou, small person, are not, because you are having aglorioustime
samply traveling. However, you can have the same on Daedd us, and more. No need for ahelmet. Plenty
of handsome young men."

Dianasniffed and tossed her head as much as she could under these conditions. "'l can take care of
myself, thank you. Do you know of anything yonder that might be Foredweller remains?”’

"In my traffickings| have seen curious sights, and heard tell of others. Once were there, | will ask
more widely and more closdly, until | have agod or three for you."

She gave him ahard sare. "Why do you want this?'
"Well, asatrader who smellstrouble uptime, | need better information—"

Shelaughed. "Let's not play pretty games. Nobody can overhear us. Y ou're no moreasimple
packman than | am. I've known for years. What you redly are, it wouldn't've been politeto ask ... 'til

Hejoined an acrid mirth to hers. "Hal, little friend of the universe, you are your father's daughter! ... |
suspected that you suspected. Certain remarks you made, looks you pierced me with, aready ere your
limbs lengthened—not what a child shows the son of her mother's associate when he's come back from
an adventure and put her on hislap totell her about it ... Aye, trusting you to keep silence, | admit to
turning an honest credit now and then by keeping my senses open on behaf of your father's corps. Isthat



tearrible?"

"Contrariwise," shereplied enthusiagticaly. "The Navy staked you, didn't it? | never redly beieved
what you said about the pirates.”

"Wéll," he growled, miffed, "we can talk further another time. What mattersthis evening isthat devils
areloose. They know metoo well on Daedaus. But who would be wary of an innocent old priest and his
young girl companion, wandering about on apurdy religious expedition?”

Dianatensed. "What'd we redlly be doin?'

"Essentidly, distracting attention from me. | have business | want to pursue, best not discussed here.
Y ou two will be congpicuous without posing athreat to anybody.”

She scowled. "I can't just use him."

"Youll not." Targovi spread his hands. "Who dares say there are no Ancient relics along the Highroad
River and—on idands beyond? Already millions of years ago, that must have been agood place to settle.
I'll help you gather informetion about it.”

Shebit her lip. ™Y ou tempt me. But it isnt right.”

"Think why | do this" he urged.
IIWI,.V?I
"Because everything | have seen, heard, discovered on Daedd us shouts asingle thing. Admiral

Magnusson plansto rebe. Hisforceswill hail him Emperor, and he will lead them in an assault on
Gerhart's

Silencefdl, save for wind, sea, and ship. Diana clutched therail of the crow's nest, which was
pitching violently, and stared horizonward. Findly she said low: "No big surprise. Olgas Landin', too, has
been abuzz with rumors. People are mainly afraid of an Imperid counterattack. I've lined up severd
hidey-holesfor mysdlf. But prob'ly that'sfoolish. Why should anybody strike Imhotep? Well smply wait
thewholething out.”

"Y ou care not about revolt and civil war?"

Dianashrugged. "What can | do about it? Twouldn't be the first timeit's ever happened. From what
I've heard, Olaf Magnusson would make afine Emperor. He's strong, he's smart, and he can deal better
with the Mersgians.”

"What makesyou bdieve s0?' Targovi asked dowly.

"Well, he ... heéshad to, for years, in this borderspace, hasn't he? When things finaly blew up, it
wasn't hisfault. He met them and gave them adrubbin'. They respect strength. I've heard him blamed for
not followin' up the victory and annihilatin' their flet, but | think he was right. The Roidhun might not have
been freeto forgive that. Didn't you often advise me, dways leave an enemy aline of retreat unlessyou
fully intend to kill him? Asis, we're back at peace, and the diplomats are workin' on atreaty.”

"Ah, you areyoung. Mysdf, | havelog faithin the likelihood of water spontaneoudy running uphill,
teakettles boiling if set on acake of ice, and governments being wise or benevolent. Tell me, what do you
know about Admiral Magnusson?”'

"Why, why, what everybody knows."

"What isthat? Spell it out for me. | am only axeno.”

Dianaflushed. "Don't get sarcadtic.” Cadming: "Wadll, if youinsst. Hewas born on
Kraken ... m-m ... forty-some Terrayears ago. It'sahard, harsh planet for humans. They grow tough,
or they die. Anindependent lot; their spacefolk trade outside the Empire aswell asinsde, clear to

Betelgeuse or Mersaiaitsdf. But they give us moren their share of military recruits. Magnusson enlisted
young, in the Marines. He distinguished himsdlf in severd nasty situations. Durin' the dust-up with



Merseiaat Syrax, he took command of the crippled ship he was aboard, after the officerswere killed,
and got her to safety. That made his superiors transfer him to the Navy proper and send him to the
Foundry—the officer school in Sector Aldebaran. It has afierce reputation.”

"What did he do during the last succession criss?!

"Which one? Y ou mean the three-cornered fight for the throne that Hans Malitor won? Why,
he—m-m, his age then—he must've been at the academy yet. But the accounts I've seen tell how hedid
well when a couple of later rebellions needed squelchin', plusin negotiatin' with the Merseians, so you
can't say he hasn't been loyal. In fact, he's seldom visited Terraand never played office palitics, they say,
but he'srisen fast regardless.”

"It did no harm that he married aNyanzan heiress."

"Oh, foof! Y ou've got to have money to go far in the service, civil or military. I know that much. It
doesn't mean he doesn't love her.”

"That isthe officid biography. What have you learned about him as a person?”’

"Oh, just the usud sort of thing you see on the news. No, I've dso talked with some of the boyswho
serve under him. What they tell soundsal right to me. He does seem pretty humorless and strict, but he's
awaysfair. The lowliest ranker who deserves a hearin’' will get it. And he may be curt in everyday life,
but when he unrolls histongue—" Dianashivered. "I caught his speech last year, of course, after held

saved usfrom the Mersaians. | till get cold prickles, rememberin’.
"A hero, then,” said Targovi down in histhroat.
Diands gaze sharpened. "What's wrong?"

"Best | say no more at thisstage," he demurred. "I could be mistaken in my fears. But ask yoursalf
what e ements—crimina, mayhap—could be conspiring to take advantage of chaos. Ask yoursalf what
harm | can work on any innocent party by helping uncover the truth, whatever the truth may proveto be."

"Um-m-m." She gtared out beyond the sunset. "Persuadin® Axor—because | will not fool him,
Targovi, though | could maybe shade thefactsatrifle—m-m-m ... Yes, if | said Daedausis a better
huntin' ground for him, and we'd be wise to get there while were sure we can, and you'll take us because
you're sort of interested yoursalf—I think that would satisfy him. Y ou see, heredlly doesbelievein
goodness.”

"Whichyou and | are not certain of. But we are certain of evil," said Targovi. Histone had gone
sedly. "You might aso, Diana Crowfeether, consider the cost of acivil war launched by your hero.
Destruction, death, maiming, pain, grief, billionfold. Y ou are more compassionate than | am.”

Chapter 4

The home of Admird Sir Olaf Magnusson lay in the desirable tract a hundred kilometers north of
Aurea. It was small, and the interior austere, for aman of wealth and power. But such was hisdesire,
and any decisions he made, he enforced. The only luxuries, if they could be called that, were a
gymnasium where heworked out for at least forty minutesin every fifteen hours, and an observation deck
where he meditated when he felt the need. Naturaly, his use of these was restricted to times when he
was there, which had not been many of late.

He stood on the deck and | et his gaze range afar—atall man, thickly muscular, with wide, craggy
features, heavy blond brows over sapphire-blue eyes, thinning sandy hair. The face was tanned and
deeply lined; itsleft cheek bore the seam of abattle scar which he had never troubled to have removed
and which had become a virtua trademark. What he saw was avast sweep of land and sky. Close by,
the land had been terraformed, planted in grass, roses, hollyhocks, Buddha's cup, livewell, oaks, maples,
braidwoods, and more, the gardens of an empire brought together around human houses. Beyond was



primeval Daeda us, trees and brush, leaves a somber, gleaming green, never aflower. Those were not
birds that passed above, though their wings shonein the evening light as the wings of eagleswould have.
The sun, sinking west, had begun to loseits disc shape. Haze dimmed and reddened it enough for vision
to perceive that, because the rays came through ever more air asit dropped below what should have
been the horizon. Golden clouds floated above.

Olaf Magnusson did not redly seethis, unlesswith a half-aware fraction of his mind. Nor was he rapt
in the contemplation of the All that his Neosufic religion enjoined. He had striven to be, but histhoughts
kept drifting el sewhere, until at last he accepted their object as the aspect of the Divine which was set
before him tonight.

Strength. Strength unafraid, unhesitant, serving awill which was neither cruel nor kind but which
cleanly trod theroad to itsdestiny ... He could not hold the vision before him for very long a atime. It
was too superb for mankind. Into his awareness there kept jabbing mere facts, practicdities, things he
must do, questions of how to do them—yes, crusades have logistic requirements too—

A footfdl, abreath reached his hearing. He swung about, his big frame as sure-footed as afencer's or
amountaineer's, both of which he was. Hiswife had come out. She halted, ameter away. "What's this?'
he demanded. "Emergency?'

"No." He could barely hear her voice through the cold, whittering breeze, as soft asit was. "I'm sorry.
| wouldn't have interrupted .you, except that it's getting late and the children are hungry. | wondered if
you would be having dinner with us"

His basso ragped. "For something like that, you break in on my devotions?'

"I'm sorry,” sherepeated. Y et she did not cringe, she stood before him in her own pride. And her
sadness. "Ordinarily | wouldn't. But sSince you are going away for along while a best, and God knowsif
you will ever come back—"

"What givesyou thet idea?'

Vida Lonwe-Magnusson smiled abit. Y ou'd never have married an idiot, Olaf, no matter how much
money she brought with her. Allow that I've gotten to know you over the years, in part, and | follow the
news closely, and have studied history. What date have you set for the troops to spontaneoudy proclaim
you Emperor? Tomorrow?"

Surprised despite himsdlf, he gave her along look. Unflinchingly, the brown eyesin the black face
returned it. The dender body in the smple gown stood straight. They were excellent stock on Nyanza,
their ancestors as ruthlesdy selected by ahostile nature as his had been, athough the oceanic planet had
prospered afterward more than cold and heavy Kraken ever could. Among his thoughts when he was
courting her had been that a crossbreeding should produce remarkable offspring. Warmth touched him
from within. "I wanted to spare you anxiety, Vida. Maybe what | actudly did was cause you needlesdy
much. | never doubted your loyalty. But the fewer who knew, the better the odds. Premature disclosure
would have been disastrous, as you can surely understand. Now everythingisready.” "And you areredly
going through with it?"

"Y ou will be Empress, dear, Empress of the stars we never see on Daedalus.”

She sighed. "I'd rather haveyou ... No, sdf-pity isthe most despicable of al emotions. Let me only
ask you, Olaf, here a the last moment, why you are doing this."

"To savethe Empire.”
“Truly? Y ouve dways had the name of aman stern but honorable. Y ou gave your oath.”

"It was the Imperium that broke faith, not we who fought and died while noblemen on Terrasipped
their wine and profiteers practiced their corruptions.”

"Iswar the sngleway to reform? What will it do to the Empire? What of us, your people—your
family—if you draw away our defenses? Y ou kept this sector for Terra. Now you'll invite the Merseians



to come back and take it."

Magnusson smiled, stepped forward, laid hands on her waist. "That you needn't worry about, Vida
Y ou and the children will be perfectly safe. I'll explain in my proclamation, and detailswill go into the
public data banks. But you need just think. This sector ismy power base. Until we've occupied and
organized significant real estate elsawhere, thisiswhere our resources and reserves are. And the
Patrician System isthe keystone of it. Nearly every other set of planetsin the vicinity is backward,
impoverished, or totaly uselessto oxygen breathers. That's why the base is here, and the industries that
support it. Gerhart'sfirgt thought will be to strike at Daedd us, cut me off from my wellspring. So of
course | must leave enough strength behind to make that impossible, aswell asto back my campaign.
The Merseians will know better than to butt againgt it. | promise!”

"Wedl—" She shivered, stiffened, and chdlenged: "What € se do you promise? Why should anybody
go over to your cause, besides your devoted squadrons? Oh, I'm not saying you would be abad ruler.
But who can possibly be good enough to justify the price?!

"Y ou have heard metalk, both at home and in public,” he said. "I don't claim to be a superman or
anything like that. Conceivably, a better candidate exists. But where? Who e se will make the Imperium
strong and virtuous again?'

His voice dropped, became vibrant: "And Vida, | will make up for liveslogt, by orders of magnitude.
For | will hammer out an end to this sensdess, centuries-old conflict with the Roidhunate. The Merseians
aren't monsters. They're aggressive, yes, but so were we humansin our heyday. They'll listen to men who
are strong, as I've shown them | am, and who are reasonable, as | will show them | am. It has aready
happened, on asmdler scae. The galaxy has ample room for both our races.

"Will not adream like that appeal to worlds gone weary?'
There was a stilIness that lengthened. The sun began to spread itself out in ared-golden arc.

Vidalaid her head against her man's breast. He closed his arms about her. "So beit," she whispered.
"I'll hold the fort asbest | can. You see, | often think it'sfoolish, but the fact won't go away that | love
you, nor do | want it to."

"Good girl," he said into the fragrance of her hair. "Sure, let'senjoy afamily dinner.”
That would be a chance to re-inspire his sons.

Chapter 5

Moonjumper toiled out of Imhotep's gravity well, but oncein clear space her gravs had the force to
boost her acrossto Daedausin less than fifty hours, a the present configuration of the planets. Within the
potbellied hull, Targovi considerately maintained both weight and pressure a Terran standard, and wore
his oxygill. Having put the ship on full automatic, he joined his passengersin the sdloon. That wasan
elegant word for adingy cabin into which Axor must coil himself while Diana perched on thetable.

They had dimmed the lights and were looking in wonder at a viewscreen. It showed the receding
globe, luminous white and blue-green; three ashy-glver moons; crystdline blackness aswarm with
fire-gemsthat were sars; the radiant road of the Milky Way. "God will always be the supreme artit,”
rumbled the Wodenite, and crossed himself.

Targovi, who was apagan if he was anything, fingered the charm suspended at histhroat. It wasa
small turquoise hexagon with agold inlay of aninterlinked circle and triangle. " Supreme at surprises, too,"
he said. Thelonging surged in him. If thismiserable tub of hishad ahyperdrive, if he could outpace light
and seek theinfinite marvelsyonder!

Y et aplanet could keep presenting a person astonishments throughout hislifetime. Thetrick wasto
avoid any that werelethd. "It were wise to make sure you twain know what to expect when we arrive,”



he declared. "Daeda us hasits uniquenesses. Diana, | would have to crawl over our friend to reach the
cooler. Will you open it and serve us? Y ou'll find meet, beer, cold tea, bread for yourself and for the
Reverend if hewishes.”

"I wish you'd remembered to stow some fruit,” she complained mildly. "I do love frostberries, and
promised F. X. ataste.”

"There may be somein Aurea, imported.” Targovi bounded to the table and curled up near the girl.
He could do thingslike that in alow gee-field, and was so used to the gill that it was no nuisance. But he
did need to keep active, lest hisflesh go dack. He braced himsalf againgt what was going to hurt. "Let me
not forget to supply you with money, unless Axor has more left him than | believe. Y ou'll be buying dl
your food, aswell as most other things. Food can get expensive on Daeda us, and you may be faring for

many aday."
"Ah ... | have heard, yes, | have heard that the native lifeisinedible by us" Axor said.

Diana, busy improvising a sandwich, nodded. "None is known that's poisonous, nor any disease we
can catch,” shetold him, "but the flip side of thisisthat we get nothin' out of whatever we egt. Plant and
animal kingdoms evolved there too, but not like yours or mine or Targovi's. Proteins with d-amino acids,
for ingtance. Here." She handed him the sandwich. It was hefty, but vanished in hismaw as adrop of
water vanishes on ared-hot skillet. She whistled and set herself to carve him a piece of the roast—about
half.

"Thusit was necessary to introduce Terran and Similar plants, later animals?' heinquired.

"Aye," Targovi said, "the which wasn't easy. Plants need their microbes, their worms, awhole
ecology erethey can flourish. And the native life wants not to be displaced. And it is adapted to the
environment. Every patch of soil to be cultivated must first be serilized down to bedrock—radiation or
chemica s—and then the new organisms patiently nurtured. And meanwhile the old ones keep trying to
reconquer it. Aquaculture is harder till."

"Why did the settlers make the effort?"

"It was cheaper than depending on synthetics. Also safer, in the long run. Industries can be shattered
more reedily than farms.”

"Y ou misgpprehend, my son. | meant that | cannot see why humans chose to invade a planet like that
inthefirg place

"Oh, my, you are unworldly, aren't you, sweetheart?' Dianasaid while shefed him. "But you
Wodenites never have been hell-bent to colonize like us. Isthat because you don't breed so crazily?
Anyhow, planets where humans can live without alot of fancy gear aren't that common. Artificia
miniworldsarefine ... if you don't mind scanty elbow room, strict laws, dependency on outside
resources, and vulnerability to attack. Else you take what you can get. By thetime David Jones
discovered Daedd us, the best places in known space were aready claimed, and goin' into unknown
gpace meant such along haul that settlerswould be cut off from their civilizations.”

" 'Civilizations,' plurd,” Targovi pointed out. "It wasn't only humanswho arrived. Members of saverd
races with more or less the same requirements came too. Some wanted simply to homestead, or to make
aliving by serving the homesteaders. But some had their specid interests. Weird isthe patchwork youll
find on Daeddlus.”

"Fascinating,” said Axor. "I daresay that, asapalitica necessity, these communities enjoy basic local
"Aye. Most wonit in early days, negotiating with awesk planetary authority. Certain regionson
Daedd us did have much potential. Idands especially; those were easiest to defend against the

encroachments of native life. This happened in the Commonwedth era, you redize, when government
was loose everywhere. After the Empire took over, the greatest of the baronies were rich enough to buy



an Imperid pledge that they would be |eft done aslong asthey paid their tribute and caused no trouble.”

Diana passed out beverages and dathered mustard on bread for hersdlf. "The Empire's dways been
farly tolerant, hasn't it?" sheremarked.

"Itisbecoming lessso, | fear,” the Tigery mumbled. "And asfor what a’'new broom' might sveep
away fromus—" .

"Then in spite of what you've said about Admira Magnusson,” the girl tossed back, "wouldn't he be
off hisorhit to try for the throne? | mean, he's got to operate out of Daedalusto start with, but if the
dwellersdont like the ideaand begin undercuttin' him—"

"They will meekly do whatever they aretold, aside from black marketing and thelike," Targovi said.
"Likewisethe fighting men. I'm sure many will belessthan glad at being taken from home, back to war,
this soon. But what will they dare do save shout hurrah with everybody €se? Y oursis amagnificent
speciesinitsfashion, little friend, but like every speciesit bearsits special weaknesses."

He stroked his chin. Histendrilslay back flat, and afang gleamed into view. "Furthermore,” he
murmured, "M agnusson, who isno smpleton, will have made hisaliances with powerful factionson
Daedaus. They will help keep order at his back, until he has overrun enough space el sewhere that
Daedalus no longer matters. Thereare Paz dela
Frontera... Lulach ... Ghundrung ... Zacharia—Zacharia—Aye, surdly he has his understandings with
personsin these and other places." Axor looked distressed. "This conversation istaking ahorrid turn,” he
said. "What can we do about it but tend our private affairs and pray to God for mercy upon helpless
beings throughout the gdaxy?'

"Well, we can get to Daedaus 'ere Javak |ooses hisflames and we are forbidden to travel," Targovi
sad, not for thefirst time.

"Yes, yes, | understand, and you are very kind, aiding me on my quest." Axor gusted asigh that
nearly knocked Diana's beer bottle over. "We were speaking of happier matters. Y ou were, kh-h-h,
briefing me on Daedd us—the planet itself, pure from the hand of the Creator, before sinful sophonts
arrived. | seem to recall mention of its being extraordinary in numerous ways."

"Wdl," said the human around amouthful of sandwich, "it doesn't have ahorizon."
Axor elevated his snaky neck. "1 beg your pardon?’

"The parameters—pressure and temperature gradients, mainly—they're just right for light to get
refracted around the curve of the globe. Theoreticdly, if you looked straight through a telescope, you'd
see your own backside, Of course, in practice mountains and haze and so forth prevent. But the cycle of
day and night—about a fifteen and ahalf hour rotation period, by the way, which is short for an inner
planet anywhere—that's quite an experience.”

"Dear me. Amazing.”

"l have read of the samething e sewhere," Targovi said, "but those worlds chance not to be
habitable.”

"Infact,” Dianaadded, "I've heard how Terraitself'd be like that, if it kept the same air but was afew
kilometerslessin radius. How much less? Thirteen, isthat the figure? Nothin' to spesk of asfar as gravity
and such are concerned. Daeda us happens to fit those specs.”

"Or else God made it thus, for some purpose that perhaps the Foredwel lers came to know, and we
oursalves may someday,” Axor crooned. "Oh, wonderful!"

Theword came as Moonjumper wasin gpproach curve. The planet filled vision ahead. Its huge polar
caps were blinding white. Between them the tropics, seventy degrees wide, and the subtropics shone
azure on the seas, dun and deep green on land, beneath clouds which the rotation twisted into tight
gpiras. The single moon, Icarus, stood pockmarked behind.



Suddenly the outercom picked up amessage on the officia band and blared it forth. Againgt hiswill,
after hisvital recommendations for military and political reform had been ignored, Admira Sir Olaf
Magnusson had bowed to the unanimous appedl of hisvaiant legionaries, that he take leadership of the
Terran Empire beforeit crumbled in chaos and fell victim to every consequent evil. He had imposed
martia law. Civil space traffic was suspended, unless by specid permit. Sensible personswould instantly
seewhy: an average-sized vessel moving at interplanetary speeds carried the energy of asmal- to
medium-yield nuclear warhead.

Asfar aspossble, citizens should carry onin their usua occupations, obedient to the authorities.
Infractions would be severdly punished. But there was nothing to fear, rather there was everything to
await, adawn of hope. In six hours the new Emperor would broadcast, explaining, reassuring, arousing
his people. "Stand by. The Divine, in whatever form It manifests Itsdlf to you, the Divineiswith us”

"Eyada shkor!" Targovi breathed. "Once| read of an ancient tombstone on Terra. Upon it stood, ‘I
expected this, but not so soon." "

"What'll we do?"' Diana asked, webbed into a seat beside him in the cramped control cabin. "Turn
back?'

"No. We arelocked into Ground Control's pattern. Doubtless | could arrange release, but—it is
natura for me to continue as programmed. The whole object of this game has been to get our feet on yon
ball." Targovi brooded. Abruptly:

"See here. Were you not the child of Maria Crowfesther and Dominic FHandry, | might fed guilt at
casting you adrift. Asitis, | must work with what tools| have, and thank the gods that the stedl istrue. |
meant to tell you more than | have done, as soon aswe were at large, but now that must wait. Already
have told you too much for your safety, mayhap. However, it has been little more than my suspicions of
what was about to strike, together with fears of what use certain folk might make of the uproar. Surely
these thoughts have occurred to others. If you know naught further, you have naught further to conced,
and | do not think they will interrogate you too fiercely, the more so when Axor isclearly uninvolvedin
these matters. Stay cam, hold fast to your wits, make your own way, asyou have ever done."

She hdf reached for him, withdrew her hand, and said only alittle unsteadily, "Whéat do you mean?'

"Why, | have reason to think it could be unhedthy for meto linger after weland," hereplied.
"Therefore | will not. Imagine that they suspect me of gunrunning, or alegiance to the Molitor dynasty, or
intransigent mopery, or whatever. Aye, it'sashock that your companion has been in deep waters. Y ou
knew only that | offered you arideto Daeddlusin order that you and Axor might be my blind, for
purposes you had no reason to suppose werefell. Do you hear me?”

Then they did clasp hands.

Daeda us had no weather control. A rainstorm was upon Aureawhen Moonjumper descended. That
would be helpful to Targovi, though he could surely have managed without.

A sguad of Imperial marines waited to arrest the persons aboard. At the last minute, Targovi cut
Ground Control off and, manually, set down on avacant spot acrossthe field. He went straight out the
arlock and disappeared in the downpour. Efforts a chemotracking were soon nullified by the manifold
smellsin the old quarter. Known associates of his, such asthe innkeeper Ju Shao, denied knowledge of
his whereabouts. Too much else was going on for Security to pursue the matter in detail. A Tigery outlaw
would be practicaly helpless and hopelesdy conspicuous on Daedal us anyway, would he not?

Meanwhile the squad had surrounded his passengers and taken them off to detention. At first the
marines were nervous, wegpons ready. But they got no resistance. The pretty girl actually smiled at them,
and the dragon gave them hisblessing.

Chapter 6



"Thehour isupon us.”

Tachwyr the Dark, Hand of the VVach Dathyr, stood silent for thirty pul sebeats after he had spoken,
asif tolet hiswords dloy themsdveswith the minds of hislisteners. They were the members of the
Grand Council over which he presided—the captains, under the Roidhun, of Merseiaand itsfar-flung
dominions

Their facesfilled the multiple screens of the communication set before him. He had had it brought out
onto atowertop of hiscastle. At thistremendous moment he wanted to stand overlooking the lands of his
Vach, whileits ancient battle banners snapped above him in the wind. The sun Korych cast brilliance on
forested mountainside, broad fields and clustered dwellingsin the valley benegth, snow-peaks beyond. A
fangryf winged on high, hunting. On aterrace below, his sons stood at attention, in ancestral armor,
honoring their forebears and their posterity, the wholeness of the Race.

"That which we have worked for in secret has cometo pass amidst trumpet cals,” Tachwyr said.
"Our patience regpsits reward. The word has reached me. Magnusson hasrisen. Already hisshipsare
on their way to combat."

A hiss of joy went from every countenance. Gazes became full of an admiration that approached
worship. He, Tachwyr the Dark, himself acommander of space squadrons until he succeeded to the
Handship of the Dathyrs and ultimately got the lordship of Merseia—he, thisgaunt and aging maleina
plain black robe, had brought them to triumph.

He knew what the thought was, and raised a cautionary arm. "Not yet dare we exult,” he said. "We
have scarcely begun. Victory could dude us, asit € uded generation after generation before us. The great
Brechdan Ironrede fashioned a scheme that would have ruined the Terrans utterly, and saw it crumblein
hisgrasp. In hisname, after the name of the Roidhun, shal we go forward.”

"What precisdy isthe news?' asked Odhar the Curt.

"Scarcely morethan | have said,” Tachwyr answered. "The dispatch will enter your private databases,
of course, and you can study it at leisure; but do not expect much detal across agulf that is many parsecs
wide and deep.”

For an ingtant the wish twinged in him, for some interstellar equivalent of radio, instantaneous, rather
than courier vessels and message torpedoes which might at the very best cover dightly over haf a
light-year per hour. If the pulsations of warped space that made them detectabl e across twice that
distance could be modulated—And indeed they could, but only within detection range. The same
quantum uncertainties that made it possible to evade the speed limitations of the reativistic state made it
infeasible to establish relay Sations ... Well, everybody |abored under the same handicap. Much of
Tachwyr's plan depended on using it against the enemy.

"Have ingructions gone to our embassy on Terra?' inquired Alwis Longtail.

"Not yet," Tachwyr said. "First | want this group to consder my draft of the letter. Y ou may well have
suggestions, and in any event you should know just what the contents are.”

"Isthere any reason why those should be specific?!

"No, nothing has changed in that respect. We must trust Chwioch to fit his actionsto whatever the
Stuation happensto be." That faith was not misplaced. Chwioch might bear the sobriquet “the Dandy"
from his youth, but even then he had been bailiff of Dhangodhan, and at present he could better be caled
"the Shrewd"—except that he preferred the Terrans underestimate him. He would find—no, create—a
pretext for breaking off the negotiations, toward a nonaggresson pact which he had so skillfully been
prolonging. That would send waves of dismay over nobles, rich commoners, and intellectua s throughout
the Empire, which in turn would bring an outcry for a"new politics' pointed in amore comforting
direction.

Meanwhile Chwioch would explain, on every occasion he could find or make, that in the absence of



such a pact, incidents leading to armed clashes were inevitable. When asingle capital ship carried
weapons sufficient to devastate an entire planet, and when the Empire could not keep its own housein
order, Merseiawas obliged to secure the debatabl e regions. This might sometimes require hot pursuit,
into space claimed by the Empire. Obvioudy the Riodhunate regretted every occurrence, and stood
ready to renew efforts to establish alasting peace as soon as the Terran government was ableto joinin.

But the Terran government was going to be preoccupied for a period that might run into years ...
"When shall we put the Navy on full dert?" asked Gwynafon of Brightwater.

"Perhaps never,” Tachwyr said. "Definitely not soon, barring the unforeseeable contingency. After dl,
the Terran embassy here will be reporting what it observes. The commanders of chosen units are dready
prepared for action. Best we not be too impulsive asregards them, either. Let events develop awhile.”

The question had been ridiculous, especidly since the entire strategy had been under repesated,
intensive discussion. However, Gwynafon was new on the Council—and not very intelligent—and a
nephew of the Roidhun—Y ou used what materids the God put at your disposal.

Brief pain dashed through Tachwyr. Had Aycharaych been alive—The origind plan was his, and he
had taken adirect part in the early preparations. But Aycharaych died when the Dennitzans bombarded
his planet. At least, he vanished; you could never be altogether sure of anything about the Chereionite.
With him had passed away the central machinery of Mersaids Intelligence Service. The Roidhunate hed
been half blinded, hideoudy vulnerable, impotent to take any initiative, for adecade or worse, whilea
new structure was being forged. If Terrahad struck meanwhile—

But that wasn't in the nature of an Empire old, sated, and corrupt. Instead, its politicians wondered
aoud why their realm and the Roidhunate kept failing to reach agreement. Was there not an entire galaxy
to share?

Asif any responsible Mersaian leader could turn his attention el sawhere, when such a power lurked
at hisback! Once upon atime humankind had borne the same universe-spanning ambitions that the Race
did now. It might well come to cherish them again—if not on Terra, then on the daughter worlds. Or a
different but allied species might, the Cynthians or the Scothani for example. Even inits decadence, the
Empire had the meansto pose amortal threat. It must be nullified before the Race could befully freeto
seek that destiny the God had sgt.

We shall, ghost of Aycharaych, we shall. During those selfsame years of our misery, your
scheme was coming to fruition. Thisis the day when victory begins.

Chapter 7

After the warships had glided from orbit, starward bound, the effective ruler of the Patrician System
was Lieutenant Genera Cesare Gatto, Imperial Marine Corps. The civil governor and bureaucrats
carried their routines on as best they were able, but this had never amounted to much. Since Daedal us
became sector headquarters, the Navy had taken over most functions, from planetary police to mediator
between communities. Gatto reigned as Magnusson's deputy, dmost hisviceroy.

It was thus somewhat of asurprise, as overworked as Gatto was, when he had the prisoner Diana
Crowfeather brought to his office. Or perhaps not. A husband and father, he had never logt histaste for
femininity. Besides, thiswas an unusua case, more so than he let on to his subordinates.

"Please be seated,” he said as the door closed behind her. Shetook a chair and regarded him across
the desk. He was a small, well-knit man with a high forehead above a furrowed, hooknosed face and
pale blue eyes. His uniform tunic had the collar open and was devoid of the many decorations he had
earned. A cigarette smoldered between hisfingers.

Hislook in return was appreciative, baggy though the coverall wasthat had been issued her. "I'm



afraid this past pair of weeks has been wearisome for you," he went on. "I hope the physical conditions,
at least, were acceptable.”

"It wasn't bad,” she answered. "Except for the questionin' and, worse, the worry about my friends.
Nobody would tell me adamn thing." Her tone defied more than it complained.

" Separate interrogations are standard procedure, donna. Rest assured, the Wodenite has suffered no
harm. | hear he's spent most of his time screening books from the public database. Scholarly works and
dushy noves"

"But what about Targovi?'

"The Imhotepan—I wish | knew. He's dropped from sight. Have you anything to add to your claim,
and the Wodenite's, that you two cannot tell why he fled? Has some new thought occurred to you?'

"No, gr." Her chin jutted. "It might help if we had a better idea of why we were seized in the first
place”

Gatto stared at his cigarette, puffed, raised hisglanceto hers, and said: "Very well, I'll be frank. You
see, you and your companion have received clean bills of hedlth. Y ou yourself are known on Imhotep, of
course, and a check by Security agents there verified the Wodenite's story of being on areligioustour,
eccentric but harmless. Nobody can imagine how either of you could be conspirators, nor did
interrogation indicateit. At worst, you persist in trying to find excuses for the Tigery. Y ou could both
have been released earlier, if the urgencies of preparing for Emperor Olaf's departure hadn't caused
everything e'se to be postponed.”

Dianabounced to her feet, radiant. "We can go? Terrific!"

"Sit back down," he said. "We're not quite done yet. Listen. | would probably never have known of
your existence—I do have things to keep me busy—if it weren't for the specia circumstances. Captain
Jerrold Ronanisour head of Navd Intelligence. He persondly ordered that the datefile of this, ah,
Targovi beflagged. Therefore, when Targovi came back to Daeda us, the order to hold him for
investigation was automatic. Ordinarily Captain Ronan's office would have disposed of the case ashe
saw fit. However, he has|eft with the Emperor, to handle similar duties during the campaign. Sincethe
'hold' order originated on such ahigh level, it was among those referred to me for review when | took
charge here. Otherwise you'd doubtless have been released much sooner. Asit was, nobody knew just
what to do about you, and word took time to percolate up through channels, as frantic as the Situation
has been. | was struck by the report and decided to inquire further, personally. Something odd has been
going on.”

Diana's exuberance faded. "What? I'm as puzzled as you are. Oh, Targovi did drop hints about big
game afoot, but nothin' definite.”

"I know."

She flushed angrily. A narcoquiz was an undignified procedure, though they had had the decency to
detail acouple of women officersto carry it out on her. "Be glad you turned out to know no more," Gatto
sad. "That would have called for ahypnoprobing, to extract everything. After dl, we don't have the
drugs or the equipment to process a Wodenite."

Diana gulped, mastered rage and anguish, became able to say: "Then you redize I'm aware Targovi
was—is an undercover agent for Intelligence. Axor hasn't heard that, by the way. He'd only be sad about
the, uh, duplicity. But why the flamin" hell did Targovi's own chief, uh, Ronan, want him checked out?!

"That isnot in the database," Gatto replied. "Still, it seems obvious. Not everybody supports Emperor
Olaf. Captain Ronan must have had reasons to suppose Targovi favored the Gerhart regime and was
somehow in aposition to make trouble. The fact that he eluded arrest and fled fairly well bearsthisidea
out." He narrowed hiseyes. "Y our interrogation revea ed that his action was not a complete surprise to
you."



"Well, no Tigery ever took kindly to bein' caged. And | sympathizel"
"What isyour attitude toward the succession crisis?’

Diana picked her wordswith care. "The quizzin' must've brought that up. But prob'ly not very clearly,
becauseit's not very clear to me. Maybe Magnusson would do better by the Empire. I'm just awoods
colt; | don't savvy poalitics." Her head and her voicelifted. "I am horrified at the prospect of civil war, and
I'll be damned if I'll stland in acrowd shoutin' hooraw for anybody!"

Gatto smiled. "I like your outspokeness. Better curb it in public ... Wdl, you and Axor will befreeto
go assoon as I'veissued the order. I'll aso give you two arequisition on the first available passage back
to Imhotep, though you may haveto wait awhile for that. Keep in touch with the provost's office, and
you'll be natified."

She shook her head. "Thanks. But we came hereto look for Foredweller remains, and | don't want
to let Axor down.”

"Ha, | suspect mainly you want an adventure. Have acare. Air trafficissrictly limited and controlled.
Ground transportation is apt to be dow and precarious.” His tone harshened. "If you are hoping to make
contact with the renegade, out of some mistaken sense of loyalty to him, forget it. If it should happen, cal
the patrol immediatdly. Anything else will be treason, and punished accordingly.”

Dianasighed. "I don't see how poor Targovi could manage that.”

"No, the chances are that heis already dead. Else he would have been seen by now. I'm sorry, donna
Crowfeather. | redize you werefond of him. Bear in mind how he hoodwinked and used you."

She made afaint noise and started to rise. "Well, I'll be on my way."

"No, wait. | fed acertain respongbility. Y ou're ayoung and attractive lady, unused to cosmopolitan
environments. And much of Daeddlusis becoming unruly. With most Navy personnd off to fight for his
Majesty, the patrols are stretched thin. We have to concentrate on guarding vital areas. Y ou propose to
take off for the yonderlands. | think that would be most unwise.”

Diana settled back. "Why? Don't the folk support your glorious leader?”

Gatto frowned. "I'm thinking about ordinary civil disorder and crime. Any counterrevolutionary
activity will be smashed, promptly and totally."

"Y ou redly have given him your heart, haven't you?' she asked low.

He reddened and ignited afresh cigarette. "Donna, | am an officer of the Imperia Navy. Assuch, |
follow the orders of my superiors. But my dlegianceisto the Empireitsdf, to the civilization that isours. |
do sincerdly believe Sir Olaf will provide the kind of government weve been sorely in need of "

"Whether it'sworth the price, you aren't say in'."

"It isnot my businessto express palitica opinions.”" Gatto made a chopping gesture. "Enough.” He
smiled. "What | want to talk about afew minuteslonger isyou. | am concerned. Targovi's ship and
planetside vehicle areimpounded. Y ou and Axor will only be alowed to reclaim money and persona
possessions from them. Theinventory saysthat the cash isn't much. It can support the two of you for a
while, but the Wodenite'sfood requirements are large, and any travel you undertake will soon exhaust the
purse. Do give up your folly. I'll seetoit that you both get safe, pleasant housing till you can return to
Imhotep. And you might enjoy sightseeing with @, ah, anative guide, when | have some sparetime.”

"Thank you, gr. I've promises to keep, though. Don't worry about my safety, when I'm with Axor.
Actudly, hewouldn't swat a buzzbug, but people needn't know that, hm?"

Despite impatience to be off, sheinvested haf an hour in being charming to the generd.

Chapter 8



The faces of war are two.

Firdt thereisits face of technology, organization, strategy, tactics, and, yes, philosophy. This
confronted Admira Sir Olaf Magnusson, the man who would be Emperor, and the higher officers serving
him.

Hisfleet was not al gathered at Petricius. While he had summoned more of it there than was usud,
more yet was perforce based throughout the sector—working out of much smaller stations than Daedalus
and I carus held—or on sentry-go through its spacelanes. Some commanders of these units, he knew,
would raly to him when they got the news. Others, l€ft to their own devices, would not. He must make
sure of asmany aspossible.

Hence his primary force moved ahead of any dispatches to them, in acomplex path which took it
within communication distance of most squadrons. Arriving, he would make his proclamation and issue
his ordersto join him. Since in each instance he had overwhel ming firepower at his beck, and snce he
was the sector commandant, he met no resistance. A number of the captains he summarily replaced, for
over the years he had taken care to gather dossiers; but these he merely sent to coal their hedls, in no
disgrace. After thinking matters over, quite likely afair percentage of them would give him their pledges.

Inevitably, couriers and message torps dipped by, bringing their accounts before he did. About half
the units receiving these stayed where they were, waiting for him, if only because their leaderswere
unsure what elseto do. Therest started off to join Gerhart. Not every ship got that far. Some underwent
mutinies and turned back to Magnusson. Many men, women, and nonhumans adulated him.

The second face of war is different for every individua. Consider Ensign Helen Kittredge. We pick
her name at random out of personnel data. These say little more about her than that she was twenty
Terran years of age, born and raised amidst the starknesses of the planet Vixen, winning gppointment to
the Foundry, doing well as a cadet, newly commissioned and assigned to energy weapons control aboard
the light baitleship Zeta Sagitarii. That ship wasin the detachment of Captain Fatimabint Suleiman,
operating out of an asteroid belt in the lifeless system of a nameless sun. Bint Suleiman was among those
who voluntarily sought out Magnusson. We may assume that Kittredge was of high heart and cheered the
move. Besidesideaism, she must have remembered that promotions were bound to become rapid.

Except for Patricius and afew other key stars, Magnusson made no effort to leave his sector
defended. Instead he took the initiative, spearing Straight on into the inner Empire. One might suppose
that thisinvited the opposition to cut hislines of supply and communication. Actudly, interstellar spaceis
too incomprehensibly vast. Traffic need just move by dightly circuitous routes, varied fromtrip to trip, to
be safe from detection and interception by any except the wildest unlikelihood.

Nor did Magnusson keep his fleet together for long. Grown large, it was still smaler by aseemingly
gppdling factor than the might which the Imperium could have massed againgt him. Neverthdesshe
divided it in five. Four, under trusted admirds, swung north and south and clockwise and
counterclockwise, essentialy running interference for him. The main part, himself in charge, drove directly
toward Sector Aldebaran. Zeta Sagittarii wasaong, trailing hisflagship, the superdreadnaught N.
Aquilae.

Thislikewise represented sound thinking. The fact was that the Imperium could not bring more than a
fraction of itsforcesto bear. The rest must keep stations whatever happened, lest barbarians, bandits,
and separate insurrections wreak such havoc that nothing would remain to rule over. Therewasaso
dread of what the Mersaians might do. Furthermore, it isvirtualy impossble to compe battle in space.
He who does not want to fight can run away. Beyond alight-year's distance, his hyperdrive vibrations are
undetectable.

Hence Magnusson could apply great strength wherever he chose, at least in the outer sectors of the
Empire. The regions around Sol, more populous and heavily guarded, he must avoid until he had
organized sufficient power to invade them. He set about doing this.



It might appear he was overextending himsdlf, and that if nothing else, the Gerhart faction could
destroy him by attrition. He had reasons to expect that his advance would be too swift and decisive for
that. However, hedid go through theinitid stages of his campaign in astraightforward manner.

Superficidly, the procedure was smple. Thefive insurgent fleets went to planetary syssiemswhich
wereimportant because of location, population, industries, resources, or whatever the consideration
might be. Each fleet siwept aside any garrison vessdls, which it dways outnumbered and outgunned.
Thereupon aworld lay under threat of nuclear bombardment from on high. Evenit it had ground
defenses, the cost of using them looked prohibitive. Besides ... wdl, did it matter that much who was
Emperor? What had Gerhart done that beings, cities, continents should die for him? The martia law
which Magnusson's people imposed scarcely touched civiliansin their dally lives. They themsdlves
promised glory and better times. Oftener than not, they were born on the planet in question, quietly
recruited in advance.

Discipline was gtrict among the Olafists. Incorrect behavior brought punishment quick, condign, and
public. This helped ingratiate them with loca inhabitants. Moreover, they were gpt to be young, friendly,
eager, with storiesto tell that put sparkleinto dull provincia existences.

We can imagine Ensign Helen Kittredge on leave—let us say, on Ansa, whichislikeanidyll of Terra.
Moonlight inawarm night shimmers across alake; music sounds from a pavilion, but she and ayoung
man of the planet have l&ft its dance floor and wandered out aong the water, under trees which bregsthe
fragranceinto the air. Earlier shelectured him earnestly on the new day that Emperor Olaf will bring, but
now she has been swaying laughterful in hisarms, and they it down on soft turf, and perhaps she says
yes, when thewar isover shewill take along liberty here, but that time may be far off and meanwhilethe
nightisthers...

Leaves were brief, because afleet must go on to the next sun and the next. One may ask why the
Gerhartists did not comein as soon as their foes had left and reclaim every conquest. The answer is
multiplex. Such attempts would have been expensive, both to the Navy and to the worlds: for the Olafist
detachments occupying them, though small, were busily enhancing defenses, and sure to fight while hope
remained. Then too, the Imperium wasin disarray, taken by surprise, its high command gtriving to make
sense out of reportsthat camein late and garbled. Also, the ideawas quite sensible that recapturing a
few globeswould be of scant use while Magnusson's wolf packs were on the prowl. Better to kill those
first. Then the rebds|eft behind would have no choice but to surrender, especidly if amnesty was offered
their rank and file.

Therefore, dowly, often chaoticdly, the regular Navy marshaled what forcesit could spare and went
in search of combat.

Thefirst mgor engagement occurred near adim red dwarf star which had, then, merely a catalogue
number, but which afterward was known to spacefarers as Battle Sun. Scout-craft on both sides had
been casting about, probing, peering, feeding into computers whatever scraps of datathey could glean,
dashing back to report. Gradually the pictures emerged, and the masters came to their decisions. They
would fight.

Rear Admird Richard Blenkiron, director of operations for Sector Aldebaran, persondly led his
armada. He was no coward. Terran-born, he was, besides, aman of considerable wit and charm.
Unfortunately, he was not well suited to his position, being a political gppointee serving out this
assgnment in preparation for something less martial and more lucrative. Nobody had foreseen war would
reach these parts, asfar inward asthey lay.

Magnusson had anticipated that, and bypassed several occasions of combat. In two-dimensiona
terms, it can be said that he made an end run. If he could scatter the Aldebaranian flest, hostiles at his
back would hardly matter. They could be taken care of piecemea. Meanwhile terror on Terrawould be
hisaly. Therefore he too went looking for battle.



"Now hear this" intones the intercom system of Zeta Sagitarii. A recording of Sir Olaf's message to
his crewsfollows. He expectsthat dl will do their duty, and win avictory never to be forgotten. Surely
Ensign Kittredge joinsin the customary cheers. Theresfter, coolly above ahammering heart, she takes
her sation.

Since both leaders wanted to mest, they advertised themsalves on the way, traveling in dispersed
formation to maximize the sphere of detectability. Upon making contact, they deployed according to their
respective plans. The gap closed rapidly.

Interstellar war bears no more resemblance to interplanetary than the latter does to planetside
combat. Shuttling in and out of quantum multi-space at thousands or even millions of times asecond, a
ship under hyperdrive is essentiadly untouchable by an ordinary weapon. A concentrated energy beam or
materid barrage just might happen to intercept often enough to do significant damage, but the odds
againg that are huge, and in any event awarcraft has her protections, armor plate, absorbers,
computer-controlled negafields to repel incoming matter. Only when the drives of two vessdsarein
phase do they become solid, vulnerable, to each other.

It isnot extraordinarily difficult to match phase. Thereisalimited range of jump frequenciesthat are
feasbleto use, for any given type of ship; and they are not infinitely divisible, but quantized. Of course, a
sandard evasve tactic is to keep shifting the frequency. This requiresthe enemy to predict the next one.
In that, high-speed stochadtic analysisis valuable though not infdlible,

Since the object isto harm the adversary, phase-change evasion is merely one maneuver anong
many. Indeed, not uncommonly, by eerietacit consent, shipsturn off their hyper-drivesand dugit out in
the relativistic mode, at speedsfar below that of light.

When near enough, Blenkiron used quasi-instantaneous modulated hyperwavesto call Magnusson
and demand surrender. The reply he got was polite and cold. The exchange had been aformdlity

thoughot.
The flegtsinterpenetrated and began to fight. Rays and missiles flew. Nuclear detonations flowered in

ghastly brief beauty. Where they connected, metal and flesh became incandescent gas. It whiffed away
into space. Billions of years hence, some of it may minutely take part in the formation of new sars.

The old stars enclose everything in radiance. The Milky Way glows phantom-bright. Nebulae and
sger gdaxies glimmer mysterious. Glimpses go by, ships hurtling, graceful as dancers. None of this does
Ensign Kittredge see. Her universe has shrunk to stedl, meters, readouts, manua controls, brief
commands from unseen lips. A reek of ozoneisin theair. Once or twice the hull shuddersto adistant
burst.

N. Aquilae moved mgestic at the center of Magnusson's command. Her planetoidal size, and the
hundreds of live crewfolk aswdl as thousands of machinesthat this required, these were not basically for
offensve purposes—although she did have the capability of laying waste aworld. They wereto provide
such ahost of defensive missiles, projectiles, rays, such adengty of shidding fidds, that the admira and
his staff would remain dive to make their assessments and give their orders.

Zeta Sagitarii was much less protected. She existed for the purpose of directly killing enemies.

The saying isancient, that thefirst casudty of any battleisyour own battle plan. Magnusson knew this
and dlowed for it. He had a generd idea of what he hoped to do, but was flexible about it and permitted
his captains broad discretion.

Blenkiron, on the other hand, could think of nothing but to hold his armadain standard configuration,
asnearly as possible. That did maximize the mutual defense of his ships. When they had reduced the foe
aufficiently, the formation was to open up, englobe the survivors, and ded death on them from every
quarter. Such wasthe theory.

Magnusson had lured him to this exact place, and prepared it beforehand. Ships of hislay in orbit
about Battle Sun, in norma state, dark, powerplants throttled down to life-support minimum—virtualy



undetectable. Thefleet that flaunted itself looked inferior. Blenkiron's should have checked for hidden
reserves, but found itsdlf too busy; aso, Battle Sun is surrounded by dust and gas, resdue of adtillborn
planetary system, which complicates surveyance. When Magnusson judged the moment ripe, he ordered
the summons.

Abruptly his extraforce went into hyper-drive—risky, that closeto astellar mass, but their engines
were especidly wdll tuned, so losses were light—and entered the fray. They did so from dl directions,
admittedly sparse but nonetheless pouring fire inward while Magnusson's main body drove straight
through the opposed formation, loosing every demonic energy in its wegpons.

Zeta Sagitarii hasbeen part of thisthrust. Shetakesahit astern. It is, actudly, anear miss, which
does not vaporize her; but it wrecks the engine section and sends radiation and red-hot chunks of metal
deeting everywhere else. Or so we postulate. What we know is smply that she was|ost.

Blenkiron panicked. He did not fall into gibbering idiocy, but he saw hisfleet shattered and knew not
what to do. The captain of the flagship, one Tetsuo Ogawa, became ahero by camly "advisng” him. By
fitsand starts, the Terrans broke off the engagement. For the most part they withdrew in good order. The

maority escaped.
They were, however, in no condition to continue the fight. Magnusson had become freeto lay his
hand on dl of Sector Aldebaran.

Zeta Sagitarii drifts off, sublight, acold and twisted lump. In some intact compartments, capacitors
maintain temperature and air renewal. 1t isnot enough. Rescue craft, searching through the flotsam of
battle, will not come within detection range of this hulk—as enormous as the least of reachesis between
the stars—before their squadrons must proceed onward. Surviving crew will die of thirst, those who do
not go in blood and vomit, of acute radiation poisoning.

Wewould like to imagine Ensign Kittredge is spared that. Suppose her turret split open under the
blast. Exposed to the vacuum of space, she would |ose consciousness within thirty seconds. A piece of
metal shearing through her heart or her skull would be quicker till.

Admird Sir Olaf Magnusson's victory became classic in the annads of warfare.

Chapter 9

Diandsvidtor surprised her. She had met Cynthians before, as ubiquitous as their species was, but
not often, and never this person. For amoment she and he exchanged appraising looks. It wasamale,
she saw. If he had been wearing much more than a pouch and his silky white fur, she could not have been
sure; the secondary sexud characteristics were few. Bipeda, though with arms nearly aslong as hislegs,
he stood about ninety centimeterstall. Toes and the six fingers on either hand were amost equaly
prehensile. A bushy tail lifted up behind the round head and its pointed ears. Blunt-muzzled and
long-whiskered, the face sported a natura blue-gray mask around luminous emerad-hued eyes. His
voice was high-pitched, its Anglic clear though apt to come trilling and hissing through the pointed teeth.

"You are milady Crowfeather?' he sad. "'Permit sdf-introduction. | hight Shan U of Lulach. Isyour
Wodenite companion present?’

"No," shereplied. "1 don't know when helll be back. What can | do for you?”

"Perhapsit is| who can do you afavor, milady. | have heard your partnership isin search of Ancient
relics”

Diana decided this was understandable. She was merely one more human, but Axor inevitably
generated gossip. "Well, yes. So far we've drawn blank. The public database screened no thin' for us that
looked the least bit promisin’. He went off today to talk with the locd priest of his church, in casethe
padre had heard of anything. | gather the parish takesin abig territory.” She smiled wryly. "No doubt the



two of them'll go on to every sort of theological shop talk.”

"Y ou cannot expect to find much information recorded about a planet when most of itsland is
wilderness that does not sustain colonists,” declared Shan U. "Prospectors, timber cruisers, and other
nonscientific explorers have scant incentive to go to the trouble of preparing scientific reports. The
geographica separation of communities hindersthe dissemination of locdly availableinformation." He
arched histail. "Ah, but it may bethat | can put you in theway of some clues.”

The heart sprang in Diana's breast. 'Y ou can? What? How?"'

"Peace, | pray you. | am not, mysdf, quaified to be your guide. | am the captain of ariverboat. It will
shortly be departing for Lulach. Now plying the great stream, year after year, oneisbound to hear many
atae, and | recollect mentions, now and then, of impressive ruins glimpsed. Rumors about you and,
especidly, your companion having trickled asfar asthe waterfront, | thought | should come urge you to
seek farther for informants.”

"Oh? Where?'

"Why, dong theriver itsdlf. Lulach done holds many amerchant who has traveled widdy over this
planet, many a searcher for natural wealth who has adventured deep into the wildernesses. And beyond
Lulach—Well, at any rate, | can convey you that far, and back again afterward if you discover zero there
and decide not to range more widely. Would you like to inspect my vessdl ?!

"Whereisit?'
"Inthevalley, a Paz delaFrontera, the head of navigation.”

Diands congderation was brief. If nothing else, she was sick of the cheap hotel where she and Axor
had taken lodgings. At first she had enjoyed wandering around Aurea, seeing what there was to see and,
as opportunity offered, asking about inexplicable structures. Now she had used those activities up, and
had been gtting boredly in her room watching ateleplay. Thelatter end of this past couple of weeks had
become wearisome,

In fact, she had begun regretting her refusal of Gatto's offer. Her immediate reason for that had been
the fact that here she and Axor were on Daedalus; once they I€ft it, they would probably not be able to
return for along time, if ever. Why not stay and investigate as origindly planned? She was confident that
the commandant would gtill be willing to arrange berths, if Daedaus turned out to be ablind
aley—though while she waited for a ship, she might have trouble fending him off. The past severd days
had amost brought her to the point of thus swallowing her pride and making her gpped. What awaste of
time, when there was that unfinished expedition on Imhotep to Sart al over again!

Her second reason for staying had, as Gatto guessed, been the desire, against every reasonable hope,
to learn what had become of Targovi. Astheinitial exuberance of freedom damped down, she had more
and more felt anger and grief on hisbehaf gnaw at her. Here was a chance to forget them for awhile,
and maybe even accomplish something.

"Sure" she caroled. "Just aminute.”

Having recorded a message for Axor, she skinned out of her clothes and into brief shorts and skimpy
blouse. The lowlands were hot in summer. To her belt she attached purse and knife. She kicked her bare
feet into sandals. "L et'sgo, Joe."

Air traffic was under pettifogging emergency redirictions, but atrain system, built in pioneer days, il
ran, and agtation lay near the hotel. Asthe car they had boarded whirred up off the ground and started
downhill above the guide cable, Dianaand Shan U settled into a seat. She took the window side and
kept her gaze outward, upon the landscape. Unoffended, he stuffed a pipe with dried leaves that smelled
like warm saddle |eether when helit them, and conversed.

"The Highroad River has aways been amain artery of travel,” he said in answer to aremark of hers.
"It should become still more so in the present situation. Roads between the settlements dong it range



from wretched to nonexistent, and asfor flight, why, now the very omnibuses are subject to endless,
arbitrary ingpections, delays, and other such nuisances. Boats remain free of this. Should you find that
you do wish to go to Lulach, my Waterblossom is no speedster, | grant you, but the fare is modes,
accommodations are comfortable, food is good, and the leisured pace will enable you to learn much
about our planet en route—which ishighly advisableif you would strike into its outback. Y ou will dso
find yoursdvesin entertaining company. Thistrip it includesalive, traveling show."

"What?" asked Diana absently. She was watching the mountainsfal away in ridges and stegpsthat
became jungled hills. Clouds loomed ahead, brooding rain; lightning flickered in their depths. Thewind of
its peed dhrilled faintly into the ancient car.

"Anacther Cynthian, dbeit from Catawrayannis rather than the mother world. She brought her tricks,
together with a performing beast, to earn her keep while she toured Daedd us, as she had been doing
elsawhere. Such restlessindividuds are frequent in my race.”

Wistfulness tugged at Diana. Maybe she could work up an act of her own and take it to the stars?

"Then, abruptly, space traffic, which had been well-nigh unrestricted, was well-nigh banned in and out
of Daeddus," Shan U continued. "Poor Wo Liafound herself marooned in Aurea, while events held folk
cemented to the newscasts, who might otherwise have come to see her performance. For awhile she
tried, but was near despair when | chanced to enter Ju Shao's inn, where she was staying.”

Diands attention revived. Ju Shao—hadn't she heard that name before? From Targovi? Memory was
vague. "What'sthat?"

"O-ai, aplacein the dum quarter, with amiscellaneous clientele, snceit is both chegp and tolerant. |
suggested to Wo Liathat she invest what remained of her funds in passage with me. People at our ports
of cal will doubtless be glad to see her show, and in Lulach, amidst her own species, she can find work
of somekind to tide her over."

Dianahoped the skipper was not merely aglib sdlesbeing. Well, shed inquire among his crew, and if
the word was good—ariverboat trip should be dl kinds of fun.

Thetrain terminated at Centra Station in Paz delaFrontera. That was some distance from theriver.
Dianagtarted walking, under the guidance of Shan U, who skipped aong with the gait of an arbored.
Meanwhile she looked around in wonderment.

The air was asteam bath, full of odorsrank, smoky, sweet, indescribable. An overcast hung low, but
asyet the rain was only an occasional heavy, spattering drop. For a space she threaded through a crowd
between drab walls, but then suddenly she was out in the open. Bushes and thorny trees grew well apart
across dusty ground. At adistance she spied farmland, food animals grazing on Terran grasses,
grainfields a-ripple under asullen wind. Closer at hand, on every side, were the clusters of habitation.
Each group of houses, shops, public buildings had its digtinctive style—here facades square and
featurel ess, surrounding hidden courtyards; there domes and spires; yonder broad expanses of vitryl in
metal frames; and on and on. None amounted to more than afew score units, most were less. Spaces
between them varied from aroadway to some two hundred meters, but were dways clearly that:
boundaries, buffers. Traffic was sparse, mainly closed-up groundcars whose riders gave pedestrians
wary glances. Children romped outside the settlements, dwaysin distinct clutches. A band of men, in
everyday subtropica garb but distinguished by scarlet brassards, tramped around a wooden stockade.
Though they bore no firearms, smply knives and staves, they were plainly akind of militia

"Events, the upheaval, the uncertainty of everything, have made Paz tense," Shan U observed. "Riots
have happened. | will be glad to depart.”

Diananodded. She knew the history of the area, in outline. It had been founded in early Imperial
times as acolony of veteranswho wished to stay on Daedauswith their families after discharge. Each
household received hep in establishing itself, epecidly in converting its grant of land to agriculturd
usefulness. The practice had continued to this day.



The trouble was, and worsened decade by decade, that the Empire recruited its defenders from an
ever more motley set of human societies on Terras daughter and granddaughter planets. Like tended to
seitle down with like, and not to get along very well with unlike. The situation might have been happier,
given more openingsto the outsde; but Daedalus, afar in afrontier region, was rdatively isolated.
Rivdriesfestered. Nonhumans had long since abandoned any thought of living in Paz.

Sheremembered her mother quoting aquip of her father's: "The Terran Empireis ahuge melting pot.
However, what appears to be melting isthe pot.”

After passing through a couple of hamlets where life seemed to go on about as usud, the road entered
one whose walls were mortared stone undernegth tile roofs. Nobody else wasin sight. Doors stood
barred, windows curtained or shuttered. Silence closed in, save for muttering thunder and the spat of
raindrops on pavement. Shan U glanced around uneasily. "Best we make haste," he counselled. "This
section has suffered an outbreak of |awlessness, and peacesble people have withdrawn till the Navy can
send apatrol.”

Four men came out of alane and deployed across the way. They were dirty, unkempt, sour-smelling;
beard stubble showed that two had not used any inhibitor for sometime. One kept a pistol tucked under
his belt, one flourished a club, one carried a knife, while a bola danced in the hands of the fourth.

"Well, wel," said thefirst. "Wdl, wdl, well. Just sop whereyou are, if you please.”

Shan U crouched, mewed, bottled histail.

Chill crawled dong Diands spine. "What do you want?' she demanded.

"Oh, nothing bad, nothing bad." They douched and sdled forward. "Welcometo our fair
com-mu-nity, little lady. How'd you like agood time?”

"Kindly let usby."

"Now, now, don't bein such arush." The pistoleer stroked the butt of his weapon. His free thumb he
jerked at the bola man, who grinned and sent aball whistling through the air. "Easy, takeit easy. Just a
friendly warning. Y ou make arush to get away, and Chelo here, why, Chelo hasn't had any live target to

practice on for days. That thing could break your ankle, lady. All we want to do is show you ared good
time, and maybe have alittle fun with the monkey-cat. Come along, now."

Dianalunged. Her knife flew forth. It was Tigery stedl, the back heavy and rasp-surfaced, the edge
sharp enough to cut afloating hair. Suddenly the shirtfront of the pistoleer gushed red. He howled. She
pushed him againgt the clubber. They fdl together. She stepped on the Adam'’s apple of the clubber, and
heard it crack, in the course of attacking the knifeman. He dashed a her not unskillfully, but she parried,
gave him the rasp across hisface, and opened hisfighting arm on the insde from elbow to wrigt, after
which helogt interest in anything but trying to stanch the blood. At thisrange the bolaartist could not
exercise his craft well. She severed the cord of aball that snapped toward her, swayed back out of the
way of therest, and chased him severa meters before letting him escape.

"Cmon," she said through the ululations at her feet, "let's get out of here 'fore the cops arrive.”
"Hee-yao!" gasped Shan U asthey made off. "'l thought | knew about handling trouble, but you—"

"Oh, I don't go lookin' for fights," Dianasaid. "In fact, | hate them. I'dvetried to talk or bluff us past
those klongs peacefully. But they weren't listenin'. Well, | grew up amongst Tigeries on Imhotep, and
when they see danger clear before them, they don't shilly-shdly.”

Targovi, | learned fromyou. Pain smote her. What has your fate been, dear brotherlin?
"Do you think the, the casudtieswill live?"
"l didn't try to do anything fatal, but there wasn't timefor finickin', wasthere? Doesit matter?'

Benegth the coolness shefdt adull but strengthening shock. She hadn't done anything likethis
before—not really—though Targovi had put her through lots of practice; and she had been around when



acouple of Tigery brawls got bloody; and she had, hersdlf, perforce been physically pretty emphatic
three or four times when human maes got the wrong idea and couldn't be persuaded out of it otherwise.
I'll prob'ly have the shakes for a while, once the adrenalin wears off. But not for long, | hope. |
mustn't et what 1've been through, what 1've seen, prey on my mind. Nothin' was done here except
justice. The war, now, the war is different, people killin people they've got no grudge against and
have never even met. Though some warsin history have been the lesser evil, haven't they?

| don't know, shethought in risng weariness. | simply don't know. How good it'll be, floatin
quietly down the river with Axor, if that works out.

Shelost track of time and was a bit sartled when they came to the waterfront. Warehouses bulked
behind wharfswhere amedley of craft lay tied and a hodgepodge of persons, human and nonhuman,
bustled about. Machines scurried among them. Beyond, the stream flowed broad and brown. The
opposite shore was dimmed by athickening rain. Shan U registered afdine didike of the wet, but Diana
welcomed itswarm duicing. Shefdt cleansed.

They reached Waterblossom. The riverboat was easily a hundred meters long, though so wide that
that was not immediately evident. Four loading towers and a couple of three-tiered deckhouses did not
much clutter her. The low freeboard was garishly painted in stripes of red and gold; the topworks were
white, brass-trimmed. Her captain had said she was made of Terran and Cynthian woods, which
Daeddan organisms did not attack, and driven by an eectric engine. Should he be unableto rechargeits
capacitors otherwise, he carried a steam generator which could burn nearly anything.

Half adozen Cynthians and two humans were on deck, cheerily helping whed a cage toward shelter
fromtherain. " Ay-ah, behold

Wo Lia, the performer.” Shan U pointed. "Come aboard and meet her. We can all have anice cup of
defruit cider.”

Dianafrowned. She hated the idea of confining any creature. Still, yon beast didn't seem mistreated.
More or less mansize, it hunkered on four limbs, black-furred, its head obscured by a heavy mane. She
spied ashort tail, and the forepaws had an odd, doubled-up look about them. Well, who could possibly
know dl thelife forms, dl the wonders of every kind, that filled the Imperid planets, let donethe gdaxy
and the universe? To fare forth—!

Shan U led her over the gangplank. She passed near the cage.

"Hs-ss littlefriend,” went awhisper. Coming from low in the lungs, it sounded like an anima noiseto
anybody who did not know the Toborko language. " Stay calm. We will talk later. Make sure you and
your camarado take passage on this boat."

Barely, Dianareined hersdlf in. The humans doubtless noticed how she tensed before relaxing, but
could put that down to the exotic surroundings. The Cynthians doubtless paid no heed to her shiftsin
stance or expression.

Sheforced hersef to look afar, out again acrosstheriver. Underneath tangled strands of mane, the
facein the cagewas Targovi's.

Chapter 10

Water blossom set forth after the thunderstorm that had been brewing reached explosion point and
then spent itsalf. Sweeping the length of the valey with that swiftness and violence which the rapid
rotation of the planet engendered, it turned the air altogether clear. From her place in the bows, Diana
looked westward across athousand kilometers or more.

Thiswasthefirg tranquil moment she had had in hours. The time had been frantic during which she
made her way back to Aurea, located Axor, persuaded him—not easily, because her arguments were



thin at best, and her excitement didn't reinforce them—to come aong, got their baggage packed,
returned through lightning-vivid cataracts of rain, settled into her tiny stlateroom and improvised
accommodeations for the Wodenite down in the hold with the freight. Dinner had been served while the
weather dacked off. Now the crew had cast loose and the boat was on her way.

Diana couldn't hear the engine, but its purr went as a sublimina quiver through her bare feet, and she
did catch afaint gurgle from aft, the turbo drive a work. Speed was low, as ponderous and heavily laden
asthe hull was. At firg traffic teemed, everything from row-boats to hydrofoils, but as Paz fell behind, the
river rolled open, a brown stretch two kilometers wide from bank to forested bank, rippling around snags
and sandbars, only a couple of barges and atimber raft under tow in the distance ahead. Quiet
descended, and a measure of coolness. Flying creatures darted and skimmed, light amber on their wings.

Never before had Diana seen so far over the horizonlessworld. Ahead of her, theriver and itsvalley
went on. Asthat view grew ever more remote, they dwindled, shrank together, became at last ashining
thread between burnished green darknesses; yet gill she could see them. Whenever an opening appeared
in the woods brooding on either sde of her, she likewise looked acrossimmensity. Left, the green
lightened asforest gave way to prairie that eventudly blurred off in haziness. Right, beyond foothills, she
glimpsed toylike snow-peaks, the mountain range that warded off the glaciers of the Daeddan ice age.

The sinking sun kindled a sudden gleam far and far ahead. Why, that must be the ocean! Dianas
pulse quickened. Vapors made the disc golden-red, softened its glarettill she could gaze directly. It
spread itself out until it was agreat step pyramid—and out and out, stretching to become arcs of
luminance curving north and south around what would have been worldedge on another planet.

Therewas no red night. Day dowly turned into aglimmering dusk, shadowless, starless gpart from
brilliant Imhotep and afew scattered points high overhead. She could easily have read by thelight,
though the range of vision contracted until everything beyond three or four kilometers—except Paz and
Aurea behind her, acouple of villages before her, aglow—faded vaguely into dimness. Gradualy
sunshine became a complete ring. It was broadest and brightest in the direction of Patricius, alittle wider
than the disc by day. Thereit shone orange in hue, with amuted fierceness of white underneath. It
narrowed and reddened asit swept away, until when it had closed itself opposite—some while after it
had begun to form—it was afiery streak. The sky near the ring went from pae blue sunside to purple
darkside, shading toward violet at the zenith; below, the ring enclosed a darkness which was the
planetary bulk.

Presently the moon Icarusrose in a confusion of silver which coaesced to ahaf shield asit climbed.
The forests ashore were full of shadow, but the river sheened like mercury on its murmurous course.

Dianadid not reckon up how long she stood rapt, watching the hours unfold. When the deck shivered
beneath hoofs, and a bone-deep basso rumbled forth, she came back to hersalf with ashock likefaling
off adiff.

"Ah, abeautiful, incredible sight indeed,” said Axor. "What an artist the Creator is. This experience
might dmost justify our making the journey we areon.”

Misgiving pierced Diana. "Almog?'

"Why, | fear oursis abootless expedition. | have been in the saloon, speaking with person after
person, crew and passengers, including the two humans. None can attest to any objectsthat might be
Foredweller remains. One did bespeak large ruins under the northern mountains, but another, who had
actualy been there, said they are remnants of a Terran mining operation, abandoned centuries ago when

the oregave out." A sigh boomed. "We should have stayed on Imhotep and completed our investigation
as planned. Now we are confined on Daeddlus for an indefinitetimeand ... | am no longer young.”

Guilt took her, however lightly, by thethroat. "I'm sorry.”

Axor lifted ahand. "Oh, no, no, dear friend. | do not blameyou in the least. Y ou urged upon me what
seemed best to you in your—your impetuosity. Nor do | pity mysdf. That isthe most despicable of



emoations. | should not have let you rush me into taking this passage. My mistake, not yours. And we are
seeing wonders along the way."

Dianabraced hersdlf. "We may even find what you're after," she said, as stoutly as possible. "These
arejust regular river travelers aboard with us, and, uh, one outworlder. In Lulach well find people who
get around more on this planet.” She hesitated. "A Zacharian, maybe. That idand ismysterious. Y ou've
talked to me about how the Ancient relics on Aeneas have influenced the whole culture of the settlers.
Could something like that be on Zacharia?'

"Well, we may hope." A bit of cheer lifted in Axor'stones. " "And now abideth faith, hope, and
charity, these three; but the greatest of theseis charity,’ " he quoted. "Y et hope is no mean member of the
triad.”

Again she hated what she was doing to him, and wondered whether the need could ever judtify it. She
knew so littlethusfar. She had infact, sheredlized, acted on faith—faith in Targovi—with hope for
adventure and accomplishment, but damn smdl| charity.

She squared her shoulders. Maybe some Daedaan place redly did hold something for her old
pilgrim.
Axor gretched luxurioudy, an darming sight if you didn't know him. "I thinking, before going to bed, |

would likeaswim," he said. "Do you careto come along? | can easly catch up with the boat when we
arefinished, and carry you with me."

For amoment Dianawas tempted. To frolic in yonder mightily diding current—But she had no
bathing suit, and didn't want to risk the men aboard seeing her nude. They appeared decent enough, ina
rough-hewn fashion. However, after the incident in Paz, sheld rather not give anybody the wrong
impression.

Moreimportant, she suddenly and sharply redlized, here was her chanceto talk to Targovi. "No,
thanks," she said in ahaste that drew aquizzica glance. "I'mtired and, uh, | want to watch this spectacle
more. Go ahead. Havefun."

The Wodenite undulated over therall. It was astonishing how gracefully he could move when he
chose. He entered the water with scarcely a splash. Suffused light shimmered off his scales and spina
serra Histall drove him cleanly away.

Dianaglanced aft. A Cynthian lookout perched atop the bridge, within which the pilot was occupied.
Neither was paying her any attention, nor would they overhear low-voiced conversation. Everybody ese
had gone below; most of them were used to the magicd ring, as she was not. She pattered over the
planks.

Behind the after deckhouse, an awning had been stretched to shelter the cage which held Wo Lias
performing beast. It cast adegree of darkness over Targovi. She saw him as a shadowy figure
rhythmicaly astir—exercises, to keep in condition while imprisoned. She hunkered down.

His catlike eyes knew her ingtantly. "Aaah, s-s-s, at last," he breathed, and crouched to face her.
"How goesit, sprite?’

"Oh, I'm dl right, but awful puzzled, and poor Axor'sterribly discouraged,” she blurted. "What's goin'
on, anyway?"

He changed his language to Toborko, in a monotone which lost many nuances of that most musica

tongue, but which would seem to acasud passerby asif the animal were crooning some weird song while
the human, curious, listened.

"Wl deserve you what explanation | can give, O vdiant child, the more so when | shdl beike call
upon you to render services and take hazards such as neither of us can foresee. Vast are the stakesin
this game, but the rules poorly known and capricioudy changesble.

"Y ou understand | have not been entirely ahuckster but also an agent covert of Imperia Intelligence.



My part was mainly to pass on to my superiors whatever | came across that seemed of possibleinterest,
on thisworld near the Mersaeian marches and vidited by beings of countlesskinds. Yet did | help uncover
one espionage undertaking, and found leads to others.

"Nevertheless, when | scented something truly enormous upon the wind, not only did my warnings go
unheeded, | was forbidden to utter them or to continue in my search. More of that later, when we can
talk fredy and at length. Enough tonight that | have cause to believe Magnusson'srevolt is not smply
another uprising of angry men againgt bad masters. And from Zacharia the forbidden come breaths of il
more strangeness than erstwhile.

"Aye, in Axor | ssaw amovable blind for mysdf. Attention will be upon him, but unlikely ever a
suspicion. He can go in his harmlessness where most folk are banned, and I, | can perchance skulk
behind. Y ou, Diana Crow-feather, wak betwixt and between. What part you may play is, asyet, hidden
in dawn-migts. | think you will play it well. Y ou know my Tigery nature—sorry would | beto loseyou,
but sorry am | not for putting you at risk. Nor do | suppose you areireful. Y ou stand to win glory, with
al that that may bring initstrain. However thismay be, clear wasthat only through you could | recruit
unwitting AXor.

"1l was our luck, that the rebellion erupted just as we were gpproaching Daedd us. Else we could
have landed and gone our ways, disgppearing into the hinterlands by virtue of nobody thinking to keep
watch over us. Aswas, knowing what standard procedures are, | foresaw that my reappearance at the
time of crisswould automatically provoke precautionary detention if naught €lse. Whereupon the gigantic
plot I have smelled would roll unhindered onward.

"Accordingly, | escaped. It seemed likely that you and Axor would be released after interrogation, for
you did in fact know nothing. The question was how to keep myself free when the hue and cry was out
for me, and how to regjoin you afterward.

"Therefore did | hide until after | felt sure the patrol would have visited Ju Shao'sinn in Lowtown, and
then sought it. Sheand | are friends of old, and | have in the past done her some favorswhen, hm, the
Imperid authorities grew overly officious. Y ou understand that an Intelligence agent has need of such
connections. She tucked me away, kept me fed, and meanwhile conducted discreet inquiries.

"These soon turned up Wo Lia Sheisactualy an adventurer among the stars—aye, from
Catawrayannis, dbet areturn to her birth-world would be inadvisable—mainly agambler, but not above
occasiona racketeering.

The ship whereon she arrived had departed again; the interdict on civilian space travel left her
stranded; uproar, and preoccupation with public events, gave her scant opportunity in Aurea. Hence she
proved quite willing to take the role of intinerant showperson. In Lulach she can establish hersdlf, one
way or another, until the Empire cams down, oneway or another. Ju Shao hel ped me disguise mysdlf,
and Wo Liapersuaded our good captain that, if he sought you out, he could belike sell acouple of
tickets.

"Thus are we bound off. Needs must | remain in confinement till we reach Lulach. Therewill | dip
free, and folk will fee sympathy for Wo Lia, whose performer escaped and may well starve to death in
aninediblejungle. Asfor me, | have ... businessin Lulach.”

"Can you trust her?' Dianawhispered. "She might turn you in for the reward. | Sposethereisone.”

"She, like Ju Shao, expects reward far more substantial, should our cause triumph. Why not? Funds
ought to be abundantly available then, together with openingsto the stars.”

"But what is our cause? If you're on the side of Emperor Gerhart—why? To head off acivil war? But
you cant; it'saready begun. Mightn't Olaf Magnusson be the better man anyway? And what can we
possibly do, stuck here on Daedalus, that'd make the dightest difference?’

She had, unthinkingly, used Anglic. "S-s-s-d" Targovi warned. "Abide your time. Later wewill talk."
He settled back into a beast posture, asif faling adeep.



Diana sensed another presence. Turning her head, she saw that a human male had come on deck and
was gpproaching. "Ah, hi," he cdled. "I thought 1'd find you enjoying the view and the fresh air. But
what's s0 interesting about the livestock?!

She rose and walked out from beneath the awning. "Oh, it'sakind new to me," she answered. "l
don't know what planet it'sfrom. Do you?'

"No. Wo Liawas evasive when | asked. Maybe export of that kind isillegal." The man beamed. He
was young and rather good-looking. "Uh, care for astroll around the deck? Such alovely night. I'm il
wide awake."

"Wdl, | antoo, sort of." Dianajoined him.

They paced. "We should get better acquainted,” he said. "WEell be on thisboat for afairish while. |
can show you around our ports of cdl, if you want, and Lulach when we get there. My pleasure.”

She amiled. "Why, thank you." A flirtation should be fun, if shetook careto keep it within limits.
Besdes, she might learn something useful.

Chapter 11

A dozen light-years off, the twin blue giant sunsthat were Alpha Crucis dominated heaven. Even as
imagesin aviewscreen they left burning after-images, and it would have been dangerousto let an
unprotected eye dwell upon them.

The immediate danger, though, was closer at hand, where the Merseian task force clashed with a
Terranflotillathat had been unfortunate enough to intercept it. Cyntath Gadrol of the Vach Ynvory,
caled Cannonshield, commanding from the dreadnaught Ardwyr, had sprung histrap and set to work
inflicting maximum destruction before the outnumbered Imperias should bresk off and flee. Where
missiles burst, new stars bloomed in dreadful brief beauty. Where arosy cloud swelled from one of them,
rapidly fading away into blackness, aship and her crew had died. The battle raged through avolume
trillions of kilometers across.

Yet it was principaly aholding action, cover for the squadron that dipped free and made for the redl
destination at utmost pseudove ocity. Qanryf Bryadan Arrowswift, Vach Halen, watched ayelow
light-point swell hour by hour, until at the end of fiveit outshone Alpha Crucis and magnification revealed
itsdisc. Despite his nickname, well-earned at home, Bryadan could stay quiet like that for aspan like
that: for he was on ahunt. Faint but marrow-thrilling, the energies driving the cruiser Tryntaf pulsed
through him. Air from the ventilators, cold because his home was on an arctic shore of the Wilwidh
Ocean, bore alikewise half-sensed exhilaration in reeks of ozone and oil. Telltales flashed, meters
quivered, displays danced through his cave of control machines. Their operators poised dert, speaking
only when needful but then softly singing the words, asif in dreams of the triumph to come.

When his ship and her companions pierced the comet cloud, Bryadan tapped an intercom button. The
face that sprang into the smal screen was youthful, handsome, the green of the complexion dightly yellow
because of partid Lafdiguan ancestry. It was dso Sartled. "Foreseer!" exclamed Afal Uroch of the
Vach Rueth. He dapped hand to breast and tail to bootsin salute. "At the captain's orders.”

"In the name of his Supremacy the Roidhun,” Bryadan responded with equa formality. "Areyou
prepared?”
"Y es, foreseer. The crew are ready and eager. Does the ganryf have some new word for us?’

"Yeaand nay." Bryadan leaned forward. "l want to lay stress upon certain detailsin your orders.
Y ourswill be the most precarious part of thisentire operation. If you carry it off well, it will bethe very

heartspring.”
Uroch dared grin. " Khraich, they don't cal me'the Lucky' for nothing."



"With due heed to your honor,” said Bryadan carefully, "1 remind you that young, ambitious officers
are apt to confuse courage and rashness. Y our record of exploits has caused you to be chosen for your
present assignment. Y et those same deeds required more dash than wisdom. Not that your judgment was
ever unsound—in the particular circumstances you encountered. These will be different. We areto wield
the surgeon's knife rather than the sword. Inyour case, it is egpecialy important to uphold the distinction.
Exactly what will happen, only the God knows. Y ou may find yoursdlf taken by surprise, in desperate
graits, and tempted to unleash your entire firepower—since you are responsible for your crews, and thus
for their wives and children. Or else you may see the enemy wide open to total destruction. In either
ingance, afal, you will resst thelure. Dieif you must, together with those who have trusted you; or
retrest unsuccessful if you must, taking yearsto live down the scorn of brother officersto whom you are
forbidden to explain; but confine yoursdlf to the precise god given you."

A dight change of color and posture, abarely visible twitch of lips away from teeth, were dl that
Uroch revedled. "Yes, foreseer.”

Bryadan made the gesture of affection, rare from a senior to ajunior, and softened histone. "l
repeat, afal, my regard for your honor is of the highest. And so ismy regard for your intelligence. Would
| otherwise have approved you for thistask? The God willing, and | believe Heis, you will return with
glory upon you. True, we cannot proclaim it in the universe—not yet—»but your peerswill know, and
perhaps even your Roidhun.”

Hurt in the face turned to iffly controlled joy.

"l havethisto add, and it ismy rea reason for addressing you now," Bryadan went on. "Before we
lost contact with the main force, Cyntath Gadrol issued an announcement. Scout-ships have reported
Terran reinforcements gpproaching, but at such low strength that he can hold them, too, in play. Wewill
have days, if necessary, to complete our task here, before the opposition can bring up sufficient power
that we must withdraw. Therefore, afal, take your time. Explore the options before you choose.
Remember that, useful though it be, our undertaking isonly afractiond part of the great unreveaed plan
by which our superiorsdirect us. The destiny of the Race reaches ahead through millionfold years. Good
hunting, afal.”

"And to you, foreseer," Uroch answered. Asthe screen blanked, exultation blazed from him.

The Merseians ran on hyperdrive as deeply into the gravity well of the Gorrazani sun asthey dared.
When they reverted to rldivistic state, they assumed intrinsc velocities carefully arranged beforehand,
aimed at the habitable planet of the system. They crossed the gap in less than three hours, under
dece erations that would have made molecular films of living tissueif interior forcefields had not
compensated.

The Gorrazanian home fleet got no chance to muster. Such units aswerein orbit near the planet
deployed and put up a gdlant defense. Bryadan's command smashed it. Squadrons began to arrive from
farther away. He broke them in detail. Meanwhile his broadcasters trampled locd transmissions
underfoot asthey blared in the principa languages of the region:

"All folk heed, we wish you no harm. We are here expresdy at the request of your rightful chieftains,
the Liberation Council which wills an end to centuries of oppression. His Supremacy the Roidhun
recognizes the Liberation Council asthe legitimate government of the Gorrazanian Realm. Even so, we of
Merseiahave no desireto intervenein your affairs. Consider smply how remote our dominionsare. It is
the sheerest atruism for usto cross such stretches of space, under peril of attack by the aggressors of
Imperia Terra, in answer to an agppea—not to give military aid, no, not for any warlike purpose, but to
convey hospital suppliesto the vaiant armies of your Liberation Council. If we come armed, it isfor
self-defense. If wefight, it is because we were set upon, without the least provocation on our part. Note
that we do not pursue the fleeing units of the lawless and discredited Folkmoot regime—"

Uroch wasn't listening. 1t was enough for him that the leaders of the Race had, in their wisdom,



decreed certain actions be carried out here, and that a certain amount of blat must accompany the doing.
Besides, he was busy.

As Tryntaf whipped in hyperbola close by the globe, his escadrille shot from her launch ports. It
numbered a score, Fangryf-type gunboats, about midway between the Terran Comet and Conqueror
classes—six-mae craft, lean and deadly, equally at home in amosphere and interplanetary space. They
hit air at Speeds that sent shudders through their hulls, made red flames around them, and |eft thunders
trailing behind that rolled from horizon to horizon.

Braking, at the pilot console of hisown vessdl, Uroch saw land and sea siveep away beneath him:
wrinkled mountains, multitudinoudy verdant plains, shining waters. Such buildingsashe spiedin
magnifying screens were mostly low, rounded, widespread; few towers speared doft, asthey pridefully
didon Mersgiaor Terra. It wasin the nature of this speciesto expand underground—"in the bosom of
the Mother," they often said. Despite scanty landmarks, he knew where he was going. He had been
through exhaudtive briefings.

What he did not know was what he would encounter aong the way—Haa, yes, he did now!
Warcraft flocked over the curve of the world to meet him.

"Evasive action,” he said coolly into the outercom. "' Close formation. Do not fire on them until
ordered. Concentrate on defending yoursalves." Underneath, his heart thuttered.

The Merseian group screamed about and headed northwest, at a mere kilometer of atitude. The
Gorrazanianstook awhile to straighten out their formations and give chase. Bullets, missiles, energy
beams raked ahead of them. The Merseian gunners, superbly computer-guided, shot down most of the
materid projectiles. Those that got through, and the rays, generally missed; those that struck, forcefields
and armor generally absorbed. A member of the escadrille, flying rear guard, did fall—flash of light, tail of
smoke, shatter-ping burst on the ground. Uroch raised hand in homage. They would be remembered,
yon brave males, if their comrades lived.

The sun dropped behind him. He flew through night, under stars and asmdll, hurtling moon.
Occasiond flickers doft told of the battlein space. Metd throbbed around him. He heard the shrilling of
cloven air. Information from orbit registered on his data displays. another opposition force was bound his
way from the east.

But ahead, sheer, its heights coldly agleam with snow and glaciers, loomed amountain range. Its
contours were engraved on Uroch's brain well-nigh asfully asthey were in his computer programs. This
waswhy he had studied the planet unmercifully hard, the long way from Mersaia: so that he could
develop his contingency plans. The move that he found himsalf making was atogether in hisstyle; and he
had hand-picked hisfollower pilots and made them learn nearly as much as he knew.

In awild swoop, helifted. Crags clawed after the belly of his craft. Ahead was a pass between two
peaks, and on the far side an immense, many-branched canyon. Flesh could never have steered through,
at the speeds wherewith he and histraveled. Robots could, barely. Hisliving brain told themto doit.

Cliffsreared out of abyssal darknesses. Sonic shocks broke snowfields gpart and sent them away in
avaanches, clouds and plumesrose off them to glisten beneath the moon. Their rumbling drummed
through the howl of outraged air.

No few of the Gorrazanian flyers were taken by such surprise that they crashed before they could pull
clear. Shards and skullswent skittering down the heights. The rest of the defenders buzzed about in
dismay. They had lost contact with the enemy.

As he emerged above awintry lowland, Uroch fought temptation. He could bring his escadrille
quickly around and take the pursuit from behind, catch them in their bewilderment, shatter and scatter a
force that outnumbered histhree or four to one. What adeed! They'd sing abouit it in shipsand hdls
throughout the Roidhunate, for centuriesto come,

He remembered his captain'swords, set hisjaw, and flew straight onward. The directive had been



clear from the beginning. " Except for the objective, you will inflict minimal damage. Wherever
consonant with that objective and with maximum survival in your force, you will choose evasion
over confrontation. If it appears that a major action is necessary to accomplishment of the
purpose, you will withdraw as expeditiously as possible to your mother vessel, or to whatever
other transport is most suitable.”

Never had he been under orders more difficult to follow. He began to redlize what it meant to bein
the high command. Perhaps, flickered through him, that was another reason he had been chosen for this
undertaking. Could they have him in mind for greeter things? ... Dismissthat. Carry on your hunt.

Inevitably, he had broad discretion. After aquick review of the data, he made his next decision and
issued hisingructions. The Mersaians lifted spaceward.

He saw the planet in sapphire and silver splendor, the sun rising in dawn-hues over its brow; but his
attention was aimed aong aradius vector ahead, where two warships maneuvered about and lobbed
lightnings at each other. However tenuous, the ionized gasthat lingered for seconds after anuclear
detonation sufficed to hide his group from detection, when they orbited free-fal as hetold them to. Thus
he shook off the second ground-based flotillathat had been trying to intercept him.

The orbit soon bent hisflyers back into atmosphere. With judicious nudges of thrust, they sought a
hurricane which was traversing a southern ocean, and hid themsalvesin itsviolence. That required daring
aswell as skill; but people had reason to cal Uroch Lucky."

Asthat luck would have it, the storm lumbered to the very shore he wanted. Otherwise hewould
have tried something else, maybe for severd days. In the event, he could shout, "Haa-aaand away!" His
warriors burst from the clouds and winds. They went like shooting stars above sere hills and abroad,
green, cand-veined valley.

It was not well defended. The Gorrazanians had relied mainly on their space fleet. What planetary
units they had were dispersed around the globe; asubstantia portion was till at the antipodes, trying to
find Uroch'sraiders. Misslesand aircraft lifted in low numbers. The Mersaians swatted them and came
to rest, a-hover on their grav drives, above the target.

Aside from communication and detector masts, and atower for local wegther control, it revesled
nothing specia to the eye. Some domes snuggled into alandscape ruddy with ripening grain. Three
deepy villages clustered within afew kilometers: archaic earthen buildings, for the Gorrazaniansare a
conservative breed, no matter how many mercenary soldiersthey export. A large modern structure,
squarish and garish astheir tastes called for, might have been a school or amuseum or something of that
kind.

Uroch didn't know. He had not even heard, officidly, what it was that he was supposed to destroy. In
the course of his studies en route he had deduced that it was probably akey command center—police,
military, however you wanted to designate a corpstrying to suppress revolutionary guerrillas. Without it,
the Folkmoot would not be disastroudy handicapped againgt the Liberation Council, but
counterinsurgency operations would be set back.

It seemed atrivia reason for dispatching warships across hundreds of light-years and getting into a
fight with the Terrans themsalves. Uroch had schooled himself to refrain from wondering. The greet lords
of state had their plan. His duty was to execute his part thereof.

And ... by the God, by all the pagan gods of the forefathers—he was about to!
"God atained,” he said flatly into the outercom, while joy sang in hisblood. "Fire by the numbers.

Hisflyer threw thefirst missle. It flashed in the sun, it smote, it blossomed as blue-white as Alpha
Crucis. Dugt, smoke, vapor rose in a column that swelled asit grew, reached the bottom of the
stratosphere, smeared itself across heaven. Megaton after megaton followed. Inthe end therelay a
monstrous crater, incandescent until its sides cooled to glass. The canalsran dark and poisoned.
Everywhere around, the crops were &fire.



"Arrach, let'sgo!" Uroch shouted.

How he and his maes fought their way through vengeful metal swarms; how they won back to
Tryntaf; how Tryntaf and her sstersreturned to Gadrol's victorious fleet; how the Mersaians, who had
taken few losses, duded Terran search and returned home without further combat—thisis the stuff of
epic. Yet behind it lay dwaysacoal intdligence, whose painfully garnered knowledge and carefully
crafted schemes made the heroism possible.

For Uroch, sufficient was that he came back to hiswife, his sole wife thusfar, and to the first son she
had hitherto borne him, with atale that would ring the lad on to achievements of hisown, in those
unbounded years that reached before the Race.

After theraid, night fell. A full moon rose above that which had been the villages. Light rippled blesk,
shadows moved, under the hastening white shield. Wind rustled. It was cold, harsh with ash; the
lethal ness was not perceptible.

Big and shaggy, a Gorrazanian female sat beneath the remnant of awall. In her four arms she rocked
her dead child. In her rough voice she sang it alullaby that it had always liked.

Chapter 12

Miriam Abrams Flandry started home barely in time. Although news of civil war was recent, and
nothing untoward had yet happened in the lanes between Sol and Niku, already apprehension pervaded
the entire Empire. Word came in that, here and there, mal contents of many different sortswere
proclaiming themselves adherents of would-be Emperor Olaf and making trouble or outright disaster for
loca authorities. Insurance rates had begun to skyrocket, which caused shipping firmsto abandon route
after route. It was natura to cancel serviceto the planet Ramnu, Niku 1V, early on. Therewas no
economic incentive to continue, after the quick announcement that the climate modification project was
suspended for the duration of the emergency.

The woman had been on the surface, in thefield, isolated among primitive autochthons. She just
managed to catch thelast liftoff for Maia. Of course, had she been stranded, Fleet Admira Sir Dominic
Handry would have taken stepsto get hiswife back. He might well have unlimbered his speedster
Hooligan and gone after her himsalf. But her surviva meanwhile, on the grim world she loved, would
have been doubtful.

Aswas, Maalll—Hermes—continued important enough that she could book passage from there
directly to Terra Thevesse being aluxury liner which numbered noblefolk among her passengers, she
had armed escort dl the way, never mind how useful those ships might have been on the battlefront.

The xenologist kept to hersdf during the voyage, taking no part in its entertainments and intrigues. At
medls she was minimally civil to her tablemates. It wasn't only that they and their games bored her.
(Attractive and done, she could have had a succession of bed partners; and after weeks among
nonhu-mans, the physical sensation would have been welcome; but she would have had to talk with
them> even listen to them. Sheld rather wait for Dominic. The fact that he had probably not been waiting
for her, in that sense, made no difference) It wasthat she wasfull of grief and fear.

Grief for her dear Ramnuans, who had given her the name "Banner" that she till bore. She had come
to see how the project was progressing, that would put an end to the planet's repeated
civilizations-destroying glaciations, and how it was affecting the cultures she had studied for solong
before her retirement. Shortly after she arrived, the order to shut down camein. Considering how
bureaucracy operated, if Magnusson'sinsurrection were crushed immediately, which it obvioudy could
not be, months must pass until work resumed. Ramnuans would perish by the additional thousands, or
WOrse.

Fear for the Empire, Technic society and, yes, those other societies the Empire enclosed. Old and



rotten it might be, its outworks crumbling less because strength had failed than because the will to be
strong had. Neverthelessit was dl that guarded the heritage of humanity and humanity'sallies. Sometimes
Flandry let his persona defenses drop in her presence and spoke of the Long Night that lay beyond the
fdl of theEmpire,

And she had her kinfolk on Dayan to think about, and her natives on Ramnu, and friends strewn
about among the stars, and—she and Dominic were not yet too old for achild or two. Not quite, he
approaching seventy and she approaching fifty, given anti-senescence plusthe kind of DNA repair they
could pay for. Besides, she had years ago deposited some ovain abiobank.

They had always been too busy, though, she and he; and now thiswretched affair had begun.

He met her a debarkation, attired in auniform that got them waved straight through inspection, and
hurried her to the apartment they kept in Archopolis. There the champagne and caviar and such had to
wait awhilelonger.

When they had feasted, the darkness would no longer be denied. She asked what the truth was—not
the news, but the truth. Reluctantly, hetold her.

"The latest dispatches we've received make unpleasant reading. In just these weeks, Magnusson's
driven asdient in nearly asfar as Aldebaran. Of course, heisn't Sitting on everything from there back to
his Petrician base. And his blitzkrieg is bound to dow down while he consolidates those gains. But he
needn't do much toward that end, you redize. He dominates the whole volume of space dready. He can
snap up any sgnificant traffic that doesn't flow the way he wants, and lay waste any planet that won't give
him whatever support he demands. None will refuse. Who can blame them?

"Hisforces have won every battle to date, except for a couple of draws. M ost engagements have
been fairly smdl; but seeing what harm asingle capita ship can do, each victory has been alopsidedly big
addition to his score. Heisabrilliant tactician, and hisoveral srategy is basicaly the same aswhat
carried Hans Moalitor to the throne." Flandry narrowed his gray eyes and stroked his mustache. "Or isit,
entirdy?' he murmured.

Banner regarded him across the table and spread her handsin an immemorid gesture. Shewasa
lean, strong-featured woman, her own eyes luminous green, silver-streaked brown hair falling to her
shoulders. "Do you suppose he can win?' she asked.

"Hemight." Handry ignited acigarette and inhaed deeply. "In view of the latest developments, his
chances are sarting to look pretty good. When | saw our darling Emperor Gerhart aweek ago, he was
in an absolute hissy fit."

One reason the gpartment was costly to rent was that it included state-of-the-art antibugging devices.
Technicians personaly loyd to Flandry made periodic ingpections to be sure the system was il
working.

Banner sghed. "Rhetorica question—or isit? Would it really be so awful if Magnusson took over?
How did the present dynasty come to power, anyway, and how much is Gerhart redly worth?

"1 keep telling you, darling scientist, you should take more interest in human history and politics”
Flandry said. "Not but what it's understandable you don't. A filthy subject. | often wish I'd been born into
some eralike the Second Sugimoto, when everybody could cultivate hisvine and fig tree, or his private
artsor vices, without having to worry who'd come climbing over the wal next." He reached above the
glasses and plates to stroke her cheek. "To be sure, then I'd never have met you."

Abruptly he got to hisfeet. The bathrobe flapped around his ankles as he strode to the transparency
and stood raggedly smoking. Through alight rain and an early dusk, the city flashed hectic, asfar as
vision could fare. Within this room, the odor of roses and the lilt of aMozart concerto receded toward
infinity.

"I'm againgt revolutions,” he said low. "No matter the alleged judtification, it's never worth the



short-range cost—ives and treasure beyond counting—or the long-range—tipping the fragile fabric of
society. Y ou know how in my younger days| did what | could to help put down a couple such attempts.
If afterward | signed up with old Hans, why, the Wang dynasty had collgpsed utterly, and he wasthe
least bad of the contending war lords. At that, he turned out to be atolerable Emperor, didn't he?
Neither afigurehead nor amonster. What more dare we expect? And we may owe something to the
memory of Edwin Cairncross, inasmuch as histry at usurpation was what got us reacquainted with each
other, but surely you'll agree he was an undesirable sort."

She secured the sash of her kimono and went to join him. He laid an arm around her waist. His
straight-lined countenance writhed into asmile. " Sorry about the oratory,” he murmured. "I'll try to keep it
properly caged henceforward.”

Sheleaned close. "I never mind. It's nice to see you relax from your perpetud clowning." Her innate
seriousness rose afresh. "But you haven't answered me. All right, the Empire was bumbling dong fairly
peacefully, and Magnusson'srevolt isadisagter. Don't | know it myself? However—my parents dways
told meto look a every side of aquestion—would his success be a catastrophe? | mean, I've heard you
say often enough that we no longer have any such thing as legitimate government. Maybe Magnusson
would be better than Gerhart, who israther aswine, isn't he?"

"Wdll, yes, heis," Flandry admitted, "athough a shrewd swine. For amoderately important instance,
you know he doesn't like me, but he's given to taking my advice, because he seesit's practical.
And ... Crown Prince Karl does have a high opinion of me, and isathoroughly decent boy." He
snickered. "If I'm gtill dive when heinheritsthe throne, I'll haveto set about curing him of the latter.”

She stared outward and upward. Starswere lost in the haze of light from the towers everywhere
around, but—"Does it make that much difference who is Emperor? What can he, what can any person,
any planet, do to change things?'

"Usudly very little" Handry agreed. Thiswas by no meansthefirgt time they had been over the same
ground. They were both aware and concerned, she less cynically than he. But some open wounds do not
dlow themsdlvesto be left done; and tonight they were feding afreshly inflicted one. " The Policy Board,
the provincid nobles, the bureauicrats and officers, theinertia of sheer sze—Still, even adight shiftin
course will touch billions of lives, and perhaps grind them out. And occasiondly apivota event does
happen. More and more, | wonder whether we may not be about to have that experience again.”

"What do you mean?"'

Flandry ran fingersthrough hisdeek gray hair. "1'm not sure. Possibly nothing. Y et every intuition,
every twitchy nerve I've developed in decades | misspent as an Intelligence agent when | might have gone
fishing—my hunch screamsto me that something peculiar isafoot." He pitched his cigarette expertly
away, into an ashtaker, and siwung about to face her, hands on her shoulders. "Listen, Banner. You've
been in the yonderlands, you haven't followed the input as you would've with meif you'd stayed home.
The Mersaians have now hit us"

She gave him astark amile. "Isthat a surprise? Haven't they aways taken what advantage they could,
when the Empire's been in disarray? Nibbles here and there, no casus belli that might unite usagaingt
them—obvioudy, not in this case ether, if the story hasn't been released.”

"Thiscaseisoddly different,” Flandry said. "Thereve been the predictable skirmishesin the marches,
yes. No mgjor thrust. But ... they sent atask force, which passed straight through Imperia space—they
sent agtrike force to Gorrazan, on the far side of us."

"What?' She giffened. "Why? It doesn't make sense”
"Oh, it does, it does, when you contemplate it from the proper, skewed angle.”" He spoke softly, as
was hiswont when discussing terrible things. 'Y es, the Realm of Gorrazan isthe pathetic souvenir of a

botched attempt at empire, afew colonies and clients on afew second-rate worlds near the home sun.
Y es, itsgovernment has been plagued by insurrectionists who proclaim abright new ideology—God,



how long has the universe endured the same old bright new ideol ogies?—and the rebels are known, to
everybody except our journalists and academics, to nave Mersaian inspiration and help. Trouble at our
backs. Certainly I'd indigate the identica thing behind Mersaiaif | could.

"But now—" He drew breath. "Word came in the other day. The Merseians sent a'mercy misson'.
They declare the need was so urgent they had to traverse our space, hoping we wouldn't notice, and we
were wicked to pounce on them asthey werein Sector Alpha Crucis approaching their destination. It
was a shame that we compelled them to trounce what forces we could bring to bear. The diplomats will
be discussing who's to blame, and who's to pay what reparations to whom, and the rest of that garbage,
for yearsto come. Oh, yes, businessas usud.

"But thefact is, the Merselans could have passed through unknown to us, if they'd wanted. They
made their presence blatant when they neared our Alpha Crucis frontier. Our units had no choice but to
attack and take losses. Meanwhile a Mersaian detachment punched through to Gorrazan itself. It made
rags of the home defense fleet. It could have blown up every governmentd ingtdlation. The rebels could
have taken over entirely. We'd either have intervened to prevent, and found oursalves bogged downin a
nasty, lasting little war; or, likdier, we'd have done nothing, and in due course had a pro-Merseian power
at our backs, small and weak but an almighty nuisance.

"Instead, the raiders contented themsal ves with taking out the Folkmoot's main command center. The
government's badly hurt, but it can till fight. The Gorrazanian civil strife proceeds.”

"What doesthat imply?" She guessed hisanswer.

"Why, when the news breeks, asit inevitably will, the powersthat bein the Empirewill fal into a
rupturing controversy. Somewill want to tie down strength in watchfulness, diametrically oppositeto
Magnusson's campaign, lest the Situation explodein our rear end. Otherswill claim theré'sno danger in
those parts, whether because the Liberation Council hasn't yet won or because the Liberation Council
represents progress and this past incident proves how wrong we are to keep provoking the Roidhunate.
The waste of energy, the confusion of purpose among uswould be unbelievableif it didn't have so many
precedents.”" Fandry shrugged. "Oh, the Mersaeians have studied us. They understand us better than we
understand them. And ... Magnusson has the kudos of having besten them in battle, but he al so promises
that when he becomes Emperor, hell negotiate a permanent peace with them.”

"How do you read the Sgn?' she whispered.

"The entrails, do you mean?' Hislaugh turned into agroan. "I don't try. | know better. | only seethat
amost useful piece of psychologica warfare has just been waged on Magnusson's account.
Coincidence? Or an attempt to further the cause of sincerely desired peace? | can only nurse my
suspicions. What can |, here on Terra, find out for sure? How can 17?7

Again he laughed, but cheerfully, and hauled her to him. " So never mind, sweetheart! Let'senjoy
oursdveswhilewemay."

Chapter 13

Being amostly Cynthian town, Lulach looked smaller than it was. Buildings snuggled under trees, their
roofs often decked with planted sod and their walls with flowering vines. Many houseswerein the
branches above—vegetation introduced from the mother world frequently grew enormous—where
foliage hid them behind the play of sun and shadow. Streets were turf-covered, narrow and twisting, not
many vehicles upon them and those compact. Wherever they could, dwellerswent arboreally rather than
on the ground.

A few large structures rose dong the waterfront, among them arambling timber inn. Dianaand Axor
established themselves there and set about exploring the area. Wo Liatook aroom in the same place and
got her performing animd put inits stable; loca folk made congderable use of beastsfor riding and



hauling, though the farms to the north were mechanized.

Toward dawn, when fog off the river dusked the light night of Daeda us, she went out there,
explaining to adeepy kitchen helper whom she passed that she must see to the creatures well-being. The
helper paid no particular attention to the cloth-wrapped bundle Wo Lia carried—for cleaning the cage,
no doubt.

The stable was warm, murky, itsair siweetened by asmell of horses and sharpened by asmell of
changtus. Wo Liagroped her way to the cage and undid the catch on its door. Targovi bounded forth.
"Harrugh!" hegrowled. "Y ou took your time."

"l had to wait till you could get away unseen, didn't 17" shereplied. "That cursed sun-ring makeslife
hard for entrepreneurs.”

Targovi stretched and yawned mightily. "Ah, but this fedswonderful! Pray to your little gods that you
never haveto be locked up.”

By hiscount, apair of Terran weeks had passed since Water blossom |eft Paz. He could scarcely
have endured this confinement, had Wo Lianot let him out on achain at every sop dong the way, to
dance and do tricks while she played a flute and collected coins. "What news have you heard?' he
asked.

"Fresh word haslately come from the war front, borne by a courier boat to Aurea. Great excitement.
Admiral Magnusson has offered to negotiate with Emperor Gerhart. He has his nerve, no?"

"Al, he needn't fear immediate peace. It sounds good and helps smooth the way for his next
ondaught. If ever the Imperium isready to bargain in earnest, it will betoo late for the Imperium, save
that Magnusson might let Gerhart and his councillorsretire to some obscure set of palaces and carouse
themsdvesto death.” Targovi crouched to unfold the bundle and examineits contents. "Any tae of the
Mersgians?'

"Of course. How could anybody on Daeda us not want the latest gossip about the neighbors? It's
vague, though, except that a Navy spokesman ingsted we have nothing to fear from them. A later
commentary by severd learned academics pointed out that, Since the Mersaians want alasting peace as
badly asall right-thinking Terrans do, they would probably rather see Magnusson on our throne, even
though he did defeat them more than oncein the past. So they will refrain from any actions that would
look asif they were taking advantage of an opportunity he had creeted for them.”

"Assuredly that iswhat learned academics would say.” Targovi opened his purse and counted the
money within. "Thissum isn't quitewhat | remember.”

"l had expenses,”" said Wo Liablandly.

"Wadl, you weren't too generousto yoursdlf, | see. The funds were bound to be lean regardless—and
likewise, | fear, are those of my companions, by now." Much more important, anyway, was his combat
knife. Targovi rose. "Best | be off. Fail not in the part that remainsfor you to play, for if you do, you will
come to harm that may well provefatal. On the other hand, success should bring excellent baksheesh.”

"l know. If you fail, | will kindlealight for your ghost. Wan jin rao."

Targovi dipped forth and vanished into the fog. Wo Liawaited awhile before scurrying back and
screaming for the landlady. Her pricelesstrained anima, the maingtay of her livelihood, was gone! She
had cast about unavailingly, finding no trace. Had it escaped because the stablehands were careless? Had
it been stolen? She demanded help in searching, the entire staff, the patrol, aposse of citizens. If the
magnificent, irreplaceable creature was not found, she would have compensation. She would demand
justice, she would file suit, she would not cease until she had her rightful due!

On the riverbank beyond the docks, screened by brush aswell as murk, Targovi thankfully removed
the mane from his head. Besides being messy and itchy, it had interfered with the oxygill it covered,
making him chronically short of breath. A quick chemica rinse out of abottle Wo Liahad provided,



followed by adip in the stream, got the black dye off hisfur. He toweled himsdlf fairly dry and put on the
clothes his accomplice had brought him. Besides his breechcl oth and belt, thisincluded aloose robe with
cowl that she had purchased in Aurea according to his specifications. While he was making no further
attempt at disguise for the nonce, afull garment might comein handy at some later time.

The sun wasagain adisc, low abovetheriver. Mist was bresking into thin white Sreamers, as
warmth seeped into the valley. Though hunger gnawed in Targovi's guts, he decided he had better
establish himsdlf before seeking afoodstall. He padded back into town and through twilight till blue
under the trees.

Passersby gave him looks but sounded no darm.

He had counted on that—Dbet hislife onit, in fact. The public cry for him had not most likely been
confined to the Aureavicinity. Nobody would have imagined held be able to get thisfar undetected
through habitation; and had he tried to make his way through the backwoods, he would have perished.
Planet-wide bulletins would merely add to an dready enormous perturbation.

Herein Lulach he continued just the trader from Imhotep whom folk had long known. He could have
arrived on any of the numerous boats that came and went, day and night. Cynthians are inquisitive by
nature, perhaps even more than humans; however, thiswas essentially acommunity of small businesses,
therefore one which did not intrude on privacy. Targovi knew he was yet on the "Wanted" list at patrol
dtations everywhere. Such interchange of information was automeatic. Anybody who thought to inquire of
the data bank at local headquarters would get afull description of him and his misdeeds, including the
reward offered. He had spent a considerable while in his cage figuring out what to do about that.

The gtation house was aframe building in agrove of ocherous-glowing fruit trees. (A shame that no
colonist could enjoy more than the sight. The flesh was not poisonous, but its flavor was dmost nil and,
eaten, it would make an inert massin the somach.) Since the founding of amajor base on Daeda us, the
Navy had taken over most police functions, except in areas such as Zachariathat retained autonomy.
Few places required much in the way of law enforcement. A detail was apt to consst largely of personnel
recruited in the district, who had served e sewhere but were now approaching retirement age. At need,
they could summon swift help from outside.

Entering, Targovi found a Cynthian who sported alieutenant's comets on a collar that was her
principa outfit, chatting with acouple of elderly enlisted ratings. "Why, hail," she said in surprise. "What
bringsyou here?"

"Something that callsfor a.confidentid meeting, Rihu An," hereplied.

She chirred her kind of laugh. "Do you have smuggled goods for sale, you rogue? The market has
gotten brisk, too much so for my poor monies.”

"No, thisismoreinteresting.”

Sheled him to the outer office, closed its door, and crouched expectant. "I lay on you a secret you
must keep," he said. "Only in seeming am | afootloose peddier. Thetruth isthat for long | have been a
secret agent for Inteligence.”

Her tail bottled. "What say you?"'

He made a deprecating gesture. "Oh, | am no Flandry. | am among many who go about, aert,
reporting whatever they learn, and sometimes helping in some or other petty operation. Y ou know of us.
Y ou did not know | am of the fellowship. Urgency requires| reved it to you."

Albeit rdaively unsophigticated, Rihu An was cgpable. "Proveit.”

"Certainly." He glided to the computer termind. "Ng-ng-r-r, to avoid possible deight-of-hand, would
you care to take this yoursalf?* She sprang to the desktop. "Key for Central Database, please. Now key
for Restricted—I'll turn my back while you put in your identification and certify you have aneed to
know ... Areyou done?Very well, next comesthis." Herecited astring of numbers and letters.



Inwardly, his battle readiness heightened. He did not tense; that would have been dangeroudy
sf-limiting. Rather, he relaxed hisbody utterly, opening every senseto the fullest, until he caught the
least whiffs of dust and smokein the air, the least early-morning traffic murmurs from the town. Thiswas
hiscrucia moment.

The entire code for agents could have been changed. He was guessing that nobody had gone through
that cumbersome process at an unscheduled timein the midst of criss.

The announcement that he was afugitive from arrest identified him smply as Targovi the merchant.
One never blew acover needlesdly; in this case, it would have started people wondering whether other
lowly individuals were agents too. Targovi was guessing that the warrant for him had only been entered in
patrol databases, not in those of his service. The latter would be an inconvenient reminder to the corps of
how divided againgt itsdlf the Navy was, and it would probably not be of any help in laying him by the
heds

A wiser decision might well have been to go ahead and make the cross-correlation. Targovi was
guessing that wisdom wasin short supply these days. Magnusson's uprising must inevitably have
generated limitless confusion. Moreover, it surely appalled many personsin the armed forces. On
Daedd usthey dared not protest; but they would drag their feet in carrying out orders, especidly if those
orders were less specific than might have been the case under norma circumstances.

If his assumptions proved wrong, Targovi would bresk out. If possible, he would avoid doing serious
harm to Rihu An or her underlings, whom he knew and liked. He had friends hereabouts who would give
him shelter while he hatched anew scheme.

Aswas, sheturned wide eyes on him and breathed, "Y ou, scruffy wanderer and tavern brawler, are
inthe guardianstoo? ... Well, what do you require?’

Relief flooded through him. "I may say but little, other than that | keep my pelt as clean and
well-groomed asyours. These are evil days.”

"True," she said unhappily.

"We, you and | and al our kind, we cannot take Sides against either of the rival Emperors, can we?
What we serve isthe Empire itsdlf. What we obey is the orders we get from our superior officers.”

"True," she said again. Her reluctance was plain to hear. Knowing her as he did, he had counted onit.
She would not rebe againgt the rebd lion—that would have been pointlessy self-destructive—but she
would not be zealous elther. Had the station commandant, Lieutenant Commander Miguel Gomez, been
on duty, Targovi would have waited till he went off. Gomez was an honorable sort, but rather lavishin his
admiration for Sir Olaf Magnus-son. Luckily, commandants don't generdly take night watches.

"Well, then," Targovi said, "my assistant concerns possible subversives and spies. Never mind
whether they may be working for his Mgesty Gerhart, or the Merseians, or whomever. | have my
suspicions, of oneWo Lia, who arrived lately on Shan U's Water blossom from Paz. Sheisascoundrelly
character. Tracking her, | have gotten reason to think she may be more than that. Ere she can carry out
whatever purpose has brought her—if it be something other than turning afew dishonest credits—I must
follow her back trail, insofar asthat ison record.”

Rihu Anwaved a thetermind. " Serve yoursalf."

"M-m-m, thisinvolves more than straightforward detaretrieva. Consder how complex and unstable
matters were at the time of Sir Olaf's proclamation, which seemsto be about when she landed on
Daeddus. May | use your prime machines?"

Once more he prepared himself for trouble. The request wasirregular. Rinu An might well ingst on
referring it to Gomez, who might well ask embarrassng questions. However, Targovi's confidencein
chaos paid off afresh.

She readily assented, took him to the inner office, and left him done.



Ho-ho, ho-ho, hethought in Terran fashion, as he settled down at the keyboard. Hislife had fairly
well convinced him that every strength hasitsinherent weskness. Arrangements herewereilludrative. If
important data are available to anyone who has obtained the retrieval code, they are available from
practicaly any termind. The resolution of that difficulty isto makethem ble only through particular
units, which can then be physically guarded—an extralayer of defense. Now he had wormed his way
through. He could not only read out, he could writein.

Part of his clandestine training had, naturally, been in computer technics. He had studied further on his
own. And, piloting a poorly automated spacecraft between planets, for years, he had gotten agreat dedl
of practice at improvisation.

His short, powerful fingers danced across the board. Caution was necessary. An attempt to do too
much would st off darms, and he couldn't be sure what "too much" was. The information hefed into the
database was dtrictly loca and only dightly false. It admitted that he, Targovi, had been detained when he
last landed at Aureafrom Imhotep. That was understandable, with everything in uproar and most loyalties
amatter of conjecture. Investigation had cleared him and his passengers. They were al harmless, if
eccentric.

In his capacity of secret agent, hefed in his"finding" that Wo Liawas not up to any mischief that
mattered politically—just in case somebody, asit might be Rihu An herself, took apeek. Thefact of his
being such an agent was to remain restricted information.

None of this cookery went to Central Database in Aurea. Programs there could too readily detect an
intrusion. Targovi was satisfied to modify the records a Lulach and add a" Correction: Override'
command. Why should aminor outpost like this maintain e aborate precautionsin its system?

Whoever happened to inquire directly of Aureawould get quite adifferent story. If he thereupon
compared what the terminals here had to tell, the well-known fat would be in the proverbid fire.

Targovi didn't expect that. In Aures, if officiddom gave him any further thought whatsoever, hewas
presumed dead. In Lulach he had roused no dubiety. A civilian wanting to check up on him would dmost
certainly do 0 by retrieving the public record in thistown. That would declare him to be just amerchant
from Imhotep. If the civilian had accessto patrol records—which, in the case against which Targovi was
making provison, he might well have—they too would show nothing significantly different ... in Lulach. It
was most unlikely that such a person would cal Aureainstead, or in addition. Why should he? Public
hullabal oo about a Tigery outlaw would have died out and been to dl intents and purposes forgotten. It
was nearly impaossible that the inquirer would go through the rigmarole involved in getting accessto
Intelligence data.

Granted, the possibility did exist that the person would prove to be that ultra-cautious. The probability
of it wassmdll but finite. If it came to pass, the remainder of Targovi's existence would doubtless be short
and unpleasant. That didn't worry him. Therisk gave an extratang to hisfaring.

On hisway out, he stooped low to whisper in Rihu An'sear: "I was wrong. We needn't concern
oursalveswith Wo Lia Shell belike stedl severd of your citizens blind, but not in ways that will make
them complain to you. | do, though, have othersto trace. Remember, | am nobody but the trader whom
everybody knows. It would be aswdl if you gave the station personnd theideathat al | wanted to do
was make you a business proposition, which you very properly declined.”

"That shdl be," she answered as quietly. While he was engaged in the inner office, she had stayed
adoneinthe outer, asif 4ill conferring with him. In Intelligence work, the lessyou let people observe, the
better.

"Abidein peace and repletion.” Targovi departed. He had asecond call to pay, but first he wanted
breakfast.



Chapter 14

From their idand the Zacharians exported avariety of foods and high-quality manufactured goodsto
the rest of Daeddus. Keeping the business entirely in their own hands, they maintained dedlershipin
every important community. Theloca one occupied a building near the waterfront. Its artificial material,
curved contours, and metalic hues marked it arrogantly out. Targovi must stand at a scanner and request
admission before the door opened.

The woman who appeared was handsomein hissight, comely in that of most humans. Medium tall,
full-hipped but dender and somewhat small-bosomed, she moved aslithely ashedid. A brief white gown
st off glowingly olive, flawless skin. The hair on her round head was light-brown, lustrous, faling
Sporingily to the wide shoulders. Her face was high of cheekbones, straight of nose, firm of chin, lips
delicately sculptured, brows arched above gold-brown eyes whose largeness was not diminished by the
epicanthic folds.

"Gresting, MinervaZachary," hesaid.

She smiled. "Minerva has served her turn here and gone home." Thevoicewasamusica contralto. "l
am Pele. Who are you that knows her?

"l beg your pardon, donna."

"Well, when members of our species often fail to tell usapart, | can hardly blame you." Zacharians
were away's as polite as occas on demanded—in their judgment.

Looking closer, Targovi began to see the differences. Fine linesin the countenance showed that Pele
was digtinctly older than Minerva; their kind aged dowly but were not immorta. She spoke with afaint
accent suggesting that Anglic had not been the principa language in her home when she was achild; the
idanders purposaly kept several tonguesin daily use. She didn't walk precisely like her predecessor; the
idanders dso made apoint of practicing avariety of sports.

"Your name, please," she demanded rather than asked.

"Targovi—of Imhotep, asisobvious. | am atrader who has shuttled between my planet and thisfor
years. On Daeddus| often proceed aong the Highroad. They know meright well here.”

Pele studied him. He could not have come to order any of her expensvewares. "I have no desirefor
trinkets”

"Could we speak in private? | am sure milady will beinterested.”

"Well—" She shrugged and led theway ingde. The front of the building was the office; the rear, shut
off, was the residence. Persons whom factors had entertained said those rooms—such of them as guests
saw—were rather severely outfitted and decorated, though everything was of the best and, initsfashion,
beautiful. The chamber which Targovi entered held conventiond furniture, adjustable for comfort. Its
commercid equipment was unobtrusive but first dassdlowing asingleindividua to handle everything.
Thefew pictures had been changed; Pele evidently preferred landscapes from dien planetsto the more
familiar scenesthat Minervachose. The musical background was now complex, atonal, impossible for
the Tigery to appreciate. Did the esthetic tastes of a Zacharian ater as he or she passed through life?

"Be seated," Pele said. They took facing chairs on arichly textured blue carpet. "What is your
errand?’

Heknew little of her breed. His acquaintance with Minerva had been dight, instigated by her because
she grew curious about him and not pursued for long. Otherwise he had only glimpsed Zacharians by
chance, mostly in Aurea. They never seemed to leave their idand in substantial numbers, unlessthey
made interstellar trips out of their spaceport. Theirswas a society closed to outsiders. It made no
production of secretiveness, exercised no censorship or anything like that. 1t smply didn't communicate



much, nor admit any but afew selected visitors. None of those were journalists. People who returned
talked fredly enough of the uniquenessthey had encountered; two or three of them had written books
about the place. But nothing of itsinwardness ever camethrough. It was asif each Zacharian face werea
amiling mask.

Nevertheless Targovi could see that Pele wanted him to come to the point. "I approach you, donna,
more on behdf of two friends than mysdif,” he began. "Now | shal not insult you by claiming | have no
personal concern in the matter. My stuation is precarious. | landed at Aureajust as Sir Olaf Magnusson
made his ... declaration. Civilian spacetraffic is banned saved by specia permission, which has not been
forthcoming for me thus far. Conveying passengers—the two | bespoke—rather than trade goods, | have
naught to barter for the necessities of life, and scant money lingersin my purse.”

The woman frowned. "Thisis no charitable organization, and it has no job openings.”

Targovi imitated ahuman smile, keeping hislips closed because his carnivore's teeth could give the
wrong signd. "1 ask no favors, donna," he said ingratiatingly. "Already | amin your debt." He touched the
oxygill that rose out of hisrobe. "Was not this, that kegps me breathing, produced on Zacharia?!

Theflattery waswasted. "Y ou paid for it, or somebody did. | have heard your speciesis physicaly
strong. Try for aposition as adockhand, day laborer, or the like. Most backwoods communities lack
adequate machinery.”

"No, hear meout, | pray you. Thosewhom | carried from Imhotep are unusual. | think they have
something to offer which your people will find worthwhile. At least, the Wodenite does.”

That caught her attention. "The Wodenite who arrived yesterday? | have seen him wandering about,
and congdered inviting him to comefor atalk. And dinner, perhaps,” Pele added in aflick of humor,
"abundant though the servings must be.”

"l can introduce him to you, milady. May | tell you the story?*

He gave her an account of Axor's quest, succinct because that should whet her appetite for details.
"—In Olgas Landing he acquired a guide, avagabond by the name of Diana Crowfeather—"

Peleraised hishand. "Wait. Isthat the dark-haired ragamuffin girl who was strolling at his side?”

"Who dse?' Targovi observed her grow thoughtful, and at the same time seem abit amused. He
continued: "Dianaand | are old acquaintances. | decided to do her akindness and provide passage to
Daeddus, where | thought it likelier they would find relics such as they sought than on Imhotep. If naught
else, here they would have access to records of whatever may have been discovered but never redly
publicized. Furthermore, Diana should enjoy this planet, more congenia and amost new to her. And, to
be sure, Axor would pay me." Slipping fast by that bit of mendacity: "Unfortunately, as| said, the
outbreak of hodtilities|eft us stranded. In fact, we were arrested and interrogated.

"Upon release, Axor and Dianaspent awhilein Aurea searching for information about Ancient relics.
What they learned made them decide to fare downstream. They might aswell. | stayed behind, striving to
wheedle a clearance for return to Imhotep. Nothing availed. Finaly | took aboat to Lulach mysdlf. It was
an express, therefore it arrived nearly as soon." Considering the number of such craft and their short
turnaround times, Targovi didn't anticipate anyone would attempt verification of his narrative.

"Anintriguing sory," Pele said, "but what sgnificance hasit to me?'

"Much, | trust, milady,” hereplied. "May | ask aquestion? Are there mysterious remnants on
Zacharia?'

She gave him acloselook. "No."
“Truly not?'

"We have occupied the idand for centuries and modified every square centimeter of it. Wewould
know."



Targovi sighed. "Then the clues that my comrades came upon arefalse. Ah, | hate the prospect of
disgppointing them. Their hopeswere so high.”

"It was dwaysinevitable that all sorts of unfounded rumorswould go about, concerning us. Why
should | lieto you?' Pele stroked her jaw. "1 have, myself, heard of huge, inexplicable wals and the
like—but afar in the mainland jungles or glaciers. It may be nothing more than travelers tales. Y our
associates should inquire further.”

"That may be lessthan easy, donng; for their purses have grown lank too. What has occured to meis
this. Y ou yoursdf know naught certain about Ancient relics, aside from their existence on some other
planets. The subject has not interested you. However, during the centuries that Zacharians have dwelt on
Daeda us, their explorers and factors must have ranged over the whole globe, aswell as distant worlds.
There must be ample records, and mayhap even individuads, to tell what isor isnot redl. It would save
us—Axor—an effort that could prove hopelesdy gresat.”

"Do you wish me, then, to make a search of our database?' The woman pondered before continuing
genidly, "Well, | can. Y ou have roused my curiosity."

"Ng-ng, milady ismost generous,” Targovi sad, "but that isnot truly what | had in mind. Could we
cometo Zachariain person and pursue our inquiries? Y ou know that printed words and pictures,
va uable though they be, are not everything. Thereis no substitute for discourse, for the interplay of
brans”

Pele sat straight. Her gaze sharpened. "Are you in search of free food and lodging?'

Targovi chuckled. "Planly, yes, that ismy chief motivation. Give me several standard days without
pressure, perchance aweek or two, and | can devise some means of keeping myself alive on Daeddus. |
might even make trade arrangements with you Zacharians, or a any rate get your kind of helpin
persuading the Navy to let meflit home. Y ou haveinfluence.”

" told you we are not a charitable organization.”

"Nor am | abeggar, donna. My humble goods may prove worthlessto you, but at the moment my
stock in trade includes Axor himsdf. Think. Heislikely thefirst Wodenite ever to betread Daeda us.
Certainly none else have come herein living memory. Not only can hetdl your savants much about his
world and his folk—the sort of facts that do not get into dry dispatches—but he has roamed throughout
the Empire. Not only is he aleading authority on the fascinating Ancients, he has experience of many and
many contemporary societies. Let usadmit that this entire sector is provincia, margindly touched by the
currents of civilization. Axor will come like abreeth of fresh air. | assure you, as a person heis delightful .
Targovi interposed afew seconds of strategic Slence. "And ... thetotal Stuation in the galaxy has
becometotaly fluid. Aught can happen, whether mortal danger or radiant opportunity. Axor isno
politica scientist or seeker of wedth and advantage. But heiswiddly traveled and he has thought deeply
about the things he has witnessed—from his nonhuman, non-Cynthian, non-Mersaian perspective. Who
knowswhat cluestoward action or precaution liein what he hasto tell? Dare you refuse yourselves the
input he can giveyou?'

The quietnessthat fell again grew lengthy. At last Pele asked, "What doesthe girl want of us?'

"Why, smply the thrill of newness. Whatever you care to show her. Sheisyoung and
adventurous ... Wethreetravel together, you understand.”

Pelelooked beyond him. "She is dtractive," she murmured.

Targovi knew the reputation of Zacharian men. They practicaly never married outside their society;
that meant exile. They did, though, spread their superior genes through the lesser breeds of humanity
whenever they got the chance; and they had away of creating frequent chances for themsdlves. Pele must
be thinking she could put her brethren on the track of some fun.

To adegree, Targovi had taken thisinto his calculations. He didn't feel he was betraying Diana. She



should be capable of reaching her own decisions and enforcing them. If not—well, sheld likely enjoy
herself anyway, and bear no permanent scars.

Zacharian women were different, he recalled. They took occasiond outsider lovers, whose later
accounts of what had happened were awestruck and wistful. But they never became pregnant by such
men. At mog, if they thought someone was worthy, they would donate an ovum for in vitro fertilization.
Their womb time they kept for their own kind.

Pele emerged from her reverie. "I'll call home and inquire,” shesaid crisply. "I may well recommend a
positive answer. Y ou do make a plausible case for yoursdf. They'll send someone to investigate closer
before they decide. He will want to talk with each of you. Where are you staying?'

"At the Inn of Tranquil Sumber. That iswhere my friendsare, and | will take aroom there too."

"Y ou should find this house more hospitable when we summon you,” Pele said. Convividity provides
openings for the probing of character. "At present | have my work to do. Good day."

Diana sped to meet him, over the cobblestones of the hostdl courtyard. "Oh, Targovi, old dear!" She
hugged himtill hisfirmly muscled ribs cresked. The fragrance of her hair and flesh filled histendrils.
"Welcome, welcome!™

"How have you two fared?' he asked.

Shelet him go and danced in the sunlight. "Wonderful," she caroled. "Listen. We went parleyin’
around, and right away we heard about what's got to be Ancient ruins, with inscriptions, in thejungle
south of Ghundrung.”

"The Donarrian settlement? But that's far downstream, and then you'd have to outfit an expedition
overland. Where'sthe money coming from?"'

"Oh, well earnit. Axor aready has an offer from alumberin' company. He can snake alog through
the woods cheaper'n any gravtrac can airlift it. And me, I'velived off odd jobsal my grown-up life. |
won't have any trouble gettin' by. Thisisalivetown." Diana sobered. "I'm sure we can find somethin' for
you aswdll, if you want."

"But you'd take months, ayear or more, to save what you will need!” Targovi exclamed. "Meanwhile
thewar goeson."”

She cocked her head and stared at him. "What'sthat got to do with us? | mean, sure, it'sterrible, but
we can't do anything about it. Can we?"'

Chapter 15

He drew along breath. "Come asdewith meand let ustalk,” he said.

Her jubilation died away as she sensed his uneasiness. "Of course.” She tucked an arm beneath his
and led him off. "I've found atrail out of town, through the woods, where nobody’'ll overhear us." Her
smilewasatrifleforlorn. "I want to learn what you've been up to anyway, and how you figure to stay out
of jail, and, oh, everything."

"Y ou shdl, asmuch asis safe for you to know."

She bridled. "Now wait aminute! Either you trust me or you dont. I've let you rush me dong thisfar,
and conned Axor for you, because you didn't have achance to explain. Or so you claimed. Not any
more, felow.”

Heraised hisears. "Ah, you are your father's child—and your mother's—eh, littlefriend? ... Wdll,
you leave me no choice. Not that | had much left me, after today. My thought was that you, being an
honest young person, could best play the part | need played if you believed it was genuine.”

"Hmf! Y ou don't know me aswell asyou think." Dianafrowned. "We might have to shade the truth



for Axor. I'll hate that, but we might haveto.”
"Did | indeed underestimate your potentia, al these years?' Targovi purred.

They said no more until they werewell into the forest east of town. Thetrail ran dong theriver, a
short way in from the high bank, so that water could be seen agleam beyond tree boles and canebrakes.
Underneath canopies of darkling leaves, sun-flecked shadow was somewhat cooler than air out in the
open, though till subtropical. 1t was full of unfamiliar odors, swest, rank, spicy, or indescribablein Anglic
or Toborko. Tiny, pae wings fluttered about. No songs resounded, but now and then curious whistles
and glissandos went among the boughs above. The sense of ruthless fecundity was overwhelming. Y ou
understood what awar it had been, and was yet, to keep terrestroid life going on this—unusually
Terralike—world.

Dianaremarked as much. "Makes you wonder how firm a grip we've got on any place, doesn't it?"
she added. Her tone was hushed. "On our whole Empire, or civilization itself."

"The Mersaians have long been trying to pry usloose from existence,” Targovi snarled.

She gave him atroubled glance. "They can't be that bad. Can they? It's natura for aTigery to think of
them as purely evil. They'd'velet your whole race, and the Seafolk's, die with Starkad. That plan of theirs
depended oniit. Only, well, it wasn't 'they/ not their tens of billions plottin' together, it wastheir
government—afew key peoplein it, nobody ese havin  any inklin'."

"Granted. | overspoke myself. Humans are too many, too widespread for extermination. But they can
be diminished, scattered, conquered, rendered powerless. That isthe Mer-seianaim.”

"Why?"' shewondered in hurt. "A whole gdaxy, awhole universe, atechnology that could make
every lagt livin' bein’ rich—why are we and they locked in this sensdessfeud?!

"Because both our sides have governments,” Targovi said, caming down.

Presently: "Y et Terra's did rescue enough of my people that we have a chanceto survive. | am not
ungrateful, nor unaware of where Imhotep's best interest lies. | actually dream of serving Terrain awider
field than any one planet. What a grand game of play!"

"I'd sure like to get out there too." Diana shook hersdlf. " Spose we stop talkin' like world-weary
eighteen-year-olds—"

"Sound counsdl, coming from a seventeen-year-old.”

She laughed before she went on: "All right, down to business. Y ou're a secret agent of the Navy, no
matter how low in grade. Y ou're onto somethin’ havin' to do with the fight for the throne. Y ou need some
kind of help from Axor and me. That's about the whole of what | know."

"l know not agreat ded more myself,” Targovi confessed. "What | haveisaghosting of hints, clues,
incongruities. They whisper to me that naught which has been happening iswhét it pretends to be—that
we are the victims of agigantic hoax, like anice bull which ahunter sampedestoward acliff edge. Buit |
have no proof. Who would listen to me, an outlan?’

Diana squeezed hishand. The fur was velvety under her fingers. "l will."

"Thank you, smal person who isno longer so small. Now, you too will find it hard to think ill of
Admird Sir Olaf Magnusson.”

"What?' For an ingtant she was startled, until she remembered the Tigery touching on this matter
before. "Oh, maybe he has et hisambition, his ego run away with him. But we did get arotten deal out in
this sector. He aone kept the Mersaians from overrunin' us—"

"The crews of his ships had somewhat to do with it. Many died, many live crippled.”

"Sure, sure. That doesn't change the fact that Sir Olaf provided the leadership that saved us. Twasn't
thefirgt time held done that sort of thing, either. And still he wants peace. A strong and honest man on the
throne, aman who's dickered with the Merseians in the past and made them respect him—maybe he



really can give uswhat nobody else can, alagtin' peace. Maybe that redly isworth al the blood and
sorrow that Gerhart's resstance is costin'.”

"And mayhap not."

"Who cantdl? | can't. The Empire's had succession crises before. It'll prob'ly have them againin the
future. What can we ordinary people do except try to ride them out?’

"This crisesmay be unique." Targovi marshaled hiswords before he proceeded:

"Let me give you the broad outlinesfirdt, details afterward. Terran personnd are not the only ones
whom last year's clash left embittered. The Mersaian captains were wholly inept. It wasn't likethem in the
least. Nor were the issues worth fighting over, save as apretext for launching atotal war againgt Terra,
and everybody who has studied the matter knows Merseiaisn't ready for that. Seemingly the eruption
happened because their diplomats blundered, their lines of communication became tangled, and some
hotheaded officerstook more initiative than proper.

"But once conflict wasralling, the Merseians should have won. They did have superior strengthin
these parts. Altogether like them would have been to bresk our defense, take this sector over, then call
for acease-fire; and at the conference table, they would have held higher cards than Terra. They would
have come out greetly advantaged.

"But they lost in space. Magnusson's outnumbered fleet cast them back with heavy casuaties. We
hear thiswas due hishbrilliance. It was not. It was due stupidity in the Merseian command.

"Or wasit?"
They walked on mute for aspell, in the shadowy, steamy, twittering jungle.

"Later will | explain how | collected thisinformation from the Merssiansthemsdves" Targovi said at
length. "Some was readily available, if anybody had directed that statements made by war prisoners
should be recorded and collated. Nobody did. Strange, ng-ng? The gathering of more exact,
higher-level data put meto afair amount of trouble. Y ou may find the story entertaining.

"Now | had aso, in my rovings, picked up taes of things seen—spacecraft, especially, coming and
going oftener than erstwhile—around Zacharia. This struck me asworthy of further investigation. No
doubt the Zacharians have ever used their treaty-given privilegesto carry on abit of smuggling. Their
industries need various raw materials and parts from elsewhere. In return, they have customers beyond
the Patrician System. Why pay more taxes on the traffic than is unavoidable? The Zacharians never,
m-m, overindulged in contraband. Rather, the dight measure of free trade benefited Daedadusin general.
But of recent months, folk on the mainland or out at sea—on this horizonless planet—have marked
added landings and takeoffs, offtimes of shipsthat belong to no classthey recognized. They thought little
of it. I, who put their accounts together, thought much.”

"Y ou're worried about the Zacharians? Those cloned people? Why, how many of them ever set foot
off ther idand?'

"Not cloned, precisdy,” he reminded. Having rarely been on this globe before, and then asa child,
she had the ignorance which follows from lack of interaction. She had better get rid of it. "They
reproduce in the common fashion. But they are genetically near-identica, apart from sex. A hermit
society, theirs, despite its far-flung enterprises. Nobody redly knowswhat goesoninsdeit, unlessthey
be other Zacharians dwelling esawherein the Empire.”

"Well, but, Targovi," Diana protested, "an individudist like you should be the last to think somebody's
up to no good, just because they're different and vaue their privacy."

"In times of danger—and the winds were foul with danger, aready then—you cannot afford to
assumethat anyoneistrustworthy. Certainly not ere you've investigated them. A shame, from the mora
viewpoint; but secret agents cannot afford morals, either.”

"What'd you do?"



"What doctrine caled for, my dear. Having found al this spoor, | reported to my superior. Asit
happens, hewas at top of Intelligence operations on Daedalus, Captain Jerrold Ronan. That waslogicd,
when the Patrician System had never hitherto required surveillance of the truly intensive kind. What was
not logica was Ronan's reaction. He forbade meto follow thetrail any farther or bespeak it to anybody
whatsoever, and ordered me straight back to Imhotep, despite the fact that thiswas an implausible move
for atrader whose cargo was haf unsold.”

"And you didn't give up!" Dianacried. "Y ou took it on yoursdlf to keep on trackin'. Oh, you area
Tigery!"

"Well, it wasirresstible," hesaid. "I had not flatly been barred from Daedalus, smply warned that |
might be marooned—uwhich was, itsdlf, queer, for why should the sector command await any new
emergency? Inyou and Axor, | found what seemed the perfect—stalking horses, isthat your human
phrase? Gently nudged thisway or that on your innocent quest, you would draw attention off me. Never
meant | to endanger you—"

"Though you didn't hesitate to take a chance with us." Diana caught hishand again. "Don't you mind. |
don't. And who'd want to shoot at gentle old Axor? Killin' him would be a contract job anyway."

Fangsflashed as Targovi grinned. "What awaste, him apacifist!" Soberly: "Wéll, the rebellion
began—not a compl ete surprise to us—as we were approaching Daeda us. Needs must | pounce on my
decison. We could return to Imhotep and abide there, safe and impotent, while events played themselves
out. Or we could plunge forward and land. Did we do so, then belike acomputer program had my
meddlesome sdif listed for indefinite detention. | choseto risk that. If | decamped, you and Axor should
not suffer worse than inconvenience.

"Therest of the story you know, until thisday."

They walked on. Thetrail bent out of the woods, toward the verge of the riverbank. Long green
blades rustled under asow breeze. They resembled grass, but were not. A few boats traversed the
water. The absence of aircraft overhead had begun to seem eerie. Patricius was declining toward mists
that it turned sulfurous, that veiled the distant sea. Although thiswas summer, and Daeddus has an axis
moretilted then Terras, daylight isaways brief; or ese, if you reckon the sun-ring, it is never absent.

"Tel me about today," Dianasaid softly.
Targovi did. She clapped hands together in glee. "Hey, what a stunt, what a stunt!”
"L et us hope nobody lookstoo closely at the mise-en-scene.”" Targovi had acquired agood

many-tag-ends of human languages other than Anglic. "I think your main part in the act will beto divert
thoughts away fromit."

She squinted westward. "Y ou aim to get usto Zacharia, then?"
"Y es, and snoop about.”
"What do you think you might find?'

Targovi shrugged with histendrils. "It isacapital mistake to theorize in advance of the data. | have my
suspicions, naturdly. Clear does it seem, the Zacharians have close connection to Magnusson. For
example, thelady Pele casudly mentioned bringing in another person soon—which meansby air, a a
timewhen air traffic is restricted. Mayhap they've decided Magnusson will be the best Emperor, from
their viewpoint. In any case, what support have they been giving him? Unmistakably, it's of importance.
What hope they to gain? | doubt they nourish any mystique of the Terran Empireasanend initself.”

"Who does, any more?' Dianamumbled.

"Some of usdeem itssurviva thelesser evil. But no matter that.” Targovi paused. "Hereiswhere fal
dlent. Did | tell you my guess, you could well become tense, nervous, wary—and the Zacharianswould
see. They are not stupid. A, they are not stupid! For that matter, | ssldom voice my thoughts to myself.
They could be mistaken. | hope to arrive open-minded, no blinkers upon my senses.”



"How about me?' Dianaasked dowly.

"Relax and enjoy," he answered. "That will be your best service"

"And keep ready." Shetouched the haft of her Tigery knife.

"And, aye, prevent Axor from blurting out awkward information,” Targovi said. "Canyou?'

Sheddiberated. "M-m-m ... well, he scarcely knows any more than you want him to. Themain
inconsstency, | think, isthat you say you sold him passage to Daeda us—you bein' a huckster with an
eyefor any credits you could make—while he thinks you carried us out of benevolence. I'll dip him ahint
that | paid you, from abigger money stash than I'd admitted havin', for the sake of thetrip. Not that
anybody'slikely to quiz him, but if they do, that should satisfy them. Otherwise ... m-m-m ... hedid see
you run from arrest in Aurea—Y es. Got it. Y ou panicked because Tigeries can't stand long
imprisonment. Y ou were embarrassed to tell Pele Zachary that, because in fact the patrol soon caught
you. Havin' been cleared anyhow and released, you followed us on an express boat the way you said.”
Laughter. "Y ay, that should make you out to be the kind of half-civilized bumbler you want to seem!™

His gaze drew downright respectful. " ou haveit, | believe." Just the same, he felt compelled to add:
"Remember, do not let yourself get caught up in this. Play cam, play safe. Thelast thing we want isan
uproar.”

"l understand,” she said, "though I'll bet we get one regardiess.”

Chapter 16

Theaircar came from the east.

That meant, dmost surely, from Aures; and that in turn could mean trouble—fight, flight, outlawry
proclaimed across the entire planet. Ordinarily Targovi would have felt no such forebodings. A number of
vehicles till flew, some of them touching at Lulach, and they weren't dl military. Not even amgority
were. Civilian needs must dill be served, if Daeddus was to continue providing Magnusson with the stuff
of war.

But Pele went to meet thisarrival.

At first Targovi knew no cause for apprehension. Rather, his blood flowed quick when she emerged
from her building and strode of f toward the airfield. He had grown weary of waiting. His stakeout had
degenerated into routine, which never took long to bore him.

For alarge part of each fair-weather rotation period he settled down under a shading kuratree beside
amain street. There he eked out his dwindled exchequer by telling Toborko folk talesto whomever
would stop, listen, and eventually toss him acoin or two. It was quite plausible that he would do this, and
thefact that his pogition gave him aview of ZachariaHouse Sgnified nothing, did it? At other timeshe
wandered idly about; when nobody was looking, he might scramble onto untenanted boughs from whose
leafage he could invisibly observe; he seldom |eft the place out of hissight, and then it was by
prearrangement with Diana

Thegirl passed her timein "alot of pokin' around and people-watchin'," so it was no surprise that she
occasionaly lounged beneath the kuraand followed the passing scene. Cynthians often paused to
exchange banter with her. Severd mae human resdents did likewise, and tried to get her to accompany
them elsawhere. She accepted afew of their invitations, but just for times when Targovi would be on
watch and—asthey discovered—just to go sightseeing or canoeing or to atavern for alittle drinking and
dancing.

She had persuaded Axor to postpone acceptance of the job he was offered, in hopes of something
better. He took rambles or swims that covered agreat many kilometers, and else usudly sprawled in
front of aterminal screening books from the public database. When Diana asked him if he wasn't londly,



he replied, "Why, no. Y ou are kind to think of me. However, | dways have God, and am making some
plendid new friends. All of yesterday | visited with Montaigne.” She didn't inquire who that was, not
having hoursinwhichto St and hear him.

Since Targovi kept most of the vigils, it was only probable that Pele should set forth under his gaze.
That was on an overcast afternoon, when odors of wildernesslay rank and dank in windlessheat. Yet a
tingle went through him. She had frequently emerged on errands that proved to be commonplace, or else
to saddle ahorse she kept at theinn and ride it away in the night, down game trails through the forest. He
had been unable to track her then, and didn't believe it mattered. Today she walked fast, an eagernessin
her gait that he thought he also glimpsed on her face; and the path she took among the trees wound
toward the airfied.

Targovi had been yarning to half a dozen adult Cynthians and the young they had brought. He was
becoming popular in that regard. "—And s0," he said hastily, "the warrior Elgha and her companions
heard from the wise femae Dzhannit that they must make their way to the Door of the Evil Root.
Ominous though that sounded, Dzhannit assured them that beyond it lay wisdom—not money, as Terrans
might suppose, but knowledge of many new things. Long and hard would the road be, with more
adventures upon it than can now betold.” To achorus of protests: "No, no. | must not keep you past
your deep-times. Besides, it looks like rain, and better to stop here than in the middle of, say, athrilling
combat with the horrible, ravenous Irs monster. Tomorrow, my dears, | will resume.”

As he bounded off at the speed which high-gravity muscles made possible, he wondered whether he
would in fact ever finish the story. Wel, if not, maybe someday one of those cubs, grown up, would hear
it on Imhotep and remember him; or, afonder hope, another Tigery would cometo Lulach and get a
request for it.

Pele had disappeared from view. That was desirable. She mustn't know she was being trailed.
Targovi'stendrils picked the faint traces of her individual scent-complex out of the air. Yes, shewas
definitely bound for the field. He turned his pace into a soundless, casud-looking saunter that kept himin
every shadow or behind every bole he could find. Theintermingling of town and woodswas ablessng to
detectives.

It was dso the reason why cars did not lower themselves at their destinations, but required alanding
field like larger vehicles. That was a paved hectare on the outskirts, with a couple of hangars and arepair
shop for whoever had need. A wire mesh fence surrounded it againgt stray wild animals. Periodic charges
of poison kept the Daedalan jungle at bay. Everywhere yonder mass crowded murky beneath the low
gray sky.

Pele Zachary waited at the gate. Hardly anyone else wasin sight. Thelast part of the way here had

been deserted. Nobody had reason to come nowadays, except to meet a specific flight. She must have
gotten acall about thisone. Targovi Sdled into athicket.

The teardrop shape of acar glinted downward. He bared histeeth. It was coming not from the west
but the eadt!

It braked in racer style and dropped into a parking stall. A man got out, carrying asuitcase. He
proceeded to the gate, where he and the woman kissed briefly before trading words. Side by side, they
dtarted toward the settlement.

When they had gone by Targovi, he stole after them through the brush that walled the sireet. The turf
that made atough surface for traffic was geneticaly engineered to kill any invading growth.

Herequired dl hishunter's skill to move without rustle or crackle. It would have been easier a home.
The dense Imhotepan atmosphere carried sound more loudly, but aso let him hear better, providing
added feedback. In Terran-like air he had often dipped small amplifiersinto hisears. Those werein the
secret compartments of Moonjumper, along with therest of his specidized gear. He must make do with
what nature had provided him.



That was not a gross handicap. He heard dmost aswell asanorma human; and his tendrils picked
up vibrations too, which gave him useful cues. They whom he stalked were speaking Anglic. The accent
was unique, but Targovi was accustomed to avariety of diaects. He caught most of what reached him
and could deduce the rest. It was not the sort of conversation that called for whispers. Whoever
accidentally overheard a part would make nothing specid of it.

"| expected someone like Ares or Cernunnos,” Pele was saying, "and sooner.”

The man shrugged. He was her mae counterpart, aside from being apparently younger. His height
was greater by some ten centimeters, shoulders more broad, hips narrow, build generally muscular and
masculine; but as athletic as she likewise was, the difference became less striking than it might have been.
The same smooth olive complexion contrasted with brief white garments, the same brown hair clustered
onasmilarly brachycephdic head. His visage was distinctive, but aimost entirely because of being a
verson of hers—larger, bonier, yet just asregular. When he spoke, his baritone had a harmoniousness of
itsown.

"They didn't delay consideration of your word on Zacharia," he said, "but inasmuch as| wasin Aures,
they decided to have me stop on my way home and do the further investigating. If nothing else, | might
have picked up some relevant information.”

Targovi's pelt good on end. The information could include those data he had been at such painsto
suppresslocdly.

Wédll, if so, held be forewarned, and would hurry off to make what escape arrangements he was able
for himsdlf and his comrades. That waswhat judtified the risk he took in this shadowing.

"Did you?' Pele asked.

Straining to hear, Targovi blundered. A withe whipped past him and smote astand of cane. Leaves
swished, stalks clacked. The man halted, asingtantly alert asany Tigery. "What wasthat?' he barked.

Targovi was bound up the nearest tree. No human could have done it that fast. Besides his strength,
he had agility, reaction time, and claws on hisfeet. Bark and vines dike he seized. A leathery-winged
creature croaked darm and fluttered out of thefoliage.

"It was only—" The woman went unheard. The man left the path and thrust into the brush, peering
about, ahand on the grip of the pistol belted at hiswaist. Zacharians had various legdl
privileges... Targovi flattened himsdlf on abranch.

"Y ou aretoo nervous, Kukulkan," Pele said. "We dways hear animals blundering around. They aren't
edible, you see, and they don't devour crops, so they're hardly ever hunted.”

The man satisfied himsdlf. "No doubt you'reright,” he said. "I admit | am rather on edge.”
IIWl,Wl
He and she resumed walking. In aminute they would be beyond earshot. Targovi gauged his chances.

Hewas no Cynthian, to try arbored feats, but—He crouched and sprang. Soaring above the humans, he
caught alimb ahead of them and did hisbest to blend with it.

Thistimethey paid no heed to whatever they heard. "—may have to start Phase Two earlier than
planned,” Kukulkan Zachary said. "If only interstellar communications were faster! All they had to show
me was a single message, though it came directly from Magnusson. In any event, we could find ourselves
suddenly very busy."

"Hm." Peletugged her chin. "Then you don't think we should invite those three outsiders?’

"That doesn't follow. | didn't mean weéll inevitably come under high pressurein the near future. I it
does happen, we can dump them back on the mainland fast enough. They do sound interesting,
and—who knows?—they might provide us with some extra cover.”

Pele snickered. "I know what you'd like to cover."



Kukulkan grinned. " Thaose recordings you took of the girl are attractive. | was busy my entiretimein
Aurea"

"I've been busy but solitary too,” Pele murmured.

Helaughed in histurn and laid an arm about her waist. "L et's do something about that." They went on
close together.

Targovi Sayed behind. It was manifest that they would utter nothing more of any importance until well
after they were safdy ingde their building. Also, they were entering habitation, and soon a Cynthian was
bound to notice him aoft. That might cause gossip.

He returned to the ground and ambled lazily. Within him flickered fires. He had learned as much as he
dared hope for. The Zacharians had no suspicions of him ... thusfar. They actualy liked the idea of
bringing his party to their idand. What would come of that, only the gods knew, and maybe not they
ether. Javak the Fireplayer might once again take ahand in what would otherwise have been the working
out of fate.

Chapter 17

Three hundred kilometerswest of the mainland lifted Cliffness, the prow of Zacharia. Thencethe
idand reached another two hundred, and from north to south eighty at itswidest. Dianafirst saw it asthe
vehicle bearing her cameinto clear air. It ill lay well ahead and below, but spread in its entirety by the
strange perspectives of Daedaus. "O-0-oh-h," she breathed.

"A beautiful Sght, true?' Kukulkan Zachary said. She barely noticed at first how hisarm dipped
around her waist, and later she didn't mind. "How glad | am that the seeing conditions wereright for you.”

Together with Axor and Targovi, they stood in an observation lounge. Since agood-sized craft was
needed to carry the Wodenite in comfort, Kukulkan had gone all-out and summoned afirst class
passenger cruiser. It wasn't plying the global lanes anyway in wartime. Only ribs of metal crossed this
section of the hull; the rest was vitryl, thick and strong but totally transparent. Apart from bulkheadsfore
and &ft, you stood above the world in the middle of heaven.

Given the swift spin of Daedd us, Patricius did not much affect the doings of humans. Thiswasanight
flight because the hour chanced to be convenient. The sky ranged from deep violet-blue overhead, where
afew stars glimmered, to berylline near the waters. Eastward towered clouds, their peaks and ridges
frosted by the moon they hid, their lower steeps and canyons amethyt, their rains gleaming bronze and
slver from the sun-ring. That lay around the rest of the Phosphoric Ocean, not as aboundary but asa
shiningness unimaginably remote, within which the curve of the planet lost itsdlf initsown vastness. There
the sea gleamed like damascened sted; inwardly it shaded through turquoiseto jet. Upon those
darknesses swirled and sparked green fire, thelight of tiny life that rode the surges.

Amids all se, Zachariawas splendor and enigma. Most of it showed dimly verdant, the contours
making intricate patterns, argent-threaded with rivers, lakes, and mists. Not far from the north coast a
mountain range ran east to wes, its snowpeaks now roseete, itsflanksfalling down into valeyswhich
were mazes of blue-black. Light from dwellings sprinkled diamond dust acrosstheidand and severa
outlying cays. Movable motes betokened travelersin the air or down on the water.

The trangport throbbed and the deck tilted subtly underfoot asit began descent toward the wonder.
Kukulkan dightly tightened his embrace while he steered Dianatoward a Sideboard.

"Lacking a spaceship's accel eration compensators, we shal soon have to take seatsfor our landing,”
he sad, hisvoiceliveier than thewords. "L et usenjoy aglass of champagne firds—and many afterward.”

"You're s0, S0, uh, kind," she stammered.
His exatic features |ofted asmile. "Elementary courtesy, donna," he said, lips closeto her ear; his



breath gtirred her hair. " Although in your case—" Helet her go in ahand-gliding fashion and poured into
both their goblets, with aglance toward Axor and Targovi. That was pro forma, when neither of them
cared for thewine. But it wastypica of him, Dianathought.

He could not have been more gracious back in Lulach. Nor, granted, could Pele Zachary have been,
his—sibling?—but she was reserved and forma while Kukulkan had laid himsdlf out.

Oh, yes, Dianaknew full well when aman was undertaking to be charming. The question was
whether he could manageit or not, and the answer depended on him, on how much thoughtfulness was
behind the fine manners. For instance, no matter the skill with which he flattered her, she would have
understood him entirely and scornfully if he had neglected her friends. Instead he gave them, if anything,
more attention, and not just time but obvious concentration, red listening. Especidly to Axor—Sure, he
did have the responsibility of deciding whether to import such an odd pilgrim. However, he could have
gone about it like some kind of personnel officer, brisk and overbearing. After dl, it was the wanderers
who were asking to be taken there, not the other way around.

Kukulkan had not. Hed arranged alovely lunch at Pele's house and been marvelous to everybody.
Dianahad not yet sorted out her memories of the conversation. They were too dazzling. Kukulkan had
been out, acrossthe Empire, to world after world ... At the same time she was haunted by one remark.
"Oh, yes, we need newness, we Zacharians, more than ever in this year of enclosure; we need it aswe
need food and air and light. | begin to believe that you can provide some, and so put usin your debt.”

That wasall. Tak had dipped e sewhere. She found herself yearning to know what he meant. Had
shetheright to abet spying on him, to violate his hospitdity and trust? But she had given Targovi her
promise, Targovi her brotherling, the son of Dragoika who had been like amother to her after Maria her
blood-mother died—and if he found no evidence of wrongdoing, what harm would she have done?

How could she say? How dared she say?

Kukulkan's glass clinked againgt hers. "Happy morrows," he toasted. She smiled back and tossed off
alonger draught than was sophisticated. Tartness danced down her throat, bubblestickled her nogtrils.
Presently she felt dmost a ease—aware, without any belligerence, of the muscles beneeth her skin and
the Tigery knife at her belt. She hoped that whatever happened would indeed be happy; but whatever it
turned out to be, surely an adventure awaited her.

Nacre Bay was abroad haf-circle cut into the north coast. The Mencius Hillsformed an inner arc,
with anarrow flatland between them and the water. Through them flowed the Averroes River, glacier-fed
by the Hellas Mountains farther south. Janua occupied the shore and the dopes behind.

It was not atown. Kukulkan had explained that Zacharia bore none. Most buildings stood by
themsdves, usually rather far apart. Aircars and telecommunications linked them aswell asif they formed
avillage. However, it was mogt practical to have certain things close together—the smdl spaceport, a
large airfield, aharbor for surface vessels, associated facilities—and in the course of time various
industries and ingtitutions had naturally located in the same area—which meant more homes and service
enterprises—The region of relatively concentrated population got the name Janua. By ordinary standards
it was digpersed enough, sprawling without official boundaries across more than two hundred square
kilometers. Asthelr pilot brought the cruiser down, Diana saw the same blend of forest and housing as at
Lulach.

No, sheredized, not the same at al. The hillswere landscaped into terraces, ridgeways, contoured
hollows, graceful sweeps of greensward. Gardens abounded. Trees grew orderly dlong roadsor in
bowers or groves. Some of the latter were quite large, but had clearly been planted and tended. They,
like vegetation everywhere, were Terran, as near as she could judge. That was not very near, when she
knew thelife of the mother planet mostly from pictures, but Kukulkan had told her that the origina
Seitlers eradicated everything native and reshaped their new home according to their will.

Such houses as she glimpsed were unique in her experience. They seemed to be of Soneor a



stonelike synthetic, rectangular in plan, peak-roofed, fronted or surrounded by porticos, their colors
subdued when not plain white. Even the large utilitarian structures down close to the shore followed that
genera style. She thought it was pretty—doubtless gorgeous when you got a close look—but aready
wondered if it might not prove monotonous. A frowning, rough-walled compound on the heights was
well-nigh ardlief to her eyes.

The spaceport was probably a standard model. She couldn't be certain, because she got only the
most fleeting sight of it during gpproach. It was on the untenanted southern dope of the range, opposite
thefortress-like place, asif to keep such indlegance from intruding on vison. The arfield, on the eastern
rim of the bay, was screened by tal hedges below which ran flowerbeds.

They landed. Passengers unsnapped their harnesses and rose from their seats. "Welcometo
Zacharia," said Kukulkan gravely, and offered Diana hisarm. She didn't recogni ze the gesture. He
chuckled and, hisfree hand taking hers, demonstrated what he had in mind. A ddlicious shiver went
through her.

"“Tomorrow well start showing you about,” he said.

Axor cdeared histhroat, somewhat like avolcano. "We should not unduly impose on your generosity,
he boomed. "If | may meet the appropriate persons and make use of the appropriate materials—"

"You shdl, you shdl,” Kukulkan promised. "But first we must get you settled into your quarters, and
let you rest after your journey."

Theflight had been neither long nor taxing. Nevertheless Diana confessed a degree of wearinessto
hersdlf. So incredibly much excitement!

Kukulkan escorted her into the terminal. A wall displayed amura which puzzled her. It depicted a
male and female human, nude, of the variant she had heard called "Mongoloid," emerging from clouds
wherein drifted hints of stars, like agaaxy a-borning. "An ancestral creation myth,” the man told her. "To
usit symbolizes—Anh, but hereisthe gregting committee.”

Almost the only folk present at this hour, they werefour and, like the pilot, not as precisdy smilar in
appearance as Kukulkan and Pele were, to that pair or to one another. While the gene pool in the
population was fixed, homozygosity for every desired trait—including some that were not
sex-linked—had proven to be abiological impossibility. Discrete combinations gppeared in eech
generation; if you counted the dightest of the changes that were rung, they were manyfold. Y et the
"family” resemblance overrode any minor variationsin height, coloring, cast of features. Sex and age and
the marks|eft by life were the principd differences between Zacharians. These were dl older than the
new arivals, and, over and above the basic pridefulness of their breed, bore an air of ditinction.

Their garb was what Dianawould learn was forma: sandals on the feet, wreaths on the brows, the
two men in tunics and the two women in flowing but constraining wraparound gowns, white with colored
borders. Their nameswere foreign to her, Vishnu and Hemda mae, Kwan Yin and ISsfemde. The
latter woman took the word, her gaze on Axor: "Welcome. It isan honor and will be apleasureto
receive an outstanding scholar. | shdl be your introducer to the Apollonium, since | am the one among us
most familiar with the subject in which we hear you are interested. But my colleaguesin generd anticipate
learning much fromyou.”

"Ochla, | cameto, to beg knowledge of you," the Wodenite faltered. " Although—no, | will not
discussreligion more than is necessary, unless you desire, but the exchange of ... idess, information,—"
An earthquake quiver of avidity went through him from snout to tailtip. Hisdorsa plates moved like a
saw, thelight rippled off hisscaes.

Heimdd said to Targovi, on anote of polite skepticism: "Being in offplanet trade, | am willing to
discuss possihilitieswith you. | cannot encourage optimism. The local market for Imhotepan curiosities
was saturated long ago.”

"We can at least talk," the Tigery replied, "and then mayhap | can, by your leave, look about this



neighborhood. Something may occur to me, whereby we can both profit.” Diana could sensethe
watchfulness beneath his affability.

"Come," Kukulkan murmured in her ear. "If you have no set purpose of your own among us, I'll be
delighted to be your dragoman—provided | can fend off my envious brethren.”

"Don't you have work to do?" she asked, anxious not to overreach her sdif.

He shrugged and smiled. "My work is somewhat specid, and at present | am, shal we say, on
gandby.”

They went from the termind. After the heat and damp of the valey, sea breezes were a benediction.
A flatbed vehicle waited for Axor, in which Isisjoined him; the rest got into aground limo. Dianawas
aware of aboulevard flanked by trees and abstract scul pture, of windows aglow, of other cars but not
many, of pedestrians and occasiond horseback riders—handsome, physically perfect, eerily dike—The
ride ended at a house which stood on what appeared to be a campus, to gauge by lawns, trees, and
larger neighbor buildings.

The muted sunlight of night showed that the portico columns were fluted, their capitals running out in
pleasing geometrical shapes. A frieze overhead depicted individua s of assorted sophont species, coming
from right and left to a Zacharian who sat enthroned at the center. Diana couldn't make out whether the
Zacharian was man or woman. Within, amaosai ¢ anteroom gave on a spacious chamber with comfortable
furniture, luxurious drapes, well-chosen pictures, laden bookshelves, archaic fireplace, everything meant
for conversation.

"Thisisahospicefor vigting scholars,” Kwan Yin explained. "Ordinarily they come from esawhere
on theidand or the cays, to confer in person or to use speciaized equipment. But we have lodged
outsders." Her courtesy remained intact as she added, ™Y ou will understand that it is benesth our dignity
to be servants. Besides, we assume you will prefer some privacy. Therefore, thishouseisyoursfor the
duration of your stay. We will conduct you through it and demonstrate the gppliances. They are
completely robotic, no menia work required. A selection of meals that we hope you will enjoy, when you
are not dining with colleagues, isready for heating. Supplements needed for Wodenite and Starkadian
hedth are included. Should anything be lacking, you have only to cdl the service department of the
Apollonium. Additional communicator codes arein the directory program. Please fed freeto ask any
guestions and make any requests at any time."

A saying of her mother's, that Maria had said she got from Dominic Flandry, who had gotten it from
somebody else, came back to Diana. "Thisis Liberty Hall. You can spit on the mat and call the cat a
bastard.” Shefet guilty, ungrateful, about the irreverence.

"We have modified two rooms as best we could for our xenosophont guests,” Vishnu added. "I trust
they will prove satisfactory.”

Thefour findly left Dianaadonein the boudoir assigned her. It was pleasant. The pictureson thewalls
were conventiona scenes and historic portraits, but a hospice should stay neutral and the sight of the
Héllas peaks from her south window was breathtaking. A bath adjoined. Closet and drawersheld a
variety of garments closer to her exact size than she could reasonably have expected. Also set forth were
tobacco cigarettes, which she would not use; marijuanasmokes, which she might; and a bottle of
excdlent whisky, which sheimmediately did.

Walowing in atubful of hot water, prior to asmal supper and along deep, shefound it unbelievable
that Targovi should imagine evil of these people. Or at least, sheforced herself to admit, she did not want
tofindit believable.

Heimda would call onthe Tigery and ISs on the Wodenite, for preliminary sghtseeing and getting
acquainted. Diands guide would be Kukulkan. She gulped her brunch, marginaly noticing that it was
tasty, and had nothing but mumblesfor her tablemates, before she returned to her room to dressfor the
occason.



How? It was a problem new to her. While her mother lived, boys had begun shyly inviting her to
picnics or dances or toboggan parties, that kind of thing; but they were her sort, from families stationed in
an outpost where finery was rare. Since then she'd been encountering grown men and learning
consderable wariness of them. Some were decent, of course, and she could have been safely married by
now if she had wanted. The stars beckoned too brilliantly, though.

And for Kukulkan Zachary, the starswere reachable.

"Easy, lass, easy,” shewarned herself. Nevertheless her hand shook abit while she combed luster
back into her hair and secured it with asilver headband. After agonizing, she had chosen awhite frock,
knee-length, suitable for abroad leather belt; sturdy sanda's, good to walk distancesin; and ahooded
blue cloak with abronze-and-ruby snake brooch. Given such an outfit she could wear her knife asavery
natural accessory. Not that she expected trouble. What she did need to do, in the middle of this
overwhemingness, was proclaim—to hersalf as much as anybody else—that she remained her own
woman.

Kukulkan waited in the living room. He rose and bowed in Imperid court style. He himsdlf wore
everyday Terran-type shirt (saffron, open halfway down the chest), dacks (dark blue, form-hugging), and
shoes (sturdy, scuffed, lots of hiking behind them). "Good day, milady,” he greeted. "We're lucky.
Magnificent weether, and nothing to hurry for."

"Good day," shereplied, annoyed that her voice fluttered like her pulse. "Y ou're so kind."

Hetook her hand. "My pleasure, | assure you. My joy." How white his teeth were, how luminous his
danty eyes.
"Well, I—I'm at your call, | reckon. Uh, what were you thinkin' of for today?*

"M-m, the afternoon is wearing on. We might start with astroll up to Falconer's Park on the western
headland. The name comes from atremendous view. Later—well, the night will be clear again, and things
stay open around the clock. Thingslike museums and art galleries, | mean. We don't have the ordinary
sort of public entertainments or restaurants or anything like that. But automated food and drink services
aren't bad, and eventua ly—well, if we happen to end at my home, | scramble amean egg, and dl we
Zacharians keep choicewine cdlars.”

She laughed, more conscioudy than was her wont. "Thanks very much. Let's seewhat | can do
before| collapse.”

They left. A fresh breeze blew over the campus, smelling of grasslately mown. It soughed through
slvery trembling of poplars, dark stoutness of chestnuts. A few persons were afoot among theivied
buildings. They wore ordinary clothes, and for the most part were getting dong in years. But ... scholars,
scientigts, lords and ladies of the arts, whose minds ranged beyond this heaven—?

"You've built yourselves ared paradise, haven't you?' Dianaventured.

The response surprised her. " There are those who would consider it ahell. Thisisours, aswater is
for thefish and air for the bird. Each isforever denied the environment of the other.”

"Humans can go into both," she said, mostly to show that shetoo had abrain. "Y ou Zacharians get
around on Daedd us, yes, throughout the Empire, don't you?' Smitten by realization, she hesitated before
adding: "But we, therest of us, we couldn't live here, could we? Even if you dlowed us.”

"We have specia needs," he answered soberly. "We have never claimed to be ... common humans.
Foremost among our needsisthe conserving of our heritage. Only hereisit secure. Elsewhere our kind
exigsasindividuasor nuclear families, dl too susceptible to going wild.”

"Uh, goinwild ?
"QOutbreeding. Outmarrying, if you will. Losing themsalves and their descendantsin the ruck.”
She dtiffened. He saw and went on quickly. "Forgive me. That sounded more snobbish than |



intended. It'samere phrasein thelocd diadect. If you reflect upon our history you'll understand why we
are determined to maintain our identity."

Interest quelled umbrage. Besides, he was intdlligent and good-looking and they were bound aong a
stately street, downhill toward abay whose minute planet life made the water shineiridescent. Persons
they passed gave her glances—marveling from children, knowing from adults, admiring and desiring from
young men. Often the latter hailed Kukulkan and moved close in unmistakable hopes of an introduction.
He gave them asigna which she guessed meant, " Scram. | saw her first." The compliment was as
refreshing asthe wind off the sea”

"Frankly, I'mignorant of your past,” she acknowledged. "I'm awaif, remember, who'd heard little
more than the name of , your people.”

"Well, that can be remedied,” said Kukulkan cordidly, "though not in an hour, when our originslie
amost athousand yearsback intime, on Terraitself.”

"1 know that, but hardly any more, not how or why it happened or anything. Tell me, please.”
Pride throbbed through the solemnity of histone. He was a superb speaker.

"Asyou wish. Travel beyond the Solar System was just beginning. Matthew Zachary saw what an
unimaginably great chdlengeit cast a humankind, peril aswell as promise, hardihood required for hope,
adaptability essentid but not at the cost of integrity. A geneticist, he set himsdlf the god of creeting arace
that could cope with the infinite strangenessit would find. Y es, machines were necessary; but they were
not sufficient. People must go into the degpstoo, if the whole human adventure were not to end in
whimpering pointlessness. And go they would. It wasin the nature of the species. Matthew Zachary
wanted to provide them the best possible leaders.”

Kukulkan waved hisleft hand, since Dianahad hisright arm. "No, not 'supermen’, not any such
nonsense," he continued. "Why lose humannessin the course of giving biologica organisms attributes
which would aways be superior in machines? He sought the optimum specimen—the al-purpose human,
to use acolloquidism. What would be the marks of such a person? Some were obvious. A high, quick,
wide-ranging intelligence; psychologica stability; physical strength, coordination, organs and functions
normal or better, resistance to disease, swift recuperation from any sickness or injury that did occur and
was not irreversible—you can writethe list yourself."

"| thought alot of that had already been done," Dianasaid.

"Of course," Kukulkan agreed. "Genetic trestment wasin process of eliminating heritable defects. To
thisday, they seldom recur, in spite of ongoing mutation and in spite of the fact that comparatively few
prospective parents avail themselves of genetic services. Many can't, where they are. | daresay your
conception was entirely random, 'natural.’ But thanks to ancestors who did have the care, you are
unlikely to come down with cancer or schizophrenia or countless other horrors that you may never even
have heard named.

"Still, this does not mean that any zygote is as good as any other. The variations and combinations of
the genes we accept as norma make such an enormous number that the universe won't last long enough
to see every possihility realized. So we get the strong and the feeble, the wise and the foolish, ad
infinitum. Besides, Zachary understood that that optimum human is unspecidized, is excdlent at doing
most things but not apt to be the absolute champion at any one of them.

"What isthe optimum, except the type which can flourish under the widest possible range of
conditions? Zachary acquired afemale associate, Y ukiko Nomura, who influenced histhinking. She may
be responsible for the considerable proportion of Mongoloid traitsin us. For example, the eyefold is
useful indry, cold, windy climes, and does no harm in others. By way of contrast, ablack skinisided in
thetropics of Terraunder primitive conditions, or today on a planet like Nyanza; and it does not prevent
its owner from settling in adifferent environment; but it does require more dietary iodine than alighter
complexion, and iodine shortages are not uncommon in nature. | could go on, but no matter now. And |



admit that a number of the choices were arbitrary, perhaps on the basis of persond preference, when
some choice had to be made.

"In the end, after years of |abor and frequent failure, Zachary and Nomura put together the cell that
became ancedtral to us. It is not true what a derogatory legend says, that they supplied al the DNA.
Their purpose wastoo grand for vanity. What they gave of their own wasthat small fraction they knew to
be suitable. Therest they got elsawhere, and nearly everything underwent improvement before going into
the ultimate cell.

"That cell they then caused to divide into two. For one X chromosome they subgtituted a'Y, thus
making the second cell male. They put both in an exogenetic gpparatus and nurtured them to term. The
infants they adopted, and raised to maturity and their destiny. Those were Izanami and |zanagi, mother
and father of the new race.

"Ever afterward, we have guarded our heritage.”

Therewas along slence. Man and girl |eft the street for aroad that siwung out between trees and
edtates, toward the western promontory. Patricius declined, itslight going tawny. Thewind blew cooler,
with atang of sdlt.

"And you marry only amongst yoursaves?' Dianaasked findly.

"Yes. We must, or soon cease to be what we are. Permanent union with an outsider means
excommunication. M-m—thisis not boastfulness, it is realism—we do consider our genes aleaven,
which we are glad to provide to deserving members of the genera species. Y ou are arather
extraordinary young lady, yoursdlf."

Her face heated. "And not yet ready for motherhood, thanks!™
"Oh, | would never dream of distressing you."
She switched the subject back in ahurry. "Doesn't inbreedin' make for defective offspring?”

"Not when there are no defects in the parents. Asfor theinevitable mutations, testsfor those are
routine, early in pregnancy. Y ou may find our noninvasive DNA-scanning technique interesting. The
equipment for it isan export of ours, but protective restrictions on trade have kept it out of theinner
Empire. No clinic on Imhotep hasfdt it could afford the cost.”

Dianagrimaced. "And any embryo that isn't ‘perfect’ you—terminate, isthat the nice word?"

"Asameatter of fact, sldom; only if the prospectsfor asatistying life arenil. True, the mother usudly
electsto have the zygote removed. But it's brought to term externdly ... or in the womb of an ordinary
Daedalan volunteer. We aways find couples eager to adopt such ababy. Remember, it's not born with
any serious handicap; asarule, nothing undesirableisevident at dl. 1t's still asuperior human being. Itis
smply not aZacharian.”

"Well, that's better." Diana shook her head and sighed. "Y ou'reright, thisisan dmighty peculiar
place. How'd it get started, anyway?'

Kukulkan scowled. "What the Founders did not foresee was the effect of an unpleasant characteristic
of the species; and before you point this out yoursdlf, | concede that Zacharians aren't free of it either.
Perhaps, if we had had the upper hand, we would have developed into an oppressive master caste. Asit
was, we were atiny minority, inevitably but annoyingly exclusive. Astarte Zachary, let ussay, might bea
loyd shipmate of Pierre Smith; she might take him for alover; but never would she consider marrying
him, or hisbrother, or anybody except afellow Zacharian. The reasons were plain, and they
were ... humiliating. The ordinaries retdiated, more and more, with exclusionism of their own. Hereand
there, discrimination turned into outright persecution. 'Incest’ was dmost the least ugly of the words
thrown at us. The collapse of the Polesotechnic L eague removed the last barrier against intolerance—not
individua intolerance, which we could dedl with, but inditutionalized intolerance, discriminatory lawsin
society after society. Many among usfound it easier to give up the struggle and merge into the



commondity. The need for ahomeland became ever more clear.

"Zacharialdand was the choice. At the time, settlement on Daedal us was young, small, embattled
againgt nature. Our pioneersfound thisrea estate unclaimed and saw the potentid. They were workers
and fighters. They took aleading role in defending against bandits, barbarians, eventualy Mersaians,
during the Troubles. The price they demanded was atreaty of autonomy. When at last the Terran Empire
extended its sway thisfar, the treaty was only dightly modified. Why should we not continue to govern
ourselves as we wished? We caused no dissension, we paid our tribute, we made a substantial
contribution to the regional economy. Asyou've seen, the rest of the Daedal ans accept us on our
traditiona terms; and by now, elsawherein the Empire, we are merely people who carry on some
enterprises of business, exploration, or science. In short, having forsaken old dreams of leadership, we
are just one more ethnic group within a, domain of thousands."

"What sort of government do you have?' Diana asked.

Kukulkan'sintensty yielded to asmile. "Hardly recognizable as such. Adults generdly handle their
private affairs and earn their livelihoods however they seefit. In case of difficulties, they have plenty of
helpful friends. In case of serious disputes, those same friends act as arbitrators. What public businesswe
haveisin charge of acommittee of respected elders. When it becomes more than routine,
telecommunications bring al adultsinto the decison-making process. We are not too numerous for that.
More important, consensus comes naturdly to us."

Again, slence. Theroad climbed heights above the bay. There water shimmered quiet, but from up
ahead Diana began to hear the crash of surf on rocks.

"What are you thinking, rarelady?' Kukulkan prompted.
"Oh, I—I don't know how to say it. Y ou're bein’ generousto me. I'd hate to sound, oh, ungracious.”
IIBlJt?I

Shelet it out: "But in't thislife of yoursawfully lonely? Everybody acopy of yoursdlf, even your wife,
even your kids—How do you stand it? It's not asif you were dullards. No! | think if | had to be by
mysdlf, for ways, I'd want it to be on an empty planet, me and nobody else—no second and third meto
keep feedin’ back my thoughts, my fedin's, and, and everything.”

"Fear not,” he said quietly. "I expected your question and take no offense. A full answer isimpossible.
Y ou must be a Zacharian before you can understand. But use that fine mind of yoursand do alittle
logical imagining. We are not identical. Smilar, yes, but not identical. Besdes the genotypa variations,
we have our different lives behind us, around us. That happens to multiple-birth children of ordinaries,
too. They never tread out the same measure. Often they go widdly separate ways. Recall that Peleis
currently taking her turn as afactor, while her principa career isinindustrial adminigration. ISsisa
planetary archaeologist, Hemda amerchant, Vishnu axenologist, Kwan Yin asemantician ... and thusit
goes, as diverse as the cosmosiitsalf.

"And we have our constant newness, our ever-changing inputs, here on our idand. We arein touch
with the outside universe. News comes in, books, dramas, music, arts, science, yes, fashions,
amusements. Each individual perceives, evaluates, experiencesthisin hisor her particular way, and then
we compare, argue, try for a synthesis—Oh, we do not stagnate, Diana, we do not!"

In acorner of her consciousness she was unsure whether to be pleased or warned by so early a
firg-name familiarity from him. Mainly she struggled to define her response. "' Just the same—somethin’
you mentioned before, and your whole attitude toward us, your takin' in three raggedy castaways, when
for centuriesit's been ascarce privilege for any outsider to set foot here—Bélieve me, we appreciate
your help and everything. But | can't keep from wonderin' if—what with the war cuttin' off thet flow of
information from the stars—if you aren't desperate aready for anything fresh.”

"Y ou are wise beyond your years," he answered dowly. " 'Desperate istoo strong aword. Father
Axor isinfact very interesting, and his comrades come in the package. Degper motivations—but only a



Zacharian would understand. In your own right, Diana, you are more than welcome.”

Still she saw around her a L uciferean isolation, and puzzled over how it had worked on the
community, lifetime by lifetime. Targovi seemed abruptly lessdien than thisman at her Sde.

But then they reached land's end and stopped. He swept an arm across the sight. She gasped. Cliffs
dropped down to skerries where breakers roared, white against blue, violet, green. The ocean went on
beyond, without limit, finally dimming away in wesether; at that distance, sormclouds were not rearing
monsters but exquisitely sculptured miniatures. The bay sheened opa escent, theterrain rosein
changeable play of golden light and blue-black shadow over its emerald richness. Westward, Petricius
was beginning to reach out wings. Southward, vision was bounded by the Hellene snowpesks, softly
alame.

When Kukulkan took her hand, it was natura to clutch histightly. He smiled anew and pursued his
thought: "Humankind needs your genes. They are valuable. It isyour duty to passthem on.”

Chapter 18

Admira and sdf-proclaimed Emperor Sir Olaf Magnusson gave safe conduct to the ship from Terra,
on condition that her crew surrender their arms and let his men take over. It was not that she posed any
seriousthreat in hersdlf, being an unescorted light cruiser stripped down and fine-tuned for speed. It was,
perhaps, because the chief of the delegation she bore was Fleet Admird Sir Dominic Flandry.

Thetrip was short from the rendezvous star to the sun of Sphinx, the planet on which Magnusson
currently maintained his headquarters. That was a shrewd selection. Besides its|ocation, Strategic under
present conditions, it was humanly habitable and the center of formidable industries occupying that entire
system. It was not humanly inhabited; the name had been bestowed in amood of despair at ever
comprehending the natives. They smply paid the Empireitstribute and went about their inexplicable
business. When Magnusson arrived, they were equaly unemotiond, offering him no resistance, providing
him what he demanded, accepting his promises of eventua compensation, but volunteering nothing. This
suited him well. He neither needed nor wanted another set of societiesto fit into agovernance dill thinly
spread and precarioudly established.

Those were relative terms. Throughout the space he controlled—by now awedge driven into more
than ten percent of the volume claimed by the Empire—life went onin most places with little change,
except where curtailment of interstellar trade had repercussions. The same authorities carried out
essentidly the same tasks as before. The difference was that they reported, when they did, to hisNava
commissionersrather than Gerhart's satraps. They saw to thefilling of any requisitions. They gaveno
trouble; had they done so, they would soon have been overthrown by their subordinates, with the
heartfelt cheers of populaces that might otherwise have suffered nuclear bombardment.

Asyet, few had openly embraced the Olafist cause. The basic requirement laid on everybody wasto
refrain from ressting it. Should Gerhart's Sde prevail, you could explain that there had been no choice.
Should Magnusson's, there would be ample time to switch loyalty.

Thusfared, in broad and oversmplified outline, the civilians. Some Navy officerstook their oathswith
antique seriousness, and led such personnd aswould follow them into space or into the hills, to wage
guerillawarfare on behdf of the Malitor dynasty. They were more than counterba anced by those who
swore allegiance to the new claimant. Seldom were the latter mere opportunists. Many bore old anger
agangt aregimethat they saw as having starved their service and squandered livesto no purpose. Others
saw the revolution as a chance for public honesty, fairness, firmness—and even, by whatever meansthe
leader sdlected, an end to the grindstone haf-war with Mersaia.

Thus Magnusson's grip on his conquests was secure enough as long as he suffered no mgjor reversd.
The moment it dackened, they would fal gpart in hisfingers. More closely knit, the inner Empire that



Gerhart'sfaction held wasless vulnerable. Y et once pierced, it could soon tear asunder: as
interdependent nations, worlds, races hastened to yield before civil war destroyed their sacrosanct
prosperity.

Hence Magnusson did not risk overextending himsdlf. Instead, he directed his vanguard forcesto
make fast what they had captured and seek no further battle. Meanwhile he consolidated the
guardianship of hisrearward domains. This released squadron after squadron for front-line duty in his
next great ondaught.

For their part, Gerhart's commanders were not anxious to fight again soon. They had taken abad
besting. Repairs and replacements were necessary, not least where morale was concerned. The total
strength on their sde remained hugely superior, but only afraction was available for reinforcements, if the
rest of the Empire wasto be kept safe—especidly againgt asurprise flank attack. Collecting the data,
making the decisions, issuing the calls, obtaining the means, reorganizing the fleets and support corps, al
thiswould teketime.

So the conflict dwindled for the nonce into random skirmishes. Magnusson sent a message proposing
negotiations. Rather to his surprise, an acceptance came back. Emperor Gerhart would dispatch severa
high-ranking officers and their aidesto conduct exploratory talks. Almost on the hedls of thisword,
Handry followed.

"Why are you here?' Magnusson asked.

Flandry grinned. "Why, because his Mg esty cherishes a stlatesmanlike wish for peace, reconciliation,
and the return of his erring children to righteous ways and hisforgiveness.”

Magnusson glared. "Are you trying to make fun of me?"

They sat done in what had been aroom of the Imperia resident's house. It was small and plainly
furnished, as befitted a person who had had little to do. A full-wall one-way transparency gave aview of
surrounding native structures. They were like gigantic three-dimensiona spiderwebs. Now that the
orange sun was down, lights twinkled throughout them, changing color at every blink. Magnusson had
dimmed interior illumination so hisvisitor might better see the spectacle. Unfiltered, the air was abit cold,
with afaint ferrous odor. Sometimes a deep hum penetrated the wals. And sometimes a cluster of sparks
drifted across the sky, an atmospheric patrol or aspace unit in high orbit, sign of power over foreignness.

Flandry reached in histunic for acigarette case. "No, | am quoting news commentaries| heard as|
was preparing for departure. Unless the government buried al reports of your offer, which would have
been hard to do, it must needs explain its response, whether positive or negative. | daresay your flacks
usesmilar language.”

Magnusson's big frame eased back into hischair. "Ah, yes. | wasforgetting how sardonically superior
you like to make yoursdlf out to be. It's been years since we last met, and that was just in passing.”

Flandry drew acigarette from the silver box, tapped it on histhumbnail, ignited it and trickled smoke
across hislean festures. ™Y ou ask why | am here. | might ask you the same.”

"Dont play your gameswith me," Magnusson snapped, "or I'll send you packing tomorrow. | invited
you to talk privately because | had hopes the conversation would be meaningful .

"Y ou don't expect that of the officia discussions between my group and whatever staff membersyou
gopoint?’

"Certainly not. Thiswas a charade from the beginning.”

Flandry raised the glass of neat whisky at hiselbow and sSpped. "You initiated it," he said mildly.

"Yes. Asatoken of good will. You'd cal it propaganda. But you must know | have to demonstrate
the truth over and over—that | have no other aim than the safety and wellbeing of the Empire, which the
corruption and incompetence of its rulers have been undermining for dangeroudy long." Magnusson, who
had had no refreshment set out for himsdlf, growled forth alaugh. ™Y ou're thinking I've started believing



my own speeches. Well, | do. | dwaysdid. But I'll grant you, maybe I've been giving so many that I've
gotten in the habit of orating.”

Heleaned forward. "I did expect that, at this stage, my proposa would be rebuffed,” he said.
"Apparently Gerhart decided to try sounding me out. Or, rather, his chief councillors did; he hasn't that
much wit. Now it'shardly asecret that he—or, a any rate, the Policy Board—Ilistens closdly to whatever
Dominic Handry hasto say. | suspect thismission wasyour idea. And you are leading it in person.” His
forefinger stabbed toward the man opposite. " Therefore my question really was, 'Why are you here?
Answer it!"

"That is" FHandry drawled, "on the basis of my presence you assume | have morein mind than a
jgune debate?

"Y ou wouldn't waste your time on any such thing, you fox."

"Ah, you'vefound meout. Yes, | did urge that we accept your invitation, and believe me, | had to
argue hard before | got agreement to such an exercisein futility. Not that the people with me unanimoudy
know it is. Apart from a couple of leathery old combat commanders and one tough-minded old scholar,
to keep the rest from going completely off into Cloud Cuckoo Land, they're career civil officidswith
excdlent academic backgrounds. They believein the power of sweet reason and moral suasion. | suggest
that to meet with them you assign whatever officers of yours arein need of amusement.”

“If | bother. Y ou admit this has been an excuse to get you into play—which I'd aready guessed.
What do you intend?" "Exactly whét is happening.” Magnusson's heavy countenance stiffened. He
clenched afist on the arm of hischair. Behind him, the star-points in the spiderwebs blinked, changed,
blinked, changed.

Flandry sat back, crossed shank over knee, inhaled and sipped. "Relax ," he said. "Y ou've nothing to
fear from a solitary man, aging and unarmed, when a squad of guards must stand beyond that door. Y ou
spoke of ustrying to sound you out. That means nothing around the conference table. What is anyone
going to do—what can anyone do?—but bandy clichés? However, I've anotion that it may be possible
for meto sound you out, as man to individua man." He made an appeasing gesture. "In return, | can tell
you things, give you asense of what the Stuation ison Terraand insde the Imperium, such aswould be
unwise to utter in the open.”

"Why should | believe you?" Magnusson demanded hoarsdly.

Agan Fandry grinned. "Béief isn't compulsory. Still, my remarksare input, if you'l listen, and | think
you'll find they accord with facts known to you. What isto keep you from lying to me? Nothing. Indeed,
| takeit for given that you will, or you'll refuse to respond, when words veer in inconvenient directions.
Usudly, though, you should have no .reason not to be frank.” His gray gaze caught Magnusson's and held
on. "It'slonely whereyou are, isnt it, Sir Olaf?" he murmured. "Wouldn't you like to dack off for thislittle
while and talk ordinary human talk? Y ou see, that's dl I'm &fter: getting to know you asaman.”

"Thisisfantadtic!"

"No, it's perfectly logicd, if one uses adash of imagination. Y ou redlize I'm not equipped to draw a
psychomathematica profile of you, which could help us predict what you'll do next, on the basis of an
evening'sgab. | am not Aycharaych.”

Magnusson garted. "Him?"

"Ah," said Flandry genidly, "you've heard of the late Aycharaych, perhaps had to do with him, since

you've spent most of your time on the Mersaeiaward frontier. A remarkable being, wasn't he? Shal we
trade recollections of him?"

"Get to the point before | throw you out,” Magnusson rasped.

"Well, you see, Sr Olaf, to uson Terrayou're arather mysteriousfigure. The output of your puffery
artistswe discount. We've retrieved al the hard data available on you, of course, and run them through



every evauation program in the catalogue, but scarcely anything has come out except your service record
and afew incidentals. Understandable. No matter how much you distinguished yoursdlf, it wasin aNavy
whose officers done number in the tens of millions, operating among whole worlds numbering in the tens
of thousands. Whatever additiona information has appeared about you, in journadigtic stories and such
over the years, that's banked on planets to which you deny us access. Asfor your personality, your inner
sdf, we gropein the dark.”

Magnusson bridled. "And why should | bare my soul to you?'

"I'm not asking you to," Flandry said. "Tdl me asmuch or aslittle, astruthful or fase, asyou like.
What | am requesting issmply talk between us—that you and | set hostility aside tonight, relax, beonly a
couple of careerigts yarning together. Why? Because then we on Terrawill have adightly better idea of
what to prepare oursaves for. Not militarily but psychologicaly. Y ou won't be afaceless mongter, youll
be ahuman individua, however imperfectly we till see you. Fear clouds judgment, and worst when it's
fear of the unknown.

"Wouldn't you like to make yoursdlf clear to us? Then maybe a second round of negotiations could
mean something. Suppose you're being defeated, the Imperium might well settle for lessthan the
extermination of you and your honchos. Suppose you're winning, you might find us more ready to give
you what you want, without further struggle.” Handry dropped hisvoice. "After dl, Sr Olaf, you may be
our next Emperor. It would be nice to know beforehand that you'll be agood one.”

Magnusson raised hisbrows. "Do you serioudy think an evening's natter can make that kind of
difference?'

"Oh, no," Flandry said. "Especidly when it's off therecord. If | reach any conclusions, they'll be my
own, and | wouldn't look for many folk at home to take my naked word. But | am not without influence.
And every s0 often, asmall change does make abig difference. And, mainly, what harm to either of us?'

Magnusson pondered. After atime: "Y es, what harm?”

Dinner was Spartan, as suited the master's taste. He took asingle glass of winewith it, and afterward
coffee. Flandry had two glasses, plusaliqueur from the resident's stock, sufficient to influence his paate
and naught else. Nevertheless, that dining room witnessed speech more animated than ever before. Inthe
main it was noncontroversid, reminiscent, verging on the friendly. Both men had had many odd
experiencesin their lives,

Flandry was practiced at keegping vigilance behind amask of bonhomie. Magnusson was not; when
he felt such aneed, he clamped down a poker face. It gppeared toward the end of things, after the
orderly had cleared the table of everything except a coffegpot and associated ware. The hour waslate. A
window showed the spiderweb congtellations thinning out astheir lights died. Warm air rustled from a
grille, for the nights here were cold. It wafted the smoke of Flandry's cigarettesin blue pennons. His
brand of tobacco had an odor suggesting leaves on fire in anorthern Terran autumn.

Hefinished hisaccount of acontest on aneutra planet between him and a Merseian secret agent:
"Before you object, | agree that poisoning him wasn't very nice. However, | trust I've made it clear that |
could not let Gwanthyr go home dliveif there was any way of preventing it. Hewastoo able.”

Magnusson scowled, then blanked hisvisage and said flatly, ™Y ou have the wrong attitude. Y ou
regard the Merseians as soulless.”

"Wdll, yes. As| do everybody ese, mysdf included.”

Magnusson showed irritation. "Belay that infernd japing of yours! Y ou know what | mean. Y ou look
on them asinevitablefoes, natural enemies of humans, like a—astrain of disease bacteria.” He paused.
"If it weren't for your prgudice, | might serioudy consider inviting you to join me. We could make a
pretext for your wife to come out before you declared yourself. Y ou claim your purposeisto hold off the
Long Night—"



"Asaprerequisitefor continuing to enjoy life. Barbarismisdisma. Therule of sdf-righteousdiensis
worse."

"I'm not sure but what that's another of your gibes, or your lies. No matter. Why can't you seethat I'd
bring an end to the decadence, give the Empire back strength and hope? | think what's blinkering you is
your sck hatred of Merseians.”

"Y ou'rewrong there," Flandry said low. "I don't hate them as a class. Far more humans have earned
my malevolence, and the one being whose destruction became an end initself for medidn't belong to
either race." He could not totally suppress awince, and hastened on: "'In fact, I've been quite fond of a
number of individua Mersaians, mostly those | encountered in noncritical Situations but sometimesthose
who crossed blades with me. They were honorable by their own standards, which in many respects are
more admirable than those of most modern humans. | sncerely regretted having to do Gwanthyr in."

"But you can't see, you're congtitutionally unable to see or evenimagine, that area and lasting peace
is poss ble between us and them.”

Flandry shook hishead. "It isn't, unlessand until the civilization that dominates them goes under or
changesits character completely. The Roidhun could make a persona appearance singing 'Jesus Loves
Me and I'd still want usto keep our warheads armed. Y ou haven't had the chance to study them,
interact with them, get to know them from the insde out, that I've had."

Magnusson lifted afigt. "I've fought them—done them in, as you so eegantly put it, by the tens of
thousands to your meadly dozen or two—since | enlisted in the Marinesthirty years ago. And you have
the gdl to say | don't know them.”

"That's different, Sir Olaf,” Flandry replied placatingly, "Y ou've met them as brave enemies, or as
fellow officers, colleagues, when truces were being negotiated and in the intervals of so-called peace that
followed. It'slike being aplayer on one of two meteor ball teams. | am acquainted with the owners of the
cubs”

"I don't deny hostility and aggressiveness on their part. Who does? | do say it's not been
unprovoked—from the time of first contact, centuries ago, when the Terran rescue mission upset their
whole order of things and found waysto get rich off their tragedy—and | do say they have their share of
good will and common sense, dso in high office—which are utterly lacking in today's Terran Imperium. It
won't be quick or easy, no. But the two powers can hammer out an accommodeation, a peace—an
dliance, later on, for going out together through the galaxy."

Flandry patted ahand over the beginnings of ayawn. "Excuse me. I've been many hours avake now,
and | must confessto having heard that speech before. We play the recordings you send our way, you
know."

Magnusson smiled grimly. "Sorry. | did get carried away, but that's because of the supreme
importance of this" He squared his blocky shoulders. "Don't think I'm naive. | do know Merseiafrom the
insgde. I've been there."

Flandry lounged back. "As ayoungster? The data we have on you suggested you might have paid a
couple of vigtsin the past.”

Magnusson nodded. "Nothing treasonable about that. No conflicts were going on &t thetime. My
birthworld, Kraken, has ways traded fredly, beyond the Terran sphere aswell aswithiniit.”

"Y es, your people are an independent lot, aren't they? Do go on, please. Thisis precisdy the sort of
persond insght I've been trying for."

Magnusson went expressionless. "My father was a space captain who often took cargoes to and from
the Roidhunate, sometimesto Mersaiaitsdlf. That was before the Starkad incident caused relationsto
deteriorate entirely. Even afterward, he made afew trips, and took me aong on acouple of them. | was
in my early teens then—impressionable, you're thinking, and you're right, but | was aso open to



everything observation might show me. | got chummy with severd young Merseians. No, thisdidn't
convince methey're arace of angels. | enlisted, didn't 1? And you know | did my duty. But when that
duty involved getting together with Mersaiansin person, my senses and mind stayed open.”

"It seems a pretty fragile foundation for aconsequentia politica judgment.”
"| studied too, investigated, collected opinions, thought and thought about everything.”

"The Roidhunate is as complex asthe Empire, asfull of contradictions and paradoxes, if not more so,"
Flandry said in aleve tone. "The Mersgans aren't the sole speciesin it, and members of some others
have been influentid from timeto time.”

"True. Same aswith us. What of it?"

"Why, we know till less about their xenos than we do about our own. That's caused us rude
surprisesin the past. For example, my long-time antagonist Aycharaych. | got the impression you aso
encountered him."

Magnusson shook hishead. "No. Never."
"Redly?Y ou seem to recognize the name.”
"Oh, yes, rumors get around. I'd be interested to hear whatever you can tell."

Flandry bit hislip. "The subject's painful to me." He dropped his cigarette down an ash-taker and
graightened in hischair. "Sir Olaf, this has been afascinating conversation and | thank you for it, but | am
genuinely tired. Could | bid you goodnight? We can take matters up again at your convenience."

"A moment. Stay," Magnusson reflected. Decision came. He touched the call unit on hisbelt. A door
did aside and four marinestrod through. They were Irumclagians, tal, dim, hard-skinned, their insectlike
facesimpassve. "Y ou are under arrest,” Magnusson said crisply.

"l beg your pardon?' Flandry scarcely stirred, and hiswords came very soft. "Thisisa parley under
truce.”

"It was supposed to be," Magnusson said. "Y ou've violated the terms by attempting espionage. I'm
afraid you and your party must beinterned.”

"Would you careto explain?'

Magnusson snapped an order to the nonhumans. It was clear that they knew only the rudiments of
Anglic. Threetook positions beside and behind Flandry's chair. The fourth stayed at the door, blaster
unholstered.

Magnusson rose to stand above the prisoner, legs widespread, fists on hips. He glowered downward.
Wrath roughened hisvoice: "Y ou know full well. | was more than haf expecting it, but let you go ahead
in hopes you'd prove to be honest. You didn't.

"For your information, | learned three days ago that the Terran spies specidly sent to Merseawere
detected and captured. | suspect they went at your ingtigation, but never mind; you certainly know what
they were up to. The leading questions you fed me were part and parcel of the same operation. No
wonder you came yoursdlf. Nobody € se would've had your devil's Kill. If | hadn't been warned, I'd
never have known—till the spies and you had returned home and compared notes. Asit is, | now have
one more proof that the God looks after Hiswarriors.”

Flandry met the fire-blue stare coolly and asked, "Won't our captivity be agiveaway?"

"No, | think not,” Magnusson said, calming. "Nobody will expect those agents of yoursto report
back soon. Besides, the Mersaianswill start dipping the Terrans disinformation that ssemsto come from
them. Y ou can imagine the detail s better than | can. Asfor your mini-diplomatic corps here, won't the
Imperium be happy when it does not return at once? When, instead, courier torps bring word that things
look surprisingly hopeful ?'



"The Navy isn't going to St idle because of that,” Flandry cautioned.

"Of course not. Preparations for the next phase of the war will go on. All my side hasdoneis stop an
attempt by your side that could have been disastrousiif it had succeeded. Y es, I'm sure there are people
back there whom you've confided your suspicionsto; but what value have they without proof? After
fighting recommencesin earnest, who'll pay them any further attention?”

Magnusson sighed. "Inaway, I'm sorry, Flandry," he said. "Y oureagenius, in your perverse fashion.
Thisfalureisno fault of yours. What aman you would have been in the right cause! 1 bear you noiill will
and have no wish to mistreat you. But | dare not let you continue. Y ou and your entourage will get
comfortable quarters. When the throneismine, | will ... decide whether it may eventudly be safe to
releaseyou.”

He gave orders. Unresisting, Flandry roseto beled away. "My compliments, Sir Olaf," he murmured.
"You are cleverer than | redized. Goodnight.”

"Goodnight, Sr Dominic,” replied the other.

Chapter 19

Thedimax was violent.

It began with delusive smoothness. "How | shdl regret leaving this place,” Axor mused at supper.
"Though | will dwaysthank God for the privilege of having encountered wonder here.”

Targovi pricked up hisears. "Leaving?"

"W, we cannot expect our hosts to maintain us forever—especidly me, bearing in mind what my
food must cost them. Working together with the lady |sis Zachary and her colleagues at the Apollonium
in these past days, | have learned things of supreme vaue, and perhaps contributed some humble moiety
in return, but now we seem to have exhausted our respective funds of information and the conclusions
which discusson hasled usto draw therefrom.”

"Apollonium?" Targovi's question was absent-minded, practicaly areflex. Histhoughts were racing
away.

Axor waved atree-trunk arm around the room where he sprawled and the Tigery sat at table. He
was redlly indicating the nighted campus beyond the hospice walls. "This center of learning, research,
philosophy, arts. They do not call it auniversity because it has no teaching function. Being whet they are,
Zacharians require no school s except input to their homes, no teachers except their parents or, when they
are mature, knowledgeable persons whom they can cal when explanation is necessary.”

"Oh, yes, yes. You'vefinished, you say?"

"Virtudly. Dear friend,” Axor trumpeted, "I cannot express my gratitude for your part in bringing me
to thishaven. While they have never undertaken seriousinvestigation of the Foredwe lers, the Zacharians
areinsatiably curious about the entire cosmos. Their database contains every item ever reported or
collected by such of their people as have gone to space. | retrieved scores of descriptions, pictures,
studies of sites unknown to me. Comparison with the facts| already possessed began to open portals.
Is's, Vishnu, and Kwan Yin were those who especiadly took fire and produced brilliant ideas. | would not
venture to claim that we are on the way to deciphering the symbols, but we have identified regularities,
recurrences, that look highly significant. Who knows where that may lead future scholarship? To the very
revelation of Chrigt'suniversdity, that will in time bring dl sentient beingsinto his church?' The crocodilian
head lifted. "1 should not lament my departure,” the Wodenite finished. "Ahead of me, while thismortal
frameladts, lie pilgrimages to those planets about which | have learned, to the greater glory of God."

"Well, good,” mumbled Targovi. "Know you when we must leave?!
"No, not yet. | daresay they will tell me at the next session. Y ou might be thinking where we should



ask them to deposit us on the mainland. They have promised to take us anyplace welike."
"Dianawill be sad, | suppose. She'shad afinetime. Whereis she this eventide?

Though Axor's visage was not particularly mobile, somehow trouble seemed to dim his brown eyes,
and assuredly it registered in his basso profundo: "I cannot say. | have seldom seen her throughout our
stay. She goes about in company with that man—what is his name?”

"Kukulkan, if she hasn't swapped escorts.”

"Ah." Fingersthat could have snapped stedl bars twiddled with the spectacles hanging from the
armored neck. "Targovi, [—thisismost embarrassing, but | must speek—Well, | am not human, nor
versed in human ways, but lately | ... | have begun to fear for that maiden's virtue.”

The Tigery choked back ayowl of laughter.

"Y ou know her wdll," Axor continued. "Do you think, beforeit istoo late—I pray it be not too
late—you could advise her, asan, an elder brother?"

Opportunity! Targovi pounced. "l cantry,” hesaid. "Truth to tell, | too have fretted about her. I know
humans well enough to understand what Kukulkan'sintentions are. If we are bound away soon—what
one Zacharian knows, they all seem to know—nhell press hissuit.”

"Oh, dear. And she so young, innocent, helpless.” Axor crossed himsdlf.

"I'll seeif I can find them,” Targovi proposed. " She may not thank me tonight, but afterward—"
Despite an urgency which had become desperate, he must till hold down his merriment. Oh, aye,
wouldn't Diana Crowfeather be overjoyed at having her business minded for her? Histall dithered. "Wish
meluck.”

Axor bowed hishead and silently invoked asaint or two. Targovi shoved therest of hismed aside
and |eft.

The whole farce might have been unnecessary. He didn't know whether the hospice was bugged;
lacking equipment hidden aboard Moonjumper, he had no way of finding out. Therefore he assumed it
was, and furthermore that there was a stakeout—not a flesh-and-blood watcher, nothing that crude, but
sensorsin Srategic locations. His going forth should, now, arouse no more misdoubts than hisfeckless
wanderings about in the area appeared to have done.

At mogt, whoever sat monitoring might flash Kukulkan word that Targovi meant to deboost any
seduction, and Kukulkan might thus do best to take the girl for aromantic ride over the mountains ... if
he had not already done so ... The Zacharians did indeed stick together. No, more than that. They were
amost acommuna organism, like those Terran insectoids they had introduced to theidand
ecol ogy—ants—though antswith individud intelligence far too high for Targovi's liking upon this night.

He went out the door. A breeze |ulled cool, smelling of leaves and ses, ruffling hisfur; hewore
nothing but his breechcloth, belt, and knife. Lawns dreamed empty beneath a sky where clouds drifted,
tinged argent by Icarus and bronze by the sun-ring. That band was blocked off in the south by the pesks,
in places el sawhere by distant westher, but it and the moon gave ample light for humansto see by. He
had been waiting for fog or rain to lend comparative darkness in which hisvison would have the
advantage.

Wi, he could wait no longer.

Leaving the campus behind, he followed astreet at atrot which should look reasonable under the
circumgstances, until it passed by apark. There he cut across. Trees roofed grass. He vanished into the
gloom. At itsfarther edge he went on his belly and became aripple of motion that could easily have been
atrick of wind-blown cloud shadows.

From there on hewas a Tigery hunter astalk, using every scrap of cover and every trick in the open,
sensestuned to each least flicker, shuffling, whiff, quivering, clues and hints for which human languages



lacked words. Often he froze for minutes while aman or awoman walked by, sometimes close enough
to touch. Had dogs been about, he would perforce have left anumber of the abominable creatures dead,
but fortunately the Zacharians had better taste than to keep any. Aswas, he took more than an hour to
approach hisgodl.

It sood highin the hills, on the fringe of settlement. A five-meter wall, thirty meterson asde,
surrounded an areaforbidden to visitors. When Hemdal was showing him about, Targovi had inquired
what waswithin. "Defense,”" his guide answered. ™Y ou may not know it, but under the treaty we take
responsbility for the defense of thisidand—not out into space, of course; that's the job of the Navy; but
againgt whatever hostile force might break through or might come over the surface. We maintain our own
ingalations. This one guards Janua."

Guards, aye. Hattened on the ground, Targovi felt afaint shudder. Something had passed beneath.
Wéll, he had dready eye-gauged that the spaceport—from which outsiders were aso banned—Iay just
opposite, on the far sde of therange. A connecting tunnel waslogical.

His glance roved. Above the stony bulk of the wall, the Mencius ridge made a grayness beyond
which glimmered the Hellene pesks. Sculptured dopesfdl downward, multiply shadowed, frostily
highlighted. The Averroes River was brokenly visible, agleam. It plunged into the sheening of the bay.
Phosphorescence traced runes over the ocean. Beneath him were soil, pebbles, prickly weeds, dew.

Attention went back to the fortress. No, heredlized, it wasn't any such thing as St. Barbaras had
been part of. It must be acommand post for missiles, energy projectors, aircraft, and whatever else
laired in the vicinity. He doubted there was much. Daeda us had long been under Imperia protection.
Now it was under Magnusson's, but that should make no immediate difference. Likewise, Targovi
conjectured, security waslax. The Zacharians would have had no cause to be gtrict, not for centuries,
and if requirements had changed overnight, organization and training could hardly have done the same.

Stll, dl it took wasasingle alarm, or afterward asingle bullet or ray or flying torpedo ...

Hence he never considered the gate from which aroad wound off. Instead, he dithered to apoint
well away, where he could stand in shadow and examinethewall. 1t doped upward, as was desirable for
solidity. The materid was unfinished stone, perhaps origindly to keep anyone from climbing on
vacsoles—or was that notion too ridiculous? Erosion had blurred the roughness of the blocks but also
pitted the mortar. A human could never have gone up, but a Tigery might, given strength and claws and
eyesght adaptable to dim light. He found no indications of built-in warning systems. Why should they
exist? Who, or what, would be so crazy asto attempt entry?

Being of the species he was, Targovi did not stop to wonder about his saneness. He had little more to
go on than a hunter's hunch. What lay behind thewall, he could barely guess. What he could do after he
found it was unknowable beforehand. He sorely missed the weapons and gear stowed in hisship. Yet he
did not consider himself reckless. He went ahead with that which he had decided to do.

After long and close study, he had away picked out. He crawled backward until he judged the
distance sufficient for arunning start. Lifting eyes, ears, and tendrils above the shrubs, he searched for
possible watchers. None showed. Then better be quick, before any did! He sprang to hisfeet and
charged.

Well-conditioned Tigeries under asingle standard gravity can reach a sprint speed which outdoes
their Terran namesake. Sheer momentum carried Targovi far up the barrier. Fingers and claws did the
rest; he needed only an ingtant's purchase to thrust himself onward, too fast to lose hisgrip and fdl. Over
the top he went, fell, landed on pads that absorbed much of the shock, took the rest in rubbery muscles,
and promptly dived for cover. That was behind ahedge. It would do him scant good if someone had
noticed. After aminute, having heard and smelled nothing, he hazarded alook. The grounds were
deserted. Hisreadiness flowed from fight-or-flight back to stedlth.

A garden surrounded afair-sized building. While not neglected, it showed signs of perfunctory care.



That bore out Targovi's estimate, that this post had seen little use until quite recently, and was il weakly
and dackly manned. Why not? What need had the Zacharians had for military skills snce Daeddus came
under the Pax Terrana? What reason had they, even now, to worry about intruders? Nonetheless
Targovi continued cautious. His venture was wild at best.

First establish lines of retreat. A couple of big oaks offered those. A human could not legp from their
upper boughsto the top of thewall, but a Tigery could. Avoiding paths, he eded from hedge to bush.
The building loomed aheed, darkling in the half-light of heaven. It too was old, weather-worn; it had the
same pesked roof as those downhill but lacked their gracefulness, being an unrelieved block, though with
ample windows and doors. Toward the rear, two of those windows glowed.

They were plain vitryl. Targovi dipped dongside and peered around an edge. Breath hissed between
hisfangs. The hair erected over hisbody. Thiswasthe totd and stunning confirmation of
his—fears?—expectations?>—guesses?—The quarry he had been tracing stood terrible before him.

The windows gave on aroom bare-walled and sparsely furnished, with abath cubicle adjoining. Most
of its gpace went to acomputer. While engineering imposes basic smilarity on al such machines, Targovi
could see that this one had not been manufactured in the Terran Empire. Black-uniformed, blaster at belt
and rifle grounded, on guard through the night watch, wasaMerseian.

For along spell, the Tigery stood moveless. Ring-gleam and cloud shadows, wind-sough in leaves,
odors of green life, grittiness of masonry under his pams, seemed abruptly remote, things of dream,
againg the redlity which confronted him. What to do?

The sensible thing was to withdraw unobserved, keep silence, let the Zacharians return him to the
mainland, contact Nava Intdlligence ...

Which would be the absolute in lunacy, he thought. What had happened when he just hinted that
certain matters might rate investigation? And that was before Magnusson openly rebelled. How far today
would anonhuman outlaw get on hisraw word?

The overwheming mgority of Daeddans and, yes, members of the armed forces desired the survivd
of the Empire. What else was there for them? But they'd need proof, evidence that nobody could hide or
explan avay.

"When we hunted the gaarnokh on Home-world," Dragoika often said, "and he stood at bay, to spear
him in the heart we must needs go in between hishorns.”

Targovi dipped aong the wall to the next-nearest door. It was unlocked. Nobody came through the
gate or up from the spaceport tunnel unless the leaders had complete confidencein him. Targovi entered
ashort hdl which led to a corridor running the length of the building. Unlighted at this hour of rest, it
reached dusky along rows of closed chambers—aoffices mainly, he assumed, long disused. Some must
lately have been seeing activity, as must the weapon emplacements, wherever they were: but not much,
because the Zacharians did not await any emergency. They knew Merseiawasn't going to attack the
Petrician System.

Chiefly, Targovi decided, this strongpoint housed afew officers and their aides from the Roidhunate,
observers, liaison agents, conveyors of whatever orders their superiorsissued. Shipstraveled to and fro,
bringing replacements for those who went back to report. That traffic wouldn't be hard to keep secret. It
was infrequent; its captains knew the right recognition codes, Planetary Defense Command would assign
sentry vessalsto orbitsthat never gave them agood look at such arrivas; and private landing fecilities
waited on theidand.

The gatortails must have quarters under thisroof. A smell of them reached Targovi as he neared. It
waswarm, like ther blood, but neither Tigery-sweet nor human-sour—bitter. He bristled.

Partly by scent, partly by keeping track of direction and distance, heidentified the door to hisgodl. It
was closed. Unfortunate, that. He'd have to proceed without plan. But if he stood here hesitating his
chances would rapidly worsen. Dawn drew nigh. Though maost peopl€'s degptime might last later, many



would soon be agtir throughout Janua—must dready be—and full sunlight upon wayfarers.

He thumbed the " open” plate and stepped aside. Asthe door did back, the Merseian would look this
way and wonder why nobody trod through. He'd likely come closer to see—Now Targovi heard click of
boots on the floor, now the sound stopped but he caught a noise of breathing—not quickened, the guard
didn't imagine an enemy at hand, he was probably puzzled, maybe thinking a collywobble had developed
in these ancient circuits—

Targovi came around the jamb and sprang.

As he appeared, he saw what was needful, pivoted on his claws, and launched himself, inasingle
sorm-swift movement. Driven by the muscles of hisrace, he struck faster than the Mersaian could lift
wespon. They tumbled down together. Therifle clattered asde. Targovi jammed hisright forearminto a
mouth that had barely started to gape in the green-skinned face. Only a stifled gurgle got around it.

He could have killed a human with akarate chop, but had not studied M erseian anatomy and dared
not suppose it wasthat similar. Hisleft hand darted to catch the opponent's right arm before the
bolstered blaster could be drawn. Strength strained againgt strength.

Meanwhile he hooked clawsinto the thick tail, which would el se be aclub smashing upon him or
thumping adistress sgna. The boots, which might have done likewise, he pinned between his calves.

The Mersalan was powerful, less so than him but surging against his pressure, sure to break free
somewhere. Targovi released the gun wrist. His own arm whipped around behind the neck of the foe.
Low and blunt, unlike Axor's, the spind ridge nevertheless bruised him—as hisright arm shoved the head
back over that fulcrum.

The Merseian clutched hisblaster. Targovi heard a crack. The head flopped. The body shuddered,
once, and lay dill.

Whatever their variations, Mersaian, Tigery, and human are vertebrates.

Targovi jumped off the corpse, snatched therifle, crouched to cover the doorway. If the noise had
roused someone, held have to try shooting hisway free.

Minutes crawled by. Silence degpened. Light grew stronger in the windowpanes.

Targovi lowered the weapon. Nobody had heard. Or, if anybody did, it had been so briefly that the
being sank back into deep. After al, he had taken just secondsto kill the guard.

How much time remained before reveille, or whatever would reved him? It was surely meeger.
Targovi got to work.

Having closed the door, he examined the computer. Aye, Merseian made, and he was ignorant of the
Eriau language. Not entirely, though. Like most mentaly aive personsin thisfrontier space, he had
picked up assorted words and catchphrases. His daydream of operating among the stars had also led
him to learn the a phabet. Moreover, Merseia had origindly acquired modern technology from Terra; and
logic and naturd law are the same everywhere,

When they firgt arrived here, the gatortails must have brought this as their own mainframe computer.
Not only would they be most familiar with it, they need not fear its being tampered with, whether directly
or from afar. Besdes making active use of it, they'd keep their database within ... Yes. Targovi believed
he had figured out the d ementary instruction he wanted.

He touched keys. "Microcopy everything.”

The machine had rearranged molecules by the millions and deposited three discus-shaped containers
on the drop shelf before Targovi finished therest of hisjob. Y et what he did went swiftly. He stripped the
tunic from the Mersaian, who now resisted him with mere weight, and dashed it in places until he could

tie it together as a package. The wegponswould go in, aswell as the data dabs and—He set things out
of theway while hisknife made the next cuts, and afterward fetched atowd from the bathroom. It



wouldn't do to have his bundle drip blood.

Ready for travel, he opened the door a crack, peered, opened it wide, stepped through, closed it
again. Quite possibly no one would be astir for another hour or two. Merseians tended to be early risers,
but had no good reason to reset their circadian rhythms according to the short Daedaan period. In fact,
they had good reason to refrain. The effort was lengthy and demanding; meanwhile they'd be at lessthan

pesk efficiency.
It was likewise possible that, whenever the rest of his mission got up, the sentry would not be
immediately due for rdlief, and no other occasion would arise for them to pass this door.

Targovi couldn't count on any of that. Thusfar hisluck had been neither especidly fair nor especidly
foul. Mogt of it he had made for himself. Had he come upon a different situation, he would have acted
according to it as best he was able. Throughout, he had exploited surprise.

How much longer could he continue to do so? Not very!

He stole down corridor and hall. At the exit, he dropped to a belly-scraping al fours and crept,
dragging hisburden in histeeth. Up atree—aflying leap to the outer wall and abounce to the ground
beyond—snake'sway through brush till adip of terrain concealed him—He rose and ran.

Zacharians gared at the carnivore form that sped unhumanly fast down their streets, abundle under
an arm. With his spare hand, he waved a them. They had gotten used to seeing the poor itinerant
huckster around, his hopes of business gone, aimlesdy adrift. If today he bounded aong, why, he must
be stretching hislegs. He looked cheerful enough.

The sun-ring had contracted to a broad, incandescent arc in the east. The sky above was nearly
white; afew clouds hung gilded. Westward the blue degpened. Dew sparkled on grass. Songbirds
twittered. A red squirrel flamed aong abough. Here and there, savants passed from hdl to ivy-covered
hall. It would have been hard to imagine a scene more innocent.

When Targovi let himself into the hospice, he missed the scent of Diana. He went to her room and
peeked in. The bed stood unused. For asecond he stood irresolute. Should hetry to find her? The loss
of time could prove fatal. On the other hand, athird member of his party might tip the scales, and the
gods knew that most weight now lay in thewrong pan ... And what of his sisterling herslf? Ought he
make her share his danger? Would she be safest staying behind? Maybe. The Zacharians might be
satisfied with a straightforward interrogation and do her no harm. If she had been romping with the man
Kukulkan, he should have the decency to use hisinfluence on her behdf ... But maybe the Zacharians
would work ghastliness upon her, infear or in spite. Maybe none of them felt in any way honor-bound to
an outsider lover.

Decision. Targovi couldn't hunt over Januafor her. But if she was where he thought waslikely, it
might not be too distant. He sought the infotrieve and keyed the area directory. Kukulkan's home
address appeared on the screen. Houses lacked numbers, but streets’ had names, and coordinates on a
grid indicated each location. AcaciaLane—yes—Targovi's disconsolate wanderings while Axor
conferred and Dianaflirted had had the purpose of learning the geography. Acacia L ane was south of
here, not redlly out of the way when you were trying to escape.

He entered the Wodenite'sroom. Axor filled it, curled on a seat of mattresses. His bresthing waslike
surf below the sea cliffs. Targovi dipped past the scaly body, bent over the muzzle, took hold of its
nostrils. Those, he had discovered, were the most sensitive point, He tweaked them. Horny lidsflipped
back under craggy brow ridges. A row of teeth, ; meant for both ripping and crushing, gleamed into
view. "Ochla, hoo-o0, ksyan ngunggung,” rolled between them. "What's this, eh, what, what?"

"Quick!" Targovi said. "Follow me. I've come on something unique. It won't last. Y ou'll want to see
it
"Redly. | was awake late, reading.”



"Please. | beg you. Youll not regret it.”

"Ah, wdl, if youingst." Hoofs banged, the floor cresked, Axor'stail scraped awall. He followed
Targovi out and across the greensward. Such people aswere in sight gave them looks but continued on
their own paths. The xenosophonts were no longer anovelty.

Where apair of mgjestic trees shaded a bench, Targovi stopped. "Thiswill be an unpleasant
aurprise,” hewarned. "Hold fast to your emotions. Reved naught.”

"What?' The Wodenite blinked. "But you saild—"
" lied. Hereisthe truth. Curl around. | want you to screen off what you're about to see.”

Squatting, Targovi pulled his bundle from under the bench where he had | eft it and undid its knots.
Three data dabs, two firearms on non-Technic make, and something wrapped in awet red towel
appeared. He unfolded the cloth. Axor failed to suppress ageyserish gasp. Beneath hisgaze lay the
severed head of aMersaian.

Chapter 20

A few timesin the past, Diana had felt she was being well and thoroughly kissed. Now she found her
estimates had been off by an order of magnitude. Kukulkan's body pressed hard and supple. When she
opened her eyes she saw hisblurrily, but gold-brown, oblique, brilliant. The man-scent of him dizzied her.
Shefdt his heartbeat againgt hers. She clung tight with her left arm and let her right fingers go ruffling
through hishair.

His hand did from her hip, upward, insde her half-opened blouse. It went under her brassiere.
Sweetness exploded.

Wait! rang through. Dragoika's voice purred acrossthe years. "Give yoursdlf to thewind, but first be
aure 'tisthewind of your wish." Thelondliness of Maria Crowfeather—

Diana pulled back. She must exert force. "Hold on,” she said with an unsteady laugh. "1 need to come
up for ar.”

"Oh, my beautiful!" Hisweight thrust her downward on the sofawhere they sat.

Sheresisted. A gentlejudo break, decisive since unawaited, freed her. She sprang from him and
stood breathing hard, flushed and atremble but back in charge of herslf.

"Easy, there," she said, smiling, because warmth still pulsed. She found occupation in pushing back
her touded locks. "Let's not get carried away.”

Herose, too, himsdf apparently unoffended, though ardency throbbed in histone: "Why not? What
harm? What except love and joy?"

He refrained from advancing, so she stayed where she was, and wondered if she could redlly resst
the handsomeness that confronted her. "Well, I—Oh, Kukulkan, it's been wonderful." And it had been,
culminating in this night'sflight above the Hellenes to alake where they swam whilethe reflection of the
sun-ring flashed everywhere around them, asif they swam in pure light; and ate pheasant and drank
champagne ashore; and danced on aboat dock to music from the car's player, music and adance she
had never known before, awaltz by somebody named Strauss; and finally came back to his place, where
onething led to another. "I thank you, | do, | do. But soon I'll be gone.™

"No, you won't. I'll seetothat. You'l stay aslong asyou want. And I'll take you al over this planet,
and eventuadly beyond, to the sars”

Did he mean it? Suppose he did!

She had no intention of remaining avirgin for life, or until any particular age. Pride, if nothing else,
forbade becoming somebody's plaything or, for that matter, making atoy of aman. But sheliked



Kukulkan Zachary—more than liked him—and she must be alittle specia to him, or why would he have
squired her around as he did? What an ingrate she was, not to trust him.

If only she'd had areversible shot. She wanted neither ababy in the near future nor an abortion ever;
but living hand-to-mouth on Imhotep, as often as not among the Tigeries, she just hadn't gotten around to
the precaution. She thought thisweek was safe for her—

"I'd better go," sheforced hersdlf to say. "L et methink things over. Please don't rush me."

"At least let me kissyou goodbye until later,” he replied in that melodious voice of his. "A few hours
later, no more, | beg you."

She couldn't refuse him so smadll afavor, could she, in common courtesy?
He gathered her in. She responded. Resol ution wobbled.

Whether or not it would have stood fast, she never knew. The front door, unlocked on the crimeess
idand, opened. Targovi camein. Behind him reared the dragon head of Axor.

Dianaand Kukulkan recoiled apart. "What the flickerin hell!" ripped from her. He snarled and
tensed.

Targovi leveled the blaster he carried. "Don't," he said.
"Have you two jumped your orbits?' Dianayelled, and knew freezingly that they had not.

Kukulkan straightened. His features stiffened. "Drop that thing," he said asif giving aroutine order to
aservant. "Do you want the girl killed in afirefight?’

"Who isto start one?' Targovi retorted. He gestured at awindow. Leafage turned young daylight to
gold-spattered green. Like most local homes, thiswas tucked into its garden, well back from the Street,
screened by trees and hedges. It was obvious that the intruders had entered unseen.

Axor crowded in. He went to Diana, laid his enormous arms about her, drew her to his plated breast,
astenderly as her mother. "My dear, my dear, | am sorry," he boomed low. "Horror is upon us. Would
that you could be spared.”

For aminute she clung tight. It was as though strength and cam flowed out of him, into her. She
stepped back. Her gaze winged around the scene and cameto rest on Targovi. "Explain,” she said.

His scarlet eyes smoldered back at her. "The spoor | followed proved true," he answered. | followed
itinto thelair of the beast. Axor, show her what | brought back."

The Wodenite visibly shuddered. "Musgt 17"
"Y es. Didn't diddle about. Every tailshake we wait, the odds mount againgt us.”

While Axor took a package from a carrier bag and untied it, Targovi'swords trotted remorseless:
"The Zacharians are in collusion with the Mersaians. This means they must be with Magnusson. The
Mersaians must be! Y ou understand what this betokens.”

"No," she protested, "please, no. Impossible. How could they keep the secret? Why would they do
suchathing?'

Axor completed histask, and It stared sightlessly up at her.

"They arenot like your folk," Targovi reminded.

Struggling out of shock, she heard him dimly. "We must bring this evidence back.”

"How?" challenged Kukulkan. Dianaregarded him, which hurt like vitriol to do. He stood shaken but
undaunted. "Would you stedl acar and fly off?'Y ou might succeed in that, even committing another
murder or two in the process. But missileswill come after you, rays, warcraft if necessary, to shoot you
down. Meanwhile, whatever transmissions you attempt will be jammed—not that they'd be believed. A
waterboat is merdy ludicrous. Surrender, and I'll suggest clemency.”



"You'll not be here." Targovi aimed the blaster. He had st it to narrow beam. Kukulkan never
flinched.

"No!" shouted Diana and bellowed Axor together. She pursued with a spate of words: "D'you mean
to slence him? What for? The darm'll go out anyhow, when they find that poor headless body. Tiehim
up ingteed.”

"Youdoit, then," the Tigery growled. "Be quick, but be thorough. Meanwhile, think whether you
want to join us. Axor, stow the goods again.”

"Into the bedroom,” Dianadirected. Theirony smote her. "Oh, Kukulkan, thisisawful! Y ou didn't
know anything about it, did you?'
Under the threat of Targovi's gun, he preceded her, turned, and said in stediness: "1 did. It would be

idiotic of meto deny that. But | intended you no harm, lovely lass. On the contrary. Y ou could have
become amother of kings."

Shewiped away tears, drew her knife, dashed a sheet into bonds. "What do you want, you people?
Why've you turned traitor?'

"We owe the Terran Empire nothing. It dragooned our forebearsinto itsdlf. It has spurned our
leadership, the vision that animated the Founders. It will only alow usto remain oursaves onthissingle
patch of land, afar inits marches. Here we dwdll like Plato's man in chains, seeing only shadows on the
wall of our cave, shadows cast by the living universe. The Merseians have no cause to fear or shun us.
Rather, they will welcome us astheir intermediaries with the human commonadlity. They will grant usthe
same boundless freedom they desire for themsalves.”

"Areyou s-s-certain about that? Lie down on the b-b-bed, on your stomach.”

He obeyed. She began fastening his hands behind his back. Would he twist about, try to seize her for
shidld or hostage? Sheld hate dashing him; but she stayed prepared. He lay passive, gpart from speech:
"What do you owe the Empire, Diang, thisshdllful of rotting flesh? Why should you diefor it? Y ou will, if
you persist. You have nowhereto flee."

Ingtantly, amost involuntarily, she defied him. "Weve got awhole big idand where we can live off the
farmsand wildlife, plenty of hillsand woodsfor cover. Well survive.”

"For hours, days, at most. In fear and wretchedness. Think. | offer you protection, amnesty. My kin
will not be vindictive. They are abovethat. | offer you glory."

"Hemay intend it, or he may just want the use of you," Targovi said from the doorway. "In either
case, ssterling, belikeit'syour safest trail. If we bind you, too, somebody will come erelong to see what's
happened, and none should blame you.”

"Naw." Dianasecured Kukulkan'sankles. "I stay by my friends."
"A forlorn hope, we."

She hitched the strips to the bedframe, lest the prisoner roll himsdlf off and out into the street.
Straightening, she happened to spy and open closet. Hanging there were clothes for both man and
woman.

Wi, sure, shethought, Zacharians didn't marry. No point in it, for them. He had admitted as much,
and mentioned children raised in interchangeable househol ds, and she had wondered how lonesome he
wasin hisheart and whether that was what drew him to her, and then they had gone on with their
excursgon. But, sure, Zacharians would have sex for other reasons than procreation. | nterchangeable
people? Theideawas like awinter wind.

She stooped above the bonny face. He gave her a crooked smile. "Goodbye," she said to the dien.
Seeking Targovi: "All right, let's scramble out o' here.”
"—gtate secrets. Almost as dangerous are their persons, for they are armed and desperate.



While capture alive is desirable for purposes of interrogation, killing them on sight is preferable to
any risk of allowing them to continue their rampage—"

Targovi heard the announcement out before he switched off the audio transceiver he had brought
from the hospice. It was anatura thing to put in Axor's carrier, dong with food, after they had voiced
their decision to go on along tramp through the hills, for the benefit of any eectronic eavesdroppers.
While the Wodenite recorded a message apologizing for thus cancelling his next gppointment with 1SS,
explaining that he wished to savor the landscape and thiswas hislast chance, his comrade had
surreptitioudy added a hiking ouitfit for Dianato the baggege.

Being aTigery, Targovi skipped banditieslike, "Well, now they know." He did murmur, "Interesting
ishow they phraseit, the scat about 'state secrets. | should think most Zacharians will redlize at once
what this means. The rest should cooperate without questions.”

"| spose the wordsre for the benefit of whatever outsiders may catch the broadcast,” said Diana
around amouthful of sandwich. "Fr ingtance, on watercraft passn' within range. Not that they'd
investigate for themsdves."

The three rested in ahollow in the heights above Janua, well away from settlement. Its peacefulness
was an ache in them. Birch stood around, leaves dancing to a breeze in the radiance of westbound
Patricius. Prostrate juniper grew among the white trunks, itself dark blue-green and fragrant. A spring
bubbled from amaossy bank. Somewhere amockinghbird trilled.

"The Zacharianswill be out like aswarm of khrukai—swordwings," Targovi said. "They'll use arcraft
and high-gain sensors. Well need al the woodcraft that isours. And ... we are not used to forest such as
this™

Dianasmote fist on ground. "Be damned if well diefor naught, or skulk around usdlesstill
Magnusson's daughtered hisway to the throne!™ Her head and voice drooped. "Only what can we do?"

Axor cleared histhroat. "I can do this much, beloved ones,” he said, almost matter-of-factly. "My size
and lack of sKkill a concealment will betray us even before my bodily need has exhausted the rations. L et
me angle off and divert pursuit while you two seek the mountains." Helifted ahand against Diana's
anguished cry. "No, no, it isthe sole sengible plan. | came a ong because, much though | abhor violence,
asaChristian should, yet there seemed to be a chance to end the war before it devourslives by the
millions. Also, while| cannot believe the Merselans are creatures of Satan, they would deprive many
billions of whatever self-determination isleft. It isaworthy cause. Afterward, if you live, pray that we be
forgiven for the harm we have done our opponents, and for the repose of their souls, as| will pray.” His
neck swayed upward from where helay till light caught the crest of his head and made acrown of it. "L et
me sarvein thesngleway | am able. Lord, watch over my spirit, and the spirits of these my friends."

Thistimethe girl could not stem tears. "Oh, Axor—!"
"Quiet, you two blitherers,” Targovi grated. "What we want isless nobility and more thinking."

He jumped and paced, not man-style but asa Tigery does, weaving in and out among the trees and
around the bushes. Hisright hand stroked the blade of his great knife over the pam of the left, again and
again. Teeth gleamed when he muttered on the track of histhought.

"| led us hither because | dared not suppose my deed at the command post would go undetected
enough longer for usto rustle trangportation and reach the mainland. In that | was right. My hope was
that the Zacharians would show such confusion at the news, being inexperienced in affairslikethis, that
we could double back and find means of escape—mayhap forcing the owner of avehicleto cover for us.
After dl, they had not been well organized at the post. The hope wasthin just the same, and now isnot a
wisp. | think their ... oneness ... makesthem able to react to the unforeseen as coolly asan individud,
not with the babble and cross purposes of an ordinary human herd taken by surprise. Y ou heard the
broadcast. Every car and boat will stay in agroup of three or more, under guard. Every movement from
theidand will be stopped for ingpection. Thiswill prevail until we are captured or dain.



"Shdl weyidd? They might be content to shoot me, and the imprisonment of you two might not be
crud.

"Yousdgnd ano."

"My mother passed on an ancient sayin' to me," Dianatold them. "Better to die on your feet than live
on your knees."

"Ah, the young do not truly understand they can die," Axor sighed. "Y et if any possibility whatsoever
isleft us, what can wein conscience do other than try it?"

Stll the Tigery prowled. "I am thinking, | am thinking—" Abruptly he halted. He drove theknifeinto a
bole so that the metal sang. "Javak! Y es, it was on my horizon—atwisted path—But we must needs
hurry, and not give the foe time to imagine we are crazy enough to teke that way."

The south side of the Mencius range dropped a short distance before the land resumed its climb. This
was unpeopled country, heavily wooded save where the canyon of the Averroes River dashed toward
the sea, and on the higher flanks of the mountains. Kukulkan had told Dianait was agame and
recreational preserve. The location of the spaceport here dated from troubled early days, when it might
have become atarget, minor though it was. Perhaps itsisolation had been afactor in the conceiving of the
Mersaian plot.

Despite everything, the girl caught her bregth at the sght. Clear, gpart from adight golden fleece of
clouds, the sky was pae below, degpening in indigo at the zenith; but sill night cast adusk over the
reaches around her. Heights to north and south walled in the world. Only at the ends of thevaedid the
sun-ring shine, casting rays that made the bottom alake of amber. Where trees allowed glimpses, the hills
above were purple-black, the snow-caps in the distance moltenly aglow. Air was cool on her brow.
Quietness towered.

Wonder ended as Targovi pointed ahead.

Beyond the last concealment the forest afforded was a hundred-meter stretch, kept open though
overgrown with brush and weeds. A link fence, to hold off animals, enclosed aferrocrete field. Her pulse
athrob but her senses and judgment preternaturaly sharp, she gauged its dimensions asfive hundred by
three hundred meters. Service buildings clustered and aradionic mast spired at the farther end. Of the
severa landing docks, two were occupied. One craft she identified asinterplanetary, anew and shapely
verson of Moonjumper. The other was naval—rather small asintersielar shipswent, darkly gleaming,
gun turret and launcher tubes deeked into her leanness—akin to the Comet class, but not identical, not
designed or wrought by humans—What ghost in her head blew abugle cal?

Huge and vague in the shadows, Axor whispered hoarsdly, "We take the Zacharian vessd, of
course.”

"No, of course not,” Targovi hissed. His eyes caught what light there was and burned like codls. "'l
wasright in guessing theidanders are as militarily dovenly here as at the centrum, and have armed no
watch. The thought of us hijacking a spaceship istoo warlike to have occurred to them. But the
Merseians are bound to have a guard aboard theirs. | know not whether that's a singleton or more, but
belike whoever it isknows how to dispatch a seeker missile, or actualy lift in chase" Decison.
"However, we may well dupe them into supposing we are after the easier prey, and thus catch them off
bdance. Thedim light will hdp—"

When he burst from concealment, Axor carried Dianain the crook of an arm, she would otherwise
havetoiled far behind him and Targovi. The pounding of his galop resounded through her. She leaned
into hisflexing hardness, cradled her rifle, peered after amark.

It was an ingtant and it was a century across the clearing, until they reached the fence. Axor'sfreearm
curved around to keep torn strands off her while he crashed through. Nevertheless, several drew blood.
She barely noticed.



Men ran from the terminal, insectoida at their distance, then suddenly near. She saw pistolsin the
hands of some. She heard abuzz, athud. Axor grunted, lurched, went on. Diana opened fire. A figure
tumbled and lay spraitling.

Targovi bounded adongside. The cargo carrier was straight ahead. Heraised hisarm, veered, and
went for the Merseians. Diands vision swooped as Axor came around too. She glanced past hisclifflike
shoulder and saw the Zachariansin bewilderment. They numbered perhaps a dozen.

Targovi mounted the entry ramp of the dock. An airlock stood shut againgt him. He shielded his eyes
with an arm and began to cut hisway in with the blaster. Flame spurted blue-white, heat roiled, air
seethed, sparks scorched hisfur. A light ship like thisrelied on her forcefields and interceptors for
protection in space. Nobody expected attack on the ground.

The Zachariansrallied and pelted toward him. They had courage aplenty, Dianathought in a breath.
Axor went roaring and trampling to meet them. She threw a barrage. The men scattered and fled, except
for one wounded and two shapeless.

Dianastrigger clicked on an empty magazine. Above her, Targovi's blaster sputtered out, its
capacitors exhausted.

Axor thundered up the ramp. "Diana, get down!" he bawled. "Both of you, behind me!"

They scrambled to obey. He hammered his mass against the weakened lock. At the third impact it
sagged aside.

Four Merseianswaited. Their uniforms revealed them to be soldiers, unqudified to fly the craft they
defended. Rather than shut the inner valve and risk it being wrecked too, they had prepared to give
battle. Merssianswould.

Axor charged. Beams and bullets converged on him. That could not check such momentum. Two
died under his hoofs before he collapsed, shaking the hull. Targovi and Diana cameright after. The Tigery
threw hisknife. A handgun rattled off a bulkhead. He and the Mersaian went down together, embraced.
Hisfangs found the green throat. Diana eluded a shot, got in close, and wielded her own blade.

Targovi picked himself up. "They'll've sent for hep,” he ragped out of dripping jaws. "Lubberly
warriorsthough Zacharians be, | give usless than ten minutes. While| discover how to raise thisthing,
you closethe portd." He whisked from sight.

Thelock gave her no difficulty; the layout resembled that of Moonjumper. With the ship sedled, she
made her way across adippery deck to Axor. He lay breathing hard. Scorch marks were black over his
scales. Redness oozed from wounds, not quite the same hue as hers, which was not quite the same asthe
Mersaians, but it was al blood—water, iron, life—"Oh, you're so hurt,” she keened. "What can | do for
you?"

Helifted hishead. "Are you well, child?"

"Yes, nothin' hit me, but you, darlin’, you—"

Lipsdrew back in asmile tha others might have found frightening. "Not to fear. A little discomfort,
yes, | might go so far asto say pain, but no seriousinjury. This carcass has many a pilgrimage ahead of it
yet. Praises be to God and thanks to the more militant saints.” The head sank. Wesrily, soberly, he
finished, "Now let me pray for the souls of thefallen.”

A shiver went through Diana's feet. Targovi had awakened the engines.

Atmospheric warcraft zoomed over hills and mountains. He did not try keying in an order to shoot.
Instead, he outclimbed them. Missileswhistled doft. By then he had learned how to switch on the
deflector fied.

And after that he wasin space. The planet rolled beneath him, enormous and lovely, burnished with
oceans, emblazoned with continents, white-swirled with clouds. Once more he saw stars.



He could only take amoment to savor. Single-handing, he hadn't ameteorite's chance againg attack
by any Nava unit. "Diana," he said over theintercom, "cometo the bridge, will you?' and devoted
himsdlf to piloting. He couldn't ingtruct the autosystem the unfamiliar manua controls responded clumsly
to him, and the navigationd ingruments were incomprehensible; he must eyebd| and stagger hisway. At
least he/d managed to set asteady interior field of about a gee. Otherwise his comrades would be getting
thrown around like chipsin acasino.

Widll, if heand they could walk from the landing, that was amply good—if they walked free.

The girl entered and took the copilot's seet. "1 hope to bring us down at Aurea port,” hetold her. "No
doubt the Zacharianswill cal frantically in, demanding the Navy blow us menaces out of the sky, and no
doubt there are officerswho will be happy to oblige. | lack skill to take us away on hyperdrive. You are
the human aboard. What do you counsel ?'

She considered, hand to smoke-smudged cheek—tangle-haired, sweaty, ragged, begrimed. Glancing
at her, scenting her, knowing her, he wished he could be, for some hours, amale of her species.

"Can you set up astrong audiovisua transmission, that'll punch through interference on the standard
band?"' she asked.

He studied the console before him. "'l think | can.”
"Do." She closed her eyes and sagged in her harness.

But when he was ready, she came back to strength. To the computer-generated face in the screen
shesaid: "l have amessage for Commandant General Cesare Gatto. It's not crank, and it istop priority.
If it don't get straight to him, courts martial are goin' to blossom till you can't see the clover for 'em. The
fact I'm in aspacecraft you'll soon identify as Merseian should get you off your duffs. Hell want a
recognition code, of course. Tell him Diana Crowfeather isbound home."

Chapter 21

The database contained much that became pricelessto the Navy in its operations against the revolt.
Some continued valuable afterward, to Terran Intelligence, until the Merseians had completed necessary
changes of plan and organization—an effort which, while it went on, kept them out of considerable
mischief abroad. A part of the record dealt with Sr Olaf Magnusson. From previous experience
and knowledge, Flandry reconstructed more of the story, conjecturally but with high probability.

A man stern and righteous lived under an Imperium effete and corrupt. Emperor Georgios meant well,
but he was long a-dying, and meanwhile the favorites of the Crown Prince crowded into power. After
Josip succeeded to the throne, malfeasance would scarcely trouble to mask itsdlf, and officid after officiad
would routinely order atrocities committed on outlying worlds entrusted to them, that wealth might be
wrung into their coffers. Erik Magnusson, space captain and trader of Kraken, forsworein his heart al
dlegianceto the Empire that had broken faith with him.

Somehow aMersaian or two, among those whom he occasionaly met, sensed the unhappinessin him
and passed word of it on to those who took interest in such matters. Upon his next vist to their mother
planet, he received baronid treatment. In due course he met the great lord—not the Roidhun, who has
more often been demigod than ruler, but the chief of the Grand Council, the day-by-day master of that
whole vast redlm, insofar as any single creature could ever be.

Thiswas Brechdan Ironrede, the Hand of the Vach Y nvory, an impressive being whose soul wasin
many respects brother to the soul of Captain Magnusson. Wl did he know what would apped. There
were humans by race who were Merseian subjects, just as there were Merseians by race who were
Terran subjects—tiny minoritiesin either case, but sgnificant on many levels. Those whom Brechdan
summoned must have joined their voicesto his. Why should Kraken pay tribute to an Imperium which
enriched toadies, fettered commerce, and neglected defenses? The law of the Roidhun was gtrict but just.



Under him, men could again be men. United, the two civilizationswould linger no morein this handful of
gsars on afringe of the galaxy; they would fare forth to possess the cosmos.

Erik Magnusson was converted. Perhaps Aycharaych, the telepath, confirmed it.

The man must have redlized how dight the chance was that he could ever be of important service. He
might or might not recruit afew others, he might or might not sometimes carry amessage or an agent, but
basicaly hewasareservig, aslent keeper of the flame. At home he could not even declare openly his
lovefor Merssia

But the time came when he gave Merseia his son.

The boy Olaf accompanied him there and remained. Nobody on Kraken suspected aught amiss when
Erik returned within him. Olaf's mother was dead, hisfather had not remarried, his sblings had learned to
refrain from pestering with questions. "I got him an gpprentice's berth on a prospector ship. Hell learn
more and better than in any of our schools.”

The secret school he did enter was neither human or humane. High among its undertakingswasto
strengthen the strong and destroy the weak. Olaf survived. He learned science, history, combet,
leadership, and tearlessness. Toward the end, Aycharaych took him in charge, Aycharaych the
Chereionite, he of the crested eagle countenance and the subtle, probing intellect. Merseian masters had
laid afoundation in the boy: knowledge, physique, purpose. Upon it Aycharaych now raised the
psychosexua structure he wanted.

The Golden Face, the uttered wisdom, the Seep and the Dreams and the words that whispered
through them ... carefully orchestrated pleasures of flesh, mind, spirit ... dedication to a God
unknowable—

Y oung Olaf Magnusson regppeared on Kraken after some years, taciturn about his adventures. He
soon enlisted in the Imperia marines. From then on, he carried out his orders.

They were the directives of his superiors. Never was he a spy, asubversive, or anything but abold,
bright member of the Terran armed services—enlisted man, cadet on transfer, Navy officer. The
commandment of the Merseianswasto do hisutmog, rise asfast and high as possible, and inwardly
stand by for an opportunity that might well never come.

What action he saw at first was againgt barbarians, bandits, local rebels and recacitrants, nothing to
dtir inner conflict. But when crisis erupted into combat at Syrax, he fought Merseians. What agony this
cost him—and perhaps that was little, for he had been taught that death in battle is honorable, and an
individua isonly acdl in the bloodstream of the Race—was eased when a secret agent brought him
praise and told him that henceforward he would be in the minds of the Roidhunate's mighty.

He had aso caled himsdlf to the attention of the Empire's. His career plunged ahead like acomet
toward itssun. If Mersaiaor its cat's paws made trouble, that was frequently in regions where he was
gationed, and he distinguished himself. Knowing Eriau and two other mgjor Merseian languages, he
served on negotiating commissions, and gained till greater distinction. Beginning as an ade, he proffered
such excdlent suggestions that presently he wasin charge; and under hisdirection, the Terrans got terms
more advantageous to themsalves than they had really hoped for.

True, thesewere dl ad hoc arrangements, concerning specific, spatialy limited issues of secondary
concern. Nonetheless Olaf Magnusson proved that he understood the Merseians and could get along
with them. Manifestly, they did not hold his combat career againgt him; rather, they respected his ability
and determination.

The Navy did likewise. Aloofness and augterity became advantageoustraitsin the reformist reign of
Emperor Hans; they showed Magnusson to be no mere uniformed politician. He was a spit-and-polish
disciplinarian, but awaysfair, and, given adeserving case, cgpable of compassion. Where he held office,
moraerose high, aso among civilians, especialy after his broadcast speeches. Thusit becamelogicd to
make him responsible for the defense of an entire, strategicaly critical sector, bordering on the debatable



gpaces between Empire and Roidhunate.

Terralater had causeto give the High Command thanks for so wise a choice. What seemed like
another quarrel between the powers, ugly but resolvable, abruptly escaped contral. It flared into the
worst emergency since Syrax. There was no rhyme or reason to that; but how often is there with
governments? Once again aMerselan task force moved toward an undermanned Terran frontier "to
restore order, assure the safety of the Race and its client species, and make possible the resumption of
meaningful diplomatic discussons”

The meaning of those discussions would be obvious, when Merseia held asizegble chunk ripped out
of the Empire's most vulnerable side. The concessions demanded would not be such to provoke
hall-scale war; but they would leave Terra sorely weakened. Time was lacking in which to send adequate
reinforcements. Againg the threat, Olaf Magnusson'sfleet orbited done.

"We will pay the price," the Merseian envoy had said in the hidden place. "You must it exact it
ruthlessly. Spare us no blow that you can deal. Your duty isto become a hero.”

The Imperids at Patricius met the foe and broke him. His shattered squadrons regled back into the
darkness whence they came. Mersaian representatives cdled for an immediate reconvening of the
high-level conference, and suddenly what they asked and offered was reasonable. Jubilation billowed
through the Empire, yes, even on jaded Terra. Magnusson went there to receive aknighthood at the
hands of the Emperor.

He returned to folk who adored him and felt cheated by their Imperium—almost as embittered as
were many Merseians who had seen comrades die and ships lost because of unprecedented ineptitude.
Sir Olaf began to speak out against the decadence of the state, of the entire body politic. He spoke both
publicly and privatdy. Given hisimmense prestige and his remoteness from the center of things, no one
ventured to quel him ... until he proclaimed himself master of al, and hislegions hailed him; and then it
wastoo late.

"Thisisthe day for which we have prepared throughout your lifetime," said the envoy in the
hidden place.

"I amto reach the throne?" Magnusson asked, amazed in spite of having guessed what his
engineered destiny was. "Why? To undermine the Empiretill it lies ready for conquest? 1—do not
like that thought. Nor do | really believeit's a possibility. Too many unforeseeables, too many
whole worlds."

"Khrach, no. Victory shall be as quick and clean as we can make it. You are to come not as the
executioner, but the savior."

"Hard to do."
"Explain why."

"Well—Hans Moalitor had it easier. The Wang dynasty was extinct, aside from a few idiots who
could raise no following. Everybody wished for a strong man and the peace he would impose.
Hans was the ablest of the contending war lords. Fromthe first, he had the most powerful forces
behind him. Yet the struggle dragged on for bloody years. Gerhart may be unpopular, but heisa
son of Hans, and people hope for better things from his son. | would not expect very much of the
Navy, besides the units | lead, to support me, nor any large part of the populations. Most will see
me as a disturber of their lives."

"You shall have our support. Abundant war material will flow to you through this sector, once
you have achieved an initial success. Later, 'volunteers will appear, in organized detachments
drawn from subject species of ours. They need not be many or conspicuous; you can employ them
with care, while affirming your loyalty to your own civilization. We will furnish proof of that,
border incidents wherein your partisans show they continue ready to hold the foreign threat off.



" As soon as you seem clearly in the ascendant, you should find more and more Terrans—Navy
officersincluded—embracing your cause. Your triumph should be total, and at relatively low cost.
You will thereupon set about binding up the wounds of war, pardoning opponents but punishing
evildoers, reforming, cleansing, strengthening, just as you promised. You should become the most
widely beloved Emperor Terra has had since Pedro I1."

"But what then? How does this serve the Race? You must be aware that the power of the
Emperor isonly absolute in theory. | couldn't decree submission to the Roidhun; 1'd be dead within
the hour."

"Assuredly. But you will call for a genuine peace, wherein both sides bargain honestly, and see
to it that your side does so bargain. You will make appropriate appointments, first to the Policy
Board and High Command, afterward elsewhere; the names will be furnished you. Fromtime to
time questions will arise, political, economic, social, where you, the forceful and incorruptible
Emperor, will make yourself arbiter. The list goeson. | will not weary you with it now. Your
imagination can write much of it already.

"Fear not, Olaf Magnusson. You should end your days old and honored. Your inheriting son
should follow in your tracks. By then Mersiean advisorswill sit in his councils, and Mersiean
virtue be the ideal extolled by hisintellectuals, and if certain edicts are nevertheless so distasteful
asto cause revolts, Merseia will come to the help of the good Emperor ... Your grandsons will
belong to the first generation of the new humanity.”

Chapter 22

Lieutenant General Cesare Gatto, Imperid Marine Corps, Commandant for the Petrician System,
issued hisordersimmediately. An escadrille of corvettes|eft Daedalus orbit and accel erated downward.
At the speed wherewith they hit atmosphere, it blazed and blasted about them, behind them.

They weretoo late by minutes, and buzzed back and forth over Zacharialike angry hornets. The
interplanetary freighter which had been in port on theidand had taken off. She could never have escaped
pursuit, except by the means chosen. Rising severa hundred kilometers, she nosed over and crash-dived.
Under full thrust and no negafield protection, she became a shooting star. Afterward, Merseianswould
sing abalad in praise of those comrades of theirswho had died such a death.

No Zacharians attempted flight. "Our peopletried to stop them, but they were armed and resolved on
immolation,” their sookesman said over the eidophone. "We are staying together.”

"Y ou will destroy no evidence and make no resistance when his Mg esty'stroopsland,” Gatto
snapped.

Tangaroa Zachary shrugged. His smile was as sorrowful asight as the generd had ever beheld. "No,
we redlize we are trgpped, and will not make the Situation worse for ourselves. Y ou will find us
cooperative. We are not conditioned to secrecy, thus hypnoprobing should be unnecessary; | suggest
narcoquizzing arandom sample of us"

"Behave yoursaves, and | may put in aword on your behalf when the time comes for dealing out
pendties. | may—yprovided you can explain to me what in God's name made you commit mass treason.”

"We arethat we are."

Gatto's broadcast ended aweek of uncertainty and unease. Nobody but the most trusted members of
his staff knew more than that he had let aMerseian vessdl land at Aurea, and had had the crew hurried
away in an opague vehicle; that he had thereupon put the defense forces on dert againgt possible
Mersaian action; and that for reasons unspecified, a brigade occupied Zachariaand held it
incommunicado. He needed the week to prepare forestalling measures, while hisIntelligence agents
feverishly studied three datadabs.



At the gppropriate moment, various officers were surprised when placed under arrest. Their detention
was precautionary; he could not be sure they would be able to ingtantly accept the truth about their idol
Sir Olaf. Then Gatto went onthe air.

From end to end of the system, that which he had to tell cut through the tension like a sword. Recoil
came next, alashing of outrage and darm. Y et acurious quiet relief welled up underneath. How many
folk had redlly wanted to undergo hazard and sacrifice for achange of overlords? Now, unlessthe
Mersaianstook an ungloved hand in matters, the requirement upon them was just that they muddie
through each day until the status quo could be restored.

By the hundreds, recordings of the announcement, together with copies and analyses of the proof,
went off in message torpedoes and courier boats to the Imperia dars.

Gatto'simage was not aone there. After his speech, the uptake had gone to awoman. She stood
very straight againgt aplain red backdrop. A gray robe draped her denderness. A white coif framed
dark, fine features. Behind her stood two half-grown boys and alittle girl. They wore the same headgesr.
On the planet Nyanza, it isthe sign of mourning for the dead.

"Greeting," shesad, low and tondesdy. "I am Vida Lonwe-Magnusson, wife of Admira Sir Olaf.
With me are the children we have had. Many of you sincerely believed in therightfulness of his cause.

Y ou will understand how we four never thought to question it, any more than we question sunlight or
Springtime.

"Tonight we know that Olaf Magnusson'slife has been onelong betrayal. He would have ddlivered us
into the power of our enemies—no, worse than enemies, those who would domesticate usto their
sarvice. | say to you, disown him, aswe do here before you. Cast down him and hisworks, destroy
them utterly, send the dust of them out upon the tides of endless space. Let usreturn to our true
alegiance. No, the Empireisnot perfect; but it isours. e can better it.

"Asfor mysdf, when we have peace again | will go back to the world of my people, and bring my
children with me. May al of you be asfree. And may you be ready to forgive those who were mistaken.
May those of you who are religious seefit to pray for the dain in thismost abominable of wars. Perhaps
afew of youwill evenfindit in your heartsto pray for the soul of Olaf Magnusson.

"Thank you."
The task finished, she gathered her sons and her daughter to her, and they wept.

Winter night lay over the South Wilwidh Ocean. Wavesran black before aharrying wind, save where
their white manes glimmered fugitively in what light there was. That came from above. The moon
Nehevin seemed to fly through ragged clouds. So did atiny, lurid patch, the nebula expanding from the
ruin of Vaenderay; and across more than a parsec, itsradiation unfolded aurorain cold hues. Severa
gpeeding glints betokened satdllites whose forcefiel ds must lill, after half amillennium, guard Mersaia
agang the subatomic deetstorm the supernova had cast forth. Hazy though it was, thisluminance velled
mogt stars.

Those that blinked in vision were far gpart and forlorn.

Seas crashed, wind shrilled around the idet stronghold from which Tachwyr the Dark spoke with his
Grand Council. The images somehow deepened his donenessin the stony room where he sat.

"No, | have asyet no word of what went wrong,” hetold them. " Searching it out may require
prolonged efforts, for the Terranswill put the best mask they can upon the facts. And it may hardly
meatter. Some blunder, accident, failure of judgment—that could well be what has undone us." Starkly:
"Thefact isthat they have learned Magnusson was ours. Everywhere his partisans are deserting him. If
they do not straightaway surrender to the nearest authorities, it is because they first want pardons. The
enterpriseitsdlf has disntegrated.”

"Y ou sy Magnusson was ours,” Alwis Longtail murmured. "How do you know hisfate? Might he be



dive and bound hither-ward?"

"That isconceivable," Tachwyr replied; "but | take for granted that the crew of his flagship mutinied
too, when the news came upon them. We shall wish they killed him cleanly. He has deserved better than
trial and execution on Terra—yes, better than dragging out a usel ess existence as a pensioner on
Merssia"

"Likewise," said Odhar the Curt, "your statement that hisfollowers are giving up must be an
inference.”

"True. Thusfar | have only the most preliminary of reports. But think."

"l have. Y ou are certainly correct.”

"What can we do?" asked Gwynafon of Brightwater.

"Wewill not intervene," said Tachwyr to the dull member of the Council. "What initid gainswe might
make while the Terran Navy istrying to reorganizeitself would betrivid, set next to the consequences.
Much too reedily could the militant faction among the humans, minority though it is, mobilize sentiment,
seize control, and set about preparing the Empire for total confrontation with us.

"No, Merseia denies any complicity, blames whatever may have happened upon overzeaous
officers—on both sides, and calls for resumption of talks about a nonaggression pact. My lords, at this
conference we should draft instructions to Ambassador Chwioch. | have dready ordered the appropriate
agenciesto start planning what to feed the Imperid academies, religions, and news media.”

"Then we might yet get two or three beasts out of thisfailed battue?' Alwiswondered.

"Wemust try," Odhar said. "Console yoursaves with the thought that we invested little treasure or
effort in the venture. Our net lossisminor.”

"Except for hope," Tachwyr mumbled. He drew his robe close about him; the room felt chill. "l
dreamed that | would live to behold—" He Straightened. "By adversity, the God tempersthe stedl of the
Race. Let usget on with our quest.”

Chapter 23

Imhotep spun toward northern autumn. Dwarfed Patricius burned mellower in skies gone pale. When
full, the big moon Zoser rose early and set late; with its lesser companions Kanofer and Rahotep it made
lambent the snowpesks around Mt. Horn. Sometimes flakes dusted off them, aglitter, vanishing asthey
blew into the streets of Olga's Landing. Dead leaves scrittled underfoot. In Old Town crowds milled,
music twanged, savory odorsrose out of foodstalls and Winged Smoke houses; for this was the season
when Tigery caravans brought wares up from the lowlands.

Fleet Admiral Sir Dominic Flandry had timeto prowl about. Things had changed agood dedl since
last he was here, but memorieslingered. One hour he went to the Terran cemetery and stood quiet
before aheadstone. Otherwise, mostly, he enjoyed being at liberty, while hirdingsflitted in search of the
persons he wanted.

After theloydists—the Navy of Emperor Gerhart—reoccupied Sphinx and released him, he had set
about learning just what had been going on. His connections got him more information than would ever
become public. On that basis, he decided to send Banner a reassuring message but himself, before
returning home, visit Daeda us. There he spent an especidly interesting while on Zacharia However,
those individuas he most desired to see had gone back to Imhotep. Flandry followed, to learn that Diana
Crowfeather and Father F.X. Axor were at seaon an archaeological expedition, while Targovi was off in
the asteroid belt chaffering for precious metas. Like everything ese, the mineralsindustry wasin afluid
gtate, and would remain thus until the aftermath of the recent unpleasantness had damped out. A smart
operator could take advantage of that.



Having called on Dragoikain Toborkozan, Flandry engaged searchers. In Olga's Landing he took
lodgings at the Pyramid and roved around the city.

Almost together, his detectives fetched his guests. Flandry bade them a cordid welcome over the
eidophone, described the credit to their accountsin the bank, and arranged a date for meeting.
Thereafter he commandeered an officid dining room and gave persond attention to the menu and wine
ligt.

Fromthishigh leve, afull-wal transparency looked far over splendor. Westward the city ended at
woods turned scarlet, russet, amber. Beyond the warm zone were boulders and crags, hardy native bush,
thinly frozen rivulets and ponds, to the dropoff of the summit. Beyond the depths, within which blue
shadows were rising, neighbor mountains waited for the sun. Their snows had come aglow; glaciers
gleamed nebula-green.

Inair, weight, warmth, the room was Terra Recorded violinsfrolicked, fragrances drifted. It made
the more plain what an enclave thiswas, and how much the more dear for thét.

Flandry leaned back, let cigarette smoketrail, regarded his daughter throughit. A charming lass, he
thought. Granted, the outfit she had bought hersaf was scarcely in the latest Imperia court
fashion—crimson mini-gown, leather sandals, bracelet and headband of massive silver set with raw
turquoises, spotted gillycat pelt from right shoulder to left hip, where her Tigery knife rested—but it might
well have ignited anew style there, and in any event the Imperia court was blessedly distant.

As he hoped, cocktails were bringing ease between him and her. But Targovi, to whom the drinking
of ethanol was not asocia custom and who had not started to inhale what was set before him, persisted
in hunting down what he wanted to know. The Tigery had vanity enough to wear a beaded breechcloth
and necklace of land pearls, acolloidd spray had made hisfur shine. Still—"And so you, Sir, you caught
the same suspicionsas|1?* heinquired.

In the background Axor rested serene aong the floor, listening with one bony ear while contemplating
the sunset. He was clad merely in his scales and scutes, unless you counted the purse, rosary, and
gpectacles hung from his neck.

"Why, yes" Flandry said. "Magnusson's being adeeper, aswecdl it in the trade—that possibility
occurred to me, although an undertaking such as hiswould be the most audacious ever chronicled
outside of cloak-and-blaster fiction. | thought of comparing his account of his early life with what various
Mersaiansrecdled. They could not al have been vowed to secrecy; and asfor those who had been, a
percentage would be susceptible ... Blatant inconsistencies would give me astrong clue. Unfortunately,
Mersaian counter-intelligence nailed our agents before they could accomplish anything worthwhile.
Fortunately, you had the same intuition, and thistrio herein front of me carried out a coup more dramatic
and decisvethan | had dared fantasize."

"What's the latest news about the war?' Dianaasked. "Thetruth, | mean, not that sugar puddin’ on
the screens.”

Flandry'sgrinwaswary. "I wouldn't dignify it with the name of war. Not as of weeks and weeks ago.
Mainly, everything isin abeyance while Imperium and bureauicracy cresk through the datawork. People
who, in good faith, fought for Magnusson—they're too many to kill or imprison. Punishmentswill haveto
range from reprimands, through fines and reductionsin rank, to cashiering. The scae and the chaos of
meaking it all orderly defiesimagination; besideit, the accretion disc of ablack holeisasnest asa
trangstor. But it'll settle down eventualy.”

"Magnusson. Any word about him?' Flandry frowned. "He died a the hands of hismen. Do you
redlly want to hear the details? | gather there are no plansto release them. Why risk rousing sympathy for
him?'

"And | suppose" Targovi put in dowly, "thetale of how the conspiracy cameto light, that will dso
Say secret?!



Flandry sghed. "Wdll, it wouldn't make the government look so terribly efficient, would it? Besides,
my sourcesinform me that Merseia had indicated its rel ease would make Merseia equdly unhappy. It
could jar the peace process ... Not that you're forbidden to talk. The Empireisbig, and you have no
particular accessto the media”

"What of the Zacharians?' came like surf from Axor. "Ismercy possible for those tormented souls?!

"Tormented, my foot!" cried Diana, and slamped hers. She checked hersdlf, drank of her martini, and
sad, while adight flush played across her cheekbones. "Not that I'm after genocide on them or any such
thing. Javak, no! But what will happen?'Y ou got any notion, Dad?"

"Yes, | do," Flandry replied, glad to steer conversation into softer channels. "Not that afina decree
has been issued; but I've been studying the Stuation, and ... my word is not without leverage.”

He likewise Sipped, drew breath and smoke, before he continued: "They're unique. No other
population, a least no other human population, could have kept a secret the way theirsdid. Virtually
every adult was privy toiit. Let's eschew quibbles about what 'human' really means.

"Their children, of course, areinnocent, had no idea of what was going on. Can wekill them? The
Merseians might, to ‘purge the Race." Whatever its entropy level, the Empire has not yet sunk to that.

"Pardons, amnegties, and limited pendties are going to be the order of the day. They mugt, if we want
to shore up this socid structure of ours so it might last another century or two.

" think the punishment of the Zacharianswill be theloss of their country. They'll be forced to
vacate—scatter—find new homes wherever they can. I'd not be surprised but what Mersaia offersthem
ahaven, and many of them accept. The rest—will have to make their way among the rest of us."

"And what will come of that?' Targovi mused.

Flandry spread his hands. "Who knows? We play the game move by move, and never seefar
ahead—the game of empire, of life, whatever you want to call it—and what the score will bewhen dl the
pieces at last go back into the box, who knows?"'

Hetossed off hisdrink, tossed away his cigarette, and stood up. "My friends," he said, "dinner awalits.
Let usgo in together and rgjoice in what we have.

"But firs—" his glance swooped about—"1'd like to give you three some extra reason for rejoicing.
Diana, Targovi ... areyou redly heart-bent on faring out yonder? I'm prepared to arrange that for you,
however you choose. Trader, explorer, scientist, artist, or, God help you, Intelligence operative—I can
seetoit that you get the schooling and the means you'll need. | only ask thet first you think hard about
what you truly want." The girl'sand the Tigery's spirits fountained radiance.

"Asfor you, Father Axor," Flandry went on, "if you wish, I'll obtain adequate funding for your
research, Shdl |7

"God blessyou, whether you likeit or not," the Wodenite replied, ocean-deep. "What you endow
goes beyond space or time." He crossed his hands on hisforelegs and smiled, asabeing may who is
winning salvation for himsdf and hisbeloved.



