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" ...and let him be cast forth, into the exterior darkness."
Matthew 22:13

PROLOGUE—IN THE TIME OF THE THIRD BREATH

Sormclouds for my winding sheet, Caspahr Weir thought with gpprova as his chair floated out
over the meadow.

A towering black front wasrolling toward him, outlined in blue-green by Guildess Giles, the larger of
Epiphany's two moons. That hed helped nature aong, ordering his meteorologica engineersto shapethe
night'stempest, didn't detract from Weir's enjoyment. He was accustomed to arranging things to suit
himsalf. And, he'd decided, a person as close to desth as he could be forgiven alittle theatricality.
Certanly hislife had been filled with high drama, triumphs, and defegts.

He wondered what they'd say about him when he was gone. Perhaps a paraphrasing of an ancient
Earth barb, one of hisfavorites: He was never more popular than when he died.

Fifty light-yearsinsde what had, within living memory, been apecia corner of hdll, Director
Weir-sometimes known as Weir the Defender—touched a control on the arm of his chair. It descended
dowly toward the meadow's thick, tangled carpet of ribbon grass. By craning his head a bit—panting
with the effort, feding dizziness assall him again—he could see his home, stronghold, and paace,
Frogtpile.

It was alofty dream-megastructure, veined like intaglio and lighting the night. Frostpile was composed
of domes, turrets, and spires, citade slike shark fins; outlying formsthat often put visitorsin mind of
moored dirigibles cut from crystd.

Begun amogt thirty Standard years earlier, it wasn't quite completed yet. A pity ...

Director Weir winced as the chair jostled the least bit, settling onto the oily ribbon grass. He
automatically reached for acontrol to make built-in medica gpparatus mute his pain. But the control
wasn't there; held chosen to soar forth from Frostpilein his old chair, unencumbered by machinery that
wasfighting afutile holding action.

At least thisis a seat of power, hethought, and not a flying geriatrics clinic. Itsarms, of beautiful
teak from Brimstone, worn by his hands and the years, comforted him. The chair had served him for a
decade before the damned sawbones and his sister had browbeaten him into using an airborne deathbed.
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He smiled his chagrin at his own absentmindedness and took his hand away from where the missing
control ought to be, lowering it into hislap dowly, trembling with the effort. No pain interdiction tonight!
No message blockers or neuroinhibitors; no dulling drugs. He wanted to experience everything, even the
pain; it wastimeto die.

The deathwatch had dready summoned together loved ones, friends, and dlies, dong with othersfor
whom he had little or no regard. If it made them fed better to gather there on Epiphany, the Director had
no objection so long asthey left him in peace,

Doubtless enemiesin many places were kegping their own shadow-vigil. The repercussons of his
deeth would befdt far beyond the rdatively small volume of the nineteen systems he ruled.

His momentary twinge had been swallowed up in the deep, steady aching held endured for so long.
Now he watched the sormcloudsrall in, right on schedule. He nodded without redizing that he did. His
engineers were expensive, but they were the best—and they asked no questions.

He knew he could trust them to keep their mouths shut, too. Good girls, even though Sonya's eyes
had been brimming over when held given the order. Everyone knew his fondness for good, bracing
wegather. At least, hetweaked himsdlf, you're fond of it now that you don't have to campaign in it
anymore.

The black avalanche of clouds engulfed the sky, spreading and advancing. As he watched, it blotted
out The Strewn, the gemwork open-gar cluster that ornamented Epiphany’s night as though adivine hand
had sown seeds plucked from the First Light. Lightning danced among the clouds, green-white, followed
by thunder; the air freshened with ozone.

On Old Earth-now shunned, mocked, having turned her back on her progeny—on Old Earth hisage
would be reckoned at ninety-three. In that time he'd been dave, murderer, outlaw, rebel, and conqueror.
Hated and loved, held never quite believed that he deserved either.

Weir had brought dong asmall sound unit. Almost missing the contral in histrembling, he put finger to
touchpad. Music surged, sinister but lush and high-flown.

It was the overture to an operawritten long ago on Transvaal, aworld that Weir had been about to
draw into his expanding sphere of influence. A thinly disguised metaphorical tale sponsored by that
planet's government, it had been composed by ayoung genius who'd unleashed hisfull powers. Weir was
portrayed as akind of Mephistophel eswho was defeated in the course of the story.

But Weir took a perverse pleasure in the grand and undisguised mgjesty of the music, the
unrestrainedness of it. The young composer had died in thefind battle for his home planet. Weir's forces
took over, doing away with the dave trade that had thrived there and executing most of the plutocrats
who'd run the place.

Heloved the music, though, and was amused by it. He was not as evil as he was often portrayed, he
was convinced; nor was he as virtuous.

Helonged to stand and stretch, fill hislungs with the charged air, but hisbody had long sincefailed
him. Perhaps on one of the truly advanced worlds, one that had missed the dark age after the sundering
of the old interstellar unity and the end of the Second Breath of humankind, he could have had more
years of life. But the new techniques were unavailable within hisjurisdiction, and he refused to leaveit.
That had left him infirm, wed to the sustaining machines.

Until tonight.

Still, hed extended hisinfluence, played his part in the great conflicts and struggles that had given birth
to the Third Breeth of the human race.

"The Third Breath!" 1t was alabor even to murmur the words, but ajoy nonetheless. He loved thelr
sound, he who ruled nineteen star systems and wore an owner's code tattooed into his skin, and a
subdura implant that broadcast it.



The Third Breeth, no longer being born but passionately aive. Change and growth and light; he
welcomed them. Strange attractors. A habitud musing cameto him as histhoughts wandered. Srange
attractors ...

When Waeir redized he was no longer done, hewas half dreaming of agirl hed known for abrief
moment in hisyouth. Her brown hair, ringlets of it, with its highlights of gold, had flown in thewind of a
landing field. Her eyes, black and deep, had reflected the glare of abinary stellar system and held
everything dseto themsdves—at fird.

They'd come to love one another. For nearly eighty years, he wondered what had become of her, and
never, for al hisefforts, had been ableto find out.

Then, emerging from hisreverie, he saw thefigure. Many in Frostpile were waiting with him, waiting
for desth. Thiswas one such.

He said wearily, "Please go. | want to be—"
"You'vedtered your last will and testament. Why?'

Although no more than the residual image of his onetime salf, muddled with age and pain, Weir was
instantly cautious. "1t doesn't concern you. No one's business but my own.”

Theinterloper'stone put danger inthe air, like the lightning's ozone. "It might be everyone's business,
Caspahr. An Earthman. A Terran! What have you bequeathed him? Why are you bringing him here?"

Weir looked up craftily. "Y ou mean 'her,' don't you?"

The figure moved closer. The wind was cold now, the lightning flashes more frequent, the thunder
louder. "The cunning hasn't left you, Caspahr.” A right hand came up; aglittering pinbeam pistol was
pointed at the old man. A left hand exhibited amedica styrette.

Weir dmost laughed at those, but hid it; anear-century of experience had made it areflex to keep his
options and advantages hidden as long as possible. Hed been victorious so many times, and on such a
scale, that people tended to forget his defeats. Weir never did.

"No," theintruder went on, " 'he' isthe correct pronoun. That much | know. What have you given
him?'

Thepain wasgrowing in Wer again, and hefdt alittle dizzy. He grunted, shifting in hischair, then
gasped with the passing torment of even so minor an effort. Hed been lucky to make it from hisbed to
the chair.

"Youll betherefor the Willreading. Y ou'll find out then,” he wheezed.

With arasp of exasperation, the other stepped closer, the styrette before him. ™Y oull tel mein any
cae."

"A memory rdease?' Weir dlowed himsdf ahacking laugh, forcing it abit. It devolved into agargling
cough, and the old man tasted blood. It wouldn't be long now.

"Ahh, | see" the dark figure breathed. An injection would be futile, producing only comaor desth.
The styrette disappeared, leaving the pinbeam. "But why Earth? Why?*

Weir shook his head, dmost drunkenly. "Poor Old Terra Why not!" He knew it was afeeble
deception. Still wed to his machines, held have managed something better, but the music and the

approaching thunder were too loud. He was nearly chattering with the cold, and racked with pain. It was
growing difficult even to assemble a coherent thought.

I'monly an old man who wants to be left alone! he thought. But few thingsin hislife had come
eadly, and he saw now that his death would not.

"l am engaged in locating his name now; | shal haveit soon,” his unwelcome vistor said. "Whét |
don't understand is your purpose. Y ou've aways clamed to despise Earth.”



"| hate the Earthservice. I've nothing but pity for Terraitself.” He gathered the warm, sty blood in his
mouth and spat; in the dark, his enemy didn't see the crimson. Merciful Fates preserve you,
Functionary Third Class Hobart Floyt! Welr thought. "1 wish Terrawell.”

But it might not come out well for Floyt, particularly if he were unaware that he had a dangerous
enemy moving againg him. Weir now regretted the lack of instrumentation in hisold chair; no built-in
aarms or commo, and the old man had purposely Ieft his own comband behind. He began fumbling with
the buttons of the player, shutting off the music, hoping to surreptitioudy record something the other said.
But the intruder impatiently took the instrument out of his hands, put it aside, and began adjusting the
pistol. The storm was nearly upon them.

Of course. Weir couldn't smply beleft; there was the off chance he would live long enough to tell
someone that therewas an nin Frostpile. But the pistol, adjusted to very low power, maximum
dispersd, and held close to Weir'sfailing heart, would fool any but the most exacting coroner, even if
there were an autopsy.

Fighting from acorner, as he had so many times before, Weir coldly dismissed any chance of hisown
survival. Instead he concentrated on the need to |eave evidence, somehow, that he hadn't met anatural
end. Hishand fell on the chair'slift control. Theintruder yelled acurse, raised the gun.

The old chair hesitated a bit, risng. Weir waited for a bolt from the pinbeam, which hadn't yet been
completely adjusted. A wound from the weapon would serve his purpose; so would the intruder's
secreting of hisbody to conced the evidence of aviolent death. In either case, others would know that
an invedtigation wasin order, and that precautions must be taken to safeguard the Inheritors. The old man
took the only course of action availableto him.

The chair's hesitation gave Weir'sfoe a chance to legp forward, dropping the pinbeam, grappling. The
chair dewed around under their weight. Old, long unused, it sank to kick up tangles of ribbon grass. Then
the safetiescut in, and it stalled.

Weir's heart wasfluttering in his chest like adying bird. Blood ran from his nostrils and mouth. His
head lolled, then wobbled half erect. His assailant had gathered up the handgun again but held fire,
watching the old man.

Weaeir arched backward in sudden agony. A minute part of him was content that he'd provided as best
he could for the well-being of hislittle realm of nineteen stellar systems. But he aso thought, Poor
Hobart Floyt!

He seemed to be watching ablinding white light, historment retreating. Then he passed from lifeinto
desth.

Theintruder felt for a pulse and found none. Weir was dumped in his chair. The ssorm struck; rain
fdling in windblown sheets. Frogtpile was aluminous white faerie city in the distance.

The lant returned the player to Welr's|ap, pondering. What could the inheritance left to an
obscure Earther possibly be? What machinations had Weir set in motion?

CHAPTER 1—THE ROAD NOT TAKEN

The yearning's too big for the learning. Hisfather'swords came back to him as Alacrity Fitzhugh
gazed down into the abyss. The cold, eterna solidity of the granite blocks around him and the Earth
beneath him brought back that observation about the Third Breath of humankind.

Sol'slight had already brightened the peak of Huyana Picchu, high above and to the left. Now it
touched Machu Picchu itself, casting long, vapor-filtered rays among the broken walls of the ages-old
Incafortress city. Looking down, he saw mist bresking asit rose off the dark serpentine of the
Urubamba River more than half akilometer below him.



Heinhaled it, aunique moment. Alacrity had overcome tremendous obstacles to make hisway to
Earth and secure permission to walk itsland, to seeits seasand skies. A time of decision was drawing
near; he wanted to fed connected to something larger than himself, something kindred, while he
pondered. No surprise, then, that the words should come back to him.

"The yearning'stoo big for thelearning,” hisfather and captain had said. "Too big for measurement
and too big for poetry. The wishes and dreams are aways there, in most of the sentient species. But
comes atime like this, when the dreams suddenly fed like they're within reach—then an upwelling comes,
too big for the norma boundaries of life."

That seemed like poetry to Alacrity, and measurement, too, the thing hislate father had said.

A fine, tenuous moisture, an evaporating cloud, was al around Machu Picchu, but it would be aclear
day. Alacrity eagerly anticipated seeing the Andean snowcaps from this spot. The weether was being
cooperdive; now if only the damned groundlings would follow suit.

The site, in what had been Peru before the Terran Unification, was one of those held wanted most to
visit, one of the oldest. There were few enough eft, thanks to the Human-Srillan War.

Gizawas radioactive glass; the Parthenon had been hit during the last, mutually catastrophic Sillan
attack—what the Earthers called the Big Smear. Jerusalem was gone, Shih Huang-ti's tomb, Mecca,
Bethlehem, and Dharmsala. The old religionswere only historica oddities here.

Srillan military thinkers, like their human counterparts, tended to target population centersin that war.
Asdde from the people who'd been annihilated, most of Rome and its treasures had been vaporized, and
New Y ork with its newer but still precious history. Sian and Moscow, Braziliaand Sydney, the same.
The attack was so suicidd that surviving, lower-rank Srillan officers, upon their surrender, had been
unable to explain the actions of the High Command, al members of which were dead. The belated arriva
of the Spican fleet had turned a Srillan Pyrrhic victory into an utter disaster, but the curtain had been rung
down on the Second Bregath of humankind.

Long ago. More than two hundred Terran years.

Now, the Hawking Effect was bringing sundered humanity together, along with the other sentient
races. The upwelling mentioned by Alacrity'sfather had been building for nearly eighty years. People
across human space were beginning to fed that they had areal opportunity to seize aplacein history,
power, glory, riches-some grest destiny or perfect fulfillment.

And some of them might even beright.

Alecrity drew Terran air into hislungs, tasting its strangeness, feding theimmense weight and
timel essness of the Inca-carved stone. Severa of the sacred Ilamas meandered through the deserted Site,
stepping delicately, dipping long necksto graze and coming erect again warily. The fog rose toward the
city'sruinsto disappear in thelight and growing warmth.

Alacrity waslike any number of humans—though the Eartherswould cal him alien, he knew
resentfully—who knew little more about their origins than that the human race had begun there, on that
hard-luck, xenophobic little planet.

Thethin air two and a hdf kilometers above sealeve was chilly, making him want to cough. Hewas
more accustomed to the richer atmosphere of a starship than to any other. It had been soin hisfamily for
generdions.

In the eight days he'd spent crisscrossing the planet, Machu Picchu had brought him closest to
something he'd been hoping for—akinship with his species at large, the groping beginnings of
understanding of his place in the scheme of things.

TheIncaTrail lay behind him aswell as before. Old when Terras space age had begun in humanity's

Firgt Breath, it was till passable. HEd descended to Machu Picchu through the Inca Gate, down
decayed and tilted stone steps. He planned to leave over Huyana Picchu.



Alacrity resettled the Earth-style shoulder bag that contained the few persona articles held brought
with him, none of them of off world origin. He wore clothesa Terran history buff would favor for the vigt:
sergpe, jacket and trousers of imitation Ilamaand vicuna, and rope-soled sandds.

Under the scrape, though, he wore a hooded shirt, the hood pulled up. A pair of polarized
wraparound glasses covered his eyes aswdll; he wastrying his best to pass as an Earther for very good
reasons.

Now he set hisfoot on thefirst step toward the laborious, rather dangeroustrail up Huyana Picchu.
Behind him, aharsh voice caled out in badly pronounced Interworld Tradedang.

"You! Alien!"

The spell had been broken. Earth was no longer the place of racid origins; it was only ahostile,
amost closed world. Alacrity pivoted dowly, so asto give no provocation. Earthers were quick—even
avid—to take offense, resentful of outsiders.

An Earthservice Peaceguardian stood there, and from the looks of him, the blood of theregion ran
strong in him. In those rugged mountains, one of the last habitable wild places on the globe, afew people
had managed to avoid mass housing, forced emigration, and cultural assmilation. But the Earthservice
was gill in control. The short, thickset, barrel-chested man wearing lieutenant's tabs on his shoulders
looked very much the trained Peaceguardian, humorless and severe, his holstered wegpon and other
equipment gleaming from harness carriers. The brassard on his helmet shone.

The Peaceguardian stepped up to him, pointing awhite-gloved finger. "Y ou're the offworlder,
Spacer-Guildsman Alacrity Fitzhugh.”

Little point in denying the statement. The lieutenant was glancing now from Alacrity to ahand-held
screen, undoubtedly comparing the offworlder's long, pale faceto that of hisvisaregigtration ID. Alacrity
gazed down at him from hislanky 197 centimeters. He answered as cooly as he could, "That's correct,
officer,” in clear Terranglish. "How may | be of serviceto you?"

The peacer glared up at him through histinted helmet visor. Here in Machu Picchu no antioffworlder
dogans flashed from holoprojectors or blared from PA systems. But the fortresswas itsalf areminder of
agreatness gone by and of the fact that Earth was avoided by al but afew extraterrestrials and derided
by most.

Two more Peaceguardians appeared from behind massive stones. The lieutenant continued to
address Alacrity in barbaroudy accented Traded ang, ignoring the fact that they had Terranglishin
common. "Y ou'reto leave here now. Y our visa has been voided. Y ou will return to the spaceport and
leave Earth."

Alacrity responded carefully. He was only twenty-two Standard-Terran-years old, but he'd been
through tight situations on dozens of worlds, and in between. He knew better than to show anger.

"Why? I've done nothing wrong. This hasto be amistake.”

"Negative! Witnesses saw you at old sites. Y ou climbed the stelae and broke off pieces. Y ou poked
around sacred places with instruments. Y ou desecrated; you vandalized.”

Alacrity did hisbest to keep histemper; if helost it now, thefeceswould redlly hit the flywhed. But
he couldn't op himsdf from snapping, "That's not true!”

The cop only scowled harder. " The testimony has been sworn. Y ou will leave." He pointed to the
Urubamba, far below, where there was atiny village and atubeway station. "The next cartridge leavesin
just over an hour,” he growled. "Beonit."

Thinking, How would you like a face-ectomy, you little shit heap? Alacrity Stared at the lieutenant.
But one of the other peacers had his palm on the butt of his pistol, and his partner was hopefully fingering
apair of nunchaka; the offworlder didn't voice the proposal.



Alacrity was, of course, unarmed, and had no desire to have his skull cracked or a kneecap burned
off. The spacer spoke with the sdlf-restraint held learned over ardatively short but singularly eventful life
as a breskabout—a star rover. High movers, those who followed his trade were sometimes called, or
go-bloods.

"There was no desecration. Earthservice visabriefingswarned againgt it. | complied.”
"Thewitnesses gave testimony.”
Lines appeared around Alacrity's mouth. "What witnesses? | want to speek to them.”

Thelieutenant spat at Alacrity's feet, missing by millimeters. Y ou see no one. Y ou go back to the
spaceport and leave Earth soonest.” One of his subordinates sniggered.

"Do you have any ideawhat that visacost me? In time and money and effort?"

Visas had to be available, at least theoreticaly, to keep up gppearances. Even Terrahad no desireto
be branded a closed world. But obtaining one had been an expensive, frustrating ordedl, and
time-consuming into the bargain. Still, drawn by tales of Old Earth and the urge to tour humanity's
Homeworld, the breakabout had persevered when other offworlders had scoffed and Earthservice
functionaries and bureaucrats had rebuffed him.

Perhaps that had had something to do with his upbringing, son of two starship officers, grandson of
another, born in trangit, with no birthworld. But his patience with the delay and the blesk life of the
closaly guarded spaceport enclave had been nearly exhausted when, amost miraculoudy, the visahad
been granted.

Roaming the planet, he'd been dternately exhilarated and disiliusioned, proud and ashamed, puzzled
and thrilled by revelaion. Only to come to this! Never to see the Forbidden City, the Serengeti, or
Angkor Wat! Or the remains of an evolutionary climb millions of years long.

Hesghed. "At least let me send for an aircar. It be faster than the tubeway; I'll be gone that much
sooner.”

The peacer's smirk was ugly. "Y ou go by cartridge! Who d'you think you are, an Alpha Bureaucrat?
Bad enough you'l ride beneath our Earth; you won't foul her skies!™

Trangportation up and down the mountain was usudly provided by abucket railcar. But with
malicious satisfaction, the attendant told Alacrity that line wasn't in operation, even though the breskabout
hed seen it running only ahaf hour earlier.

Nothing for it but to plod down the unpaved switchback road on foot. He balanced his shoulder bag
from long practice, and panted along in the thin air. The Peaceguardians, used to the road, followed
without discomfort. The single vehicle that passed, a surface-effect truck, sped downhill inaswirl of dust.
Alacrity hafheartedly tried to flag it down; the driver and his assistant showed white, hating smiles asthey
left himin their wake.

Alacrity coughed and spat out dust, then resumed trudging. The peacers spoke among themselves,
laughing coarsely at jokes shared in some language Alacrity didn't understand.

The young offworlder left off hisslent cursing of Terrans and his own luck and began worrying about
hisdilemma He could seelittle to do except obey the peacers; there was no other authority to which he
could apped at the moment. Thetruckers reaction proved that word of the alegations against him had
already spread. He began to fed better about the cops presence.

He glanced at the proteus on hiswrist. He'd been moving as quickly as he could; now he began to
dow, not wanting to spend more time than necessary in the village.

He gradualy descended toward the little bubble of the tubeway station, in the middle of the collection
of angular, pressformed buildings that were the quarters of the locas. The station faced a plazalayered
with windblown dust and debris. It was till murky down there.



A crowd had gathered, twenty people or so. Not many showed the strong racia characteristicsthe
lieutenant did. Centuries of interbreeding and acculturation, emigration and immigration had seen to that.
The mgority of the men and women there might have been from any broad mixture of Terran genes.

Many of them were dressed in clothing like Alacrity's, modern reproductions of attire from the past, a
custom encouraged by Earthservice. Others wore coverdls, work-sits, or the uniforms of the guide
staff. Nudging one another and pointing up toward him, they watched the breakabout approach and
muttered among themselves. None displayed weapons as such, but many had tools or equipment that
would serve nicely: torque bars, energy probes, and heavy spanners. Alacrity approached them dowly.

Over the smooth white bubble of the tubeway station aluminous Earthservice Infoprop displayer
flashed: earth is our mother—terrafor terrans. Another, smaller displayer registered two minutes until the
next cartridge.

The breakabout stopped and turned to the Peaceguardians. They were wandering away in different
directions, the crowd showed no such inclination. Alacrity called out to the lieutenant, but the man
entered the peacers little HQ-barracks building and the door segments spiraled in, shuttering.

Alacrity took a step toward it, then stopped. He was unlikely to find any help there, and the displayer
now read less than one minute to cartridge arriva. Settling hisbag, preparing himsdlf, he strode toward
the station, unarmed but not defensaess.

The crowd gave way before him, and his hopes rose; he could see through the station's viewpanes
that the tiny waiting areawas unoccupied, as was the platform beyond. He willed himsdlf not to bresk
into asprint.

But as he was about to step through the station's entrance, the displayer changed to read: next
cartridge duein 1 hour 00 minutes.

Alacrity whirled ingtantly, without bothering to wonder how they'd rigged the displayer. The crowd
was ringing himin. No copswerein sght.

An old woman came forward, her face gaunt and |oose-skinned—smoothing collagen treatments
were not for the Terran masses—but her eyes vigorous with hatred. As the lieutenant had, she spat at
him, apitifully week attempt, the spittle bardly clearing her lips. Somewhere behind her, aman ydled in
vehement Terranglish, "'Y ou're not getting away that eesily, alien!”

There were snarls of agreement, an unintelligible shout or two. Alacrity put his shoulders up against
thewall of the station. On the peacers HQ adisplayer now read: temporarily unmanned—use
emergency com-box. He wasn't surprised to see that the security monitors were dimmed and motionless,
deactivated.

A snarley-bal sailed out of the crowd in hisdirection, asdid a bottle. The bottle was no trouble to
dodge; he'd been star-trained. But the snarley-ball, used by naturalists and hunters on many worldsto
snare smal game, exploded into a puff-sphere of wavering, sticky streamers.

Alacrity ducked as the blossoming, trand ucent strands drifted toward him, scooped up thefalen
bottle, and underhanded it into the snarley-ball. Attracted by microfields, the adhesive Streamers gathered
around, enfolding it. The snarley-ball looked like a feeding anemone.

The cloud of strandswas carried to the dust by the weight of the bottle, and Alacrity kept clear of it,
asdid the crowd, but still it hemmed himin.

They taunted and jeered him in the same language the peacers had used. He evauated his chances of
charging back up the road or plunging into the undergrowth, but decided that neither plan held much
promise. Thelocals were used to the terrain and dtitude. And even if they didn't run him down, he had
nowhere to go.

So he stood erect, facing them. They froze, suspicious, hands curled into claws or balled fists, or
clutching makeshift weapons. He swung his gaze around the arc of angry faces.



"I've done nothing wrong. Why would | want to come light-years and light-years just to desecrate
your sacred places? And aone, and unarmed? Does that make sense to anybody here?”

They'd heard him out, but showed no belief or inclination to listen further. The tallest among them, a
burly man with thinning, sandy hair, hefting an excavator in two huge hands, took a step toward him.
Alacrity reconsdered running for it. Hed been in quite anumber of hand-to-hand combats, had lost what
he congdered to be far too many of them, and hated the possibility of having that happen again.

The Earther gave an upswing of hishead, pointing at the breakabout with his chin, to address him.
"We have heard from ... we've heard what you did. We know."

"Someone mided you. Who told you these lies?’
"You'retheliar, alien!" the man grated.

"Alien? Alien?' Alacrity roared, as much for fury at the unbelievable stupidity of theword asin
reaction to the danger of the moment. "I'm as human asyou are! | paid asmal fortune for this jaunt; |
fought your hidebound Earthservice for weeksfor my visal Who would do that just to desecrate his own
ancestors' birthworld?"

They till showed him their resentment and malice, but held back from attacking. He took a step away
from thewall, then another. It waslike being in the eye of ahurricane, and for amoment the breakabout
and many others there thought that violence had been averted. Then a stone was hurled by someoneto
hisleft. Alacrity caught the forward sweep of the thrower'sarm, just at the edge of his peripheral vison.

He threw himsdf sdeways, and the missile glanced off the station. A wiry, crazed-looking Earther
darted toward him and clawed at the breakabout's wraparound glasses. They went flying as Alacrity
shoved the man away. His burning glare held the others at bay. "Y ou blind, idiotic damned Earthers!™

A low sound of shock and amazement went through them; he realized that they could see his eyes.

The words were muttered: alien; offworlder. He gazed at them with wide, oblique eyes, their huge
irises an unearthly, radiant yellow streaked with red and black. "Mutant!" he heard. "Freak!"

Then they were closing in on him. The excavator raised, the tall man advanced. "Earth isfor humans
I" he sad harshly. Theimplement hissed through the air.

Alacrity bobbed, leaning away. The Terran'sweight and the momentum of the swing carried him off
balance; Alacrity helped him dong with ashove.

Terran hatred of non-Earthers had been nurtured by Earthservice psychprop and by the hardships
and deprivations of the two centuries following the Human-Srillan War. Earth, which had only remained
livable by accepting the charity of other worlds, was humiliated by their condescenson. And so the
Homeworld had withdrawn into galed isolationism and brooding nostalgia for its vanished glories.

With an assortment of shrieks, gnashing of teeth, and various obscenities, the crowd closed in on
Alacrity, fanning out to forestd| his escape. They inched toward the breskabout warily, having seen that
he was quick.

Alacrity straightened dl at once and, ripping open acompartment in hisbag, jammed hishand in,
groping. He plucked out ametallic object, athing of tarnished meta with atubular barrel and bell-like
mouth.

"All right, just get back,” he ordered menacingly, "or I'll blow the whole sad lot of you into dog
fodder, or whatever the phraseisl™

They wavered, intimidated by histone and manner, and the lethd, dull shine of the object he held. But
the wiry man yelled, "They told us he wouldn't be armed! It'satrick!" and whipped ajimbo-wrench at
the offworlder, who managed to evade it. Alacrity's hand squeezed convulsively on the object it held,
whichfilled thear with asoulful honk!

Alacrity smiled in asickly fashion, lowering the antique automobile horn held managed to persuade an



old woman on Pitcaim Idand to sdll to him. He'd hoped to be able to take it offworld with him. The wiry
man charged Alacrity, asdid his neighbors, bashing and belaboring the offworlder. Many of them got in
one another's way, and one even became entangled in the strands of the fallen snarley-ball.

The remainder, though, swung and kicked at him, reaching for handholds, dragging at him. He bucked
and spun, hammered and kicked, trying to plunge free. One of the villagerslanded ablow squardly to his
back, a young woman of considerable beauty with heavy, blue-black hair and high cheekbones. She
wielded aforced-air excavating tube with some skill. He lurched, nearly faling.

Two moretried to pile on to bring him down. They only succeeded in pulling away his shoulder bag
and sergpe and ripping down Alacrity's hood.

Seeing hishair, some of them cried out in surprise and even greater wrath. It waslong and thick,
growing in date-gray waves, shot through with siver strands. It grew hafway down hisspine, likea
mane. The mob took it as further proof of his nonhumaness, and redoubled its zed.

Thewiry man ran at him again. Alacrity somehow freed ahand to keep the fellow at bay with afistful
of hisown uniform. Fumbling, the Terran, brought up aforce-probe, itstip crackling with afull charge.
The breakabout chopped at the wrist holding it, missed, and spun as he was borne to the ground by the
combined weight and efforts of the Earthers. The writhing mass turned asit went down; the force-probe
gpat and sizzled asit struck the left Sde of atall, sandy-haired man.

He screamed as the probe flared and blazed. Alacrity struck the plaza's surface with athud, but heard
the sounds. Then afist struck his cheek aglancing blow, and another skimmed by hisright ear. Boots,
sandals, and bare feet thumped at him as he did his best to protect himsdlf. People threw themselves
across hislegsto immobilize him, and then he heard the faraway chirpers of the Peaceguardiansjarring
theair.

Thewiry manwas dtill trying to reach Alacrity's chest with the force-probe, but the breakabout
yanked ahand free and dammed the hed of it up under his chin, then chopped at histhroat. Asthe
Earther fell asde, the chop missed and the black-haired woman cameinto view again, raising her
forced-air tube high. The peacers chirperswere nearer, sounding at ear-splitting intensity.

Alacrity somehow deflected the woman's blow, and shelost her footing, toppling toward him.

Through the gap in the melee, he saw for an instant part of the sation's displayer: terrafor terrans. These
less-than-animals were welcometo it, asfar as Alacrity was concerned.

When the young woman clawed at hisface, he gripped her to him in aclumsy headlock, causing her
neighborsto relent in ther attack, fearful of hitting her. He took the opportunity to kneethe wiry manin
the jaw.

Then, asif by divineintervention, the peacers were at the outskirts of the brawl, bresking it up, pulling
people avay. But before they could work their way in to Alacrity, ayouth, practicaly aboy, brought a
millennia-old mean stone pestle, a smooth stub of rock, down on the breakabout's head.

CHAPTER 2—THE CHOSEN

The message had been etched into arock at the side of the pressbounded roadway by some
anonymous cyclist now generations dead: 2 km upgrade.

Swedting over the randonneur handlebars, Foyt didn't let it deceive him; hed pedaed the route
before and knew that the warning was nearly afull kilometer shy of the mark. An error or abit of
mischief by one of the ancients; that, or thelay of the land had been changed when the Srillans brought
havoc to Terrain ther fina raid, two hundred years before.

Lowering his head, Floyt settled into a practiced, determined cadence, the muscles of hislegs
working easily even though he wastired from along afternoon'stour. It wasthefirst time heldd gotten to



do any cycling intwo months.

Having dept later than intended on his precious rec-day, hed expected to find only tired, |eftover
bikes remaining at the Earthservice Recreation Bureau substation. Not at al interested in the sport, held
forgotten that everyone who could get to ascreen or projector was watching the Earthwide Soccer Cup
game (Antarcticavs. Truk Idands, agrudge match).

So Floyt had been able to check out a gleaming new machine, atrue joyride; he'd changed from his
planned route, an easy one, to a chalenging afternoon'stravel.

Theincline grew more pronounced and his breathing harder as he churned up the hill. The road was
better than most, uncracked and therefore uncluttered by weeds or grass, even though rurd highways
received no maintenance from Earthservice. Little surface travel took place between population centers,
except for afew hikersand cyclists, amateur naturaists, and Ssmilar eccentrics.

Floyt was just over 175 centimeterstdl, rather stocky, with green eyes and the powerful legs of a
lifelong bicyclist. He had close-trimmed brown hair and beard, with agood ded of gray in both. He wore
cycling shoes, shorts, and singlet, with safety helmet and fingerless gloves. He was not known for
standing out in acrowd.

The perspiration seeped down from his sweatband, into the scabs covering the scrapes on his cheek
and temple put there by Arlo Mote during a party two days earlier. Mote worked in the same data
management center with Balensa, Floyt's contracted spouse—F oyt preferred the ancient term "wife," but
it was very much out of vogue just then—and was a Hemingway revivicit, the most ardent and
overbearing Foyt had ever met.

Floyt'sleg muscles began to complain a the workout he was giving them, but he persisted. Cycling
wasthe only rea exercise he got, hisonly chance to push hisbody to itslimitsand get in some solitary
thinking time. He dug in, pressing down on a pedd with onefooat, lifting againgt atoe clip with the other,
then reversing the procedure. Though he'd resolved not to think about it, his mind strayed back to the
fight two days ago at the data center's semiannual rapport/morale mixer. Balensa had insasted that Floyt
accompany her to what had actualy started out as arather modest affair. Nevertheless, Arlo Moteand a
few other buffs had come costumed as their chosen personae, anot uncommon practice on preterist
Earth.

Only afew light intoxicants were served; no limited-use drugs or severe mood-dterers. Still, Mote
had somehow contrived to become belligerently drunk. Dressed in ersatz safari clothing, hed paid
elaborate attention to Balensa, quoting Papas writings at some length, with agood deal of durring, as
though they were hisown.

Mote lived in arole-playing commune centered on the "L ost Generation™ between the first two world
wars. The commune provided activities and facilities to the Earthservice Rec Bureau on apart-time basis,
Mote wasinvolved in many of the dramatic reenactments and roundtables, and Floyt supposed that that
gave the man a certain romantic patinain the workplace. Baensahersdf had beenraised in an
extended-family/academic-group concentrating on the Italian Renaissance; occasondly she dluded to the
great passion in her soul.

Floyt had aready concluded that some of it had been vented in Mote's direction but, in his easygoing
way, made no issue of it. Overreaction in such a Situation was frowned upon by Terran society in generd
and Earthservice psych-counsel ors and Peaceguardiansin particular. Floyt was surprised at theintensity
of the resentment he'd had to suppress, though.

But at length even the good manners and restraint required by the close quartersin which most
Terranslived had worn thin. Objecting to Mote's pawing of Baensa, Floyt reflected that it was too bad
he couldn't mail the ersatz Hemingway a gun, so that the man could consummete hisimpersonation by
blowing hisbrainsout.

Coming up thelong hill toward the crest, legstrembling, Foyt felt satisfaction in the fatigue hed



worked up, but the memory of the fight till made him wince.

Mote had further goaded him with barely veiled insultsto his avocation, the tracing of genedlogies.
More, the man had provoked him with what was ostensibly amanly embrace, but in redlity ahumiliating
mauling, and everyone there understood it.

Motesrevivicism had led him into antisocia behavior; it dso sparked, in somefashion, alike
response from the usualy mild-mannered Foyt. It was asif some Terran ancient out of hisgenedlogies
were reacting, rather than Fooyt himsdlf.

Hed shoved Mote away hard, hisfirst violent act since the age of twelve, nearly thirty years before,
Thefight had then become inevitable.

Arlo Mote had brought his cherished boxing gloves with him, of course; he was wont to tote them
about dung casudly over his shoulder, since displaying an eephant gun was something the
Peaceguardians wouldn't permit. He and hislittle circle of hangers-on occasiondly put on bouts at the
role-playing commune, though the word was that none of them was a particularly good boxer.

Mote liked to joke that he was aways hoping to run into aMax Eastman revivicist, for adecisve
match; Floyt had aways hoped that Mote would run afoul of a Jack Dempsey buff who'd play a
lethersynth lullaby dl over hisface and skulll.

The gloves being there, though, the crowd immediately began to clamor for amatch. Theideaaone
wastitillating because afight unsanctioned and unsupervised by proper officids carried the heady
intoxication of gn.

Floyt quickly found himsdlf being laced into the clumsy, peculiar-feding gloves as Arlo Mote stripped
off hissafari jacket, with itsammunition loops and dummy rifle rounds. Floyt stared at the avid facesand
overbright eyes as the crowd formed aring around them.

Only Bdensatried to stop the fight; she was obvioudy worried about both men. That stung Foyt,
meaking him determined to go on with it.

Arlo Mote had naturaly dabbled in boxing. Most people present had only avagueideaof therules,
gleaned from centuries-old motion pictures and stories. Foyt began to tremble, but not smply from fear
of being injured. He hadn't grown up in arole-playing commune or historical preserve, or inan
upper-bureaucrats enclave. Hed been raised in a mass-dwelling complex, back in the days before
creche indoctrination and improved surveillance techniques had made Terran society quite so tranquil.

Hed run the great corridorsin aroaming troupe, as had so many children, riding the transways and
playing forbidden, sometimes lethal gamesin the chuteshafts. Asthe gloveswere being laced on, he
remembered the last time hed been involved in violence.

A boy from another troupe had insulted agirl in the one with which Floyt roamed asaperipherd.
Floyt's troupe caught up with the boy when he was done. Floyt, the youngest, hadn't done much of the
stomping and rib-kicking, sick with it even while it was going on. Hed quit the troupe and the corridors,
turning inward.

Then the memory passed, and Mote was coming at him. But the revivicist had made a mistake; by
unconscious identification with hisidol or by naturd disposition, hed drunk far too much foramanina
boxing match.

Floyt had managed to block or evade most of Mote's punches and even land afew of hisown. The

gloves were thumbless, pillowlike, the only sort Earthservice would approve; little damage had been done
on either sde.

Then Mote must have remembered allittle something from Hemingway'slife; using his greater weight,
he bulldozed Foyt into a corner and scraped the eyelets and laces of his glove acrossthe smaler man's
face, trying for hiseyes.

Floyt bardy saved himself by burrowing his head againgt Motes dick, gray-haired chest. The eyelets



had abraded and lacerated his cheek and temple, but he scarcely felt the pain or heard the screaming,
shrieking workers. He did recdl, later, hearing Baensa crying out to Mote, begging him to stop.

Now Hoyt fingered the wounds; with accelerated hedling trestments, the scabs were aready peding
avay.

It would've been poetic justice to beat Mote at his own game somehow, like one of the ancientsin the
pugilistic fantasies of the motion picture era. But there'd been no poetry that day, and Floyt had only a
limited notion asto how to go about such afeat. Suddenly furious, held flung his arms around the barrel
torso and brought his knee up sharply.

Onlookers went berserk, somein an dmost sexud frenzy, otherslooking ill. A few had only seen
Floyt bresk the rules, though most knew that Mote had done so first. One or two thought that what
they'd seen were therules.

But it wasto the groaning, curled-up Arlo Mote that Balensa rushed. Floyt recognized then that hed
brought an end to his spousal contract in the most atavistic and inane way he could possibly have

imagined.

The sun was westering beautifully, ared ball among glorious orange and purple clouds, as he cameto
agtop at the crest of the hill, drawing deep bresths and watching.

He glanced for amoment to his bare wrist. HE'd | eft his accessor at home so that no one could
contact him. That act of omission might result in hisbeing charged with amisdemeanor if Earthservice
became aware of it and decided that he had no viable excuse for taking himself out of communication. He
didn't care; he didn't want to receive Baensa's contract termination decree over an accessor.

He soon had hiswind back, and the evening breeze began to fed chilly. Earthservice Functionary 3rd
ClassHobart Floyt pushed off, cruising downhill toward the Atlantic Urbanplex and home. Where
beforetimes the click-song of the coasting bicycle had lifted his heart and charged his spirit with awild yet
serene freedom, that day it gave him no joy; Balensawould be waiting at home with the decree.

He asked himsdlf repestedly what the point of living was.

Floyt reluctantly handed in the beautiful bicycle. Dawdling, hetook alesurely cleanup at the Rec
Bureau substation before changing into rec-day attire. Though Baensawas—had been—after him
congtantly to dress as Benvenuto Cellini, he preferred a comfortable old Edwardian suit.

The passenger transway's and chuteshafts were unusudly empty; he supposed that postgame
celebrationswere dtill in progress. Truk had trounced Antarctica.

For the first time he wondered who'd be required to move out of the apt. Maybe the Housing
Divison would require both spouses to vacate; the apt was large for the quarters alotment of unattached
functionary thirds. The prospect of once again commuting between abachelor's cubicle and his
workplace was so depressing that Floyt began thinking about applying for implant medication.

The media-environment dwellings of Earth's golden age were gone forever, he knew, but he often
longed for the lost days when work could be done at home. Earthservice rationaes spoke of the
efficiency of centrdization, and of socidization, but many nursed the unspoken suspicion thet other
reasons were the true concern. Authority and its trappings had to be displayed, and served.

Floyt, immersed in these thoughts, amost passed her by without a sideways glance.
"Excuse me, dr? Citizen?'

She was stlanding near the cul-de-sac off a chuteshaft alcove where the large urbanplex map was
located. She had alost look about her and held a scrap of paper.

The woman was atrue heartpul se, taller than most men, tall as an offworlder, with coppery skin and



swirling black hair in an arrangement that looked windblown yet artful.

She wore sheer beige body swathings, glint anklets, minimal soleskins, and a high choker of
tourmalines.

Heredlized that he was gawking. After someinitid fumbling, he got out, 'Y es? Me?'
It could be no one else; no other pedestrians were nearby.

"I'm more than alittle turned around, I'm afraid. If youwouldn't mind ... " She gestured vaguely at the
map cul-de-sac.

"Of course"

Floyt fdt an involuntary tingle of excitement as he entered the cul-de-sac with her. The map nichesin
the older plexes were rather secluded; he himsalf had kissed agirl or two in them as ayoung man.

He got agrip on himsdf. She smply wanted directions. No doubt awoman o attractive was tired of
flirtation, especidly from middle-aged men who were out of practice. Don't make a fool of your self,
Hobart!

Still, the exotic scent she wore made him giddy as he accepted the scrap of paper. After shed
thanked him, his gaze stayed on hers ahaf second too long, while he admired her clear green eyesand
high-arched brows and full, glistening lips. Hefelt vagudy unfaithful until he remembered that his marriage
was about to be terminated.

He bent to the map. She was standing behind him; he couldn't stop himsdlf from breathing deeply,
inhaing her perfume. He was certain that she was an actress or dancer.

He pointed to the map. "Y ou see, wereright here. 1t's easy to get turned around in those lower
interchanges, | know."

He referred to the paper, eyesflickering for an ingtant's glimpse of long, beautifully formed legsthat
were bewitchingly posed. His glance returned to the map.

"Now, you take aright turn here a the thighs, and then you—" He gasped in horror at hisdip, turning
instantly to apologize. It saved him. She had amedica styrettein her hand, poised to thrust home. She
was 0 surprised by his sudden whirl, though, that she hesitated for acriticd instant.

Gorgeous, statuesgue women do not lure strangers into out-of-the-way places to give themflu
shots! He knew ingtantly that he was in danger, probably deadly danger. The Hobart Floyt who reacted
to it was some entity of reflex with whom the conscious man was quite unacquainted. He threw himsdlf
back flat against the map and the styrette just missed his shoulder.

Before she could recover, he shouldered past her, ssumbling clear. She came after him again. He
pulled over arecycling can, bouncing it into her path and scattering trash. She struck her shin oniit, faling,
but she'd nearly cornered him.

He shouted for help as, evidently used to this sort of thing, she sprang up to cut off his escape. She
didn't look unnerved by hisyelling.

"Stop! Get back!" he hollered as they maneuvered, he to evade or defend, sheto close. "What're you
doing? Y ou've confused me with someone else!™

"Come here, you damn groundling!" she said under her breath. He had no time to spare for being
flabbergasted that she was an offworlder. She wasthe first hed ever seenin person.

A crumpled beverage cup bearing Antarcticas colors had | eft a puddle on the ground, and Floyt
faked left, toward it. Countering him, the woman stepped into the spilled drink; her soleskinned foot did.

Intheingtant it took her to regain her balance, Floyt dodged right, for the opening she'd left, at the
same time snatching up the waste can and throwing it. She blocked, but the can struck the styrette,
triggering it. A narrow jet of liquid puffed intotheair.



He couldn't make abreak for it; if she brought him down from behind, sheid finish him.

Just then the chuteshaft opened, discharging a boisterous party of soccer fans. The woman knew
when to cut her losses; she backed out of combat range and dashed from the cul-de-sac.

By thetime Foyt cautioudy rounded the corner, she was gone from sight and the corridor wasfilling
with rollicking sports buffs. There were no Peaceguardians to be seen. The best thing to do, he
concluded, was return to his apt before anything €l se happened. He had to take alast look at the
scattered trash and the beverage dick to convince himsalf that it had really happened.

She mugtve mistaken me for somebody else, he said to himsdf. There just wasn't any other
explanation.

CHAPTER 3—PAROLED TO THE STARS

Alacrity Fitzhugh had lost consciousness with no expectation of waking up, but he opened
filmed-over eyes and looked out at adigtinctly clinical room.

He groaned, fighting down nausea, completely disoriented. He blinked. His harsh breathing hissed
between locked teeth. The nausea passed after afew moments, and he realized that he didn't fedl too
terrible asde from the wooziness; he had the ingtinctive sensation that considerable time had passed.

Waking up at all was against the odds, he decided, and it would have been in adetention cell or
prison trestment center, if anywhere, that he'd have expected to find himself.

This place, though, was neither. It reminded him more of a Srillan hospital held been in once while
recovering and awaiting a hearing after acrash, some of the most civilized hospitdity he'd ever received.
He was acquitted, rightly, of al charges, but found out later that if he'd been judged guilty, the death
sentence would've been carried out by the same conceal ed equipment that had ministered to him so
fathfully.

The recollection made him uneasy. He glanced around. An abundance of medica apparatus was
gpparent in the room, but it was dl tucked into wall nooks or folded back into floor or ceiling,
inoperative. Hiswasthe only bed.

He could see no windows or viewpanelsin the blue-white, deathly silent place, and no ventilation
grills, though the air seemed fresh enough. He was under no restraint, and the single door was unguarded,
a least ontheingde. Hoor, wals, and ceiling radiated soft light, sufficient without being too bright.

He sat up, moving hisarms and legs experimentdly, exploring hisribs and head. No fractures, no
concussions—not even abruise. Not surprising in amodern medica facility, but hewason Terra—or
anyhow, that was the last place he remembered being.

A light sheet covered him, and he was naked. Hed dept in grav-bunks, flotation hammocks, and
suspension fields, but this arrangement was the sort he tended to prefer. Hetried to piece together the
last things he could recall. The fight came back vividly; hefdt quite lucid.

The door did open. Alacrity looked up, expecting Peaceguardians, Earthservice bureaucrats, medical
personnd, or investigators. Instead, aman of medium height and rather athletic build entered; he was
tanned and handsome in the fashion that Earthers still referred to as Mediterranean. His hair was dark
and graight; the ends of his carefully trimmed mustache curled around his mouth.

Hewasdressed dl in carefully tailored black, looking distinguished rather than dashing: abillowing
shirt with long, ruffled cuffs, high collar with ruff, tapered trousers, and gleaming shoes. Hedso worea
deeveless manteau, open at the front, and a satiny sash wound around his flat, dender midsection.

The man looked to bein vigorous middle age. His eyes were light brown; the breakabout thought
them to be direct and extremely observant. He stopped near the foot of the bed. When he spoke, it was
inan unhurried, full voice, in forma, well-accented Terranglish.



"You'rein an Earthservice Specid Clinic, Alacrity. Y ou suffered concussion, multiple contusions, and
shock, aong with various fractures, sprains, minor wounds, and blood loss, but dl of that's been mended,
or nearly 0. It'sfouiteen-thirty hours or so, locd time, Alacrity. Do you mind if | use your first name, or
would you prefer 'Guildsman’ or ‘'Master Fitzhugh'?"

"N-no. No. That'sfine." Alacrity tried to rouse his thinking equipment and get agrip on things. His

trestment and recovery indicated impressive medical resources, as good as any he could recal having
seen. The kind available to the select few, or to no one at all, on most worlds.

The man in black had anticipated most of hisinitid questions; Alacrity waited.
Hisvidtor went on, "'l am Citizen Ash. Earth's executioner.”

Alacrity had heard about the man from offworlderswho'd visited Terraand from the few Earthers
who'd been willing to talk to him. And some mention of the office had been made in the meager guides
and pamphletsissued by Earthservice.

Trying not to show his shock, Alacrity remarked, "Very fitting name." Dugt to dust. He was too numb
tofed afraid.

Ash nodded. "But it'salso atype of tree once believed to be awdlspring of life."

Alacrity wondered how many times Ash had pointed that out to people. He looked the executioner
over. The man didn't appear to be the type to come into the room unprotected, even though the
breakabout could see no weapons or defensive devices on him. Escape didn't strike Alacrity aslikely.

A discrepancy occurred to him. Why would the Earthservice spend so much time, effort, and
technology on the recovery of an offworlder only to execute him? Perhgps it was another obscure Terran

perverson.
"1 heard some of your psychprop babble: 'Earth hasfew capita crimesin these enlightened days.' "
"Do us both afavor and stop showing off,” Citizen Ash bade Alacrity as he sat on the foot of the bed.

Terra had reduced its crime rate drastically over the centuries, by behaviora engineering and drastic
punishments, enlightened dternatives and others not so enlightened—and by ruthless enforcement. Few
serious crimes were committed on the Home world, and only aminuscule number of those were
committed by people who could not or would not be dealt with in some fashion that Earthservice was
willing to regard as rehabilitation—even if the process turned the perpetrator into amildly retarded
houseplant.

But for those very few occasions when the law demanded degth, Terran society met itsobligationin
the person of Citizen Ash. The executioner was virtualy autonomous within Earthservice; he was
respongblefor final casereview and actua carrying out of sentence. Headsman, hangman, pusher of the
button, or whatever—Alacrity wasn't even sure how the man actually performed his office.

But the breakabout did know that the position carried with it powers of investigator, detective,
defense and prosecution, judge, jury, and appeals court, with extraordinary powersreserved to it aone.
Even Alpha Bureaucrats showed respect for—and at times fear of—the courtly, courteous man. Ash had
met his primary obligation many times during hislong tenure.

Suddenly Alacrity remembered the tall man'sfina scream asthe force-probe had found him.

"l didn't kill that man," the breakabout said softly, without undue drama; he assumed Ash had heard
every variaion on the not-guilty plea.

The Terran made afigt, cocked out the knuckle of hisindex finger, and put the side of it to his pursed
lips, staring into space for amoment. Alacrity waited.

At length the other said, "It isalittle over seventy-nine hours since the killing occurred, Alacrity;
sentence was passed just over two hours ago. | would not be hereif the case were an open-and-shut
meatter."



Alacrity jackknifed upright in bed. Ash never even flinched; he appeared to have no misgivings about
being in danger. It reinforced Alacrity's conviction that the executioner was well protected from any
violence.

"Thenwhat ... " Alacrity made himsdlf defer to this pensive grim regper.

Ash amiled, impressed. "The depositions and testimony of those present and of the Peaceguardians all
agree, as does the deathbed testimony of the deceased.”

"Deathbed testimony? He was dead before the fight was over. He had to be; | heard him when—"
"Y ou've been found guilty of murder, young man.”

"l had notrid!"

"Youve had dl thetrid to which an offworlder isentitled under Earthservicelegidation.”

Alacrity now gathered himsdlf, hidden defenses or no, for aleap at Earth's executioner, to dieina
scatterbeam or blaze-field rather than heave out hislifein agasbooth or drool away hislast moments
under lethal medication.

Ash held up apam to him before he could, saying, "However, | am not satisfied that you're guilty.”

When he redized how much he would have to relax, to uncoail, in order to look unthrestening, Alacrity
could only give the executioner an abashed shrug.

Ashwent on quietly, "I am intervening in your case. The court did not Smply rush to judgment; it
broke al previous speed records. | find that for some reason no surveillance monitor records were made
of eventsin the plazathat morning. Moreover, only one witness claimed to have seen you actudly usethe
force-probe. And the instrument itself, incidentally, had been stolen from an excavation Stein the fortress
ruins"

He held up an imager that depicted the wiry little man who'd tried to murder Alacrity and killed his
felow Terran ingtead. Alacrity yelped, "That'shim! That's the dungbug who—"

"Thisman, too, is dead. Shortly after recording histestimony hefél from one of thetrails on Huyana
Picchu." Ash tucked the imager away. "I'm told such things are known to happen there."

"Will you ligten to what I'm trying to—"
"Offworlder, you are an imbecile!"

Ash had risen to hisfeet, so angry that Alacrity thought for amoment that the executioner was going
to hit him. The breakabout shut up; it struck him asawise thing to do.

"Don't you think | can seethat it'stoo pat?' the Terran continued in amore subdued voice. "And you,
you young jackanapes, waked right into it. But something went wrong. | don't believe that there was
supposed to be adegth that day.”

He sat again, leaning toward the breakabout. "But the case, as such, isunassailable, at least in any
length of time to be of meaningful help to you.”

"Then what're you doing here? Letting me pick how | go out?"

The handsome face grew contorted and blood-dark in an instant, the voice raspy with anger. "If
you're so inclined.” Herose and paced, to turn his eyes away from the off-worlder.

"Other optionsare available," he continued over his shoulder. "Radica behavior modification,
permanent imprisonment under Earthservice utilization, and so forth. But the guilty party hastheright of
refus.”

He turned back. "Would a star-man choose those?'

Alacrity consdered. A forebrain shampoo, or life a hard labor or asalaboratory animal ona
blighted, hate-ridden little planet, with no hope of pardon or parole?



"l supposeyoure... " Alacrity's head snapped up. "Wait a second. Y ou didn't come herejust to tell
methis, and you didn't come here because you like me or because you know | was framed. Y ou came
here because unless something's done, you're the one who's gonna have to push the button!"

He could see that held hit dead center. Earth's executioner had never shirked his duty, but neither had
he ever been placed in adilemmalike the present one. " Stop playing with me and tell me the rest, or by
GodintheVoid, youll either haveto kill me or quit your officel”

Adh'sface colored in unspeakable wrath, then cleared as suddenly, and he gave abark of laughter.
"New Earthservice legidation alows me—usl—athird way. Y ou would be obliged to leave Terra. An
Earthservice department, Alacrity—our largest—keepstrack of the planet's every resource, including
those off world. Some of those offworld resources can be claimed by Terrans, for the benefit of all, but
Earthers no longer have the knack for travel among the stars. They often cometo grief, even within the
solar sysem.”

Alacrity acknowledged that with anod. The risks were high, even for veteran breskabouts.

"We areinitiating anew project, Project Shepherd,” Ash continued, "to recruit quaified
guide-escorts. | can commute your sentence. One mission for Project Shepherd, around-trip, and you're
quitswith us™

"Only one?" Alacrity blurted before he could stop himself.

Ash gave histhinsmileagain. "In thiscase, | make the determination asto how many missonsareto
be required of you. The minimum, of course, isone. If you qudify, that is."

Alecrity switched from shocked rdlief to indignation.

"Qualify? To nursemaid an Earther 2—no offense. Look, | redlize that you don't know much about
me, but I've been—"

"Indeed?’ Ash brokein. " 'Fitzhugh, Alacrity—let'sjust skip the dliases, shall we?!

That was fine with Alacrity. Ash resumed. "'Birthplace unknown. Varioudy claimed or reported to be
any of numerous planets and nonplanetary settlements. Most often specified as starship Cavorter in
trangt between Njarl's World and Hallelujah. No records available. Parents thought to be deceased.

"Member, not in particularly good standing, of the All-Worlds Merchant Spacefarers Guild, Spican
Aerospace Workers Alliance, Pan-Stellar Pilots Union, and many lesser, kindred organizations. History
of frequent arrests, on avariety of planets, satdllites, and other locations, including space vesselsin
trangt."

Ash paused, sudying the lanky, pae offworlder; thelarge, dmost glowing yellow eyes and the
flowing gray mane with its strands of slver. For dl his differences from mainbreed Terrans, he was quite
youthful-looking to have such a spotty past.

"Alacrity, what would you do if you were dining with Srillans and your host suggested that it was
getting late?!

The breakabout vaulted off the bed in a swirl of sheet and began an animated, prancing shuffle around
the center of the room. Ash watched interestedly.

Alacrity postured in grandiloguent style. He sang through his nosein imitation of the ebullient Srillan
form. "Ning-ning-a-ning!" he cock-crowed. He danced around the executioner, addressing the song to
him as though Ash were the hypotheticad Srillan hogt.

"Let usal now praise Lord Ash, ning-a-ning! For his generous hospitality"—he struck a pose, a
waggish asideto hisinvisble audience—"(don't let the door strike you in the rump!) ning-a-ning!"

He resumed his declamatory posture. "For this marvelous repast”—and again the aside—"(were all
the toxic waste dumps closed?) ning-ning! For histhoughtfulness (it's so sdldom you see utensils chained
to thetable!) ning-a-ning-a-ning!"



He stopped. Ash wasn't amused; Alacrity remembered, too late, how much Terrans hated the Srillans
for what they'd done to Earth.

The executioner asked, "What would you do if you encountered, er ... " He consulted his memory
agan. "An Adjuster on the planet Wendigo?'

Alacrity's expression went blank. His eyes unfocused. "Encounter? How? There's no one there,
ctizen; no one! If | remember that and behave accordingly, she may be indifferent to me and pass by."

"And the Parade of Initiates on C'que's Nest?"

"Steer awide course around it. By parsecs, preferably. The hatchlings are dways hungry, and their
eldersarent inclined to deny them anything that day of the year. Well? Satisfied?"

"Quite. Yourewd| qudified.”
Alacrity sat on the bed, nodding smugly. "Damnright. Y ou couldn't find abetter ... "

Helooked up again, facing Ash. He said dowly, "Y ou couldn't find a better escort on Earth if you
tried dl day. That'swhat thisisdl about, isn't it?'

"l believe that to be the case, Alacrity, but | can't proveit. At least not now. The sentence
commutation covering Project Shepherd appliesto lesser crimes aswell asto homicide. Inciting toriot,
for example; disturbing the peace; aggravated assault.”

"They needed a babysitter, so they gave me avisaand arranged for trouble." He looked around the
room suddenly. "Hold on; isanybody, uh ... "

Ash motioned adismissal. "No one monitors my conversationsif | don't alow it."
"Nobody scroodleswith Citizen Ash, huh?”

"Let's stay with the subject; | haven't much moretime. A Terran named Hobart Floyt must go to
Epiphany to claim an inheritance at the Willreading of Caspahr Weir, and return to Earth with it for
disposition by the Earthservice Resources Bureaw.”

"Epiphany ... " Alacrity frowned. Few outsiders ever made planetfal on Weir's persond world. The
breakabout had heard rumors about the fabul ous Frostpile and about Weir himsdlf, even though alittle
nineteen-system realm was barely a spit in the ocean. Alacrity had aready made up hismind but
continued to probe, from reflex and for sheer love of it.

"What's the inheritance? What am | going to be guarding?'

"Floyt, at the very least. Beyond that, no one knows yet. A pittance, perhaps, or thedeed to a
planet.”

Alacrity squinted a him. "'l can't think of many reasons Earthservice would trust me, saving only one,
catizen."

Ash nodded. "Therésaproviso. That'swhy you'rein an Alpha Bureaucrats clinic.”

"Conditioning!" Alacrity clenched hisfists and prepared again to jump the executioner.

Stop!" Ash had hispadm up again. "Ther€ll be no endavement, Alacrity; no dtering. My word on
that."

Alacrity found himsaf ligening.

"Y ou escort Floyt to Epiphany, stay with him for the Willreading, which, with its attendant
ceremonies, shouldn't take you more than afew days. Keegp him safe, then return him with hisinheritance.
And that will be an end to it, insofar as you're concerned.”

"Anddl | haveto put up with isalittle brain-changing, hmm?"

"Ther€ll be no tampering, Alacrity. The modificationswill only ensure that you keep your end of the
bargain. I'velet it be known that | will tolerate nothing beyond that.”



"Out to Epiphany and back ... " Alacrity said to himself, asthough he hadn't decided. ™Y ou win. But
just don't forget: we've both been scroodled, good and proper. Me because | was bugtrapped; you
because you're sentencing an innocent man.”

"l have no intention of forgetting it."
"Why aren't you trying to find out who did it to us?"

Ashlooked at him for five seconds or so. "When | leave here, | will fly directly to the cdll of ayoung
woman who's been sentenced to death. She admits her guilt but refuses any dternative. Sheisn't as
fortunate as you in having another way out. | will try to dissuade her from choosing execution, but | don't
hold much hope. There are other cases, more than my office can properly deal with. And the backlog's
growing worse. Y ou're not the highest priority on my list, not anymore.”

Alacrity said nothing. Ash was about to |leave again when he remembered something. "By the way:
your surname, "Fitzhugh.' It's of ancient derivation, like mine. But | doubt it's your redl one. What made
you pick it?"

Alacrity grinned. "It was given to me along time ago. My name'sa pun, Citizen Ash. Inyour
precious Terranglish."

CHAPTER 4—FIRM OFFER

Floyt drew a deep breath when he reached his apt doorpand. "Open,” he said to the pickup mesh;
the lock snapped back, and the doorpanel did aside.

He trudged between the neat stacks of boxes and cases that held agood part of the family's
possessions. They were piled in the hallway because Floyt had appropriated the hall closet asatiny
workspace. Into it he had crammed a chair and minuscule table, desk-model accessor, and the
accumulated reference materials and data of years of research. Balensawasfairly tolerant of the
arrangement, in that he'd ceded her most of the rest of the apt.

And there'd been considerably more room once Reesa had moved from her dcove. The
seventeen-year-old was engaged in awork-study program in pursuit of an advanced degree, deeply
involved in a somewhat romantic recreation of a Pleistocenetribal group. Her parents were quite fond of
her, but had been relieved when sheld rel ocated to the school dormitory in Lapland. Leaving flint chipsin
the hygiene chamber to ambush bare feet, sngeing the carpet with sparks struck during firemaking
attempts, and the aroma of artificial animal grease had severely tested her parents affection. She'd been
rather hurt when they'd drawn theline at joining her in primate grooming behavior; Baensain particular
had been dismayed at the thought of searching her family for vermin.

Floyt grew aert when heredlized that someone was in the modest living room with Baensa—a
ferae whose voice he didn't recognize. And it was no tete-a-tete, for the stranger's voice was cold and
formdl, even hodtile,

There was an expectant pause in the conversation. They were looking hisway when he appeared.

Ba ensa seemed subdued but vexed. Shewas still an attractive woman, petite, with chestnut hair, an
unlined face, and the figure of ateenager. She was dressed in areproduction, an Italian style from the
|atter fifteenth century, of synthetics posing as stiff, densdly patterned blue velvet interwoven with gold, its
V-shape front showing off her dendernessto good advantage.

The other woman was unknown to Floyt, but seeing her gave him agtart of dismay. Sheworea
well-tailored office suit and the pleated brown robes of an Earthservice supervisor. He concluded at once
that the corridor incident had been picked up by Peaceguardian surveillance equipment.

Heforgot hisemotiond disarray, worried now that he'd been remissin not reporting the trouble at
once, that held violated aregulation and wasin trouble for it. But he couldn't understand why such an



encounter would merit the attention of afull supervisor, even granted that it involved an off-worlder.

At about forty, she was extremely young for supervisor'srank. Though tall and severe, she wore her
long auburn hair loose. She looked him over with cold brown eyes.

"Weve been wondering when you'd get home," Baensa said with atouch of nervousness.
" Supervisor Bear has been waiting for nearly an hour. Why weren't you wesaring your accessor?"

"Greetings, Citizen Floyt," the supervisor said before he could become bogged down in explanations
or excuses. Her tone was rather stedly. "1'm Supervisor Bear, of the Resource Recovery Divison. You
and | have something to discuss.”

Floyt moved into the room warily, clearing histhroat. Shed addressed him as "' citizen" instead of the
more forma "functionary,” so that might be agood sign. Though he was theoretically free to address her
the same way, he would never have dreamt of doing so.

"|—I was going to report the attack as soon as| arrived home, Supervisor. 1 wasn't sure of the
procedure, but | thought it would be safer than if 1—"

Bear seemed to gather her sdf-restraint. An hour or so with my wife has doubtless taxed it, Hoyt
thought. Even a supervisor's cloak wouldn't have deflected al of Baensas curiosity. Clearly, the subject
of contract termination had been tabled by Baensafor the time being.

"Citizen Floyt," Bear interrupted, "be so kind asto st down, if you will. My time'sin rather short
supply. Won't you have adrink?!

Floyt refused the drink and perched himsdlf warily on the least comfortable seat in the living room.
Badensawas artfully arranged on the sofa, while Supervisor Bear had, of course, taken the cloud-rest
lounger.

On the center table asmall bottle of premium Scotch, and a setup stood on Balensa's best
imitation-slver tray. The refreshments had undoubtedly been obtained from the apt's service unit with
Bear's alotment code; the machine would've ignored such an order given with his own or Balensas code.
Evenin his agitated state, he registered the purchase with atwinge of envy—and resentment toward the
service unit aswell as Besr.

Baensa edged forward, intent on the supervisor. "You'll pardon me now," Bear sad, "but it's
necessary that | spesk to your spousein private. Perhaps you'd care to visit your rec-center or take a
grall. An hour should suffice”

Baensalooked as though Bear had hosed her down with ice water. "But, but—that is, as spouse, |
think | have the right to know what it is—"

Bear |et some peevishness creep into her voice. "The needs of Earthservice comefirgt, and right now
one of those needsis confidentidity. Y oureforcing meto use my rather limited time unproductively.”

Bdensawasup in arustle of siff costume, stalking for the door. "And, citizen ... " Bear added.
Baensahdted. "Keep utter slence about thisvist; thisisan officid warning. And don't press your
spouse for details. You'll be briefed at the proper time.”

Thoroughly put to rout, Balensa exited. Bear took another sip from adrink that was mostly melted
ice. Floyt was completely bewildered and still shaken by the assault, but with asupervisor doing the
investigating, it would be wiser to wait and learn what he could, tailoring his account and explanationsto
the circumstances.

"Citizen Foyt, your hobby isgenealogy," Bear began. "Y ou're quite knowledgesble about Terran and
offworld lineages and higtories”

He nodded mutely.

She seemed about to go on in the same vein, then digressed to ask him, "How did you come to be so
expert? The subject haslittle to do with your assgnment as an information accessor/interfacer.”



"l was introduced to genealogy during a collating assgnment about eight years ago. It caught my
interegt.”

Bear gestured toward the hall closet. ™Y our spouse showed me your cubby."

"l use my rec-time alotment to interface with the information systems, Supervisor.” It wasal perfectly
legd, but he suddenly wondered if he'd done something wrong. There were so many Earthserviceregs; it
was impossible to know them dl. "And sometimes| do research at the workplace, but only during
breaktime. And | dways chargeittomy code... "

Unconcerned with minor details, she was making argecting motion. ™Y our work has been
reproduced off-world."

Hefet himsdlf blush. Interest in offworld things was considered eccentric, if not suspect. |
contributed afew triflesto the data banks. Some offworld accessor noticed them and offered
Earthservice arepro fee, or so | wastold.”

"They were more than trifles. Three separate, comprehensve geneal ogies and two monographs.” It
was true. And the money involved must have been considerable, held dways assumed, because a
microscopic sum had actualy been passed aong to him, though Earthservice assessments on offworld
earningsweredl but total.

"Some of this business apparently came to the attention of aman named Caspahr Weir," Bear was
saying cooly, with aproper disdain for offworld things. "He was interested in hismisbred origins, |
suppose. At any rate, he died recently and saw fit to leave you abequest in hiswill."

Floyt was severdly staggered, but first of al by that name. Weir! That Weir should've taken notice of
Floyt'swork gave him amixture of pleasure and embarrassment, so much so that he dmaost missed the

last part.

"Bequest?'

"Y ou heard me correctly. Y ou're mentioned in the will of aman who was director—monarch,
reglly—of nineteen gelar sysems.”

"l don't know wheat ... what | should—"

"By provison of thewill, dl heirs—'Inheritors—must gather at Weir'shome on aplanet cdled
Epiphany. There youll attend a Willreading, which isto take place in gpproximately three weeks. Failure
to appear will mean forfeiture of dl claim to your bequest. The Earthservice intends you to be there.”

All that had gone before was a gentle overture to the shock waves that began to crash through Foyt's
nervous system. Offworld! Without redlizing it, he poured himself atumbler of straight Scotch and drank.
Hegagged. "l can't.”

IIWI,V?I
"Why? Vertebrae deficiency: | haven't got the backbonefor it."

"That's as may be, but go you will. We don't know what the bequest is, but the opportunity must be
taken."

"But it might be worthless! The cost of farealonewould be ... " He paused for amoment and
wondered if Earthservice expected him to pay hisway. No, impossible; the price would be more than a
Functionary 3rd Classearned in alifetime. Severd lifetimes.

He gulped. If the Earthservice picked up the tab for hisfare to Epiphany, only to find that his bequest
was of little or no vaue, would the bureaucracy be willing to unpocket for aticket home?

"Interstellar passage has been provided for by Weir's executors.” Bear smiled thinly. " Roundtrip
passage, citizen.”
Under the circumstances, Earthservice had nothing to lose by sending him—except perhaps an easily



replaceable Functionary 3rd Class.

The drink trembled in his hand as Floyt thought of the perils of offworld travel. Earthservice never
dinted in stressing those to Terrans: injury, disease, desth in uncounted forms, endavement, and the
possibility of being stranded forever in some fashion, unable to return home across inhuman distances.

The thought of danger reminded him of something. "An offworlder tried to kill me on my way home,
Supervisor. Or a least shetried to do me more than alittle harm.”

Bear examined him fixedly, but she seemed to believe him. He answered her rapid-fire questions,
finding to his surprise that exact details of the encounter had aready become blurry. He sipped at his
Scotch as she thought for a moment.

Then she activated her own accessor, a more sophisticated and ornate mode than any held ever seen
up close. When she keyed it, he was unable to hear a sound from her hurried conversation. When she
signed off and he could hear again, she said, "Thereslittle chance of finding her now, but asearch will be
meade for your assailant.”

"But she'sfairly congpicuous.”

"Her appearance has probably changed radically in the past hour. Now let's keep to the subject. |
must say, for acitizen with such ahigh compliance quotient, you're being irksome."

"Sorry." Hed never heard of acompliance quotient before and wasn't sure he liked having ahigh one,
but he obediently restricted his questions to the matter before them.

" Supervisor, how can | possibly hope to get to Epiphany, much less bring home some inheritance,
whether it's of any vaue or not? I've no experience; I'm not trained for that sort of thing. Thisisinsane!™
Bear answered, "We a Resource Recovery have provided for that. Y ou'll be part of anew pilot

program: Project Shepherd.”
"It sounds very pastoral. Under other circumstances, I'd be reassured, but the demographics for
Terran casudties during offworld travel are disheartening.”

"True enough, citizen. Recovery of offworld resources clamable by Terran citizens hasthat
drawback. But we can't let Terrans Smply forfeit opportunitiesto claim payment, dun debtors, collect
winnings, or—asin your case—accept inheritances. Imagine the value of even aminor part of Weir's
wedth! Citizen Foyt, do you bdlieve, asl| do, that we owe Earth our al?'

"l ... thatis—"
"l knew you would! It's our Earthservice, after dl; yoursand mine!”

Naturally, thought Floyt. What with the planet's severdly limited resources, every Terran was award
of the Earthservice and—all but afew—an employee aswell. Floyt didn't mention the open secret that
Earthservice was controlled by atight hierarchy, supervisors among them, with Alpha Bureaucrats at the
pinnacdle.

She waslooking a him with arch expectancy. He hastened to chorus, " Of course, Supervisor.”

"Then you'll want to do your share," she said in aflat voice, eyes staring into his. He knew then that
theréd be no avoiding it short of exposing alive power source in the hygiene chamber and taking a
high-voltage bath.

He sighed, "Might | ask just what this Project Shepherd is?"

"It's my project,” shesaid grandly, chin high. "WEell provide you with a suitable escort, someone
experienced in the difficulties and dangers of star travel. A guardian, aguide—a shepherd.”

"Oh. How long will I be gone? And my escort—who ishe? Or she?!

Bear became curt. "Y ou'll meet your escort quite soon and go through abrief orientation. Y ou'll aso
be given your letter of Free Import.”



"Free Import?'

"Yes. But dl that will be explained in good time. In the interim, put your affairsin order at home and
at your workplace. Then hold yourself in readiness.” She stood, and he did too.

"There's one more thing, citizen." Sheld left a shoulder bag at the end of the sofa. Now she opened it
and drew out awide, flashing band of some golden-red dloy. "Y ou're to wear this, beginning
immediady."

Hetook it from her in astonishment. It was abelt of placques so heavy that they dragged at his hand.
Each was decorated with cryptic characters and odd symbols. And each bore the same device, a broken
dave's callar. The craftsmanship was superb; the placques glittered and chimed asthey struck one
another.

Deeply engraved on the back of the buckle was the name
HOBART FLOYT.

"It'san Inheritor'sbelt,” Bear explained. "The executors ingructions require that you wear it from
now until the Willreading." Her eyeslingered on it covetoudy. "It'stoo bad it can't remain herewhile
you're gone."

Shelooked himinthe eye. "Did | mention that it appearsto contain some mechanism we don't
understand?’

Floyt was foursquare opposed to putting it on, but she glared a him pointedly. With asigh of
surrender, he drew the belt around hiswaist and clasped the buckle. It closed with aheavy click. It was
aperfect fit.

"It wouldn't shut for me," she said absently, her gaze fixed on the flashing, barbaric splendor of the
thing. "1t wouldn't shut for anyone. We didn't dare tamper withit.”

Floyt considered that. "It perhaps read my DNA code? Or pore pattern or—but no, how would
offworlders have known those?"

Bear gave him ahard stare then, without answering, turned to the door. "I'll bein touch with you
when I've picked the person | want to serve as your escort. Precisely the person | want.”

When she was gone, he removed the belt and examined it, reading his own name again, running his
fingertips across the | etters. 1t was odd to think that the artifact had crossed light-years. His heart sank
once more a the thought of the danger and hardship the Inheritor's belt represented.

He stood looking at it for along time therein his cluttered hallway, and reflecting upon hishigh
compliance quotient. Resignedly, he replaced the belt around hismiddle.

When he clasped the buckle, it engaged with asound of findity.

CHAPTER 5—VOLUNTEERS

Floyt had findly wrapped up hiswork. it took him longer than it should have; hismind was e sewhere.
He'd spent agood ded of histime distracted by fear of what was to come—of athousand horrifying
formsof death or mutilation, and of never being ableto return for any of an amost infinite number of
reasons. Inventing new and even more terrifying possibilities seemed to be the only thing a which his
mind could work with complete clarity.

He damned Earthservice in hisheart. He raged silently against Caspahr Weir. He hated Balensaand
anyone e'se who didn't share his bad fortune. He condemned the job assignment that had long ago
brought him into contact with genedogies.

He'd been able to ignore hisimmediate superiors unspoken resentment—that was one small
consolation. No one, peer or boss, even mentioned the Inheritor's belt he now wore throughout his



waking hours. Word had obviously been passed that Floyt wasn't to be questioned or bothered.

Hisfdlow workers had wished him well, in ones and twos, briefly and surreptitioudy, on his"new
assgnment.”

Supervisor Bear caled just as hed completed his conscientious efforts at an orderly departure,
ingructing him to return to his apt within the hour.

Now Floyt, Baensa, and Bear werein thelittle living room again; Balensawas quite cheery.

"Citizen Floyt may be gonefor sometime,”" Supervisor Bear was saying. If she seemed warmer to his
wife, shewas no more cordia to FHoyt himsdf. "In the meantime, Earthservice will provide for you and
your daughter, home-front heroinesin anew kind of struggle.”

Baensatouched up her hair; Bear couldn't have taken atack that would have appealed to her more.
Shewas dressed in an outfit that would have been appropriate for marrying into the Borgiafamily.
Claiming the guest seat, Bear occupied couch center. FHoyt had tried to keep himsdlf out of the spotlight.

Now Bear leaned toward Balensa, who sat beside her. "During Citizen Hoyt's absence, you and your
daughter will receive aspecia hardship alocation." She made a pass like amagician over ahat.
"Quarters and consumption alotments equiva ent to those of aBureaucrat Fifth Class, in recognition of
your sacrifice.”

Baensawas more than eated; she could hardly wait to see her husband go. Under the circumstances,
Floyt couldn't much blame her. With the new situation occasioned by Waeir'swill, al thought of dissolving
the marriage had of course been dropped, and, with an overly cheerful superficiaity, Baensawas once
agan hiswife

"Of course," Bear cautioned, "well be counting on you to make yourself available for psychprop
interviews, public service spots, morale campaigns, and so forth.”

Baensa agreed fervently. Floyt knew Bear would get gdlant, Soic, slently overjoyed support from
that quarter. He also suspected that one of the people who would benefit most from the whole episode
was Arlo Mote.

Floyt had had little time for persona preparations, somehow or other Earthservice had selected his
guide-escort within aday or two of hisfirst interview with Supervisor Bear. Now a huge plainclothes
Peaceguardian waited outside the apt door. He or a colleague had accompanied the new Inheritor
everywhere outside of workplace or home since Floyt had put on the belt. Floyt felt himself more
prisoner than hero of the public wedl, but no further attempts had been made to waylay him.

Floyt put ahand on the modest travel bag he was to take with him. Bear and Balensa had both
assured him that his precious files and genedlogica datawould be safe. He was disinclined to believe
them, but that hardly mattered to him by then. He worked at achieving a dulled, fatalistic acceptance of
the fact that he had no choice but to go to Epiphany.

"This person who'sto travel with me," he said abruptly, "whoiis ... he? She?

"He," Bear darified. Baensa, whose countenance had suddenly filled with concern over the
possibility of afemae escort, now brightened.

"A veteran spacer named Alacrity Fitzhugh,” the supervisor added. She knew her own inner
relief—that after things had gone so terribly awry at Machu Picchu sheld been able to put them back on
course again.

Sheld been dmost giddy with her own daring in the aftermath of that calamity. Fitzhugh had seemed
an ideal candidate despite the fact that she'd been able to discover dmost no truly reliable background
dataon him. What mattered was that he was, though young, a seasoned and widely travel ed breakabout
who'd survived dangerous situations and thrived in dien surroundings.

Perhaps as important, as amember of various guilds and unions, he could deadhead aboard almost



any ship on which his principal, Floyt, might book passage, saving Project Shepherd enormous expense.
That was criticdl; the project's disastrous pilot mission had depleted the mgor part of itsfunding. Even if
Bear had wanted to hire aqudified escort and pay his transportation costs, rather than flimflamming him
into it, her funding wouldn't have dlowed it, and the Alpha Bureaucrats were hardly of amind to give her
more money.

Until the fantastic luck that wasthe Weir legacy, which promised to make red her al-consuming
desireto be an Alpha, her most likely mission scenario had involved dispatching a Terran spaceport
worker to Marsfor a paternity suit. The man had fathered a child by afemale shuttle navigator, aMartian
citizen, and their son had grown into a prodigy on the eerie Martian glass harmonica, becoming the rave
of the planet. Under Martian filid law, the father had aright to share in the earnings, but round-trip
passage for one to Marswould have taken afearful bite from Bear's budget, and the outcome of the suit
wasfar from asurething.

Despite that, it had been her best hope against cancellation of her project; sheld had to do something
fast. And so Fitzhugh had been granted hisvisa; after sudying hisitinerary, shed arranged for the mob
and theincident.

Then, likeamiracle, literaly out of the heavens, Weir's executors had contacted Earthservice. The
will not only promised the possibility of amgjor inheritance but provided for Floyt's roundtrip passage.
The expense of such amission would be negligible. The Machu Ficchu operation had gone ahead as
scheduled, and the functionary had been duly conscripted.

Supervisor Bear gill fumed at the fanaticism—and just plain bad luck—that had led to the villager's
desth. The matter of commutation no longer lay with the bureaucrats with whom sheld made secret dedls.
It rested with Citizen Ash. Like dmost everyone on Earth, she dreaded any involvement whatsoever with
the man.

Suddenly much more had been riding on the outcome than her ambitions. Bear had been at risk of
being charged with crimesthat would bring her under Adh'sjurisdiction.

Compared to that, even Project Shepherd was of secondary importance.

But she had reasserted her icy sdf-control, moving quickly and decisively. She convinced or coerced
those who were dready involved into helping her in adesperate cover-up, framing Alacrity Fitzhugh for
thekilling. It had entailed the daying of thered killer, in order to kegp him from recanting his perjured
testimony, and insuring by various means that no other witness would speak up.

Ash had commuted the breakabout's sentence. That was both ahelp to Project Shepherd and an
unnerving hint that the executioner thought there was more to the killing than did the court that had found
Fitzhugh guilty. Bear had gone forward with her plan nonethel ess; she couldn't afford not to. However,
shed tabled, indefinitely, pending plans to entrap other escorts.

She rose from Hobart Floyt's couch, the stiff pleats of her cloak of office rustling. Floyt and Balensa
automaticaly stood. "And now, Citizen Floyt, we must be off.” To Baensa, Bear added, " The household
liason team will arrive a the beginning of next shift.”

Floyt'swife and the supervisor embraced and kissed like family. Foyt resignedly took up hisbag and
fdll in behind Bear as she swept through the doorway.

Ash entered the room with adrawn, tense Floyt at his Side. Supervisor Bear followed a circumspect
pace behind and to the left.

The decor had been chosen to aid Floyt's peace of mind, not Alacrity's; it looked not at al like an
advanced conditioning facility, but, in deference to fashion, resembled a chamber from the planet's
vaunted padt, a Victorian drawing room. The functionary became visibly less nervous when he entered.

Alacrity fet differently. Prism-trimmed lampshades, tasseled pillows, and red-plush loveseats



don't have any business here, he thought huffily. No doubt the antimacassars were wired.

He and Floyt eyed one another. The breakabout saw a subdued little groundling—well, short,
anyway. But he did look solid. No wonder these poor marks are happier hiding in distorted reveries
and vanished glory. No wonder they can only find courage in mobs.

Floyt saw acocky, glowering young alien, not redlizing that the breakabout wasiirritated in part by
having to wear a patient's disposable suit. The adhesive seams had away of coming open at
unpredictable times, or stubbornly remained closed when it was least convenient. Alacrity was sick of
sudden drafts gtriking his pogterior in the middle of a conversation, or hopping around the lavatory
engaged in desperate conflict with the crotch seam. Little wonder Floyt thought him surly-looking.

Floyt, educated by Earthservice psychprop, saw what he'd expected: a not-quite-human with no
respect for Terraor her past. Arrogant, no doubt, in his sole talent, which was to hop here and there
around the void, contemptuous of Earth, uncaring that the virtues and nobility of the race had been
fostered here, on this planet. Interesting in afreakish way, perhaps, with those eyes and the silver-gray
mane, but amongrel ill and all.

Supervisor Bear offered terse introductions of the three conditioning techs, wishing to attract aslittle
attention to herself as possible. Chief Behavioral Engineer Skinner was aheavily muscled, white-bearded
man who'd adopted his name from that of one of his childhood idols. With him were his assstants,
Clinicians Subutai (atall, freckled, brown-haired woman, attractive in arangy sort of way) and Seilsm (a
thin, balding man with a pronounced squint and quite the darkest skin Alacrity had yet seen on Terra).

Bear gavethem dl abaslisk smile. "l trust you'll dl get dong satisfactorily.” Sheleft before Alacrity
could make out much more about her than the fact that he hated her.

Subutai and Seism retired behind what looked to be a Chinese screen, replete with dragons and
landscape moatifs, to ahidden monitoring station. Alacrity saw no guards or security system, but had no
doubt that both were nearby. He was sitting on the very edge of aheavily upholstered wingback chair.
Skinner invited Floyt to Sit in another near it, then said, "Please, do Sit back in your seets, citizens, and |
sdl—"

"I'm not one of your damned citizend" Alacrity glared at Floyt. Behind the screen, Subutal and Seism
smiled and nodded to one another over their instruments.

Skinner smiled blandly. "Y ou'reright. | beg your pardon, Alacrity. Now, both of you, pleasetry to
relax.”

Floyt complied as best he could; Skinner's appearance, dress, and manner were dl calculated to
reassure an Earther, and that helped. Alacrity edged back unwillingly, spine in contact with the crimson
velvet, but Sitting bolt upright. Pickupsin the chairs fed more datato the clinicians.

Skinner began arambling explanation of why they were dl there. The breakabout interrupted, amost
in monotone. "Hold it. | promised I'd go through with this, but | never agreed to pretend to likeit. Or to
be gented." He turned to Foyt; Subutai and Seism read some interesting data from both chairs. "And |
won't pretend to like you, either.”

Floyt was studying Alacrity as though he were something for which there ought to have been a
vaccine. "If you should begin to gpprove of me, let me know, Fitzhugh. I'll change at once," he replied
camly.

Viewing the readouts, the hidden clinicians smiled, well pleased. Their chief made cdming gestures,
his two subjects settled down. Alacrity saw that he must surrender to the inevitable; Floyt obeyed
Earthservice, ashehad dl hislife.

Citizen Ash spoke up; the others were surprised to realize how inconspicuous he could be when he
wished. "I must leave you now. Hobart, Alacrity: good luck to you both. | pray that you return soon.” He
turned to go; Alacrity called out to him, and he paused.



"What happened to the girl?" the breakabout wanted to know. "The one you were going to talk to
when you left me? The one with no third way out?'

"l will see her again, alast time." Adh'sface was amask. The clinicians noticed strange peturbationsin
their readings. Then the executioner was gone.

Skinner began to rebuild the mood he desired, furious with the disruption but not even daring to
congder criticizing Citizen Ash. He rubbed his hands together heartily. "Now then, gentlemen, shdl we
begin?' Alacrity decided that, if the opportunity should ever present itsalf, he would knock Chief
Behaviora Engineer Skinner's dong to the deck.

"Y ou've both been briefed on the therapy you're to undergo here," Skinner began. Heignored the
breakabout's bitter snort of derision. "Basicaly, it'sa standard procedure. Citizen Floyt, you're aware of
how common itsuseisin, ah, somewhat different circumstances here on Terra. Alacrity, you have no
doubt encountered standard conditioning techniques, eh?"

Alacrity scowled. "'l roger ‘techniques, dl right." He also knew of placeswhereit was possible to
have behaviora programming erased or counteracted. He grinned wolfishly.

"Good!" Skinner replied, too genialy. "Now, the one mgor problem we haveisthat of time. The
provisons of Weir'swill requirethat al Inheritors be present for the reading; this meansthat you must
depart for Epiphany in dightly over two days.

"So ingtead of afull course of treetment, you'll only havetimefor arather abbreviated conditioning,

concentrating on your task. That is, going to Epiphany, claming the inheritance, and returning with it to
Earth. Obvioudy, thisinvolves certain priorities.”

Alacrity made asour face, glancing aside at areproduction of a Remington painting. One of the
prioritieswould not be hisown welfare.

Floyt was expressionless; Skinner looked forward to analyzing the readings being recorded by
Subutai and Seism, to find out just what it was the man wasfedling.

"Priorities. You, Alacrity, will seeto it that Hobart performs his misson and returns safely, Hobart, it's
necessary to place al emphasis on your mission. Understand, please, both of you: thiswill not makeyou
fed like some sort of automaton. 1t will seem reasonable and desirable that you do what is required.”

"How about him?" Alacrity brokein with ahead motion at Floyt. "How do | keep him from doing
some vapor-brained damn fool Earther thing or other and getting usinto trouble. Who's gonna bein
charge?"

Floyt went rigid with anger; he gave the breskabout a direct and unswerving stare. Embarrassed,
Skinner hastened to add, "Er, you'll both be enjoined against provocative conduct. But thisis hardly the
timeto go into that, en?’

Alacrity's eyes dropped first, away from Floyt's unwavering glare. Maybe there was alittle something
to the guy after dl. Too, he was disturbed by what Skinner had said. He had a premonition that, in a
typica Earthservice reflex, the two unwilling companions were to be turned into some sort of committee.

"And now to work!" Skinner trumpeted, clapping his hands. FHoyt looked back to Alacrity wanting to
clarify matters then and there, but the breakabout was fast adeep in his chair, Subutai and Seism having
cut initssoporific fied.

Floyt spent the better part of two daysin conditioning-pseudosomnolence while Earthservice told him
what hewasto do. Hisloydty to Terraand long-fostered resentment of things alien were bent toward a
commitment to misson completion.

Motivation was hardly aproblem for the behavioral engineers; it was more amatter of fine-tuning
Floyt's xenophobia so that he could endure offworld travel and contacts. His conscious acceptance of the
ideawasfragile enough; his underlying fear and averson were nearly off the scale.



While he was under, they brought in medica teamsfor hisimmunization and adaptive trestments, from
Earthservice's point of view, the most expensive part of the mission. It might prove needless, in which
case it would be diminated from future Project Shepherd missions, but Supervisor Bear could not afford
to have anything go wrong. Alacrity, of course, had received equivaent or superior treatment long ago.

Foyt did spend somewaking time. A little groggy, he was given generd orientations on interstellar
travel and conditionsin human space, those in therealm of the late Welir in particular.

He was a so lectured on the reasons for Earthservice's actions. But his opposition to travel couldn't be
eradicated, only submerged. It wasn't difficult at al to insure that he be prudent.

Getting the Earther to accept companionship with Alacrity was something else again. It was probable
that Floyt would on occasion have to bow to Alacrity'sjudgment, or at least weigh it impartialy. That
required the tearing down of some of his distaste for diens, which the clinicians did very carefully,
congdering the short time they had. They made sure that among diens Alacrity was consdered aunique
exception. They wanted the remainder of Hoyt's prgudiceto stay intact.

Alacrity, younger and more resilient, didn't wake up again for over forty-eight hours. He had to be
imbued with the desire to accompany, protect, and cooperate with Foyt. They had little enough to work
with, especidly after his experiences a Machu Picchu.

But they did have Floyt. The team deemed it best to create and stress a personal loyalty. Inthe
process, they encountered a tremendous defensive blockage surrounding and sealing off the breskabout's
pagt, origins, and upbringing. The two cliniciansthought it natural, a protective mechanism of some sort.
But Skinner fdt that it wastoo strong, and must have been painstakingly constructed. He was intrigued
and mightily tempted to probeit, but there was no time.

To cultivate the synthetic bonding, the team used recordings from Floyt's sessons on Alacrity. Their
evauation of the psychodynamicsinvolved prompted them to emphasize Foyt's vulnerability, though the
man actualy displayed a surprising sireek of self-reliance. They played it againgt the breakabout's rather
eadly provoked sympathy for an underdog or victim. The by-product, they knew, would be a certain
contempt for Foyt's percelved weakness. The clinicians were willing to accept that.

They knew that they'd made progress early on the second day. Heavily medicated, Alacrity satina
recliner viewing atgpe of Hobart Floyt while ahypnofield worked on him. The recording, madein the
course of the functionary's sessions, had been edited and orchestrated masterfully to portray Floyt asa
likable but frightened man caught up in adilemmabeyond his understanding or abilities.

Suddenly the clinicians heard Alacrity mumbling. The team leaned closer, straining to hear.
"Poor sonuvabitch ... poor littlesonuva... "
Chief Behaviora Engineer Skinner broke into abeaming grin.

Thetimelimit forced the team to discontinue its regimen, though there hadn't been nearly enough
conditioning for adeep, completely reliable trestment. The team's disclaimers wereignored; FHoyt must
be present for the Willreading.

Alacrity was groggily led back to the bogus drawing room by an aide. Floyt was dready waiting,
aong with Skinner and his crew. The oriental screen had been removed; a surprisingly modern and
compact control console glittered in the corner.

The conditioning team seemed o relaxed and jocular that it depressed FH oyt and made him somewhat
bitter, even though he knew he had to carry out hismission for the good of Terra. But the behaviora
engineerswould get to stay behind, among the true children of Terra, while he, Floyt, must venture out
among the mongrelized, mutated, and crossbred offworlders.

Then his conditioning cut in, though it felt to him quite smply as though another thought had occurred



to him. He wasfilled with awarm glow at the thought of al the good that he might be able to do with his
inheritance.

Swaying for amoment asthe aide released hisarm, Alacrity stopped. Skinner and company raised
the breakabout's hackles; they'd | eft his nervous system jangling and played out.

Then he spied Floyt. A wave of compassion swept through him. Poor little sonuvabitch!

A last attendee showed up, Supervisor Bear, looking triumphant. She gave the seated Floyt a pat on
the shoulder, gazing down on him benignly. "Y ou've done well, Hobart. From this point forward, physical
hardshipswill befew."

On a jaunt to Epiphany and back, with somebody out to get him—or us? Alacrity marveled a
her knack for lying. But he felt asudden resolve to seeto it that the Earther did makeit. After dl, none of
thiswasredlly FHoyt'sfault either. The conditioning made him fed that way so strongly, he knew, but a
good ded of hisred sdf wasin there someplace too.

Foyt made some hdting reply. Though held gone through far lighter trestment than the breakabout, he
was dill abit disoriented.

Bear turned to Alacrity. The subzero cordidity only made him loathe her more. "Y ou have arare
opportunity to atonefor your crime by doing something worthwhile. | trust you'll show gratitude and
make good use of it."

"If I had my way, Bear, thereéd be afilter in every urethra duct to eiminate your type.”

A shade pder, Bear launched into agenera pep talk. The otherslistened deferentialy, but Alacrity,
anger smoldering, looked around the room restlessy. Then he noticed thet, eyes till on Beer, thelittle
clinician, Seism, was edging toward the console. He covered the movements of his hand with hisbody as
he reached for the controls.

As punchy as he was from the things that had taken place since Machu Picchu, Alacrity had
nonetheless picked up afair idea of how the console worked, his normal reaction in encountering new
machinery. Seism seemed about to give aletha twist to the control governing energy influx for FHoyt's
chair.

Alacrity gjected from hischair, hurling himsdf acrossthe room at Seism. The clinician whirled the
did; Hoyt yipped in pain and surprise, stiffening. Seism faced Alacrity, aming adender, glittering tube his
way.

The breakabout never even dowed down; Floyt wasinjured but, for the moment, ill dive. Alacrity
tried to dodge, meaning to try aflying tackle, hollering for the othersto help.

Saism was fagter than helooked. The beam caught Alacrity full in the face, stretching him headiong on
therich, imitation-Persian carpet.

Heonly lost his sense of time for amoment; it felt like no more than seconds later that he cameto,
battered and sore, staring up at the replica chandelier.

Paralyzer, stungun, whatever they call them on Earth, heredized; he couldn't have survived
anything e se a point-blank. At that, the gun must've been set a low power. He il fet asthough
somebody had dialed up a couple of extragravities. He strained, raised his head.

Firg he saw FHoyt's face, wearing a strange mixture of perplexity and amazement. Bear was next to
him, still wearing her bland expression over acertain gloating. The team stood in aloose circle, peering
down.

Skinner was taking his pulse manudly. "Jus'n ole-fashioned doctor, huh?' The patient yanked his
wrist free.

Selam gazed down sympatheticaly; Subutal was murmuring psychometric observationsinto a



recorder. Alacrity congratulated himsdlf sourly on having falen for another Earthservice setup.
"Did | pass, you mucus wads?'

"Magnificently," Skinner acclaimed. He helped Alacrity up, knowing the breskabout would be too
week to take more than an ineffective imitation of apunch or kick at him. " Sorry we had to do it, young
man, but that was your final test.”

"l would say you're in dependable company, Citizen Floyt," Subutai observed.

Alacrity saw from the look on Foyt's face that held been as much taken by surprise asthe
breakabout.

Then, brows knit, the functionary faced Bear and Skinner. "That was a vicious, unnecessary thing to
do." In his confusion and anger, he thought back to the woman who'd attacked him with the styrette.
Another Earthservice ruse, atest? Of what?

For thefirst time, Bear's countenance grew troubled. Floyt's asserting himsdlf, particularly for the
offworlder, was no part of her scheme. The team was watching the functionary intently.

"Forget it," Alacrity said to Floyt in disgust. "Weve got aship to catch.”

Alacrity wanted their leavetaking to be inconspicuous—secret, if possible. However, that didn't
dovetail with Bear's plan to make the pilot mission ashining achievement and propagandavictory.

And so the waiting room at Earth's last remaining spaceport, closed to the public, wasfilled with
recording teams and their equipment. All material would be heavily edited later on, naturdly. In the event
that this mission came to abad end too, the recordings could be disposed of. Thefirst successful misson
would be the one palmed off on Terrans at large as Project Shepherd'sinitia one.

"Make sure you have the letter of Free Import,” Supervisor Bear reminded Foyt for the third time.
"Infact, let me seeit.”

He sighed and extracted it. The Earthservice letter of Free Import was arare document; few Terrans
had even heard the term. The one-page form, bearing Floyt's name in glowing characters, cited
regulations of which hewastotally ignorant. It authorized him to return to his place of
res dence—presumably with hisinheritance—without hindrance or interference from Earthservice
customs officids or Peaceguardians. What with the many interbureaucratic rivaries and feuds, Bear was
taking no chances on having to share Project Shepherd's thunder with anyone, or having the bequest or
its proceeds diverted from her own budget.

He carefully resedled it into an inner pocket of the awkward anticontamination suit he wore. The quiit,
like dmost everything he wasto take, had been provided by Earthservice psychprop andysts. It was
decked out with medical gear, urine and excretareservoirs, decontamination kits, and testing
paragpherndia. It was armored againgt radiation, and its cumbersome helmet, which Floyt carried under
hisarm, had arrangements for eating, drinking, regurgitation, and purging of nasa cavitiesand ears.
Provision had even been made for keeping the wearer's eyes clear of discharge and the like.

The anticontamination suit had an arpack and heating and cooling equipment but, as Floyt had
aready discovered, no apparatus for dealing with an itch on the wearer's calf.

Just as Earthservice intended, Foyt looked asif he was bound for aradioactive wasteland teeming
with demented plague carriers—which, Alacrity thought, looking at him, was exactly the way the
breskabout felt about Earth.

Of course, Floyt's wife and daughter were present. Seduced by the luxuries and perquisites that she
too could share in her father's absence, Reesa had set aside the tailoring of a pseudodeerskin wardrobe.
Bdensawore her finest; Hoyt found himsalf staring at her even though it hurt.

Reesa and Balensa's comments and responses had been composed for them by Bear and her



psychprop director. They showed great affection for Floyt and profound concern for his safety; the
audience had to be reminded that offworld travel was risky and uncomfortable. Mother and daughter
made evident their pride and the fact that they couldn't wait to have Floyt home, ahero of Terra. They
were modest about their own home-front courage.

Alacrity sat in acorner, much ignored, which was fine with him. Earthservice didn't want to make
much of the offworlder'srolein the misson.

"I'm going aong in case he needs his excreta bag changed,” he'd deadpanned to one pickup, and that
had been that.

Helooked different now from the young man Bear and Floyt were somewhat used to. Earthservice
had reclaimed hiswarbag from a spaceport lockbox. He wore a blue-gray shipsuit, a bit faded and worn,
its ship-patch and inggnia mounts bare. It had numerous carry-loops and cargo pockets on hips, legs,
arms, and chest. A high collar, worn open, concealed ahood. The full-body insert for heating and cooling
was a compact bulge in hisright hip pocket. Instead of soft ship's shoes, hewore apair of pathfinder
boots he'd bought on So Far, comfortable despite their knee guards and protective reinforcement.

Next to him, hiswarbag held just about everything he owned. Reesa gppraised him from acrossthe
room, noticing the dim build and broad shoulders and his height. The strange hair and tawny, wide,
oblique eyes interested her. She wondered how he would ook in adeerskin loincloth. She began to drift
hisway, but wasintercepted by avigilant psychprop assistant director.

Alacrity had been keeping an attentive eye on Bear. Now, seeing her aone, he walked over to her
purposefully, the pathfinder boots making little sound on the glossy floor.

"What about my other things—you know? When do | get them back?"
"They've been given to the shuttle crew. They will be returned to you on Luna.”
Alacrity swore. "Listen, do you want me to keep your boy safe or not?"
"Thosearetheruled" Shewalked off, leaving him scowling.

A warning hooter indicated that the lunar shuttle was about to lift. Recording crews were ready to
immortalize the moment. Reesa and Balensawere suddenly and bravely holding back tears. There would
belittle coverage of the vessdl's actud liftoff; such things were considered vulgar.

Alacrity shouldered aside the lackey who was reaching for hiswarbag. He grabbed it and led the way
with wide strides, focusing on no one. He trod heavily, making the boarding tube resound hollowly. The
white-painted lock gaped, its rescue and safety stencilsin red.

A bored crewchief leaned on the lock. He had the soft, pallid, gravity-beset ook common to
Lunarians. No charming attendants or luxury class on the Earth run; Terrawas lucky that the Lunies kept
the route open.

The crewchief ticked off Alacrity's name againgt a passenger manifest on his hand-held screen. Floyt
was gtill embroiled in hisleavetaking, the sound of it echoing down the boarding tube.

She was a superannuated vessal, a headboarded ship called Mindframe. The passenger
compartment was drab and sparse. There were only two or three other passengers, unremarkable and
quiet, apparently content to tend to their own business. Alacrity secured hiswarbag and glanced through
aviewport.

Earth'slast spaceport. It was asad, mostly abandoned place of empty gantries and decaying hangars,
neglected and moribund. Beyond the perimeter he could see the plains of Nazca, suitably vacant and
forbidding.

Only aonce-weekly shuttle and occasiond freighters connected Terrato therest of the universe. No
starship was permitted to make planetfall.

Alacrity walked back to thelock. At the opposite end of the boarding tube stood Floyt with Bear and



hisfamily crowded around him. The recording teamswere in afeeding frenzy, circling and angling for
good shots, doing their best to miss nothing. Mindframe was near liftoff time, and the Lunieswerein no
mood to hang around the Terran gravity they so didiked for another take. Alacrity watched the happy
scene, arms folded across his chest.

"Our hopes and prayers go with you, Citizen Floyt. A grateful Terralooks forward to your return.”
Supervisor Bear showed her profile to best advantage.

Floyt was unmoving, gaping down the tube. He hadn't taken his cue, so Bear pushed tentatively
againg his shoulder. He didn't budge. The recorders were still running.

"Wethank you for your selfless devotion to the cause of Terran well-being,” sheimprovised. In her
mind, the music that would accompany this part of the documentary and psychprop spots was reaching a
crescendo. She urged him on with her hand again, harder.

Floyt dug in his heds. Alacrity watched with interest. Balensa and Reesa ad-libbed an endearment or
two, but they were plainly distressed. The medical equipment and other gadgetry attached to the
anticontamination suit rattled as the supervisor tried to shove the functionary along without appearing to.

Baensaand Reesa had relgpsed into silence. The struggle at the head of the tube was becoming more
energetic. Without breaking her profile, Bear made aminute hand signd.

The crews stopped recording and someone acknowledged, "Clear!" Supervisor Bear placed both
hands on FHoyt's shoulders, pushing. Still silent and expressionless, he braced one hand againgt the tube's
entrance and refused to move. The psychprop director and his assistant rushed to help, setting their
shoulders against Hoyt's back while Bear, teeth gritted, pried a hisfingers.

With amighty, concerted effort, the three bulled Floyt loose from his position and, legs churning,
propelled him down the tubeway. They stopped one another halfway. Floyt, arms windmilling, equipment
clattering, flailed onward in abardy controlled stumble, his helmet bouncing dong behind him.

Alacrity was obliged to catch him asthe Terran collided with him in the shuttléslock. The Lunie
crewchief yawned and duly noted Floyt's arrival. Floyt shook off Alacrity's hands, eyeing the breakabout
and shaking his heed fatdigticdly. "Theréstwo born every minute.”

CHAPTER 6—THE SOCKWALLET LASHUP

Buckled into hiswide, deeply cushioned acceleration chair, Alacrity went to deep right after
Mindframe raised ship. The brutal Earthservice conditioning had taken more out of him than held let
himsdlf show on Terra. Besides, he hadn't yet riddled out the conflicting fedings of protectiveness,
resentment, and forbearance he felt toward Floyt.

The plains of Nazca dropped away benegth them, allowing Floyt hisfirst aeria view of the Nazca
Lines, made by Terrans millennia before the recorded beginnings of human flight. Thelinesformed
enormous totemic symbols, but only for an observer flying high overhead. The Lineswere one of the
reasons the Nazca spaceport had been selected to be the planet's|ast functioning one.

Like dl Earthers, Floyt was amember of the Church of the Terran Spirit, at least nomindly. But he
found himself too distracted by his difficulties to meditate very much upon the Lines.

Mindframe climbed quickly through the atmosphere. The headboarded skipper lost no timein
adjusting the ship's gravity to the accustomed lunar one-sixth Standard. Floyt shifted uncomfortably in the
bulky anticontamination suit. Hewas il trying to deal with the dread and gpprehension threatening to
overwhem him when hetoo fell adeep.

AlphaBureaucrat Stemp had titular superiorsin the Earthservice organization, but they existed for
cosmetic purposes, mere figureheads. He had in truth only ahandful of peers, and the Alphaswere



answerable only to themselves as a group.

It was generaly assumed that the Alpha prefix stood for exalted rank, talent, and achievements. But
for Stemp and hiscircle, it represented their position as Earthservice's gpex-predators.

Stemp had disposed of severd minor matters: redlocation of protein distribution, suppression of
certain fundamentdit tracts, and denid of permission for a1960srevivicist festiva dueto the
antiauthoritarian sentiments of that era. He had aso taken his nap.

Just then he was attending to a very low priority issue, condescending to permit Supervisor Bear to
enter the vaulted vastness of his office, that she might deliver her progress report.

She showed him astrained smile and wore amuch different air from the one shed employed with
Floyt and the others. Stemp's whim had kept her waiting for more than two hours, but she was dl
sweetness and light.

Her mogt attractive feature, her long, burnished brown hair, shone. Stemp braced himsdlf for another
dose of her effusveness. Bear didn't fail him.

She spoke too quickly, too animatedly, too ingratiatingly. Project Shepherd was entirely her venture
at thispoint, of course; Stemp didn't want to be too closdly identified with it, in case it shouldend in
falure. If it succeeded, she would naturally receive a portion of the credit and praise he would garner,
and he would reward her. That was the order of things.

But thered been that first-mission fiasco, so Stemp was still kegping himsdlf distanced from
Shepherd. No Alphaforgot for amoment the fact that the predators occasionaly fed on one another.

Onward plowed Bear, fairly glowing. She'd come to Stemp's attention and been permitted her very
brief, vague glimpse of the sweep and majesty of the Alphas power. Shelived only for the time when she
would join them. She was one of many aspirants.

It took only afew mild proddings from Stemp to get her to abbreviate her report. Shetold of
Alacrity's recruitment—scrupuloudy avoiding any mention of her own part in it, though Stemp would
amog certainly have aninkling of that. She went on to Floyt and the mysterious offworld inheritance—

"Wer?" Stemp burst out, suddenly sitting upright, coming out of ahdf doze, eyesbulging. "Grest
Holy Terra Weir?"

Supervisor Bear's ssomach did afancy change-step, and her heart threatened to fibrillate. "Was your
research team adeep?' Stemp demanded. "Weir has never been anything but avexation to us”

Bear swallowed. "1 was aware of acertain lack of cordiaity between Weir and Terras offworld reps
and contacts. There didn't gppear to be anything else prgudicid." She saw her entire career being cycled
down the sanitary conduit.

Stemp had regained mastery of himsdlf, haf closing hiseyes. "How high wasthe clearanceleve on
your project?’

"B-Betaclearance, ar." What could she have missed, she wondered—unlessit was Alpha-access
material?"Y our study group approved it, Alpha Bureaucrat Stemp. And it was passed by the Overview
Board." Approved, Project Shepherd had become Bear's own bailiwick; sheld lost no timeinsulating it
from outside scrutiny and interference.

Nevertheless, Stemp was linked to the project. Although he was pretending to use hisinformation
displays, which were shielded from her view, he was|ost in thought. Bear couldn't imagine what would
make 0 petty and distant a potentate as Weir dangerous to Earthservice. Shetried not to fidget as she
waited.

At length, Stemp rapped, "Very wdll; | want an in-depth project report a once. And keep me
informed of dl developments. Communication, information, rumor, anything. Understood?"

She nodded vigoroudy, maintaining the prescribed eye contact throughout. "That's dl." He pretended



shewas no longer there.

Bear dunk from the office, resisting the urge to run. When she was gone, the Alphalet out his breath
inasustained blast. He drummed hisfingersin thought, head bowed. This Project Shepherd business
could well put himin jeopardy.

And sometimes the apex-predators fed on one another.

When Hoyt awoke, he saw from the cabin displayer that safety harness was no longer required and
passengers were free to move around the cabin. HEd heard that passengers were sometimes permitted
to vist the cockpit of a pacecraft, and so he unbuckled himsdf clumsly, till encumbered by the
anticontamination suit. In the light gravity, he rose with elaborate care, his equipment rattling.

Alacrity, sill apparently adeep, sdid, "Ho?"
IIYS?I

"Would you please get rid of that ridiculous fart incubator? The Lunieswill laugh themsalves sick.
Besdes, it'd attract attention in Lunaport.”

AsFloyt struggled out of the suit, he looked at the other passengers. There was nothing remarkable

about them. Earthservice investigators had run rigorous checks on them, aswel asthe crew, to minimize
the chances of trouble. On Lunag, thingswould be much riskier.

Stowing the suit, Floyt paused for amoment to look at the Earth. It was abroad blue-and-white arc
agtern, making him feel queasy; he continued forward.

The cockpit hatch was open. Foyt looked through and froze in mid-step. The pilot and copilot, a
heavyset middle-aged woman and a barely postpubescent boy respectively, were strapped into safety
recliners, seemingly adeep. They were headboarded, their implants relaying ingtructionsto Mindframe.

There were manua controls aswell, and these responded to the silent commands. It was asif ghosts
were mani pul ating the touchpads and switches; monitors and indicators flashed in al colors, ignored.
There was ceaseless, dissmbodied activity.

A surveillance monitor swung to focus on him. A synthesized voice asked politely, "Isthere any
problem?"

"No, | ... no. Thank you." He retreated, flustered, from the haunted cockpit and its corpselike
resdents.

"Spooky, isn'tit?" Alacrity said when Foyt returned to his seet. "I don't much care for headboarders
either.” He thought it better not to tell the Terran any of the gruesome tales about what happened if a
headboarder became mentally unhinged.

"Here." Alacrity handed Foyt an dastic, pouchlike affair with afastening strap.

"What'sthis?"

"Put your vauablesin it—money and travel documents. Then put it on, between your caf and knee,
pouch facing inward, under your pants." He smiled at Floyt's surprise. "Keep your eyes open and stick

close, citizen. Thisisa starport were headed for. If you don't know what that means, you will in about
three hours.”

Studying Lunas cold, pockmarked face on their gpproach, Floyt saw that thefina Srillan raid had left
Earth's moon amost completely untouched.

"Anyway, dmost everything's underground,” Alacrity observed. "The surfaceis either empty or looks
like agarbage dump.”

Mindframe settled into a subsurface hangar, and a huge dab-door rolled closed overhead, whilea



debarkation tube stretched out to leech onto the shuttle's airlock.

Thetwo had their minimal baggage in hand, and Alacrity ingsted on presenting the anticontamination
auit to the shuttle crewchief, snce they had no further usefor it. He didn't mention that he'd sold the suit.
The cash was aready in his upper left arm pocket.

The Terran followed the breakabout through the tube, shuffle-hopping in the fractiona gravity, taking
toit quite handily, delighting himself until he redlized that he wasn't supposed to be enjoying any part of
hisassgnment. Alacrity paused by the airlock at the tube's end, signaling for Hoyt to hang back while the
other passengers queued up at the customs chutes.

The Earther was content enough with waiting, testing his newfound skill with little bounces and skips.
Carrying smal cargo boxes and persond baggage, Mindframe's crew moved past them, graceful and
freeinits native gravity. The head-boarded pilot and her copilot greeted Floyt courteoudly, asif they'd
met him while awake.

The crew presented themsealves to the customs agents; the other passengers had been passed through
quickly. Now Alacrity moved to get into line, with Floyt close behind. The customs agent who checked
out Floyt's documentation examined him alittle curioudy; Earthservice functionaries weren't known to
travel offworld for any reason. But the man marked Floyt's 1D packet and, after a cursory look through
it, hisbag aswell.

Alacrity was till standing before an agent in the next chute, Floyt saw. After the agent had finished
with the breakabout's documents and warbag, he lifted alarge wooden case from behind the counter.

Alacrity opened the case'sfingerprint lock. Foyt went over to see what was going on. The
breakabout drew out a coiled band of red-brown |eather.

It was aheavy, machine-stitched gunbelt with shoulder strap and holstered pistol. Alacrity opened the
holster strap and drew the weapon, with abit of effort, the metal clinging to the leather. He drew the
ponderous handgun and set it down carefully on the counter.

"Officer'swegpon?' one of the customs ingpectors asked.

"Captain's Sidearm," Alacrity corrected, pointing to agleaming insgniaon the holster. The harness
was avariation on the ancient Sam Browne belt. The breakabout dung it over one shoulder.

One inspector entered the gun's serial number into a data-search termind. Others examined his
documents, both paper and info-wafer, suspicioudy. "It was my father's," Alacrity added.

It was aweapon that would make an impression on anyone, weighty and matte-black, wide-muzzled
and ominous. It had a curved basket-guard to protect the user's hand from energy backlash.

Moreinteresting, to Floyt, wasthe sturdy rib running from muzzle to handguard base. It was a
deflector, like the ones on primitive Terran firearms, for warding off edged or blunt wegpons. Thisone
was notched and dented in several places. The Captain's Sidearm had contoured grips of yellowed ivory
mounted with worn crests of some sort. The crests resembled aflorid Maltese cross superinscribed on a
celedtid arc.

Alacrity went to one end of the counter with the ingpector-in-charge. They had the hardwood box
and the Captain's Sidearm, and the breakabout was speaking earnestly to the Lunie. The other customs
agents congpicuoudy ignored the conversation.

Alacrity reached to the pocket on his upper left arm, and lunar metal-foil currency changed hands.
The ingpector-in-charge nodded, and an underling entered serid numbersinto the data unit. Alacrity had
atemporary carrier's permit. The customs agents disappeared behind their superior, eyeing the cashin his
hand. Alacrity tucked the hardwood box into hiswar bag, gathered up bag and gunbelt, and sauntered
back to Floyt.

He stopped to don the gunbeit, adjusting the ol d-fashioned buckles and settling the strap that fit over
his |eft shoulder. "As soon as we can, Floyt, well pick up onefor you, something easy to fire, that you



can hide under your—"
"l will not carry aweapon.”
"Ligen, thisisagtarport. And Epiphany might not be safe either.”

"l won't!" Earthservice psychprop had been emphatic about that from infancy. Alacrity saw that there
was no gppeding the decision for the time being. He skip-shuffled for the exit. Hoyt trailled him with a
growing surety of movement.

They threaded their way dong awinding tunnel marked in Terranglish and Tradedang. It waswell
lighted and comfortably warm. The air smelled of hydroponic and aeroponic growth. They emerged into
aplace desgnated "Billingsgate Circus," named centuries before by some homesick cockney. It wasan
enormous rotunda, some two hundred meters across, set beneath Luna's surface and roofed by a
trangparent dome.

Dueto glaring signs and holos on the circus, it was difficult to see anything through the dome. The
place was a costume-jewdry box of shops, brothels, sdls, saloons, hotels, places of worship, clinics,
shady-looking places claiming to be schools, casinos, and dance hdls.

Banks of machines vended everything from on-the-spot blood tests to disguises, and raucous
autohucksters, like robotized barrow boys, were everywhere.

Luniesof every age and sort abounded. Their dress ranged from nudity with polychromatic skin film
to latter-day Byzantine neo-Nipponese to the mode known as "sex gladiator.” Floyt in his understated
Earther dacks and the matching tunic that concedled his Inheritor's belt, and Alacrity in his shipsuit,
attracted no notice.

Locd residents had a suggestive, even provocative way of moving in their light gravity—by Terran
standards, at any rate. They sucked and chewed on pacifiersimpregnated with their favorite drugs, or
paused to sniff from inhaers. They masticated hybridized betel nuts and cocaleaves, popped spansules,
or licked chemically enhanced sweet-sticks.

Floyt gaped at amagjor corridor called Petticoat Lane, the main spaceport red-light didtrict. Its
blazing, graphic advertisements offered thingsillega even to mention on Terra. Near thetwo was an
extravagant-looking cabaret caled, smply, Sorbition. Among its flashing messages was one assuring the
public, lower lifeforms served—what'll you have? Alacrity gazed at it wistfully, but knew they couldn't
stop just then.

Nor would there be time for Floyt to pick up another language or two at the loca Pan Stellar
Communications Indtitute franchise. Pan Stellar taught everything from Terranglish as a second language
to the finger-palaver of Smack Dab and the neo-Silbo whistled in Tivoli's endless caverns. The
techniquesincluded mnemonic treatments, info implants, sublimina tutelary programs, and heuristic
regimens.

It wouldn't take long, but it would have taken longer than they had. Still, Terranglish wasfairly
common where the two were bound, and many other languages were based on it and used loanwords
from the Terran tongue.

A few non-Lunarians were also around, O'Neillers and other Solarians. Alacrity also spotted a
number who were outsystemn, and the nonhumans in the crowd were obvious. FHoyt had often heard the
term "bright-eyed and bushy-tailed,”" but never before encountered an intelligent being who lived up to the
expression. Hislip curled as athing like awalking mushroom covered with feathers bobbed past. "1 keep
waiting to turn into apillar of sdt," he declared.

"Oh, thisisjust the action part of town,” Alacrity said lightly. "Lunaport's got its monuments and parks
and city hall." He watched a svelte young woman with a green-dyed topknot, wearing an extremely
wide-mesh body stocking of the same color, sashay into an endorphin den. "Thingsare dwaysalittle
looser around a spaceport.”



Floyt checked the cheap proteus supplied him by Earthservice. His accessor, of course, was of no
use away from Terras data and computer-service networks and satdllite links. "I supposeit's best we
were getting to our lodgment. It's a place called the High Movers Stop.” Weir's executors had included
provisonsfor quarters during the wait for trangt. "Which way would that be, Alacrity?"

The breakabout answered, "Forget it; were not going there. Too many people know we're supposed
to."

"The Earthservice gave me definite indructions. It's settled.”

"Hell'sentropy! Will you forget Earthservice, Ho? Were on our own now, can't you get that through
your turban?'

Severd passershby noted the dispute without stopping. It wasn't much out of the ordinary in
Billingsgate Circus. Besides, Alacrity had one thumb hooked in agunbelt carrying arather large pistal.

"See here" Floyt objected. "I'm tired and foul-smdlling. | have no intention of wandering L unaport
until boarding time."

"Ho, how'd you like to check into the Stop and find another admirer waiting for you with astyrette,
hm? Tired of living, are you, or just curious about the afterlife? Wed probably both end up getting
termind vitamin shotd"

Floyt haf smiled despite himsdlf. "Well, even a one-sixth gee, we're going to get pretty tired standing
around here, aren't we?"'

"| asked afew questionswhen | came through O'Neill V on my way to Terra. Weve got a perfect
place to moor down for awhile."

"Y ou havefriends here?!
"Sort of. There's a Forager lashup out near Hubble City. That'sfor us."

Floyt yielded. They wove through the throngs, kangarooing and skid-stepping. Alacrity found amap
sphere, then led Floyt off toward atubeway.

When they'd boarded and found places on the insubstantia-looking seets, the Earther inquired, "Who
are these Foragers?'

The capsule accelerated as Alacrity replied, "You'd cdl them, uh, Gypsies. Or beachcombers.
Savage and recycling experts. Nomads.”
"Criminds?' Hoyt couldn't op himsdlf from asking.

Alacrity'slook hardened. "No. And neither am I. Listen, | know what they told you about me, but I'm
amurderer about the same way you're anoble, fearlesshero of the Terran wedl, all right?"

Without turning ahair, Floyt answered, "Credit me with alittle intelligence; Skinner and histeam
worked on me, too."

They both acknowledged abit of common ground, Floyt with ahaf smile and Alacrity with anod.
Floyt went on, " So these Foragers roam the entire moon?"

"They go just about anywhere other humans go—any star system and in between.”

Alacrity looked to the viewscreen &t the front of the capsule. It showed the lunar surface benesth
which they were passing and the ruins of the first boxtown. Initstime, This End Up City, or "Upsig," asit
cameto be called, had been the largest ever to accumulate. But Upsie had been abandoned centuries
before, ramshackled and used up during the first hundred years or so of human expansion.

Shipping containers of every shape and size, fabricated for cargo of al descriptions, had been
jury-rigged asliving quarters. Additiond structures had been dapped together from whatever materias
were available. This End Up City, like most boxtowns, had been ahigh-risk placeto live.

Boxtowns were found al across human space gtill; Alacrity had lived in them and knew their



subculture well. He watched until the place was no longer within range of the capsul€'s pickups, then
turned back to the Earther.

"I've met Foragers before. These should be willing to take usin. Well see.”

The specter of the moon'sfirst and smallest mass driver grew rapidly in the monitor, little more than
skeleta remains, stripped and—rare for Luna—vanddized.

Clustered around the catapult head, though, were newer structures that struck Floyt as disharmonic
and looking abit unfinished, even though their design was strange to him and struck him as hodgepodge.

"Thisisour stop,” Alacrity announced. They gathered their things as the capsule dowed and stopped,
then stepped out onto a broad platform. The capsule whispered away onitsrail-field.

The place had plainly been abusy depot at onetime; now it looked forlorn. A few crates and
containers were stacked here and there, along with old machinery, pieces of equipment, and scavenged
parts. But most of the huge depot was empty, with just enough debris and generd refuseto giveit an air
of decay.

Severd men and women, young and fiercely suspicious, sood nonchaant guard. To Floyt they
resembled some off-world update of Dickenss street urchins. They carried hammergun rifles, plasma
lances, and scatterbeams. Half of them were crouched near machinery or other cover. The Terran
concluded that they'd been forewarned of the capsul €'s gpproach—not surprising, he supposed, in such a
pronouncedly technical society.

Carefully ranging to either sideto give themsdlves clear fidds of fire, the Foragers studied the new
arrivals. They hadn't missed the weapon on Alacrity's hip. The breakabout lowered hiswarbag, and the
Earther followed suit dubioudly.

The guards were grimy and looked both hungry and dangerous. Floyt opened his mouth to invoke
Alacrity's conditioning if he had to, in order to leave as promptly as possible. The breakabout spoke firdt,
though.

"Which outfit isthis?* he queried in loud, curt Terranglish.

"Who wantsto know?" athin young woman asked in the same language but with an exotic accent like
nothing Floyt had ever heard before. Her straight brown hair was very close-cropped, her gray eyes
canny and direct. She wasn't beautiful, Floyt thought, but attractive in her intensity and command of self.

"Shipwreck Mazuma," Alacrity answered. Floyt looked to him in open surprise, and the Foragers
didn't missthat ether. "I got that name from the Doghouse Outfit, from Freebie Giveaway himsdf. By spit
and by split, divvies and blood. That was back on Blue Ribbon."

The Foragers glanced to one another uneasily. "Well?' Alacrity shouted, suddenly looking
cantankerous. "I'm claiming my entitlements. What're you going to do about it?"
"What about him?' the woman asked, nodding toward Floyt.

"He'swith me. I'm not asking for gens privileges, darling; just aplaceto locker." Hoyt wondered why
that made the woman blush angrily and the men chortle.

She approached Alacrity warily and offered her hand. The Terran didn't see the recognition technique
asthey clagped one another'swrists. Nevertheless, when they released, she nodded, saying, "He knows
the get-in."

Therest relaxed just ahair, lowering wegpons. "Thisisthe Sockwallet Outfit," she informed them.
Then, turning from them abit, she spoke softly into acomclip concealed in the folds of her tattered scarf.

When she turned her attention back to them, she said to Alacrity, "Gunny's going to meet us at the
main lock. He's our boss.” She held out her hand again. Alacrity shucked his Sam Browne belt and
handed over the Captain's Sidearm.

Foragers moved in and searched their baggage and persons with hands and surprisingly sophisticated



instruments. They did it so thoroughly that Floyt aimaost objected until he saw that the breakabout,
headstrong and quarrel some as he might be, was accepting the inspection with good grace.

Half the guards remained behind. The two travelers were surrounded by their tatterdemalion escort
and convoyed toward the lashup.

In alarger warehouse area beyond the platform, the newcomers saw much more equipment and
cargo, savage and scrap. It was dl carefully sorted and tagged or stenciled, stacked, crated, and
orderly. Thejumble on the capsule platform had been camouflage.

The party skim-hopped up an incline toward the mass-driver's former control complex and catapult
head. The members of the Sockwallet Outfit kept a sharp watch on ther visitors. "How'd you fal in with
the Doghousers?' the woman asked.

"Met up with them after they hit some trouble on the Bragging Dragon job."

Shewasimpressed. "Y ou too?" she asked Floyt. Having no ideawhat they were talking about, he
amply told thetruth. "No."

"What's your name, by theway?"

Alacrity answered for him. "Name's Delver Rootnose. He's not Forager, as you can see. Neither am
I, redly. We buddied awhile ago.”

Floyt held his peace, reflecting that Alacrity hadn't created abad adiasfor someone interested in
genedogies. "What do they cdl you, rig?" Alacrity asked.

"Simoleanna Coup.”

"Smoleanna?’

"Sright. My father's name was Simolean Coup. And they don't call me Annaand they don't call me
Mo. It'sSim. Got me, rig?"

"Sm. Got you."

The group sequenced through gates and open locks, up toward the lashup. The tunnel wasvast, its
floor, walls, and celling of seamless rockmelt.

They passed atrio of guards skip-diding down to reinforce the detail at the capsule platform, and saw
others posted, Foragers of al ages past adolescence, and both sexes. They were wdl armed, with
energy wesgpons and flechette burpguns. Alacrity congratulated himself on picking the safest place on
Luna

They ascended to the outer door of thefina airlock, which was secured shut. A monstroudy obese
man waited there; Floyt judged him to be of old-time Polynesian descent. He wore a gorgeous
handmade swester of off-white wool from Dunrovin and loose black pantaloons, with scarlet velvet

dippers.

"Gunny, thisis—"

He gestured Simoleannato silence, gliding over to them like a balloon. He stopped before Foyt,
jabbing athumb into his quivering chest and announcing, " Gunny Ready-knob ismy name. What'syours,
ng?'

"Delver Rootnose," the Earther responded prompitly, not without trepidation.

The Sockwallets |eader ooked to Alacrity. "And that'd make you Shipwreck Mazuma, huh?!

Alacrity nodded.

Gunny Readyknob went on, "Wdll, if you were really in Freebie Giveaway's ouitfit, you know what
Freebie keeps up hisright deeve. Now what d'you think that would be, rig?

Alacrity raised one eyebrow. "Freebie's got nothing up hisright deeve, Gunny. He's left-handed.



That's where he keeps his neurosap.”

Gunny switched to alanguage Floyt didn't recognize, filled with rasping clicks and aspirants. The
Terran caught the rising inflection that made it aquestion, though. " Shipwreck” replied in the same tongue,
finishing with the srangdly Terranglish word " Shibboleth.”

Whatever it al had meant, Floyt saw, it convinced Gunny Readyknob. He laughed monumentally,
rippling, and plucked up Alacrity, placing a sound, smacking kiss on hisforehead. The other Foragers
guffawed; the breakabout endured it with ablush.

The guards dung arms. The whole group began to passinto the main airlock. Floyt's fearsfor hisown
safety had submerged his distaste for offworlders until now, but he found hisrevulson for the grubby
gpace tramps growing. Safety or no, he wasn't certain that he could tolerate their company in close
quartersfor long. Simoleanna Coup was eyeing Alacrity curioudy. The breakabout seemed at ease.

The outer hatch, agargantuan metd plug, swung shut, moving silently and smoothly. Floyt couldn't see
how it was hinged. Thelock had once been externd, giving accessto the lunar surface. It had faleninto
disrepair and been stripped once the mass-driver had gone out of service. The Foragers had refurbished
the lock soundly, though, and with greet craftsmanship, connecting it to the lashup they'd established
aboveground.

The Foragers were such meticulous engineers that there was no discernible change in pressure or
sound as the hatch closed. The airlock was decorated with escutcheons, bow shields, and interior
emblems from various spacecraft, like some medieva throne room.

Other members of the outfit were waiting in thelock. They closed in on Alacrity and frisked him
again, thoroughly and with his silent cooperation. FHoyt emulated his companion. The search was, again,
complete but not rude. In the meantime the guards were handing over their wegpons, which were stored
in an armsroom to one side of the airlock.

Alacrity's proteus was confiscated, as was Floyt's. "Part of the hospitality.” The breakabout shrugged.
Gunny laughed mountainoudy, but held on to the Captain's Sidearm, which seemed to raise no objections
from anyone. Thetravelers luggage, which had been examined once more, still wasn't returned to them.

"They've got to be cautious,” Alacrity explained quietly to Floyt asthe inner hatch swung open
noisdlesdy. "If anything ever happened to a bubble or lock or sedl, the whole lashup could go, and
everybody init."

They moved out under a soaring, crystal-clear dome thirty meters high. "God in the Void," Hoyt said,
borrowing Alacrity's oath.

Filtered by the dome, sunlight streamed down on them. Connecting tunnelsradiated in all
directions-none of the construction matching, nothing uniform-to the disparate structures of the lashup.
Theinner hatch was dready swinging shut behind them. Keeping dl interior hatches and doors secure
was ingtinctive with the Foragers.

"Arethelunar authoritiesaware of dl this?' Floyt asked Alacrity.

Gunny Readyknob had caught it. "We pay our taxes, Delver, and plenty of squeeze besides. And we
mind our own business, too." Floyt supposed that would make anybody acceptable on the Moon.

The Sockwallet Outfit had built their lashup on the surface because, unlike Lunarians, Foragers
preferred views and vistas, landscapes and the feeling of plenty of room. They built with whatever was
available when they stopped somewhere. On their migrations, they took only themselves, tools and
equipment to make their living, emergency shelters and weagpons, personal belongings, and the sacred
artifacts of the Outfit.

In the middle of the dome was a pole eight meters or more in height, a bizarre pylon made of many
miniature charms and congtructs, stylized faces, symbols, fetishes, mementos, and trinkets, layer upon
layer of them, fused into amass representing an informa history of the events and fortunes of the



Sockwallet Outfit.

Alacrity skimmed over toit, with Floyt in hiswake. If it could be avoided, Foragers preferred not to
equip their lashups, which were always temporary, with artificial gravity. The Terran was glad he took
fairly well to the Moon's one-sixth Standard.

The breskabout kissed his fingertips softly and laid them againgt the strange column in areverent
gesture. FHoyt held back, sensing that he didn't have the prerogative. The reactions of Gunny, Sim, and
the rest showed approva of both men.

Gunny beckoned, and they passed from the dome into the lashup itsdlf. It had a haphazard look to it
a first glance, anceit incorporated the forms of salvaged vessels and vehicle hulls, building shells, and
parts thereof. But the congtruction was dl fird-rate craftsmanship. The muddied architectural scheme had
acertain consstency: variety and disregard of convention.

The lashup was carefully designed for its environment, but each of its component sections had a
character and fed of itsown.

"Cmonin, rigs," Sm bade them, "and join thefun.”
Below, on the depot platform, the guards went on aert as another capsule arrived.

Itsdoors did gpart, and atdl, muscular man stepped out. He had a heavy-browed, blunt-nosed face;
his pink scalp gleamed, hairless. He wore the loose plaid culottes and pleated shirt favored by many
Venerian businessmen, and carried adim attache case, an expensive Aladdin modd.

He was pulling on a stylish mandarin hat, eyesto the ground. When he looked up, he stopped dead in
histracks. The Sockwallet guards were amused that such an intimidating face could show such
bewilderment. They saw hisfear of them, and the dawning redlization that he'd stepped off at the wrong
stop, written clearly on the rugged countenance.

He heard the cgpsule doors closing and turned, lurching frantically to hold them open. Plainly unused
to lunar gravity, he got hisfeet tangled.

One guard laughed, not unkindly, "Hubble City's one more stop, rig." The man grinned sheepishly and
cdled thanksin Terranglish accented with Venerian Crosstak.

But as the capsule pulled away from the platform, achange came over the muscular man's features.
He returned to his seat with movements that proved he was well accustomed to Lunas gravity and sat
next to the only other passenger in the capsule, asmall, dapper man who wore gaudy knee breeches and
stockings, tricorn hat, and frock coat.

"Fairly standard Forager lashup, Page," the big man reported distractedly, considering the problem.
Page sghed. "Do wewait for another time, then?"

"Nix. They might evade us again. Well take them insde the lashup.”

"Inside? How're we gonnado that, Shilly?"

Shilly rubbed hisblock of ajaw. "I think I've got away. When we get to Hubble, cal Jord at the High
Movers Stop. Tell him well meet him in one hour, and that well need some specid arrangements.”

CHAPTER 7—WONDERMENTS

"The main thing to remember," Alacrity cautioned Floyt, “isthat most of the unusua taboosin alashup
have to do with the air supply. Safeguarding the integrity of the seals and locks and hulls. No jokes about
vacuum or lesks or anything like that.”

"Alacrity, | don't know any jokes about air leaks." Floyt frowned as hetried to knot his floppy
red-silk four-in-hand necktie properly. "Do you? Why in the world would anybody joke about such a



thing?' He was more convinced than ever that al offworlders suffered from congenita menta disorders.

"Some of usdo it to ease thetension. The air's dways fresher on the other side of the hatch, know
what | mean? Oh, never mind! Just remember that that kind of talk's bad manners around here."

The Foragers had inssted on lending them festival clothes and Alacrity was examining himsdif,
pleased with hisimage. He wore a shimmering, close-fitting shirt of spectraflex that rippled with
color-shifts as he moved, its collar and shoulder seam raffishly agape. Along with it he wore metdlic
green tights and mantlet.

Floyt was resplendent in saffron yellow blouse with extended shoulders and deeve billows, crimson
tie, and brown taperdacks, dong with hisInheritor's belt; Alacrity had ingsted that a guest was perfectly
safe, even from prying, in alashup.

Guest quarters were the scavenged forward section of aVirago-class patrol craft from the old Solar
Pact navy. Floyt had marveled at how the lashup was cobbled together with dome fitted to nacelle,
pressure-quonset to hull, tunnd to warehouse. One missing pand in their quarters had been replaced with
abig blister of stained glassplas, depicting amagnificent fleur-de-lis, out of some vessdl's chapd.

The Earther, who'd avoided using Mindframe's complicated and highly unorthodox-looking heed,
had immediately tackled their lunar lavatory and found the experience comfortable, sanitary, and smple.
One of hismgjor fears about space travel had been dispelled, contributing considerably to his good
mood. Still, he said, "Alacrity, I'm telling you, 1'd rather not have anything to do with this Sockwallet
fedivd."

He saw the breakabout's sour ook and amended, "1 mean, Shipwreck, | don't want—"

"They'rejust showing usalittle hospitality. Y ou don't want to offend them, do you? Bad for the
misson.”

Alacrity had arted playing Floyt's conditioned commitment to hismisson againg his naturd averson
to non-Terrans. The breakabout had guessed shrewdly about the tack selected by the behavioral
engineering team, and when he put things that way, Foyt found, the company of off-world mongrels
didn't seem so detestable.

But Floyt hated fedling manipulated; Bear and Earthservice had done quite enough of that. "We're
strangersto them. | don't see why they should care whether we enjoy ourselves here anyway,” the Terran
huffed.

"It'sas much for the Sockwal lets as for us. Foragers don't let many outsidersinsde their lashups, you
know. This givesthem an excuse to whoop it up and show off their kids." He turned sideways and eyed
the dressing-imager critically.

"Children? Why isthat so important?’

"Makesthem fed like part of the group." Alacrity adjusted his mantlet fastidioudy. "Loved,
gppreciated. Common to alot of cultures.”

"Commonin Terran cultures, once," Floyt mused, gazing through athick bull's-eye porthole at the
stark lunascape.

Gunny appeared at the lock just then. " Shipwreck! Delver! Y ou're keeping people waiting, boys!™

Foragerslet outsders think them ma odorous tramps. They proved differently to their guests. The
Sockwallets turned out under the great inverted bowl of the main dome, gathered around their pylon.
Toddlersto oldsters, they were scrubbed and groomed, scented and attired in every sort of finery. Floyt

could now gppreciate how beneficid it was, in a seded environment like the lashup, to place heavy socid
emphasison hygiene, filtersand purifiers notwithstanding.

Since leaving Earth, he'd been subjected to a number of different scent-ambiances, Mindframe and
Billingsgate Circus among them. But the lashup's was the most pleasant, with its suggestions of flowers



and fresh breezes, open sky and summer rain! Floyt wondered how they did it.

The pre-adultsthere, in particular, were preening. Arrayed in the very best clothing they owned or
could beg or borrow, they were doing their best to look formal and grown-up, even while they blushed
or indulged in abit of horseplay.

About a hundred people were aready present, with more arriving al the time. The dome had been
polarized ahit to cut the sun'sglare. Tables and chairs, in mismatched variety, had been set out.

AsFloyt watched, the Sockwallets rolled out kegs of Old Geyserfroth, the superlative pilsner that had
been brewed on Lunasince the First Breath. They uncrated noble, prismatic bottles of GungaDin Gin
brought with them from Rg), planet of their previous lashup. Assorted other beverages and concoctions
appeared in squeeze bottles and decanters, demijohns and skins, and various punch bowls, some of
which were big enough to wadein.

The light gravity helped the tables bear up under the prodigious weight of the smorgasbord set out.
Despite Earth'sisolationism, the moon had a comfortable, even thriving economy, being atax haven,
manufacturing center, trade nexus, and main intermediary for Terra. The Sockwallets had done well here,
and thiswasther opportunity to indulge themsalves and celebrate.

The Foragersfdl to with unrestrained gusto. Salf-gppointed hosts and hostesses began pressing
drinks of dl typeson their guests. Alacrity gratefully accepted a Geyserfroth, and Floyt wasintroduced to
aformidable, fruity libation caled "Fireman, Save My Child!" that was reputed to be an effective
antiscorbutic. Gunny held atal, moist tumbler filled to the brim with alovely verdant drink he caled a
Kamikaze.

Music drifted through the dome; the chatter nearly matched it in volume. The Foragers switched from
language to language without hesitation, though Terranglish ssemed most popular. Gunny seeted the
guests of honor in hand-molded chairs at along table near the pylon, then lowered himsdlf into a
mammoth seat of his own as the celebration picked up intendty al around them.

"How do you likethe music?' Alacrity shouted to Foyt.
"l just hope no one asks meto dance. But it'svery sprightly,” he conceded.

"Don't worry. They don't do much formal dancing. The Outfits move around too much; zero gee,
heavy gee, and everything in between. Lots of Terran dancesd get you a concussion on Ceres, if you
weredlly enough to try ‘em, or abroken leg on Mammon.”

The Sockwallets were having a grand time nevertheess. Some played conventiond instruments,
sound synthesizers, and improvised noisemakers. Others used offworld devices Floyt couldn't identify.
The lashup residents sang out wholeheartedly. Some of it sounded eerie, having been created for and in
other atmospheres.

Therewas dancing of asort, Sdling and bouncing, jump-spinning and strutting, improvised in the light
gravity. Therewasaso alot of drinking and joking and eating and merriment and more drinking.

Sockwallets were now fetching the visitors samples of this and that from the smorgasbord.

"Poached yabs," Alacrity caled as Floyt poked at amass of gelatin beryls, "from Aphrodite, where dl
the founding fathers were mothers.”

They weren't bad. Floyt pointed to abasket of stuff that looked for al the world to be a pile of
dir-fried lint. Alacrity shrugged, baffled.

"Cider floss, from Conniption,” Gunny caled, resolving the mystery. "Not abad planet, asamatter of
fact—practicing law for money therewill earn you public impaement.”

Some of Gunny's own vaunted Space and Thyme Ragout appeared, followed by shot glasses of a
liquid called ratafee, then creamed tuft-scuttler roe, which Foyt thought resembled blobs of zinc
ointment.



He tasted something that might very well have been corn-bread stuffing, adish hed sampledina
history seminar. Marveling, hetried short ribs. Protein still on the ossicle! The sauce was snfully good.

Floyt was amused by the Forager names, which had been handed down proudly since the strange
culture had comeinto being in the First Breath. He met Scurry Clutchbuck and Honeytongue Wampum,
Bigwig Swellbundle and Coaxer Reampocket.

The Sockwallets were cordia and folksy, touching in their earnest efforts to make agood impression.
Somewherein the midst of greeting Itchpalms and Lustducats and Moneymoils, Hobart stopped
pretending to be civil and actualy began liking them.

The crowd swelled, filling the dome. Simoleanna Coup somehow ended up Stting next to Alacrity.
Shewas quite striking in asnow-white, sequined sheeth gown cut rather high on the hip, with matching
cloche and high-hedl shoes. She and the breakabout were engaged in exploratory conversation.

Gunny proposed toasts to the guests, toasts to the Ouitfit; to Lunaand Earth; a safetrip for Alacrity
and Floyt; peace; prosperity; and anyone anywhere who had ever screwed over acustoms officia in any
way, shape, or form.

Alacrity and Sim nuzzled and whispered in each other's ears. Floyt found himsdf wondering dizzily if
al this debauchery wouldn't prejudice Earthservice against him, and began thinking about how he could
gracefully withdraw from the bash. Just then he redlized that Gunny was talking to him.

"Yessr, Delver,” the Forager averred, solashing alittle Gunga Din and tonic, which fell with leisurely
beauty. "The Third Breath will be the one, you'll see. Third time'sthe charm! Haven't we known that all
along? No more dark ages!™

"Areyou talking about the—whatsit—the Cooperative of Species?’ It was an embryonic
organization, Floyt knew; his orientation hadn't mentioned it in detail. He only recalled that it wasn't given
much hope of enduring; hisbrain fdt fuzzy.

Gunny had set sail on astately voyage of discourse. "Naw, not that debating society! We're
discussing the redl item, human reciprocity—Ilifeform reciprocity—on an interstel lar scale. Progress!
Freedom! And thistimeit'sgonnalast.”

The Sockwallets boss looped alarge arm around Floyt's shoulders. "The word's gettin' around, you
see." He began nodding to himsdlf, blinking, breathing high-octane fumes on hisguest. "To poor
miserable beaten-down sods everywhere. The caste-imprisoned and the class-encysted. Worlds and
worlds of 'em.”

Floyt's brow furrowed. "What word, Gunny?'

The boss swept his glass through a gesture that took in the mgjority of Creation. "That! Opportunity!
Get 'em to understand that the galaxy's accessible now and they fill in the rest! Revelation! Renown! A
true and perfect love!"

"Damnation!" threw in a Forager who was passing by with eight liter-mugs of Old Geysarfrothin her
figs. "Paradisa!"

"Change," somebody laughed from the Sdelines.

"Power!"

"Hope," Sim added quietly from her seat on Alacrity'slap. Alacrity said nothing, studying Floyt and
listening, to decide whether he ought to divert the conversation.

"Maybe the secrets of the Precursh—cursh—Precursors, damniit!™ atall redhead findly got out; the
crowd whistled and cheered his success.

"Or the key to the universe!™
"Samething!"



"A grand spree across Immensity!" Gunny trumpeted. "A chanceto find out who they are and what
they can do. And the word keeps getting around. No matter what the paranoid little local rulersdo to
suppress it—the single-system poalitburos, the phony popes, and planetary strongmen. The word gets
out!"

"Youmean, 'in'," Alacrity corrected mildly.

"How does the word get around, Gunny?* Floyt asked in aneutra voice. "Who getsit around?”

"Nobody." Gunny shrugged ponderoudly. "Anybody."

Sim flung her hand up in agraceful gesture. " Sometimes, Delver Rootnos, if it isn't too much trouble,
we do." She, Gunny, and the other Foragers laughed, but Alacrity didn't joinin.

Floyt blushed, fedling that he was the butt of their joke. Hed heard enough;, it dl struck him as
anti-Earthservice. More, asecret part of him found it too delirious to dwell upon.

He gathered himsdif to leave, whether it was rude or not. Gunny, shaking his head like abuffalo, said
to no onein particular, "Got al interested in hearing m'sdlf talk, there." His head cleared abit; hedid a
splendidly painted porcelain dish toward Floyt. "Almost forgot; her€re your wonderments, Delver."

Inthedish lay two ddlicaciesthat looked like folded pastries or turnovers, one with whiteicing and
the other, orange. FHloyt was hdted in mid-rise.

"Wonderments?'

"Guest gifts" Alacrity dlarified, making along arm for one while holding onto Sim. She reached,
stopped him when he would've taken the white one, and guided his hand to the other.

Floyt wavered, then took the remaining wonderment dubioudy. Gunny showed him how to open it.
Inside was acommemorative coin with the dates April 12, 1961—April 12, 2461 and theinscription
terrac 500 yearsin space, circling aportrait of Y uri Gagarin.

Floyt gasped. A coin likethat, struck in the bright noonday of the Second Breath—the gift was
overwheming.

"Safelandings, rig," Gunny bade.

"l—Gunny, | can't accept athing like this."

"Um, that is, y'see, Delver"—Gunny's thick eyebrows danced—"1'm afraid it's not what you could
redly cdl authentic. Lunaslousy with ersatz souvenirs. But it's the thought that counts.”

"Thethought plus the markup,” someone joked.

"Thank you al very much.” Floyt rubbed histhumb across TERRA: 500 years IN space. Hewas
caught in awhirlpool of conflicting emotions.

Alacrity saw, and blustered, "Now, let me see what kind of karmic vaue the Sockwallets have me
tabbed for, here” He made abig production of opening his cake, getting into adramatic wrestling match,
panting, "Nice and fresh, hah?"' Foragers hooted and jeered him on.

In the end he drew out along chain of fine gold links holding a heavy, ornate Chritian cross. Floyt
waswilling to bet Balensa couldve identified the metaworking style.

Alacrity'slong fingers found a hidden release. Insde the crosswas adiver of extremely aged wood.
He stared &t Sim. "Y ou can't be serious.”

"Y ou'reright. Some crosses came our way on Holy See. We got divers of wood off a piece of pool
cuein the wreckage over a the massdriver. | aged them mysdf."

Alacrity glanced around at his hosts. "I'm speechless, rigs, except—drinksal around!” The
Sockwallets clapped and stamped their feet in the light gravity. The party was at full velocity; the dome
shook withit. A group nearby was singing asong Floyt thought he recognized. The Foragers had



reworked "Bless'Em All" to extol their own life. Everyone joined in the chorus, FHoyt included.

While the racket went on, Gunny motioned Floyt closer. "1've been meaning to ask you, if it'snot too
much trouble

He pulled a sheet from benegth his swester. It was a yellowed piece of paper preserved in some sort
of clear, flexible coating.

"It'sfromthered old days," the boss confided, abit owl-eyed. "I couldn't puzzleit out, though, and |
didn't want to just go showing it around.”

The handwriting was astrange combination of old English script and the lovely, vanished Pamer
method. Floyt had taught himself to read both in the course of his genedlogica studies. He skimmed the
paper. "Where did you get this, Gunny?'

"It cameto us here on Lung; felasaid aForager gaveit to an ancestor of his."

"It'sin Ancient English, Gunny. It'sfrom Shakespeare, King Henry VI, and it says.

My crown isin my heart, not on my head;
Not deck'd with diamonds and Indian stones,
Nor to be seen: my crown is call'd content;

A crown it is that seldom kings enjoy."

Floyt handed it back, and Gunny said, "Thanks, Delver.” No thumps or hand-pumping thistime.

Clearing histhroat, Gunny pounded thetable. "Hey! HEY! SETTLE DOWN!" he bellowed into the
resonant din. "It's about time Delver Rootnose and Shipwreck Mazuma met the pride of the
Sockwalletd"

Uproarious Foragers camed quicker than Foyt would've thought, clearing a space just behind the
guests. Gunny swung hischair around to faceit; FHoyt and Alacrity did the same. Smoleannaremoved
her tongue from Alacrity's ear, diding out of the way, and he lifted his hand from her thigh. Thelights
dimmed, except for those focused on the cleared area.

A thin, black-haired girl stepped forward, then dowly made her way acrossthe floor. Her long
dender feet, in dippersthat reminded Floyt of opalescent toe shoes, scarcely touched down under her
fractiond weight. Her straight, shoulder-length hair was crowned by adim, shining diadem.

She moved with conscious pride, chin held high, although it was clear that she was nervous. Sounds
of gpproval and affection arose from the massed Foragers.

They began to hail her, calling her name; Sweetalk didn't pause as she walked to where Gunny and
the lashup's guests waited. Her elders called out compliments: how gifted Sweetalk was with painter's
pa ette and long-range detector; how fair she was and how good atrader; how lucky they wereto have
her among them.

"Sweetak, so helpful and patient!"
"With dways a cheering word!"
Her face glowed.

She blushed deeply, though, being introduced to the outsiders. Floyt took his cue from Alacrity and
gtood, inclining hishead to her. The Terran reflected on the amazing difference between the Sockwallets
camouflage and their red way of life. How it must bind these people together! heredized. Earthservice
psychprop couldn't kegp him from smiling at Sweetalk.

She went aside, to the open arms of her family. The Foragers practice was not too different from



some Terran customs of long ago, Floyt knew. How was this |ost? he wondered.

A little boy, towheaded and blond, perhaps four years old, was approaching somewhat uncertainly.
The vigtors remained standing and waited.

"Boodle," one of the Foragers proclaimed. "Who reads and writes two languages now!"
"And can aready play the bistal!" another pointed out.

"It doesn't mean they won't dap hislanding gear if he gets out of line," Alacrity murmured to Foyt out
of the Sde of hismouth. "But for right now, look at the kid swagger.”

Boodle, giggling, broke protocol alittle by clinging to Alacrity's boot-guarded knee with one hand,
waving to hisfamily with the other. The breakabout was nearly helpless with laughter. Someone half sang
that Boodle was ajoy to them dl, but the boy showed no sign of didodging himsdf. Floyt joined in the

generd guffawing.
"AndthisisAngle," aclear tenor warranted from one side. "Nearly an adult now!"

The boy Angle was gangling and copper-haired, freckled and pale. He wore aresplendent costume
and was very grave, coming as close to marching as was possible on the Moon.

Alacrity had touded Boodl€e's hair and gently shoved him off on hisway. The breakabout was
watching the child bounce happily toward the throng. Angle, pausing, looked to Floyt and bowed. Not
knowing what else to do, Floyt returned the bow and automaticaly offered hishand. The Sockwallet
Ouitfit let out acollective Ahl

Angle'sface reflected surprise, but he responded at once. He and the Earther gripped one another's
right forearms. The Foragers cheered and applauded the compliment Floyt had rendered, greeting Angle
as an adult. They sduted the boy's new mgority. Angle broke into an awkward grin, blushing furioudly.
Alacrity, too, traded gripswith him.

More Forager youngsters came toward them. The adults hailed and praised. Loud declarations were
made about the good fortune of the Sockwallet Outfit; these children were its hope and future. The
celebration became more boisterous, in contrast to the lifeless, sun-drenched lunascape just outside.

Hobart Floyt had never had a better timein hislife.

"In my opinion, the Seep of the Just is probably alow-gravity one," Floyt informed Gunny
Readyknaob as the crowd moved toward the main dome once more.

Gunny chortled, body moving in wavelets. Alacrity had gained them entry, but the Earther had won an
acceptance of hisown.

The two were again dressed in their traveling clothes. Floyt felt better than held have expected after
the revelry. He attributed part of that to Alacrity's having set their quarters air supply for an increased
oxygen content, and part to the pleasures of low-gravity deep.

Hefdt there was moreto it than that, though. Earthservice programming notwithstanding, Floyt was
enjoying himsdf, dbat alittle guiltily.

Children capered among the grown-ups. Festive clothing had been put away, but the holiday mood
lingered. Angle, newly adult, strode dong proudly with the holstered Captain's Sidearm dung from his
shoulder. Asan honor to the guests, the weapon had been under Gunny's persona keeping. He had
delegated to Anglethetask of carrying it and returning it to its owner in the airlock, as per ritud. The boy
was dmogt burgting with delight.

Alacrity skate-skimmed along next to Simoleanna, and both were looking at each other wigtfully,
though holding hands was out of the question for two people bouncing in fractiond gravity. Asfar as
Floyt could recdl, the breakabout had been unable to dip away during the revelry, and had dept inthe
guest quarters. Still, the offworlder had been sel ected because he was resourceful, and the leers he was



exchanging with Simoleannawere dmost indecent.

Theinner hatch was dready swinging open; severd men came through, wearing the deceptive
fashions of the outer guards. They moved out of the way of the mob, to watch the leavetaking.

Most of the Ouitfit wouldn't be going to the platform, having other work to do. Asthe crowd neared
the hdf-gar inner hatch, Alacrity and Floyt stopped to say good-bye. At the sidelines, Shilly, dressed in
the shabby clothes of a depot worker, readied himsaif.

Hisfloppy, visored cap was pulled low; the heavy pistol tucked into his belt under hisjacket pressed
againg hismiddle. He moved to a spot on the edge of the throng where afew
stragglers—children—stood. He saw that Page and Jord were dmost in position.

The husky assassin's nerves tingled with a pleasure beyond any he'd ever derived from sex, drugs, or
any other simulus. The tension and anticipation were something he savored completely and clearly in that
moment. His broad hand closed on the grip of the handgun. Page and Jord would have second and third
shots, respectively.

Floyt was being embraced by the Foragers behemoth of aboss. Fitzhugh wastalking to afew of the
others, one woman's hand in his. Shilly made sure none of the adults were near, or looking hisway. Then
he did the pistal out of hisbelt and raised it camly, centering hissights on his target.

"Gun!" screamed Sweetalk, who'd been dawdling to one Side, as she launched hersdlf at hiswrist.
Lunar gravity helped; she sank her teeth into Shilly'swrist, wrapping her skinny legs around hisarm,
driving his gunhand around.

The energy bolt, passing within haf ameter of Floyt's skull, coruscated and spattered off theinner
hatch in abackwash of heat and molten metal. Sweetalk had driven the gun sideways rather than
upward, with the single object of sparing the dome any damage. It had very nearly been aprimd reflex;
any threet to the lashup's artificia atmosphere must be diminated, at any cost.

Shilly tore Sweetalk from hisarm and hurled her aside, to thump against the dome with adull impact.
Shelay ill. But three more children, twin pubescent girls and a chubby boy, swarmed up onto him. The
boy clung to the n's gun arm, biting down as hard as he could, drawing more blood, clubbing
blindly with afree hand. One of the girls clamped an arm around the man's neck, scratching at hiseyes,
trying to bite off hisear. Her Sster grabbed the remaining arm and afistful of the outsider's hair, kicking
and yanking.

Page, Shilly's dapper little partner, had produced his own gun, but couldn't spot the target. Jord, his
nerve gone, began edging toward the airlock.

Alacrity had reacted to the first shot, throwing Floyt to the floor and covering the Earther with hisown
body. From where he sprawled, Floyt watched the violence with horrified fascination. Homing in like
missilesin the lunar gravity, Foragers sprang at the big n, striking with hands and feet, grappling
and snapping.

Abruptly, another hissng hum of gunfire sounded, and ashriek; Alacrity lifted his head to see Page go
down under Gunny and several others, but one Forager had been shot.

Anglewastrying to pull forth the Captain's Sidearm, but couldn't work the retaining-strap lock. He
made hisfirst adult decision.

"Shipwreck!"
Alacrity heard, and spotted him. Angle threw the gun-belt, asingular act of trust from a Forager insde
hislashup.

Alacrity snagged it out of the air; in another moment he had the big handgun free. "Don't kill them!™ he
bellowed, wanting some answers to what was going on. But the Sockwallets weren't hearing that asthey
raised wordless, animal cries of hatred. He could hear the assassins screams and the thudding blows. |
sad, don't kill—"



Another shot blared. The breakabout whirled as clutching hisleg, another Forager fell. A third
intruder was poised asthe inner hatch, its automatics activated by the gunfire, sealed shut, trapping himin
the lashup. So much commotion and chaos surrounded the first two intruders that no other Foragers had
noticed himyet.

Jord saw Alacrity spot him. He began to bring his weapon to bear, but the breakabout aready had
the Captain's Sidearm raised. He steadied it with both hands and squeezed the trigger.

The pistol'sreport filled the dome like an explosion. 1t had been developed for use against boardings,
riots, or mutiny; by design, it emitted aterrific amount of visble light and sonic energy, for shock effect.

Jord's shoulder, head, and most of his upper right arm disappeared in agush of incandescence. His
remains were thrown against the hatch, to dide to the floor. Smoke drifted up, swirled and drawn by the
circulation system; the odor of the exploded, burned flesh and bone made Floyt nauseous. The stench,
and Alacrity's Sngle, gpocayptic shot, drew the Foragers back from their fighting frenzy.

Asthe sounds of conflict died away, Alacrity hastily stooped to dide the Captain's Sidearm away
from him; he didn't want to be attacked by mistake. Floyt was standing next to him by then, and Gunny
and the others were trying to bring order. To the Earther, the eeriest thing was the utter silence of the
children &t that moment, their dmost unnaturd discipline.

Hetook onelook at the gory wreckage that had been Shilly. The smell of hisblood vied with that of
the charred corpse of Jord. Shilly was eydess, virtualy faceless and formless. Alacrity was il staring
toward the man he'd shot, eyes unfocused.

"No interrogations today," the breakabout mumbled.

"One of the oldest tactics on Earth,”" Floyt commented, regarding the gaping hole in the side of the
shipping container.
The would-be murderers had entered the guarded tunnelsinside alarge, partidly hollowed-out

gypsum processor. It was appropriately packed and marked for delivery, with concealed audio and
video pickupsto let its occupants know when it was safe to emerge.

"But how did they know when we were coming to the lock?" Simoleanna puzzled, gazing & the
life-support equipment within the processor.

"They were in commo with somebody monitoring the capsules, it lookslike." Gunny'stonewasflat,
but the look on his face was sheer rage. None of the Foragers had been killed, thanks to the instant
responses of the children. Four had been shot, two wounded serioudly. Sweetalk had come into
adulthood just behind Angle; her collarbone and right wrist had been broken in defense of the Sockwallet
lashup.

There'd been at least one other accomplice, possibly more. The guards at the platform had been
disabled by stunblastsfired from behind. Whoever it was had held a capsule for escape but, perhaps
failing to hear from the three assassins and losing nerve, had deserted hisfellows.

Gunny rejected theideaof having the capsule intercepted. "Unlikely whoever itiswill till be aboard.
And we don't want thelaw in on this."

Floyt, who'd been worrying about an investigation making them misstheir starship connection, asked,
"But what about the bodies?"

The Forager boss gave a brief snort that wasn't humor. "What bodies?
"Oh..."
"Weoweyou an awful lot," Alacrity said.

"Yes, you do," Gunny concurred. " See that you remember it; if you find out who'sresponsible, I'll
expect to be informed.”



"l promise”
Word was rdayed from the platform that another capsule had arrived and was being held. Alacrity

exchanged glances with Simoleanna, but there was no time, and there were no proper wordsfor the
moment.

"Get going,” Gunny Readyknob ordered. " Starships don't wait."

CHAPTER 8—DIVERSIONS

Asthe capsule shot toward Lunaport, Floyt adjusted the Inheritor's belt under his outer clothes and
commented to Alacrity, "That was avery good shot. Er, it was, wasn't it?"

"Adequate, | guess." He rubbed the holster briefly. "First time | ever had to useit likethat." Alacrity
began rummeaging in hiswarbag. "I scrounged something off Gunny before we left. Thought we might
warnt it, after what happened.”

He dug out a handgun, a modern reproduction of an archaic Webley .455 Mark VI revolver used in
Grest Britain before the space age. He opened the top-breaking pistol and showed Floyt the basics of its
operation. The reproduction Webley was |oaded with fat, soft, dow dumdum bullets, which were known,
for reasons shrouded in antiquity, as " Chicago popcorn.”

"Of course | know what 'popcorn’ is,”" Alacrity snorted, when Floyt asked. "It's the ceremonial pastry
you Earthers used to decorate the traditiond Yulelog," he finished smugly.

Floyt smiled to himsdf, but refrained from comment. In view of the recent proof that they werein
danger, he revised his attitude about wegpons.

One hour later, the starship Bruja lifted out of Lunagport with Alacrity and Floyt safely inboard.

She was agenerd-cargo freighter out of Bolivar, and the two companions were the only onesto have
availed themselves of her limited passenger space. The skipper was only too happy to ater course
dightly for astop in Epiphany's stdlar system; arrangements made by Weir's executorsincluded a
voucher payable by the Bank of Spica, for first-class passage for Floyt.

Capitan Vademar, sensing the pressure under which Earthservice reps were negotiating, had charged
thetop, dl-inclusvefare listed on the fee schedules of luxury liners, plus a hefty course-deviation bonus.
Earthservice auditors had wept at the amount of money being transferred, none accessible to them.
Capitan Vademar, notorioudy grasping and tightfisted, had, under the circumstances, been content to
alow Alacrity to deadhead on the voyage, since there was plenty of space available.

The Bruja was making ready for trandight. At the Terran'sins stence, the two had watched the liftoff
on screensin thetiny passenger lounge. At Alacrity's, they were drinking blastoff cocktails, atraditionin
many human-run spacecraft. The drink differed from vessel to vessd.

"l can't find any listing for Bolivar." Floyt frowned as he consulted a portable data bank provided by
Eathsarvice,

"That thing'sfull of Earthservice errata-data,” the breakabout replied. He took another swallow. "An
awful lot of worlds changed their origina colony names. | mean, who wantsto live on aplace caled New
Passac?’

The purser/third mate refilled their goblets with more of the Bruja's blastoff cocktail, which was
known as an emboscado. Liketherest of the al-male ship's complement, he wore a heavily adorned
uniform of green lesther jacket and tight britches, with red, ruff-collared blouse. He cued up
Wainwright's Liftoff Overture on the sound system. Alacrity was more partid to dittieslike"High
MoversRed," or "Breakabouts Waltz," but said nothing.

With differing attitudes, the three men watched L una's crescent shrink behind them. The forward



screen regigtered little change. Then there was adigtinct risein the sensation of activity within the
compartment, something impossible to define but vividly felt.

"Bregkers," Alacrity toasted solemnly, raising hisgoblet. Foyt held up hisaswell, and they clinked
with the purser. An unprecedented fegling coursed through Floyt, like enormous velocity without
movement, asthe Bruja's captain cut in the Breakers and the Hawking Effect generator set the craft
thrumming. Then there was an over-the-top sensation, and the outboard screens went blank.

The purser |eft to attend to his duties. Floyt looked around the cramped compartment for areader,
drawing from his pocket one of the info chips given him by Supervisor Bear. It was|abeled:

PROJECT SHEPHERD
MISSION BRIEFING FILE
EYESONLY: HOBART FLOYT

"Arethey serious?’ Alacrity sniggered as he reached for it. "I have to seethis”
Floyt held it away from him. "I'm sorry, Alacrity. Thisis classfied Earthservice materid .

"Ho, from hereonin, you are the Earthservice. Or at least, that's the attitude alot of peopl€ll take.
Aren't you going to fed abit stupid arresting yoursdlf for a security breach?’ To hissurprise, the
breakabout felt an odd twinge even joking about that, perturbations from his conditioning.

"It'sgill asengtive document, Alacrity.”

"It'sacoprolite, iswhat it is. Y ou never handled a sensitive document in your life, Ho, because
Earthserviced never let you." He was|eaning over the bar, ransacking.

He came up with areader. Floyt decided that he had little to gain by losing histemper with the
breakabout, who did seem to be doing his job. The Terran hesitantly handed over the chip; Alacrity
popped it into the machine.

He skimmed the projected data, chuckling, then began reading. ™ Citizen Floyt is enjoined and warned
againgt unnecessary exposure to or indulgence in off world habits, attitudes, customs, practices, turns of
phrase, and/or other aberrations. Individud iswarned that failure to comply may require postmission
measuresincluding, but not limited to, conditioning, deconditioning, behaviora engineering, atitude
modification, memory adjustment, sequestration, radical reorientation, and partia or total loss of
Earthservice privileges, rights, and prerogatives.”

He looked around at Floyt. ™Y ou traded grips with that kid Angle, back at the lashup. Think you
ought to gtick your armin agterilizer?!

"That's not fair! Y ou know, likeit or not, they're going to debrief mewhen | get home. It's nothing to
joke about.”

"| agree, but it'sthat or puke."
Floyt tried to grab the reader, but Alacrity pulled it out of his reach and scanned on.

"Blah, blah, jibber-jabber-oho! 'Undue fraternization with escort or other offworlders could prove
prgjudicid to postmission disposition of this case.™

"Alacrity, that's enough!”

The breakabout wasn't listening. The radiant yellow eyeswere ditted now. "They even talk about
contemplated misconduct." Floyt reached for the reader again, but the other was much taller and longer
of am.

"Maybe you'd better start sedating yoursdlf; wouldn't want any impure thoughts.”
Floyt logt patience. "'l just want to complete this mission with aminimum of trouble, Fitzhugh. Now,



give that back!"

Though thereld been the reference to their common dilemma, it was more the tone of Foyt'svoice
that inadvertently triggered Alacrity's conditioning. The derisive smile vanished; Alacrity seemed
pardyzed for amoment.

He suddenly felt contrite. Here was likable Hobart Floyt, coping as best he could with a predicament
that was none of hisfault, and he, Alacrity, was adding to the man's problems needlesdy, acting likea
delinquent.

"l—I'm sorry, Ho." A little benumbed, he did the reader along the bar, back to Floyt. "That was out
of ling, | know."

But deep indde, something was shrilling, How much of me did they get? and wasterrified.
It dawned on Foyt what had happened. "No, no harm done. Forget it, Alacrity.”

The breakabout nodded absently, distracted and confused. Floyt tried to see the matter asan
unfortunate but minor incident. At least things will proceed more smoothly, the Terran thought. Or is
that my own conditioning talking?

Capitan Vademar saw no reason to assign the deadheading Alacrity quarters alotted for paying
passengers, even if there weren't any others. Since there was room in Foyt's cabin, they'd been billeted
together.

AsHoyt studied the glowing instructions etched by the entrance to the head, Alacrity dug into his
warbag, tossing things onto the fold-down conform-bunk he'd chosen. There were long, heavy gauntlets,
afew wads of clothing-mostly standard spacer's attire—and a persond kit. Strapped to the bag was a
shesth, from which he drew ametallic-looking umbrdla

Alacrity sat and changed from the pathfinder boots into soft tabi with separate toes. Then he opened
the front of his shipsuit so that the chain carrying his wonderment could be seen.

He rose and took up the umbrdla. "1'm going to look around abit. If you need me, use the intercom.”
Hedidn't have to add that it would be a better idea all around for them not to be pent up together just
then.

The Bruja had been scheduled for alunar call before Weir's death, and made no changesin crew. It
was pro formathat al inloaded cargo had been carefully inspected. Too, passage for Floyt and Alacrity
had been negotiated in strictest secrecy; Alacrity wastherefore fairly surethat FHoyt would be safein
trangt.

Such basics of shipboard life as hadn't been explained by the purser were easy enough to find out
about. Spanglaterrawasthe Bruja's officia tongue, but there were few breakabouts who didn't speek at
least passable Terranglish.

"They won't mind you touring the ship if you fed likeit," Alacrity sad. "The off-limitsareas are dll
secured and marked, like the power section and the Fuckup Factory.”

"Thewhat?'
"The bridge, the control room.” Hoyt nodded, still perusing the ingtructions. Alacrity left.

It wasn't hard to find the ship's broker; most human or mixed vessels had one, whether they were
cdled that or fixer, or fo'c'de chaplin.

Gabrid wasawel-fed little hornet of aman with reddish hair and mustachios and quick gray eyes.
Hewas obvioudy doing well, having atiny cabin to himsalf though he was only acommon crewman. He
invited Alacrity in and asked what he could do for him.

"Wéll, you can tdl me what the ship'sgameis, just asapoint of origin. Poker? Wari?' Then Alacrity
remembered that the ship's homeport was Balivar. "No, wait; dominoes, right?



"Monopoly. Do you play?'

Alacrity came up with hislucky playing token, aracy little one-seater sky coupe. It wasared
spacer's piece, with freefdl stickum on the bottom. "But | haven't got much cash. What're the stakes?”

"Fifty ovalstogetin, I'm afraid.”

In due course Gabridl waslooking the umbrella over with an experienced eye. "It'saViceroy
Imperid, from Outback," Alacrity told him. "Practicdly new."

Asde from footgear, an umbrella—or "gamp" or "brolly"—was often more useful than anything a
breakabout took groundside, including guns and commo equipment. The Imperial wastop of theline,
rugged and extremdy versdtile.

Gabrid opened it, examining the ribs and gores, working the runner, checking tacks and joints. A
brolly was aso aparasol, walking stick, seet rest, and weapon. The Imperial was big enough to serve as
an emergency shdlter of sorts and had drop-down protective netting.

"Twenty'sthe best | can do,” Gabrie pronounced mournfully. Alacrity played out the scene, hunching
his shoulders at the proper moment so that Gabriel caught sight of the chain. Gabrid whistled when he
opened the cross and saw the diver of decayed wood. He wasn't fooled, but he knew there were always
those who could be.

They findly agreed that it would be collaterd—unless Alacrity los—and the fifty changed hands. As
Gabrid saw his customer to the door, an odd-looking little being bustled toward them aong the

passageway.
Evolution had given it shape, coloring, and texture that suggested to Alacrity a potato augmented by
eyestalks, tentacles, and stubby podia

The being was preceded by an incongruous aroma of powerful cologne.
The thing waved a bouquet of tentacles at Gabridl. "Ah, there you are, charmer of engines! Well met!”

"Hello there, Squeeb. Alacrity, meet technician-in-training Squeeb, from—" The name of the planet
sounded asif Gabrid were clearing histhroat.

"Or asyou humanscal it, Hyperbole,” Squeeb put in brightly, spesking in abirdlike voice froman
organ located at histop, in the center of al those eyes and tentacles. "Nice to meet you.”

"Squeeb'sthefirgt of his people ever to go spacetraveling,” Gabriel said.

"Hi-ho, for thelife of abreakabout,” Squeeb joked nervoudy. "Gabrid, the othersinvited metojoin
the game, but they forgot to tell me where it would be." Squeeb held up amembranous purse that
clinked.

"Number four cargo lock," Gabrid told him. "Do you have a playing token?"
"Oh, the good-luck fetish; no. | was going to beg your council.”

Gabrid held out aminiature wheelbarrow of some blue substance that looked likeivory. Squeeb's
eyestalks gathered around it curioudly.

"l can let you havethisonefor avery reasonable ... " Gabriel began, then stopped. " Oh, here you go.
Just make sure you bring it back." He dropped it into acurl of tentacle.

"I'm forever in the vastness of your largesse," Squeeb assured him, then scooted off.
Alacrity blew hisbreath out, shaking his head with pity. " Supper's on, hm?"

"Oof," Gabrid agreed. "They're going to skin him for sure. Too bad; he's a decent littletroll."
"Except for histaste in after-shave.”

Gabrid sniggered. "When he was assigned to a berth, he naturally thought to scent-mark his persond
area. They dmost cycled him out an airlock. So he started wearing Shore Leave to avoid offending



"l never saw a—Hyperbolarian?—before."

"I think Squeeb got stuck with the job of eva uating space travel for his people. All Hyperbolarians
redlly care about is getting themsealves an dlocation of ground and having offspring.”

"Limited living space?'

"Absolutely. The eldersdoleit out; when you've got your persona domain, your ‘ramazz,’ you can
gart afamily, but you can only have as many children asthe ramazz can support. The more important
you are, the more ramazz you get.”

"And Squeeb?"

"Nada, zero. Hestrying to resgn himsdlf to being abachdor dl hislife.”

"But how is he as an apprentice?’ Alacrity wasn't at dl sure heliked the idea of Squeeb fooling
around in the chandelier guts of a Hawking Effect generator.

"Not bad at al. But hesworried about fitting in with the crew. Hetriestoo hard.”
"Dothey ridehim?'

"The usua. Y ou know: sending him out after left-handed emery paper or abag of dried squelch.
That'swhy he's so happy they asked him to join the game. | don't think it'd bother himto lose dl his
money. He draws his pay through some kind of trade ass stance program; I'm not sure he even
under stands money."

"Hell undergand it if helosesit dl.”

"Six!I" hissed Juan-Feng. "Chance! The Question Mark!"
Alacrity stoically hopped his sky coupe the six spaces and reached for a Chance card.

"The Capricious Curlicue of Cash," Juan-Feng barkered. "The Loony Loop of Luck. C'mon, show us
the card, Fitzhugh! Whet'sit say?"

"Sez, 'All Sno-Hispanic PlayersKiss Your Ass.™ Alacrity glared.

Number four cargo airlock was aloud, humid den of banter, laughter, recrestiona substance abuse,
and horseplay, but that drew some catcalls anyhow. Juan-Feng took it gracefully.

He toyed with the chain that held his union book around his neck, wrapping it around hisfinger. The
tiny info wafer held his history as a spacer: disciplinary, medica, and technica detailsweredl there.
"Now | know you picked yourself agood card.” He leered.

For answer, Alacrity buried the Chance card and, opening his playing till, began disbursing money
around the circle. Even though it was early in the game, he was careful to et none of the others get alook
at how much game currency he had or remind themselves what properties held bought.

Ortega, the dignified senior crewman who was acting as banker, slently registered the transaction on
his magter till. Everyone trusted him; he was a so keeper for severd of the ship's hand-throws, wherein
crewmen pooled their money and took turns spending the jackpot groundside.

Ortega officiated without payment, for the prestige and respect involved. In the case of the game,
someone had to make sure nobody smuggled in extramoney.

"| dways preferred dominoes anyhow," groused Alacrity, who'd logt quite afew gamebucks when the
Chance card designated him Chairman of the Board. HEd been in Monopoly games where bluffing and
Sde betsraised the ante, but this one was straight entry stakes, winner take all. It promised to bealong
game.

A dozen men and Squeeb were present. The Hyperbolarian wasn't devoting much concentration to



the game; he hunkered in his place, bouncing happily every now and then, the powerful aromaof his
Shore Leave dissipated. His comprehension of the rules was vague, but he wasn't particularly worried
about losing. He was doing his best to take part in the wisecracking and camaraderie.

"Y ou sure the captain won't figure out something's going on?" Alacrity asked Juan-Feng. Only paying
passengers were supposed to be able to carry onin Bruja, but covert rips were common on most ships
where they were prohibited.

"Vademar'stoo busy cooking the books, covering what he skims,” was the answer.

Juan-Feng gloated over the money Alacrity had paid him, passing his benefactor a hip flask of knurled
dlver. Alacrity took aswig; his eyes popped and he fought for breath.

"Zhopa s ruchkoi, you scum! Y ou got a prescription for this stuff?!
"Piquant, isn't it?" Juan-Feng took along pull at the flask.

The board had been set up in one corner of the lock, the six players and the banker crowded around
it. The set was a breakabout's model, and could have been used in freefdl or on the bulkhead or ceiling.

Onlookers circul ated between the game and the generd mingling. Someone was playing torrid love
songs sung in Spanglaterran by awoman with a pure and sultry voice. Drinking vessals clinked and
doshed. A fragment of conversation drifted to Alacrity, " ... sowe houdini'd out of there before you
could say, 'Breakers, please!" "

"Who were you running from?" someone asked.

"Langdretch.”

There were growls and guffaws. The Langstretch Detective Agency's network of operativeswas
more widespread than any government, and for the right money, Langstretch was relentless.

"Can | have your locker when they come and get you?' Juan-Feng called playfully.

"I heard the Spicans are thinking about sending another expedition to the Core," Abasca, who'd just
comein, was saying. "It'll take yearsand years.”

"It won't come back, anymore than the others," said Duarte, alean, handsome youngster who held a
beaker of effervescent red stuff. He Sipped it, staring at the bulkhead. Listening with one ear, Alacrity
was contemplating building a habitat dome on Ventnor.

"Why not?' someone objected. "The Heavysetsdo it dl thetime, and they do it ahdluvalot faster.”

"Heavysets aso think going through the middie of a blackhol€s ardigious experience,” Duarte shot
back. "And they ain't about to teach us how they do it."

I've heard this conversation a thousand times, Alacrity thought. Any second now, somebody's
gonna bring up the Precursors.

"The Precursorstravel ed faster than the Heavysets can,” challenged the other crewman.

Duarte sneered, "The Precursors are long gone, brother, and nobody's ever gonnafigure them out.”

Juan-Feng landed on the Energy Syndicate and Alacrity collected hisrent. Squeeb, swaying with the
music, hadn't noticed Conklin'slanding on one of his properties. Now Conklin rolled and moved, rasing
amiddle finger to the Hyperbolarian. Squeeb wasn't in the least upset. Twittering, "Salud!" hemerrily
tried to return the gesture. It trandated poorly in terms of tentacles.

Unexpectedly, Ortegacommented, "1 don't know that that's true—about the Precursors. | once saw
the White Ship, saw them working on her. Theré's never been anything like her.”

Alacrity gauged the responses around him. The White Ship had been conceived to solve the mysteries
of the vanished Precursors. Thirty years abuilding, she was more legend than starship. Sheld been
designed, begun, halted, redesigned, fought over, and redesigned again. She'd been the subject of
endless corporate and bureaucratic bloodletting and very nearly caused severd wars. Her official name



had been changed a number of times, but she remained the White Ship, unfinished.
"Hel withit," Duarte spat. "Me, I'd rather crew for some rich man in the next Regattafor the Purple.”
"Or rich woman!"
"Especially arichwoman." Duarte grinned.

"That'snot for you," Abascal scoffed. "Those high and mighty amateursracing around in their little
butterflies. That's not for aworking spacer.”

"But the money, old-timer,” Duarte crooned. "And the good living. And the women, more beautiful
eventhan aship." A number of those present went along with that.

Squeeh happened to notice that Juan-Feng's token, a scotty dog with prominent tusksand asingle
horn, had landed on one of his properties. The crewman handed over the rent smugly. "I'll get it back
soon anyway." He motioned to Squeeb's whedbarrow, ™Y ou're bound to land on my redl estate soon,
Squeeh.”

"Red edtate?’

"Property. Land. Um ... " Juan-Feng closed his eyesfor asecond, concentrating. "What d'you
Hyperbolarians cdl it? Ramazz!"

The effect was amazing. Squeeb froze. "Ramazz?' He singled out one of his deeds with atentacletip.
"Y ou mean, this represents ramazz?'

"Of course! | explained the whole thing to you twice!™

"You did not," Squeeb contradicted crisply. "I was under the impression that this was some kind of
Tarot game involving wagering for confections, and attended by sexua badinage." He held up one of the
tiny habitat domes. "This, then, does not represent some sort of bonbon?’

"It'sa house you dumb-asslegume!” Juan-Feng screamed. ™Y ou build it on your ramazz!™

The Hyperbolarian was trembling, eyeing his deeds. Alacrity remembered what Gabrid had said; how
the Hyperbolarians consuming drivein life was ramazz.

Suddenly, Squeeb scooped up the game box's lid, making minute examination of the ruleswith one
eyestalk. Severa more roamed the board, and the last two watched his tentacles take stock of his money
and holdings. Before anybody could stop him, he delicately marked each deed with aminuscule dab of
territorial scent. He was now shuddering and rippling.

"What're you doing?" Juan-Feng screeched. "Calm down or I'll turn afire extinguisher on you!”

"Now then," Squeeb said in aprecisetone. "It'smy turn. I'm going to purchase two habitats. Also,
we've been putting money in the Free Docking square that doesn't actudly belong there; that must stop.”
Hewasturning the dicein histentacles, getting thefed of them.

Alacrity curled hislip at Juan-Feng. ™Y ou had to go and open your big air scoop.”

"All right, dl right," Juan-Feng soothed, dipping the human players awink. No doubt he figured they
could gang up and squeeze the Hyperbolarian out of the game. Alacrity wasn't so sure about that, but he
was pretty sure he knew what was making Squeeb shudder as the cresture fondled his ramazz deeds and
Set out to acquire more.

Alacrity was pretty sure it was sexud rapture.

Floyt settled in, exploring the cabin and amusing himsalf with its various comfort, service, and
environmenta controls. The compartment was spacious, and if the accommodations weren't sumptuous
by the standards of a passenger liner, they were more than comfortable to an Earthservice functionary.

Bruja's officers and crewmen had treated him with the distant civility due agroundling passenger
whose fare had worked miracles for the balance sheet. The Earther found their odor strange, owing to



the foods they'd eaten, the substances with which they'd come in contact; as strange as the Sockwallets
and yet very different.

If they were curious about his Inheritor's belt, they refrained from showing it.

The ship's atmosphere was odd to him too, duplicating that of the vessal's homeworld. Gravity was
dightly heavier than Terran. Floyt's main objection wasthat the Bruja ran on the day-night cycle of
Balivar, which was dightly over thirty-three hourslong.

But most services-including the passenger lounge bar and recreationa facilities—were accessble
during dl five watches. He decided to keep to his accustomed twenty-four-hour day aswell as he could.
He dso thought it would be wise to wait for awhile before touring the ship; that way, he wouldn't cross
pathswith Alacrity. He addressed himself to the task of becoming familiar with thet part of the briefing file
dedling with Weir himsdif.

Shorn of the psychprop editoridizing and sermonizing, the story of Caspahr Weir was the stuff of
legend.

He'd been born into davery in the household of a planetary subruler under the Grand Presidium. His
parents died when he was ill aboy; ababy sgter, Tigo, was hisonly kin.

Asaboy, hed been extremely fortunate to be selected as servant-playmate to his owner's grandson.
He'd been educated and had even traveled alittle. Weir showed nothing but loyalty to his owner and
satisfaction with hislot in life until he reached the age of—Floyt used his new proteusto makethe
converson—sxteen Terran years.

The filewasn't clear asto what happened then; Floyt couldn't make out whether that wasa
shortcoming of Earthservice's data-collection capability or smply due to an absence of information of any
kind. What was certain was that Weir's playmate-master was murdered and Weir and Tigjo fled with
certain unspecified data snippets.

Cagpahr and his sster joined afailing underground movement. Within five Standard years, Weir
turned it into afullblown revolution. Within another two, he was effective ruler of the planet where hed
been born adave. By the time he was thirty, he'd eradicated the Grand Presidium.

From there he went on to forge arealm of nineteen stellar systems, binding many of them to him with
oaths of persond fedlty. For dl the shortcomings mentioned in the file—warfare, cronyism, stupendous
problems with displaced persons, and the failure to achieve universal suffrage—Weir'srule had come as
avery nearly divine ddliverance to the former subjects of the Presidium.

Floyt took hismealsin his cabin and began dipping cautioudy into the Bruja's data banks. He
abandoned his twenty-four-hour regimen and napped when necessary. Eventualy, satisfied that hed
absorbed al the data he could assmilate, he cleaned up, changed his clothes, and went to tour the vessd,
even though there wasn't supposed to be much to seein trangit.

He stepped into the passageway and amost put hisfoot on aspiny little masslike a hyperkinetic sea
urchin. It burbled in fear and zipped out from under with blurring speed. To hisrelif, it didn't seem
inclined to go for hisjugular.

A passing crewman caled, "Don't you worry, Sir, that's only Bartleby.”
"l beg your pardon?"'
"Ship'scat." The fellow disappeared around a corner.

"Cat?" Theoaily thicket named Bartleby extended a snorkle of some kind, an extremity likeamoist
green drinking straw. It sniffled at Floyt, then retracted. Bartleby flowed up onto the bulkhead and
wandered off down the passageway, leaving no trail or scent that Floyt could detect.

Floyt was undaunted in his journey of discovery. It occurred to him that Earthservice might even let
him publish something on the experience if he hewed to psychprop guidelines. Consulting amap of the



ship'slayout that hed transferred from his cabin'stermind to the proteus, he proceeded.

Floyt passed the vessdl's sensory deprivation tank. He'd enjoyed sensedep on Earth, and found it
restful. Still, hedidn't careto float in darkness listening to hiseydids blink and dl that whiletherewas a
starship to be seen.

He knew he could borrow an induction helmet and sampleits artificid stimuli, but he wasn't sure that
would be wise; after they'd disembarked from Mindframe, Alacrity had made very disparaging remarks
about "skull-to-hull hookups.”

Next along wasthe Bruja’'s sensorium, aminiature multimedia theeter. 1ts menu offered none of the
perversions the psychprop officers had warned againgt; Floyt didn't know whether to be relieved or

disappointed.
He ordered up a seat for onein the center of the modest compartment. Sitting, he selected a
program, something called "Bdl-Struggle.”

Hefound himsdlf surrounded by a shoving, struggling mass of shouting, swegting men in skimpy white
loincloths. They laughed and roared and babbled in some offworld language.

Hefdt the breeze and the sun's heat, or something very like them; he seemed to smell dust and
perspiration and incense. He couldn't help shying away from the pushing, heaving teams.

Rechecking the menu, he discovered held summoned up Hakozaki-gu no Tama-seseri, aritud
recorded at the rebuilt Hakozaki Shrine on Fukuoka, but originated in Terrals Japan.

The straining mob fought and grabbed &t the prize ball, some sitting on their teammates shoulders.
From the siddlines, priests hosed water onto the melee.

Floyt was openmouthed. Earth had nothing like the sensorium, at least not for functionaries. He
picked another sequence.

He hung in space, near the center of aglobular star cluster, lost in brilliance shed by haf amillion
digant suns...

Floyt mustered his saf-control and canceled the sequence before and around him. A limitless,
rust-colored plain, spread under afey red sun, vanished. It took with it tens of thousands of hooded,
chanting worshipers before their human sacrifice could be carried out at hisfeet.

He sat for afew moments, shaken. At last he returned to the passageway. When he'd meditated for
some seconds on why the sensorium would never, never be allowed on Terra, he continued his
wandering.

He came to an open hatch and peeked into an empty compartment. Crew quarters. He eyed the
knickknacks and souvenirs, erotica, art, and pornography the breakabouts had picked up in their travels.
Every item was secured againgt weightlessness or maneuver forces.

The sound of anearby hatch made him yank back into the passageway. An outrageous being
appeared, gurgling Terranglish, which he supposed to mean that it wasn't acolleague of Bartleby.

To hiscredit, Floyt stood his ground. His experiencein the Bruja had been unnerving at times, but
nothing, he'd decided, to excuse unreasoning panic.

"Oh, thank you! Thank you so much, Gabrid," the thing was gushing, "for theloan of your token." It
held up alittle doodad of some sort in one tentacle. In another, it clasped abulging bag that clinked and
swung heavily. A third embraced aMonopoly game; others caressed the deeds from the game—all of
them.

"My pleasure, Squeeh,” Gabrid said, following the Hyperbolarian out into the passageway from his
cabin.

One of the eyestalks had caught sight of Floyt, but Squeeb's attention was till on the broker. "Do you



think ... that is, the token is doubtless an heirloom—"
"It'sbeenin the family forever," Gabriel conceded.
"But I'd hoped you could see your way clear to ... it's been so lucky for me—"
"Fifty ovas?' Gabrid suggested.

"Donel" The creature dipped into its sack and counted out the sum. Floyt did aquick conversonin
his head and concluded that this Squeeb had had himsdlf astreak of luck. Gabriel's smile couldn't have
been any wider without injuring hisface.

Thetwo parted in mutua affection. The being waltzed happily in Hoyt's direction. "Greetings upon
you," it chirped. " Citizen Foyt, are you not?

"l am."

"How do you do? | am Apprentice Squeeb, and this Monopoly gameisthe craze that will soon grip
al Hyperbole"

"Oh?Er, good." At least, he hoped it was.

"I must be off," Squeeb told him. "But you must promiseto tell me about your Earth. Some of Bruja's
tapes gave me knowledge of its history. Observe!"

Squeeb shifted his various burdens and placed one tentacle reverently over the region of his heart. He
then began to sing with grest feding.

"Oh, | wish | were in Disney, Away! Away!
In Disneyland I'll take my stand,
To liveand die in Disney!

—Tha'sone of my favorited"
Floyt coughed, "Y es, wdll, well have to talk about that sometime.”

"Tickety-boo! Bye for now!" Squeeb sdlied off to gloat over hisramazz and his entrepreneuria
future.

"Citizen Hoyt," Gabrid said, who'd watched the whole thing, "you're the man I've been looking for."
"I'm afraid that board games redly aren't my strong suit.”
"Mineeither. | have something that might interest you, though.”

The kegpsakesin the crew quarters had aroused Floyt's acquisitive urges. He entered the broker's
booth of a cabin and accepted a seat on the bunk while Gabridl perched on the desk. They were
practicaly touching knees. It reminded Floyt of hishall closet study on Earth. "What did you want to
show me?" he asked.

"This" answered Gabrid. He hadd an auto-styrette in his hand.

CHAPTER 9—TRANSPORTS OF DELIGHT
Some inner watchdog that had been on guard since the woman had ambushed him on Terra acted
now.

Floyt pushed himsdlf to one side dmost ingtantly, lashing out with hisfeet. He made contact; Gabridl
ydled as Floyt, unableto get past him, legped on him, clutching the hand that held the injector. They
lurched together for afew seconds, then tumbled into the passageway, falling to the deck.

"The captain has the power to marry you, y'know," Alacrity said, bending over them.
"He'scrazy! Chinga!" Gabriel hollered, struggling to hisfest.



"|—he—" the Earther floundered as Alacrity helped him up.

"C'mon," Alacrity cut him off, snatching up the styrette and glancing around to make sure they hadn't
been seen. FHoyt alowed himsdlf to be crowded into the cabin again.

Gabrid was 4till boiling with oaths. "He should be locked up, that's what!"

Alacrity persuaded Gabrid to palm ahidden lock on hisbunk. Noisdesdy ahugetray did out of
concea ment. Floyt gaped at niches holding expensve recording gear and other insruments, jewdry,
phias and bottles of liquid, capsules and spansules and tablets, styrettes and inhaders. There wereinfo
dugs, costly proteases, and fal se documentation.

Floyt saw that held interrupted a sales pitch, not amurder attempt. *1'm so sorry! Commerce never
occurred to me."

"What'sin the styrette?" Alacrity asked.

"A mnemonic drug.” Gabriel looked to Floyt. "1 mean, you're doing research, aren't you? That'swhy
you're traveling, right? | thought you could useit." Hisanger had ebbed. "Y ou made an honest mistake, |
guess.

"Y ou've got to be more careful around my associate here," Alacrity cautioned. "Y ou're lucky | came
aongwhen | did." He dipped Floyt awink.

Asthey made their way back to their cabin, Floyt noticed Alacrity's bleary eyes and surmised,
“Monopoly?*

"Ever sncel left you. | got cleaned out,” he Sghed. "People who enjoy agame are onething; life
formswho get sexud gratification out of it—"

"Maybe we can get your cross back from Gabrid. | assumethat was your crossin histreasure trove."

"Yes. Well, Sm knew she was bankrolling me with it when she gaveit to me."

Back in the cabin, Alacrity handed Floyt afistful of datadugs. "I borrowed these for you. | figured
you'd be through with that Earthservice manure pile you call abriefing file by now."

Floyt sorted through the little lozenges, activating their labels. Lurid graphics with an emphasison
passion, violence, and sensationalism popped into view.

"Caspahr Weir Versus the Transuranic Flame Goddesses of Death,” heread from thefirst. And
from the second, " Caspahr Weir and the Invasion of the Time Maggots—Alacrity, what in theworld
are thess?'

"Thistitiesmy persond favorite." Alacrity sngled oneout. " Caspahr Weir Meets the Teleporting
Pygmies from the Galactic Core."

The books had all been written by, or at least published under the pseudonym of, Bombastico
Herdman. "Weir was one of those characters nobody really knew much about,” Alacrity explained, "even
while hewas making history. But alot of people were curious, o somebody fictionaized him."

"Penny dreadfuld” FHoyt cried. "Dime novels, shilling shockers, pulps.”

Now it was the breakabout's turn to ook nonplussed. "L ofty examples of early Terran literature,”
Hoyt clarified.

Communications on Earth were ingtantaneous, of course, or near enough as made no difference. But
the fastest that information could travel among the stars was the speed of amessenger ship. Too, the use
of modern recording equipment wasn't always feasible, for astaggering variety of reasons. Therewas
a0 an inca culable amount going on, congtantly, everywhere.

All of thishad brought about arenewd of the human powers of description. It had revived aswell
certain of the earliest forms: tall tales, the traveler's narrative, legends, and folklore. And these books.
Floyt recalled that the opening of the American West was as much invented on the spot as chronicled.



"The bosn | borrowed them from said that this Bombastico guy doesn't write about Weir anymore.
But | thought there might be something useful inwith al the swash.”

Floyt held the "penny dreadfuls'—that was how he thought of them—in his hand. "Thank you,
Alacrity. | appreciateit.”

Alacrity wasfiddling with hisMonopoly piece. "Look, | want to get thisded behind me, | admit thet,
but I want to do it the right way. | don't know if it's occurred to you, but there're things 1'd prefer to be
doing right now, too."

He thought for amoment before adding, "Thingsthat are very important to me."
III %II

"Capitd Vedemar's dueto cut out the Breakers in about another couple hundred hours," Alacrity
announced. Then he stretched out, silver and gray mane cradled on hisinterlaced fingers, faceto the
bulkhead. He was snoring softly within seconds.

Despite Bruja's purification system, the air carried more than a hint of incense when the skipper
conducted mass. Floyt came down with adight case of what Alacrity referred to asthe "flow-flows.” The
breakabout said, "It happensto everyone, sooner or later," and gave him one of the powerful nostrums
that were common among travelers. Alacrity somehow managed to get back into a marathon Monopoly
game, winning back asmall measure of what hed lost. Floyt read the books of Bombastico Herdman,
ddighting in their outrageous fabrications.

Time passed.

Inthe Bruja's entertainment banks, the Terran discovered, among other things, recordings of
long-ago Earth radio and television broadcasts, recaptured when humanity's expansion had outraced the
gpeed of light. FHoyt found them engrossing, if frequently incomprehensible. Fibber M cGee's closet made
him howl with delight, though, while origina footage (that incredibly outdated word!) of early space
exploration stirred him in spite of Earthservice indoctrination.

He discovered recordings of acontemporary series, an extremely popular program called
"Doomsday." To hisamazement, it concentrated solely on disasters of planetary dimensions. Worldwide
deluges, complete socid breakdown, and global quakes were among the things relentlesdy catal ogued
and rated for destruction and misery.

When he mentioned it to Alacrity, the breakabout's voice became brittle with animogty. "Y eah, if
some poor bastard's home's been hit by an asteroid thirty kilometerswide, you can bet therell be aghoul
from 'Doomsday’ on the scene, sticking apickup in hisface and saying, 'How do you fedl a thismoment,
gr? Some places, they run that show al day and al night, the All-Doomsday Channd. Mysdlf, | can't
gomechit.”

Neither could Floyt. He dismissed the program as amentd disorder.

He cameto like the Bruja's highly spiced food, and the flow-flows didn't recur. He spent hours
garing at the Inheritor's belt and wondering what was to come. He had severa bouts of homesickness,
athough his conditioning helped alittle against that. In due course, Capitan VVademar cut out the
Breakers. The ship wasin Epiphany's sdlar system.

The Bruja's PA system struck up "El Desembarque,” as the two companions made their way to her
main lock with their baggage. Except in the broad sense, the vessel wasn't anywhere near Epiphany. By
law, outsystem craft were required to stop at Paladium, the system's heavily fortified third planet. When
the pair passed the big viewport blister near the airlock, the Earther stopped dead. Alacrity nearly trod
his heels before he, too, saw that the scene was worth alook.

Pdladium was aglowing, red-gold, clouded-ball. But even more august were the aircraft lying close
by the Bruja.



Outsystem traffic was confined to atight holding area, with the mgority of the planet's weaponry
concentrated on it. But even that rigidly defined volume of space was so large that vesselswererarely
within visua range of one another. However, FHoyt and Alacrity could see no less than four gargantuan
gtarships from where they stood.

The breakabout cursed softly. Bruja crewmen were crowding to get alook too. Three colossal
dreadnaughts, like gleaming scarab beetles, floated more or less at ret, relative to the freighter. They
were quilled and stubbled with wegpons and the vibrissae of detection and commo gear. The ships struck
Hoyt asominous and invulnerable.

The battlewagons were ranged around the fourth ship, though, and it was that one that redly arrested
the attention of the onlookers. At some six kilometersin length, she was an incredible Faberge egg of a
vessd, dwarfing the warships.

"That'sthe King's Ransom, Governor Redlock's flagship,” Juan-Feng piped up. Foyt recdled that
Redlock was Weir's grandnephew by his only marriage. Weir himsalf had died without issue. Redlock
had served the old man as amilitary commander and political counsglor sincefirst coming into manhood.
Weir had apparently been very fond of him.

"The other three are ships of the Severeemish Navy," Duarte added.

"It looks like some kind of standoff,” Floyt said. He wondered in darm if they'd wandered into the
opening engagement of awar. From what his briefing file had said, the Severeemish were the most
militaristic of the governments that had been obliged to acknowledge alegiance to Weir. They were dso
eadly provoked, and since Weir's death, the Severeemish had been restive.

"No standoff,” Ortega opined. "King's Ransom may look like afat target, but from what I've heard,
she could have three battlewagons for alight snack.”

"Still, I wouldn't want to be within acouple of AUsIf they started spitting at each other,” Alacrity
declared. "What're we doing here?’

"QOrdersfrom Palladium Control, right after we came out of Hawking. Wereto transfer you directly
to King's Ransom. It ssemsthe governor's giving you alift to Epiphany, persondly.”

Ortegagrinned at their expressions. "Now, now, don't look so pae, my friends. Remember, they've
declared High Truce, at least until Director Weir'swill had been read.”

Therewas no point in objecting; Bruja warped for the avesome flagship. Closer in, they could make
out weaponry and other equipment among the vessel's overdone ornamenta splendor. There were aso
environmental enclosures, immense ones, containing not just aeroponics and hydroponics, but parks,
groves of trees, and what appeared to be open bodies of water. Then the King's Ransom filled the
blister. Juan-Feng, nervous, urged the two passengersto the lock.

Freighter mated to flagship, and thelock cycled. The Bruja's captain and hisfirst mate arrived,
digtracting Floyt for amoment. He started when he saw the ranks of men waiting in the open lock.

"Cdedtids," someone murmured. "The governor'sdlite.”

The Celestidswere of atype, dl taler than Alacrity, muscular, but lean and fit. They wore blue-black
uniforms with embroidered nine-pointed silver stars on each shoulder. They were hard-eyed and looked
quietly sure of themsdves.

A Mgor of Ceestids stepped forward, saluting precisely. "Governor Redlock and Queen Dorraine
request the pleasure of the company of Citizen Floyt of Terra"

That, he'd addressed to Floyt, having seen the Inheritor's belt. The mgjor carried an ornate,
instrumented baton capped with aWinged Victory figurine. He passed the baton close to Floyt's belt.
Neither of the two travelers saw any blinking lights or heard any buzzing, but the mgor appeared
stisfied.



Turning to Alacrity, hewent on, "And you, Sr, are—"
"The namées Arturo Fernkiss," Alacrity said, adopting an dias by reflex.

Themgor did not quite smile. "l was about to say, Master Fitzhugh, that you are invited aswdll, of
course.”

Floyt was patting his pocket. "I have my identification here, somewhere ... " Herecaled that it wasin
the leg pouch, and began to go down on one kneeto retrieveit.

"That won't be necessary, Citizen Floyt," the mgor said.

"If you'll be kind enough to let my men assst you with your baggege, I'll escort you both to His
Excdlency.”

To Hoyt, thetota absence of other formalities involving documents and 1D was shocking. That just
didn't fed natura to aman who'd grown up under the Earthservice.

Two Cdedtidsfdl out to take the luggage. Vademar nervoudy handed the Webley and the Captain's
Sidearm to the mgjor and about-faced. It seemed that the capitan couldn't get outsystem fast enough.

In seconds, Foyt and Alacrity were whisked into King's Ransom on alow, slent passageway tram.
The ship's gravity matched that of Epiphany, so closeto Terran asto make no difference, and dightly
lighter than Bruja's had been. The two watched as men and women wearing uniforms of Celestiass, crew,
officers, marines, strike wing, and civilian specidties passed in both directions. They had blurred glimpses
into passageways and compartments, enough to know that the vessel was a posh little world, but a
sngularly well-defended one. Thetram did to astop, and the Celetial's once again formed up as honor
guard.

A massive dloy plug of ahatch made a sound like apopping kissand rolled asde. Alacrity and Floyt
were ushered into aformal reception chamber four times the size of the Bruja's number-one cargo hold.
The mgjor announced them.

Governor Redlock had been born on the wrong side of the blanket, but that hadn't kept him from
winning ahigh placein Director Weir's reslm. He was only a hand's breadith taller than Floyt, but sturdy
as astone monolith. His namesake topknot was bright scarlet peppered with gray. He was light
complexioned, but had seen decades of weathering. He had alumpy pug nose and shrewd blue-green
eyes.

Redlock wore adress uniform of Celestids and an Inheritor's belt, with only one other decoration: a
crescent-shaped gorget with nine different sunburst designs picked out in luminous jewels on black
enamd. One design wasthat of abinary star system. All of them were under his governance.

Jugt then his attention was e sewhere. "That's Redlock," Floyt murmured to Alacrity. "He hasthe High
Judice"

"Well whatever you do, don't cross him," the breakabout murmured back. "He could make us dead a
lot faster than anything you could put in a styrette.”

Queen Dorraine of Agora, aplanet settled early in the human expansion to the stars, wastdler than
her hushand. Her skin was a creamy brown; her hair fell in amidnight cascade, glossy, waist length,
crowned with adiadem of woven, radiant filaments. Redlock's wife was lissome, her eyesa shining
amber brown. Alacrity and Floyt found themsalves staring at her superlative face.

Her gown swept the carpet and might have been crocheted from minute beads of light the color of her
eyes. Shetoo wore an Inheritor's belt. Floyt was especially taken with her, having done some research
onthe Agoranroyd line.

A third party was there, astately-looking man resembling Dorrainein height and grace, skin and
features. He was clean-shaven, like the governor, his black hair showed some gray.

"Wecome, Citizen Floyt, Master Fitzhugh!" Dorraine bade in amelodious contrdto. "1 am Dorraine



of Agora. My husband, Governor Redlock; my father, First Councillor Ingt.”

The governor barely acknowledged their presence; Ingt favored them with a polite inclination of the
head. Even Alacrity had the sense to bow. But the three nobles aready had returned their attention to a
projection stage, where two commo images waited to continue an interrupted conversation.

"Severeemish,” FHoyt whispered from the corner of hismouth.

"Ugly, aren't they?" Alacrity observed, studying the hologram. " Got themselves a lifetime supply of
ugly, I'dsay."

"Asyou can see, Minister Seven Wars, Generd Sortie-Wolf," Redlock was saying to the
Severeamish, "other guests have arrived to accept our hospitality. We extend it to you aswell."

The Severeemish scowled at the two travelers. Their race had branched away from mainstream
humanity through genetic engineering and selective breeding. The minister and the general were some 210
centimeterstal, with hulking physiques and bull-like, corded necks bulging their uniform stocks. Their
heads were long and seemed top-heavy, their leathery skin very ruddy. Severeemish, if thesetwo werea
fair sample, had dark, close-set eyes protected by thick ridges of bone. They had long brawny arms, and
their powerful hands were equipped with nailslike glittering daggers. They wore austere uniforms under
garick coatsthat emphasized their breadth. Severeemish hair was like white stedl woal.

"We are not here as Inheritors," the minister said. "My son and | are here to see that our Observances
and Usages are upheld. When Weir accepted the fedty of the Severeemish, he accepted that stipulation.
The obligation falsto his successors.”

"Why should we not travel in our own ships?' the generd added. "What does it matter to usthat you
invite two vagabonds to voyage with you?'

Floyt made awry face at that; Alacrity ground histeeth audibly. Being used is becoming a way of
life, he reflected.

Thefirs Severeemish went on, "There can be no—"

"Welr the Defender stipulated nothing about allowing Severeemish vessals of war to gpproach
Epiphany, Minigter,” Redlock brokein. "And you and the generd are Inheritors, no matter in what other
capacity you come. Now: you may bring aretinue of reasonable size to Frostpile, of course. Y ou may
travel there by shuttleif you choose, though my flagship will be far quicker and more comfortable.”

Histone took on a calculated edge. "But no warships except our own go near Epiphany; that has
always been the rule. If you wish to contest the point, perhaps you'd care to bring the | gnipotent
adongsdethe King's Ransom and exchange broadsides.”

The burly images stared & him for long seconds. Then the minister sneered. "Thisisatransparent
effort to kegp usfrom seeing to it Weir's Inheritors live by hisword. But you will, in every particular,
mark that well! The Usages of the Severeemish will be honored. My son and | will transfer inboard the
King's Ransom immediately, long with our party.”

Redlock would have spoken, but Dorraine took his hand and purred to the images, "We look
forward to the pleasure of your company, Minister Seven Wars."
"Andif you believethat ... " Alacrity muttered to Floyt as the Severeemish evaporated.

Armsopen, Dorraine floated toward her two guests like Beauty's own embodiment. "Inheritor Foyt,
Masgter Fitzhugh! We were worried about you; you're the last to arrive.”

They found themselves acting chivarous, Suttering their thanks, she had that effect, they would learn,
on amost everyone. Redlock's expression, though, indicated that they were more nuisance than guests.
Floyt neverthelessfound himsdlf glad that their appearance had been of help to the queen. Alacrity was
additionally glad that they wouldn't be stuck on one of the undoubtedly less luxurious military shuttles.

Inst descended to exchange pleasantries with the two, as cordial and well-spoken as his daughter.



But after afew minutes Redlock strode from the compartment, proclaiming brusquely, "We boost as
soon as those two brutes are inboard. One hour to Epiphany. Well shuttle down to Frostpile in the Blue
Pearl "

Dorraine made exceedingly polite excuses and departed too, aong with her father the First
Councillor. Left to hisown devices, Alacrity assaulted the comestibles dispenser right away in order to
get ahead start on the next severa meals.

Floyt paced the cavernous compartment, studying its hangings, stellar charts, neorepresentationa
paintings, and furnishings, which looked as beautiful and fragile as Tiffany glass, but felt indestructible and
immovable. A scandaloudy sybaritic head adjoined the compartment.

Neither man was surprised when they found that the hatch to the passageway had been secured from
the outside.

Floyt tried to coax Sheherazade from the entertainment system, deeming it the appropriate
background music for King's Ransom. But, unable to find the piece, he settled for some Dixidland.
Alacrity had no objections.

Floyt located a control that opened the inner and outer armored panels and exposed ayawning
convex of viewport. He got himsalf asnifter of brandy and ascended to the observation pulpit there.

Alacrity trailed aong, bringing an outlandish sandwich and amug resembling a cuspidor with ahandle
onit, rich brown foam running down its Sde. "' So he's agovernor and she's aqueen, but he hasthe fina
say, Ho?'

Palladium dwindled behind them; aswith Mindframe and Bruja, there was no sensation of
movement as King's Ransom boosted for Epiphany.

"Dorraineis queen of Agora. But Agoraisjust one of the planets under Redlock's governance. You
caught the nine-starburst designs? For the nine systems he rules?”

"Ung-hng," Alacrity responded from the depths of the cuspidor. Then, "But what're those goons so
worked up about? The Severeemish? Y ou're the one who's been doing al the research; ¢'mon, show off
alittlehere”

Floyt had parts of the story from the briefing file, the Bruja's info banks, and some of hisown
genedogicd sudies.

"The emigrantsto Agoraleft Earth in ahibernation ship; thiswas right after the Solar Court outlawed
generation ships™”

Alacrity forced the food around in his mouth and cheeksin order to get out " Outlawed?"

"They deprived 'caretaker' descendants of their fundamenta rights of choice. If we start digressing
now, it'll take alot more than an hour,” Foyt said, peering forward in hopes of spying Epiphany.

Alacrity motioned him to continue, spilling bits of meat paste and vegetable and splatters of
condiments. Floyt felt stately and sage, there in the lap of the universe. He inhaed the brandy and stared
out into space.

"Well, the colonists had been thoroughly screened—and in those days, that meant exhaudtively,
including medica histories and heritages of the nth generation.

"But the biota on the planet they wanted to colonize, Agora, had arude surprise for them: awhole
new range of alergensthat produced reactionsin people who'd never had any before.”

"The answer to that isjust to kegp on moving, rig," Alacrity managed around the last of his sandwich.

"Couldn't. They couldn't even hang in orbit at that point; amafunction or something. Practicaly
everyone was subject to severe dlergic reactions, and the fatalities began at once. And because of the
ship's mafunction, their medical resources were very limited.”



Alacrity didn't have to be told what a disaster FHooyt wastalking about, and what a hellish situation it
must've been as colonists were felled by acute asthmaand rhinitis, anagphylaxis and the like. "But what
about Dorraine?"

"It turned out that afew colonists and crew had no dlergic reaction of any kind. All that screening had
turned up peopleimmune even to Agoras dlergens, something to do with immunoglobulin production, |
think."

And the thymus and dendritic cells, Alacrity suspected, but it was Floyt's show, and he waited to
hear more.

"They were the only oneswho wereredly functiond, and they ended up keeping the colony from
faling gpart. They ran things”

"Under those circumstances, they probably had to do alot of the scut work too,” Alacrity put in.

"l don't doubt it. At any rate, soon there was afaction favoring an attempt to repair the ship and leave

Agora The colony split wide open, and the bailout faction left under the leadership of one Beltran
Severeem.”

Alacrity mouthed, O-ho!

Floyt nodded. "That's right, the founding fiend. Only, none of the immunes went along with him. And
when he and his people got to the planet they'd picked, Desideratum (and they only madeit by the skin
of their teeth), they found out that nature or the Precursors had played a stupendous prank on them—the
biota of Desideratum were derivatives or forerunners of those on Agora.”

Alacrity blew his breath out sllently. Floyt continued, " Severeem and his followers dug in and survived
somehow becauseit was either that or die; the ship wasfinished."

"That's been known to work wonders for personnd motivation,” Alacrity mused, gazing out & The
Strewn.

"Meantime, back on Agora, Dorraing's ancestors naturally got to bein charge, and naturdly
interbred. It didn't cause too many problems, even though the gene pool was smdl; most of the
undesirable recessives had been screened out of the colonists. Their children inherited immunity to
Agorasadlergens, and theimmunity got to be synonymous with nobility."

"S0 her family'sthat intermarried, huh?'

"Most of the origina blood's mixed now," Floyt replied. "Dorraing's the last of the purebred. And
Ingt, of course.”

"Y eah, well, Redlock doesn't strike me asthe type to give adamn whether hiskids nosesrun or not.”

"Same here. Now, afew generations down the road, Agoragot to the point where it could launch its
own star-ships, one to Earth and one to Desideratum, with which thereld been very sporadic, garbled
communication. Areyou sill with me?!

"Let'erjet.”

"The Severeemish werein rough shape, awarliketribal society, most of itstechnology lost. They'd

learned to cope with the allergens and IgE antibodies, using dilators and antihistamines, antishock agents
and vaccines. Immunizing trestment had become part of their religion.

"The Agorans hel ped the Severeemish; the roya family'simmunities practicaly had the Severeemish
worshiping them.”

"Oh yeah?Wdl if you ask me, those goonsd still probably kill somebody just tofill up alull inthe
conversation.”

Then: "So Dorraine's been the fair-haired princess to them. But Redlock—"
"No, no! | ill haven't gotten to the part about the war."



"Listen, we haven't got dl day, y'’know." Halidome, Epiphany's star, had grown appreciably brighter
and did acrossthe great shield of the viewport asthey talked.

"Tch! Keep your daintieson, rig! Some bunch of ravaging Visigothsinvaded Agoraand took over
when Dorraine was gtill achild. Thewholeroyd family waskilled, except for Ingt and his daughter.

"He got her away in disguise, but they were rounded up and imprisoned. They spent yearstogether in
asuccession of concentration camps on severa planets, under assumed names.”

"Those two?" Alacrity marveled. "They must be alot harder than they look."

"I'd say s0. Somehow they kept each other dive through starvation, forced labor, bestings, and
liquidations. And, | suppose, when Dorraine was older ... other things. Until one day when they woke up
and the sky wasfull of Redlock's ships.

"Ingt identified himself and proved hisclam. The Agoranswere il fiercely loya to their condtitutiona
monarchy. Since Ingt had only been roya consort, he wasn't in the line of succession. Redlock set
Dorraine on the throne and made Inst regent.

"Agoraswore dlegiance to Welr through Redlock. Dorraine's rule has been the most popular in about
ahundred years and Agoras abulwark of Weir'srelm. Oh, and of course, Redlock married Dorraine.”

"Of course. Do we get to the part about the Severeemish being a bunch of soreheads anytime soon?”

"Go pissin asocket! By that time the Severeemish were a confederacy of three planets, and they'd
built themsavesinto aformidable military power. They saw their chanceto do alittle land grabbing in
Agoras system during the Agoran subjugation, but it led to war once Redlock was on the scene.”

"Good old Redlock. | heard something about this. The Severeemish fought Weir to astanddtill, right?”

"| supposethat's fair enough to say, but it cost them terribly. They'd already sworn never to
surrender. To save them face, they were allowed to vow fedty through Dorraine. They sill remembered
their debt to her ancestors.”

"Their memorieswere set on sdective."
"Uh-huh. The Severeemish Confederacy became a sort of client ate.”
"Not bad. Economicd."

"Waeir's speciaty. And in return, Weir promised to abide by their Observances and Usages, and all
the protocolsthat go with them. 1t'll probably make hisfunerd quite ashindig.”

"But why do they want trouble? At least, that's how | read them.”

"They're nothing if not stiff-necked. | suppose they'd love achanceto get out of their oath, now that
they've rebuilt their military. But they're too scrupul ous about their oathsto just renege on one. Too
feuda, too militaritic; it would rock their whole socid structure. So they'retrying to provoke arift.”

They watched the starscape swing by. Alacrity discovered how to get the dispenser to cough up an
extraordinary Epiphanian champagne; Floyt sampled it with delight. All too soon, by Foyt's reckoning,
the mgjor of Celestids gppeared to show them to the flight deck, and the Blue Pearl.

CHAPTER 10—MIXERS

The Blue Pear| resembled exactly that, abal some forty metersin diameter, made of smoky blue
glasswith asilvery reflectivenesstoiit.

The companions had long since stopped worrying about guns and luggage. The High Truce declared
for Weir'sfunerd was dl-encompassng. Celestids, looking like so many lethd orchestra conductors,
waved weapons-detection wands around them before they boarded.

Power source and crew, detectors and weaponry and other machinery were tucked out of sight in



the Pearl's bottom. There were terraced decks and lush foliage in well-anchored planters; there were
deep carpets and alive string quartet of females dressed in classic black gowns and wearing bluish
cultured pearls. There was a catering board tended by nubile young women. There were aso handsome
young men among the staff, but the breakabout only noticed the ones who were carrying drink trays.

"Oboy! D'you think afeature spread on thisthing would go under ‘Modern Spacecraft,” Opulent
Lifestyles,' or 'Outdoor Living?" He plucked atangerindike fruit from atree and looked around in
excitement.

"Relax, Fitzhugh," Hoyt advised.

Dorraine and Redlock were present, in conversation with the two Severeemish. The queen had
gpparently achieved the incredible—she had charmed the minister and the general into something
resembling civility. Redlock turned awarning eye toward the Terran and the breakabout.

"l don't think he's dying to get to know usright now, Ho."
"I'd say you made agood cal. Come; I'll buy you adrink.”

Lesser personages floated about, crew and civilians, and anumber of Celestials, though no one but
Dorraine and Redlock, Seven Wars and Sortie-Wolf and Floyt wore an Inheritor's belt.

Alacrity made el aborate overtures to the bartender, who bore it with the good grace necessary to her
cdling. But hiswide, tawny eyesroved the Blue Pearl, weighing, assessing. He and Hobart joined the
othersin exclaming asthe craft moved off the flight deck and Epiphany loomed near.

The planet was mottled in greens, grays, and browns, aswirl with blue-white clouds. It rolled under
them asthe Pear| descended.

Alacrity noticed two more Severeemish off to one Sde. The bartender told him that these were
Corporeals, members of aspecial corps of bodyguards and shock troops. The Corporeas and the lithe,
dangerous Celegtids eyed one another with relaxed, chilly calculation. The breakabout wasn't sure where
held put hismoney if it cameto afight.

Theflight to Epiphany took them on along, curved coursein order to show off some of the most
spectacular scenery on the planet. Floyt found it extremely novel to hear conversation, laughter, and the
glancing of bottles and drinking vessels asthe Blue Pear| flashed dong high over Epiphany.

They saw sheer, razorback mountains thick with undergrowth and cloud forests, enclosing
inaccessibleripples of valley. They hurtled over swvamps and tangled jungle, lava-lakes and geysers,
snarled rivers, and an archipelago like a necklace out of heaven'slapidary. They gazed down on angry
seas, and snow-crowned peaks that topped 14,000 meters. Floyt's determined loyalty to Terras beauty
was severely tested.

Frostpile was an assemblage of formsthat shouldn't have coexisted in such harmony but did. The
effect was one of acity of intagliated crystd. It rosein twisted spirdslike unicorn horns, and turrets
resembling rampant hooded cobras; towersthat put FHoyt in mind of toadstools; finids; fans; pinions.
There were grand esplanades and arcing fountains.

Frostpile had projections like battering rams and subsections that might have been tethered dirigibles;
Spidery bridges and lacy miradors. All of it wasflawlesdy integrated, and there was an gpparent
weightlessnessto it. Therewasagood ded of sky traffic: touring hansoms, troop carriers, patrolling
ar-cutters, a hover phaeton, and individualsin grav-harness.

Alacrity picked out fortifications, and plenty of them. Frostpile was one sugar candy that no one was
going to swalow at agulp.

The Blue Pear| landed on top of acentra tower, itsroof more than a quarter kilometer on each side.
No sooner had the ship touched down than Weir household troops, the renowned Invincibles, formed
up. Liveried servants and porter automata and under-seneschal s swarmed forth.



Floyt and Alacrity, among the last to disembark, found themsalves on an acre or so of midnight-black
carpet worked in gold thread with the Weir coat of arms, whose most prominent device was a broken
davecallar.

Dorraine, the governor, Ingt, and the Severeemish were the center of the attention of the massed
household personnd, and the warm, tangy afternoon air wasfilled with martial music. Floyt saw that
Alacrity was watching him expectantly. Then the Terran redlized that the Inheritor's belt wasther only
credentia. It made Floyt fed that much more estranged from Terraand resentful of Bear, if not
Earthservice, conditioning or no. Hetried to put it out of hismind; it could only mean trouble at his
debriefing.

The breakabout guessed what was running through Foyt's mind. He patted the Earther's shoulder.
"Just don't pick up any good habits, Ho, and you'll do fine."

An assistant under-senescha found them and festooned their bags about an autoporter. At his
invitation, they seated themselves on jumpseets that folded down from the machines sides. The man
ingtructed it, and the robot hummed off toward their quarters. Everyone ese there ignored their
departure.

The porter floated down along ramp within the tower, the winding descent leading it into aside

corridor. The place was built on ascale suitable to titans. Walls, floor, and cellings were smooth and
trand ucently bone-white. There was congtant, bustling traffic.

They were hated once, at ajunction checkpoint where Invincibles scanned for weapons. When
they'd resumed their way, Floyt glanced out an observation deck window and saw that they were headed
for one of the captive dirigibles.

The under-seneschd brought them to a suite on the upper sweep of the form, well away from the
central Structures of Frostpile. Itsfront door, acluster of curved, overlapping surfaces, didn't smply
swing or dide out of the way; to Floyt's astonishment, it blossomed open.

They stepped through into a spacious living-receiving room. Half the room lay under abroad shield of
skylight that gave them an enviable view of Weir's stronghold. The suite was decorated in the sumptuous,
excessive New Elegance style originated on Laissez Faire. The deep pile of the aquamarine carpet
brushed their ankles. From the lighting tendrils drifting overhead to the floor's texture and temperature
contrals, the suite was obediently, indulgently, exhaudtively luxurious.

Floyt wandered out into it, mesmerized by the beauties of form, space, light, and scent. Alacrity cut
short the under-seneschd's explanation of the suite's environmental system, service, and commo
arrangements, and the layout of Frogt-pile.

Departing, the man told them, " There's an orientation program available from the communications
termindl. It explainsthe behaviord congtraints now inforce." Heleft in haste; other, important, guests
were to be seen to. The two visitors had barely begun sorting themsel ves out when the door flowered
open again and awoman strode exuberantly—very nearly bounced—into the suite.

She scarcely topped 150 centimeters, plump and round-cheeked with ahao of tight brown curlsand
cheery eyesthe same color. Over alight blouse she wore aloose one-piece garment that reminded Floyt
of rompers. Altogether, she put himin mind of avery animated child.

"Welcometo Riffraff Alley." She beamed at them. "I'm Sintilla."

Alacrity found himsdlf grinning back at her while Floyt made the introductions. "Riffraff Alley?' the
breakabout echoed.

"That'smy namefor it." Shewaved ahand to include the dirigiblein generd. "Old Grandam Tigo
stuck al of her least welcome guests out here.”

"Wer'ssiger, right?' Alacrity asked. "Chief executrix and dl that?"
Sintillanodded.



"If thisisexile, I'll endureit somehow," Foyt alowed.

Sintillasmiled again. "Oh, it's passable, but you should see how the gentry in the core digtrictslive.”
She eyed the Terran speculatively. "So, &t last | get to meet the mystery man from Earth.”

"What'sthat mean?' Alacrity pounced, natural and programmed suspicionsflaring.

She scrunched her nose a him merrily. "1 might aswell confessright now: I'm ajourndigt. I'm hereto
cover thefunerd rites, but thered be plenty of interest in astory about anative Terran. A lot of people
are curious about Hobart. But Tigjo isn't one of them; she'sjust plain piqued.”

"At me?' Floyt cried. "Whatever for?'

"At her brother, too—except that shed never admit it—for adding you to hiswill at the last minute
without consulting her. That's why you two are here with the rest of us undesirables.”

"Suitsme" Alacrity huffed.
"At any rate, werre not interested in being interviewed, thank you," FHoyt told her.

"Now, wait! Thererethings| can do for you too, y'know. I'm conversant with most of the who, whet,
and why around here."

"S0?" Alacrity was attempting to adjust his proteusto Frostpil€'s system, without much luck.

"I canfill youin on things. For sarters, you might aswell not bother trying to patch into the commo
systemswith your own equipment.”

Alacrity stopped fiddling. "What're they, dl on-line encrypted?”

She shrugged. "Not my line of work. All | know is, if you want a comset that works, you haveto use
one of theirs. Accessors, proteuses, interfacers—they're not much use on Epiphany.”

"That ssems unduly redtrictive," opined Foyt, who was once again beginning to miss his accessor,
"even for security's sake."

"Anyway, that's something we would've found out for ourselves,” Alacrity pointed out.

Sintillagave him alook of clownish pity. "Y eah, and you can screen the protocol orientations, but
that'sjust not the same as having a pa who knowsthe ropes, isit? Look, | don't want to grill you guys, |
just want to see how things go for you here, same asfor al the others."

In spite of the Earthservice warning against unnecessary fraternization, FHoyt could see where
knowledgeable advice might be of great help to hismission; even Alacrity seemed abit out of hisleague
in Frodpile.

"Very wel," hesad, surprised to find himsdaf making decisions. Alacrity withheld any objection; her
story would be easy enough to check out, and in any case, he had no intention of trusting her or anyone
else. Besides, he was prone to sympathy for afellow underdog.

"Jubilation!" she laughed, clapping her hands. "Did anybody offer to show you around Frostpile? No?
Wl then, I'll doit, unlessyou'retoo tired."

They were both restive from shipboard confinement. Sintilla summoned a corridor tram, and they
were off, descending into the main part of the stronghold.

The corridors teemed with robotry and automata, Invincibles and other household members. The
Weir guardsmen were a more heterogeneous group than Redlock's Celestials or the Corporedls of the
Severeemish. A good many older men and women wore the heavily braided and decorated red and gold
uniforms; Sintillaexplained that many had been Invinciblesdl their adult lives. More than half were
liberated daves; dl were ungparingly loyd to the Weir family.

Floyt was fascinated with the variety in dress and appearance of those traveling the corridors afoot
and on trams. He saw one young woman in a glittering outfit like amatador's suit of lights; shelooked like
some sort of royaty.



"Food technician,” Sintillaexplained when he asked.

Thejournalist pointed out assorted places and things of interest or importance and filled them in on
the history of the place. Origindly, Tigjo had planned to select one of severa high-flown namesfor the
Weir seat of power. But during the construction, her brother had, with typical lack of reverence, taken to
caling it Frogtpile. The name had caught on, and to Tigjo's consternation, she had never been ableto

didodgeit.
"IsWaeir laid out in state?" Alacrity asked. He had no ideawhat the local custom was.

"Uh-huh, in the family complex,” Sintilla supplied. "But no outsderswill be permitted until the ending
Threetimes Invincibles a security checkpoints flagged them down for quick, courteous but thorough
detector searches. And, detectors swiveling, floating surveillance drones drifted aong the corridors.

"What're they afraid of 7" Alacrity wondered aloud.

"That somebody'll violatethe High Truce" Sintillasaid. "That'swhy Tigo wouldn't let any of the
Inheritors or guests bring along a big retinue or entourage. Only one or two companions apiece, like
Hobart."

"Or the Severeemish, with those Corporeds,” Floyt mulled.

"Dont the privileged classes misstheir concubines and nannies and hiney wipers?' Alacrity wondered.
"Frostpile can provide any and al on request.” Sintillagiggled. "Every one of 'em loyd to Tigo."

"And so dl thevigtorsare on afairly equa footing, regardless of rank," FHoyt redized.

Thelittle journdist nodded. "There are plenty of grudges and feuds among the various parties.
Everybody's sdivating for hisdice of the Welr fortune and redlm, too. Not to mention the trouble you're
bound to run into anytime amixed crowd like this one gets together. It'sagood idea not to discuss
religion or politics”

"Or higtory or art," Alacrity added.

"Or sports or sexua credos,” Floyt contributed. He wondered if the Invincibles were also keeping
their eyes open for stray medical styrettes.

"Actudly, the guards are trying to be very discreet about dl this searching,” Sintillatold them. "When
the Daimyo of Shurutzu arrived, the Invincibles scanned his baggage and got a strong reading. Turned out
he'd packed along afavorite biosynergic, um, ‘'marital aid.' Impressive, but not lethd. Anyway, wasn't
there aflap about that! Now the guards are being more circumspect.”

They arrived at the Hall of Remembrances and dismounted. The place was crammed with
memorabilia collected during Weir'slong, eventful life. Just within the entrance was the flying thronein
which held been stting when held died, out in the meadow beyond Frostpile. Rows of shining exhibition
cases, display cabinets, and shelves were lined with wegpons, trophies of war, and ceremonid artifacts
and dlothing.

The place was nearly amaze, with orientation supplied by floating holos and illuminated floor strips.
With ajaunty stride, Sintillaled them into it, caling back, "Thisis one of my favorite placesin Frogtpile.”

There were personal keepsakes and lavish gifts of state. The precious items—scepters, crowns and
diadems, jeweled gtaffs and batons, and smilar symbols of Weir's accumulated titles and ranks—were
arrayed in specia security cases, monitored by elaborate darm systems and closely watched by
sharp-eyed Invincibles.

Less grandiose items were shown aswell. Among these was the origina hard copy of the famous
message from the Srillan admird, Maska. Welr had attempted to expand into Srillan territorieswhile the
aardvarklike adienswere occupied € sewhere. Maska, then Srillas youngest flag-rank officer, had
somehow managed to bluff his other enemies and throw together a huge armadawith which to confront



Wair.

Maska had made it apoint to broadcast his message in cleartext. Floyt now bent down to read the
hard copy.

SR

UNLESS YOU AND YOUR FORCESWITHDRAW IMMEDIATELY UPON
RECEIPT OF THISCOMMUNICATION, | SHALL CERTAINLY KICK YOUR
ASSALL OVER SEVERAL CONSTELLATIONS.

Weir had indeed withdrawn, one of hisfew reversals. He and Maska had later become friends. The
Earther scowled at the reference to the beings who'd done so much damage to his homeworld.

"DameTigo st dl thisup,” Sintillacommented asthey strolled adong the glowing guidance strip on
thefloor. "The old man was never much for parading his accomplishments.”

They stopped by another case. On black velvet rested a crude-looking little handgun. Alacrity could
see at aglancetha its primitive sights weren't very accurate. It lacked safety, trigger guard, and
adjustment controls of any kind.

The placard next to it gleamed:

THE EMANCIPATOR PISTOL. THISMASS-PRODUCED WEAPON WAS
AIRDROPPED IN GREAT NUMBERS THROUGHOUT THE GRAND
PRESIDIUM BY THE OPPOSITION LEAGUE INTELLIGENCE CORPS FOR
USEBY REVOLUTIONARY GROUPS AND SYMPATHIZERS. THIS
PARTICULAR UNIT ISTHAT FOUND BY CASPAHR WEIR AT (STANDARD)
AGE SXTEEN YEARS.

"Never saw one before," Alacrity commented as they gazed down, faces reflected like ghostsin the
crysta pane.
"The Opposition League seeded them on lots of planets, with instruction-beads. Weir found one early

on.
Floyt listened to her then regarded the Emancipator dubioudy. "1t doesn't look very impressive.”
"It was one-shot, short-range,”" the little woman answered.

"And with it, Weir made hisfirs kill. See, the ideawas, you found one on the ground someplace,
stuck it in'your shirt, and waited. It wasfor killing asentry or whoever. Then you took his wegpons and
ammo and equipment.

"But thoselittle gizmos are built to takeit. Y ou can recharge them from aimaost any energy source.
The propulsion unit will shoot just about anything you can fit into the firing chamber: dugs, pebbles,
pdlets—practicaly anything."

Asthey moved on, Hoyt inquired, "How isit that you know so much about the Emancipator?’

"Welir told me."

They hdted. "You knew him?" Alacrity demanded. The peppy little extrovert in rompers didn't look
like the type to hobnob with interstellar rulers.

"Sort of. Helet meinterview him, from timeto time, the last few years. I'm the only correspondent
who's been permitted to cover the funerd, didn't you know?" She winked merrily. "It was Weir's Sated
wish, S0 there wasn't much Tigjo could do about it except stick me out in Riffraff Alley."



"Who're you working for?* Alacrity asked tersdly.
"Oh, | free-lance" sheinformed him brightly.

Foyt wasligening with only haf an ear, dill thinking about the Emancipator. Of the vast number
dropped, of the fraction of those found and the percentage of those actudly used, only one had fallen
into the hands of a Caspahr Weir. But that had been sufficient. The truth was more astounding than
anything in the penny dreadfuls

"What was helike, Weir?'

Sintillaturned to Floyt. Alacrity waited for the answer as she pondered for amoment. ™Y 'know,
Hobart, damn it, I've never been able to answer that onein afew words. If at al. A very complex man
who dways made smplicity work for him. Lots of inner conflicts, but agreat sense of humor. Everything
they called himwas at least alittle bit true: savior and opportunis, ruthless and compassionate. See what
I'm driving a?"

"I'll haveto think about it."

Much of Frostpile was closed in preparation for the various devotiona services and rites or off-limits
for security reasons.

"Whichistoo bad,” Sintillaremarked, "because the palace would actudly remind you of alively little
community. Therésthe Frostpile All VVolunteer Light Opera Company, and the Invincibles joints, likethe
Hazardous Duty Rathskeller, sports clubs—"

"What about gambling?' Alacrity was quick to inquire, with an avaricious gleam in hiseyes.
"Cribbage? Two-ups? Marbles?

She chuckled, "Uh-huh! Also dice, egg jousting, and, | suppose, pillow fights. But you might aswell
forget 'em; Tigjo doesn't want guests mingling with the hired help.”

Alacrity'sfacefdl.

Floyt tut-tutted. "Oh, cheer up; you can dways cheat yoursdlf a solitaire.”

"It's not the same thing, Ho."

Sintilla, who appeared to be on familiar termswith many of the peoplein the place, led thetwo to a
high tower shaped like ashark'sfin. They found an empty exedra, and the woman showed no hesitation
in ordering refreshments.

They looked out over the palace stronghold. Frostpile was being readied for many diverse activities.
Complex, highly technica sporting apparatus was being tested; in an enormous open area, Invincibles
and Cdedtiasweredrilling. In another-Floyt couldn't tell what was going on there.

"They're gearing up for the Hunt,” Sintillasaid.

"Hunt?" It was asport long unpracticed on Earth. "Disgusting. I'm surprised anyone would have
anything to dowithiit."

"Fine, because we're not going to," Alacrity put in. "Too many chancesfor, ah, mishgps.”

"Youll bethereif you want your inheritance, Hobart,” Sintillainformed him. "Those Severeemighll
make sure of that; even Tigjo won't crossthem.”

The two wasted afew secondsin protestation, then Sintilla e aborated. When Weir had accepted the
fealty of the Severeemish, held aso accepted the obligation to live up to their Observances and the
Usagesthereof. Most of those involved what amounted to lip service. Others, like those surrounding the
death of aliegelord, were different.

For the Inheritors, there must be proof of respect and custom, in the form of games, a Hunt, and the
drinking of something called the Thorn Cup. If Weir's successorsfailed to keep to that, the Severeemish
would have, by their lights, just cause to consider their obligations and fedlty at an end.



"And Redlock and Tigo can't afford that,” Sintillafinished. "The Severeemish aretoo valuable as
alies, and too dangerous as potentia enemies. Hobart will have to participate or be disinherited.”

"Dandy," Alacrity groaned. Down below, he could see preparations for the Hunt being made, where
sheld pointed them out. Invincibles were ingpecting wegpons, portable shooting blinds, vehiclesand
aircraft of assorted types, and hunting beasts.

"Wait aminute, Sintilla," Foyt began.

"Why don't you call me Tilla? Most people do.”

"Tilla, then. | haveto participate. Doesthat mean | don't necessarily have to win anything? Or kill
anything?'

She nodded perkily. "That'stheway | understand it.”

"Ligten, that's not so bad, Alacrity.” Certainly, it wasn't enough to interfere with his compelling urgeto
see hismission through.

Alacrity rubbed his chin. "What'sthis Thorn Cup?'

"Nothing, redly. And theréstheforma dinner tonight, but that's—"

"Nothing, redly,” Alacrity predicted. "How forma?'

"Totell you thetruth, it's an overdone get-acquainted bash. They won't go in for speeches or
anything, if that's what you're worried about. Or for lamentations and mourning, either; that's considered
bad taste. And, of course, the residents of Riffraff Alley will probably be thoroughly snubbed. Anyway,
weve got some time before then."

"For what, Tilla?' Hoyt wondered.

"This" She pulled off her expensivelittle proteus and set it for sound recording, placing it on the table
between them.

"Now, Hobart, what can you tell my readers about the decadent sexud practices of Old Terra?"

CHAPTER 11—HETERODYNING

When Sintillashowed up at their suiteto collect them for dinner, they werealittlelogy, having
transferred from Bruja's evening, viathe short voyage inboard King's Ransom, to the early afternoon of
Epiphany's twenty-hour day. A brief nap hadn't helped much.

Soon they had found themsalvesin early ev-ening again. The suite door bloomed for them, and they
went forth.

If Frostpile by day was an enchantment, by night it was very nearly overpowering. It glowed like
gauzy daylight, sending rainbow rays dancing and paiterning in the sky. Free-floating lightshapes—hoops
and polygons, globes and spirals—roamed, throwing bright, colorful rays. Other illuminations flared
throughout the place, things resembling gemstone candle flames, darting firewisps, and intricate whorls,
some were stationary in nooks or sconces, while others gave the impression of being capricioudy and
joyoudy dive. The great corridors radiated amilky luminescence.

The bouyant little fredancer literdly took them in hand, walking between the two asthey entered the
cyclopean dining hal.

The Inheritors were few, but there were hundreds of family friends, escorts, consorts, cohorts,
representatives, acquaintances, and observers. Asregarded attire, the gathering made the merriment at

the Sockwallet lashup drab by comparison. It resembled acombination Mardi Gras, costume ball, and
saurndia, in dressif not in behavior.

Though many were no taller than he himsalf, Floyt was again impressed with the extreme height so



common among non-Earthers. Even Alacrity wasfar from being a standout in that crowd.

One young couple apparently felt completely proper in the nude and depilated except for dramatized
brows and lashes, and emitting glowing auras, hein red and shein blue. Alacrity suspected that the
generators were hidden in their abundant jewelry.

A resident of Harvest Home lumbered by in his segmented, artificial cargpace. A Konigswold
grandee swaggered past, bereft of histraditional weapons harness for the duration of the High Truce.

Thanks to the Earthservice psychprop planners, though, Foyt drew attention from dl quarters. He
wore white tie and black tails, batwing collar, dancing pumps, starched shirt, vest, and pearl suds. He
also wore awatch chain, without awatch, but with hiswonderment for afob. His Inheritor's belt
somehow managed not to ook incongruous with hisformd attire. Floyt couldn't have been more afigure
out of legend if hed worn the Regalia of Pharaoh.

Alacrity somehow felt proud when he saw dl those O-shaped mouths aimed their way as he, Floyt,
and Sintillawound toward their table. The breskabout was wearing a dress shipsuit, atight-fitting
garment that made him look like ajetskate racer. Sintillawore ariotoudy multicolored variation on her
trademark rompers.

The hdl was alooming, endless-seeming place warmed by every manner of light effect: free-floating
and circulating, reflected and directed. They were of al colors, ranging from muted to dazzling. Alacrity
gpotted drones sailing lazily overhead, roving inconspicuoudly.

Tables and seating, eating and drinking utensils, and place settings had been paingtakingly arranged,
individualized for the outlandish assortment of guests. Some tables floated; one, for the Overseer of
Wayward, looked very much like awell-anchored trough. Around the room, semware glittered and
aloys shone; rich fabrics vouched for Tigo's hospitdity.

Gently luminescent seating holos hovered over the crowd, descending and risng in astately cycleto
indicate tables. Some of the tables had been congtructed for nonhuman diners, afew of whom werein
environmenta containers of varioustypes, their gathering at one particular table put Alacrity in mind of a
gpace station with wildly different vessels moored around it.

Floyt noticed thet, unlike the Bruja and the sealed habitats of Luna, Frostpile permitted smoking; a
bewildering intermixture of fumes drifted to him. Just then he was gpproached by a portly man with a
carefully tended white beard and an engaging smile. The man wore fine robes and a sort of surplice and
an Inheritor's belt. He offered his hand, Earth style.

"Citizen Floyt? I've been looking forward to making your acquaintance, sir! Allow meto introduce
m'self; Endwraithe, board member, Bank of Spica.”

Alacrity waswatching carefully. The Central Bank of Spicawas the closest thing humanity had to a
common banking house. Floyt's own travel voucher had been drawn againgt it, and its notes were the
most reliable medium of exchange there was. And here was one of its senior officers buttonholing
Functionary 3rd Class Hobart Floyt.

"Thisian't thetime or placefor it, but I'd just like to talk to you at some point in the near future. The
bank isawaysinterested in opportunities for proper placement of its venture capita, or in discussing
matters with a prospective mgor investor.”

The Earther sammered areply. The banker patted hisarm. "I'll be talking to you, m'boy." He
departed through the crowd.

Sintillasaid, "Hobart, | don't know if you redize this, but therere whole mercantile dynasties that'd
chearfully sacrifice tharr firgtborn for an offer like that.”

"l havent redly felt norma sincel climbed off that bicycle," FHoyt sghed. "Alacrity, what did you—"

But the breskabout wasn't listening. A woman was wending her way in their genera direction. Sintilla
followed Alacrity's gaze and clucked disgppointedly. "Is that your taste? An ice sculptor's wet dream?”



She looked to be about Alacrity's age. Certainly she was closeto his height, dim-waisted, with ample
breasts and hips. Weighty ringlets of chak-blond hair framed her face and tumbled around athlete's
shoulders.

She wore sandds of strung cornelian, their color matching her lips, and what looked like astrategic
black fog, which drifted in dow migration around her body without ever quite making complete
revelaions. Her skin was ataut, dmost gleaming white with little flesh tonetoit.

"Probably gene-engineered.” Sintilla humphed.

Alacrity, eyeing the woman's wide, mobile mouth, discovered that his own lips had parted. It took
him only an instant to conclude that her high-cheekboned face was perfect.

"Don't you ever think about anything but your libido?' Floyt reproved.
"I'm & that awkward stage: adulthood,” Alacrity threw back over his shoulder as he moved off to
intercept her.

Shetook in the working spacer's outfit, the wide, oblique eyesthat might dmost be an anima's, and
the wavy, slver-in-gray banner of hair. Her expression was al good-natured weariness, Oh, go ahead
and try, then, if you really must. All inthe midst of hisinfatuation, he wasirked.

Long-necked, she held her squarish chin low, so that her big hazel eyes gazed up a him through sooty
lashes.

"Issheredly?' Floyt asked Sintilla. "Gene-engineered, | mean.”

Thejourndist shrugged. "That's one rumor. She'sthe Nonpareil, Dincrist's daughter.” When she saw
the Terran's blank look, she amplified, "Another Inheritor, avery important man in interstellar shipping.
Sheshisonly child.”

Floyt plunged after his escort with afeeling of dread, drawing near just in time to hear him introduce
himsdlf.
"Good evening; my nameisAlacrity,” he said with alopsided fleer. "I'm with the athletic certification

board. When will it be convenient for meto try out your recreationa equipment?' He was counting on
theidiotic look to make it work.

Arriving a the breakabout's sde, Floyt smothered agroan. But the Nonpareil burst outin a
full-throated laugh, managing, "Well, the namefitsyou!

"Ftzhughisright. Oh, er, thisisHobart Floyt."

She saw the Inheritor's belt and took in the swank forma ouitfit as she extended her hand. "A
pleasure.”

Floyt took it, not sure what to do with it. Just then aman appeared at the Nonpareil's side. He was
taller than Alacrity, very fit-looking in a patrician way, middle-aged, with hair the color of his daughter's.
He had the handsome tan of atitled outdoorsman, though, and wore an Inheritor's belt over hisstylish
damatica. He looked apoplectic.

"Oh dear me," Sintilla said softly from where sheld brought up the rear behind Floyt.
The Terran inserted himsdlf into the Stuation with aconfidence he didn't fed!.

"Ah, Citizen Dincrigt and, ah, Nonpareil, good evening. | am Hobart Foyt, of Terra" Without turning
adde, hetold his companion, "Our tableis this way, Alacrity.”

Dincrist seemed puzzled by Floyt's origin and the matchless white tie and tails. He said, "Niceto have
met you, Sir. In the future, please be kind enough to remember that | am Captain Dincrist. Come, my
dear.”

Sheinclined her head to them, one white curl bobbing across her eye, making her look mischievous.
Then the Nonpareil went off on her father'sarm.



"Alacrity, you have dl the subtlety of an equivaent mass of faling masonry.”
"Jugt being sociable, Tilla™

"Y ou should've ignored her, Alacrity," Floyt put in. "Our misson, remember?’ He didn't see Sintillas
eyes shift from oneto the other.

Alacrity sghed in the Nonparell'swake. "Thereisn't that much conditioning in the entire galaxy, rig.”
Thejourndist took him by the elbow. "Feeding time, Fitzhugh.”

Sintillahad filled them in on those other least wel come mourners and Inheritorswho infested Riffraff
Alley. They began to show up asthe trio was getting sested at atable set asfar to one Sde asit was
possibleto be.

There was awoman known as Stare Skill, anaturaist and xenologist, wearing her belt. A sad-eyed,
lean woman in her fifties, she wasfamous for her work among the native sapients of a planet humans
caled Ifurin, which lay within the late Weir's realm. She wore no makeup, and her hair was short, for
easy tending. She was dressed in asimple frock and low-hedled, comfortable shoes.

She arrived with her traveling companion, amember of the species sheldd spent most of her adult life
studying. Most humans found their language extremely difficult to pronounce. Welir'stask-force
commander, upon making regrettably warlike first contact with them on their home-world, had called
them Djinn. The name had endured.

Thisonewastypica of the breed. If asatyr had evolved under more than one and ahalf gravities,
developing theralling gait and intermittent knuckles-walking of an ape, he might resemblea Djinn. This
onewas shorter than Sintillawhile walking erect, and agood deal more so now. Hewas abeing of
€normous cross section, with amazing musculature bulging on hislong arms and bandy legs. He had jaws
like arock crusher, and jutting tusks.

He had glittering black claws, projections on his horn-covered knuckles. There were dso spiky
prongs on knees, elbows, and shoulders. His broad, hard hooves had been shod in thick, resilient pads
for thevist. He brachiated up into his chair effortlesdy as Stare Skill seated herself.

Sintillamade the introductions. The Djinn's chosen Terranglish name was Brother Grimm.
"Good warrior's name, huh?' Alacrity commented, eyeing the creature.

"No," the Djinn replied. Turning to Foyt, he went on, "It'sin honor of the two brothers from your
planet. Thewriters.”

"He adorestheir stories," Stare Skill supplied. With some exertion, Grimm convoluted his hideous
face into what Floyt presumed to be asmile.

He asked the Terran anxioudy, "Would you know any of their descendents, Citizen Earther? The
brothers, | mean. You'rethefirst Terran I've met.”

Floyt'singrained hogtility toward nonhumans vied with amusement and a certain regret, as he replied
that he did not. The Djinn's disappointment showed, in spite of hisinhuman features. "A pity, apity ... "

Alacrity, chin onfist, elbow on the table, tried to recall when held seen such a soft heart in quite so
scary an exterior. Sintilla smiled, crinkles appearing beside her eyes, nose, and mouth.

Servicers sarted bringing open-top globes of marinated Epiphany fruit and mixed nuts. Sintilla caught
Hoyt's hand, inveigling him, "Tell me more about good ol' Earth. Please? It'sdl grist for the mill."

Floyt politely disengaged himself. "Welve dready been thoroughly gristed, Tilla"
Thelast of their tablemates showed up. "William Risk, at your service. For the right money.”

"Billy Risk?" Alacrity erupted, almost upsetting the table as he rose and extended his hand. "Kid
Rik?'



William Risk nodded resignedly, clasping wrists with the breakabout. He was dight, dmost
emaciated, with smooth salt-and-pepper hair and goatee and eyes a deep brown-black. He was severd
centimeters shorter than FHoyt, and had alifelong tan and deeply lined face.

Hewore afaded ydlow uniform of some sort, with pleated deeves and fringed epaulets, but without
inggniaor rank. Helooked deepy, but was neverthel ess one of the deadliest things that walked, or so
Sintillahad said. Alacrity had recognized the name a once when sheld first mentioned it.

Alacrity saw the way the old man reacted to the name held used as a triggerman; the breakabout et it
drop, and resumed his seat. Kid Risk, mercenary and gentleman, bounty hunter and survivor of the
[lyrian Vendetta, found his seat next to Stare Skill. He greeted Brother Grimm, Sintilla, and Stare Skill;
the journaist and the Djinn replied, but the older woman put achill in the air with her barely civil nod of
the head.

Alacrity caught himsdlf gawking, and stopped. "My name's Alacrity Fitzhugh. Y'know, | used to read
all those books about you: Kid Risk Stands Alone, Death Card for Billy Risk."

Floyt realized that this was another figure out of the new penny dreadfuls. Risk gave Alacrity apained
amile. "Wdl, I'm sure asharp young fellalike you knows enough not to believe everything he reads."

"Oh. Sure, well, naturally," Alacrity recovered.

"Those books gave me more trouble than just about anything else that ever happened to me," Risk
told thetable at large. "But there's not alot you can do to defend yourself once somebody starts writing
about you."

"How d'you mean, Captain Risk?' Brother Grimm asked. "Arethe storieslies?’

"Not dtogether, but they sure don't hew too closdly to the truth. No. What | meant was, people
started to come after me, for this reason or that.”

"No denid ever catches up with arumor,” Floyt put in. The old man inclined his head. Sintillawas
saring down at the table.

"The books and redl life sort of got mixed up too," Risk recalled softly, looking to Stare Skill. "1 hed
some awfully wrong ideas about mysdlf there for awhile, when | sarted believing them.” The xenologist
refused to meet hisgaze.

After amoment, the old man shunted aside some sad preoccupation. "And you'd be Mr. Floyt," he
ventured, using the ancient form. "'l never met an Earther before.” He hooked athumb in his Inheritor's
belt.

"A common faling around here," FHoyt observed.

Kid Risk chuckled. Floyt's head swam abit. It was only hours since Captain Vademar had cut out
the Breakers, and he'd aready been involved in encounters so incredible that he doubted anyone on
Earth would credit the story. He looked at his tablemates and thought, a bit spitefully, of what hiswife
Baensawould have given to share hismed.

The sound system blared a processiond, and the Grandam Tigjo entered, followed by a covey of
attendants and hirelings. She was decked out in intricate formal robes and a cloak, adender old woman
with amountainous hairdo and a baton that strobed softly with amaroon light. The crowd applauded.

She reached the table at the front of the long hall, so far away that they had to stand to see her. She
wore an Inheritor's belt larger and more elaborate than the others.

Redlock and Dorraine were among those waiting to greet her. Alacrity gazed around and could spot
no other table but theirs and his own where there was more than one belt. The highest and the lowest, he
supposed.

Tigo spokeinto aninvisble pickup. "Thank you, thank you, my friends and guests.” Foyt couldve
sworn she said that directly downrange a theriffraff. The gpplause gradudly died.



She resumed, "As you know, my dead brother wanted no sadness, no melancholy, after his passing.
Thustherewill be none; we rgoicein our coming together, and in hisfull life, ashedid. | will tell you
what Caspahr would have said, if he were here.”

Necromancy in reverse; she's putting words into the mouth of the dead, Floyt mused.

"Hewould have saild"—Tigo threw her aamswide, holding her baton high—"welcome!" More
applause sounded, polite and brief.

Slight anticlimax, Floyt thought, but she was a somewhat over-painted woman well aware of her
mortality, and she no longer had her brother to lean upon. She hadn't done too badly.

Uprange, at her end of the room, Tigjo had the rulers of planets and starsystems, envoys from most of
the human-ruled portion of the galaxy. Weir's death meant areshuffling of power, territory, wealth, and
authority inlocal space, but the nineteen-system realm was a place of growing strategic importance. At a
table near Tigo's sat Seven Wars and Sortie-Wolf, the two Severeemish representatives, watching

everything closy.
"Therewill be games, and the Hunt," Tigjo announced. "And then the Thorn Cup, and my brother's
last rite, followed by the Willreading.”

Alecrity sghed unhappily.
"But for tonight, avall yourselves of the hospitdity of Frostpile.”

A celebration at Frostpile was something to experience, Floyt decided, as course after course came
a him.

The food was ddightful, strange, some of it undefinable; the Terran made it apoint not to inquire too
closdy asto just what certain things were. He knew a guilty regret that he would never again taste
anything like that food after he returned to Earth.

There seemed no limit to the quantity or variety of food and drink that human servicerswould bring
promptly. Alacrity attempted to order an intoxicant that they couldn't provide, and failed happily. Brother
Grimm made the acquaintance of ice cream produced right in Frostpil€'s kitchens; no one objected when
he passed up dl other food to gorge himself on it, ingesting an astonishing amount in eight or ten flavors.
Kid Risk asked Stare Skill to dance, when music began to play, but she refused. But it wasn't that she
was being rude, Floyt saw; after o many years among her beloved Djinn, shed smply lost the knack of
mingling with her own species.

Sintillahad taken advantage of the genera milling and socidizing to go table-hopping, seeking more
grig. Billy Risk was explaining to Alacrity the story behind Redlock's flagship, the King's Ransom. It had
been just that—the ransom of the monarch of aminor world, whom the duke had captured. Among the
terms of the peace treaty had been surrender of the ship, then known asthe Versailles.

Floyt discovered that the journalist's vacant chair had been reoccupied, by one of two girls. The
second was standing behind her. They wereidentical, two brunette sylphs who looked severd years
younger than Floyt's daughter. They wore enormous wrist orchids and appardl consisting mainly of afew
big, crucially located spangles. The seated one began, "I'm Cosset, and thisis my clone-twin, Dandle.”

Floyt raised hiseyesimploringly to the calling.
"Areyou the Terran historian?' she went on. "We'd so very much like to ask you some questions!
Y ou see, were researching our family tree.”

Dandle nodded agreement, batting her eyelashes, tresses bobbing. Foyt found himself embroiledina
complicated attempt both to explain that he wasn't ascholar and to field their questions. They listened
attentively, wide-eyed. He didn't notice that Alacrity had |eft the table until he became aware of aweird,
nesd chanting-Snging nearby.



"Ning-ning-a-ning! Oh, Lord Admira Maskasthe most dert of commanders! (Frequently stays
wide-awake through most of the battle!) A-ning!" Of course, it was the breakabout.

He was confronting a Srillan, ahumanoid, resembling adeepy, shambling antegter rearing up onits
hind legs. The dien'slong-haired brown pelt gleamed with the russet highlights of age. Hewore an
Inheritor's belt and aleg pouch, needing nothing ese. The two were engaged in one of the diens affable
mockery duels.

"Ning-ning!" riposted the Srillan. " Alacrity Fitzhugh we know to be the grestest of lovers! (For those
who prefer intercourse to adow eight-count!) A-ning-ning!"”
They had, it seemed, heard of one another.

Maska and Alacrity were doing the prancing shuffle of their game in a subdued way so as not to
disturb chatting, circulating guests. They were drawing attention anyway.

Onlookers were laughing. Alacrity's chance encounter with Maska was awelcome chance for both to
show off abit. Their respective ranks, even their species, counted little.

Cosset and Dandle had stopped their chattering; the blood had drained from the Terran'sface. He
glared at the antics of a creature whose kind had laid waste so much of Earth.

Floyt waited for one or the other to lose histemper as the smpering and gibing went on. Hewas
unaware that to do so was an amost unforgivable breach of manners, an utter defeat in which the victor
often took shame aswell.

The admira cooed, " So seasoned a breakabout! (Quick, give him acookie!l) A-ning! A-ning!"

"Such a handsome-pelted fellow isthisMaskal (Raises dust clouds when he waks—fetch the carpet
beaters!) Ning-a-ning!"

Floyt didn't redlize that hed half stood. " Alacrity!”

The younger man was shocked by the Terran's expression of |oathing; he dmost tripped over hisown
feet. Admira Maska stopped too, and caught the look. He, like most informed parties there, knew from
which planet came the man with the wondrous cutaway and Inheritor's blt.

Alacrity looked back to Maska and nose-sang, "'l laughed with dl your pleasantries!”
"| thank you for your plessantries!”

They chorused, "It's good fun to share pleasantries! Ning-a-ning-ning!" They dapped pdmswith
one another pattycake style. Then Maska strolled away, effortlessy reassuming an urbane dignity.
Alacrity wandered back to the table.

Everyone had conspicuoudy returned to their conversations. Stare Skill finally relented and let Kid
Risk lead her out onto the dance floor. Alacrity, leaning down to pick up hisdrink, took advantage of a
pause in the streaming details of the clone-twins lineage.

"That war was over two hundred years ago, Ho," he said quietly, then backed away.

Foyt tried to ignore him, thinking, Not for Terrans! He therefore failed to notice that the breakabout
was making hisway toward the Nonpareil, who was momentarily unchaperoned.

"Hmm, you redly can dance." The Nonparell smiled, swaying in Alacrity'sarms.

And hereally could, not simply because held been taught and had practiced, but because heloved it,
the bliss and dreamy elegance of it, and sharing it with awoman.

And in the case of the Nonparelil, it took one to know one.

Therewas still aproper distance between them, but her eyes closed asthey glided. His opening line,
earlier, had been amere attention getter; thiswas arite of courtship.



She wasimpressed by the fact that he didn't feel the need to talk, only to dance. They finished the rest
of the number without another word. And the next. And the one after. The Space separating them
gradudly vanished.

When the large, live orchestra paused, the pair parted just enough to talk comfortably. "May | call
you The for short?"

"My nameto friendsisHeart. | don't think I'm going to call you Al or Fitz. | like Alacrity better."
"Good. Thensodo|."

Sintillahad returned to her seet, and the clone-twins had mercifully departed. The fredlancer was
describing to Foyt one Inheritor she'd pointed out, a strikingly handsome young man whom she referred
to as Sir John of 1dyll.

He'd just passed by, dender and dark, dressed in peacock-bright regalia of metallic thread suggestive
of armor. Sintillafollowed him wigtfully with her eyes.

The people who'd ruined John's family when he was aboy, driving hisfather to suicide, had been
Weir'senemies aswell. The Director had helped the vengeful John, setting up and funding a cover
organization, a philanthropic foundation.

"Since the boy was heir to atitle of knighthood, Weir decided that the cover name should be the
Surge On Foundation. Get it? Sr John!"

Floyt had to admit that the audacious pun tickled him.

"Themogulsfel al over each other trying to go swimming in the gravy. John ended up bresking them
al; they'll bein prison for life" Sintillaadded. They watched him making hisway through the crowd. It
chanced that Sir John passed the spot where Alacrity and Heart were dancing.

And Captain Dincrist, Heart's father, was bound straight in the couple's direction at flank speed.

"Bracefor collison!" yelped Sintilla. Floyt scrambled out of his chair and hastened toward them with
the fredancer trailing. By the time they arrived, the shipping magnate wasrailing at the breakabout.

"l do not careto hear any more! | will not have you speaking to my daughter or otherwise pressing
your atentions upon her. Have | findly made that clear enough for even you to understand, you
nonentity!"

Alacrity had fingerstensed and extended, in fighting style, a his Sdes, the muscles of his neck
standing out. The Nonpareil's cool self-possession had been shaken, but her father wasignoring her
effortsto insert agood word.

Dincrist looked to bein flawless physical condition. He was dso completely self-assured, less
because of the High Truce than because few had dared chalenge hiswill in years.

Floyt and Sintilla broke through a codescing crowd just in timeto hear Alacrity say, "Not unless|
hear that from her."

Invincibles gppeared, then Dame Tigo stalked into view, with an dbrupt parting of the crowd. The
Severeemish, Seven Wars, and Sortie-Wolf, were observing attentively, no doubt waiting for a
contravention of the High Truce and their Usages.

"Thetruce," Sintillahissed, her fingers digging into Hoyt'sarm. "Alacrity mustn't bresk it! Tigo would
throw you both off Epiphany!"

Alacrity had hisweight divided, riding the balls of hisfeet. The Terran drew adeep bregth and
interposed himsdlf. He was apprehensive, and the threat to his mission and the inheritance had his
conditioning shrieking a him. And hewas still angry at Alacrity'sfriendly display with the Srillan, Maska.

"My daughter has nothing more to say to you," Dincrist was telling the breskabout. "Now get away



from her thisinstant!"

Alacrity looked asif he was about to make afight out of it. But Floyt thrust hisface up closeto his
companion's and shouted, "Y ou're ruining everything! Do you hear me? | want you to stop thisright
now!"

As everyone watched, Alacrity seemed to have aminor seizure. Doubt crept into Dincrist's
expression. Heart saw her breezy, flirtatious dancing partner transformed into abundle of restrained rage.
Hisnatural contrariness was locked in combat with the Earthservice conditioning.

They gazed on afrightening contest, secondsin duration, open to the world but between only Alacrity
and himself. Quick, dight contortions changed hisface, and tension locked his posture.

For amoment, it seemed that he would shatter like glass. Then it was over. Alacrity, the incandescent
anger fled from him, turned and passed through the bystanders, heading for the table.

" See that you remember your place from now on,” Dincrist called after the unheeding breakabout. He
took the Nonpareil'sarm and led her away. Shelooked in Alacrity's direction once or twice in adazed
way. The onlookers dispersed.

Sintillaand Foyt found Alacrity Stting in his place, saring fixedly a nothing. He made no sound; his
fistswere baled so tightly that they shook. The other guests nearby—including Brother Grimm—were
pretending not to notice. Sintilla sat next to him, watching him worriedly.

The Terran was trying to decide what to say when afinger tapped his shoulder and avoice said,
"Citizen Hoyt?'

Sintillacould hardly bdlieve the sudden sidewaysflicker of Alacrity's glare, the breakabout making
sure, even in his strange depresson, that there was no thregt to Floyt's safety. There wasn't. It was
Tigo'sown high seneschal. "The Grandam Tigo desiresthat you join her in the chambers of her late
brother, Director Weir."

CHAPTER 12—PHYSICAL EDUCATION

Inthat part of Frostpile housing the Weir family complex, radiant mists circulated overhead like
ground fogsthat preferred callings, or neon smokes. They flowed and swirled, glowing in sulfur-yellow or
electric blue, cinnamon and phosphorescent sea-green.

Weir's personal chambers were spacious, but would not overawe anybody who'd dready seen the
rest of hishome. Foyt took in details of the master bedroom and worried about Alacrity, who, following
dutifully behind, was till slent. Whether he was plotting revenge on Dincrist and/or FHoyt himsdlf or had
smply accepted arepdlent situation, the Earther couldn't guess.

Onewall and part of the celling had been adjusted for transparency. Floyt gazed up for amoment at
Epiphany'slarger moon, Guildess Giles, and its smdler companion, the Thieving Magpie, with its bright
flecks and shadow shapes. The Strewn couldn't be seen, due to the luminosity of Frostpile itsdlf.

Alacrity became aware of low, melodious background sounds. He glanced at the terrace. There he
saw what looked like a churning, glimmering nebula hanging stationary in midair ameter off the mosaic
floor.

It was afive-meter-high mass of phase portraits and whirling brume, eddies and hazy adumbrations. It
gave off tondlities and a deep, nearly subsonic hum.

"That isa Causdity Harp, Magter Fitzhugh," he heard Dame Tigo say. "It israther likewind chimes.”

Causality? Can she be serious? He boggled. At another time, the Causdity Harp would've
captured Alacrity's gaze and locked the breath in his chest, but not then, wronged and resentful as hefdlt.

Tigo sat in afloating pillow-lounge to one side of Weir's enormous bed and its medica



gppurtenances. Invincibles were stationed around the room.

Dorraine was perched charmingly on one corner of a dab-bench with her father, First Councillor Ingt,
standing by her side. Redlock, hands clasped behind his back, was standing near a gargantuan black iron
fireplace cast in the shape of aconch shell. Iniit, coffeewood logs burned, giving off arich pungency.

The Earther stopped and made a haf bow, not sure that the Earthservice would approve of
obeisance to an off-worlder but sensing that some courtesy wasin order-particularly in view of the looks
he was getting from the old woman and the governor. Either through truculence or because no
demonstration would be expected of him, Alacrity merely halted and stood.

With asweep of her hand, Tigo asked Floyt, "Y ou are familiar with that?"

For thefirgt time his gaze went to the Weir family tree, which filled the entire bowl of the room behind
him, where Haidome's light would shine on it in the morning, and through it and the tranducent wall inthe
evening. Floyt had to remind himsdlf where he was and what he was about; otherwise, held have been
lost in the immense grandeur of the treg's detailed mosaic.

It was wrought of exotic gemstones and nodes of varicolored light, the most intricate and gorgeous
thing he'd ever seen. Held heard that it was linked to a data bank, but saw no peripherals. Weir had only
undertaken research into his origins and congtruction of thetreein thefind years of hislife; FHoyt
wondered what it might have become if Weir had had moretime.

Hefound hisvoice answering, "1 know of it, maam. But thisisthefirst time I've ever actualy—"

"Of course, of course," she snapped. "That'swhat | meant. How could you ever have seen it before?
Her inflection rankled Floyt, but he was used to holding his peace in the presence of authority. He
thought, If I had the wealth to build it, my own tree would be a dozen times the size of this one, old
woman!

"What | wish to know iswhat information my brother drew from your"—she made a deprecating
gesture with the baton she il carried, which now gave off a softer glow—"your pasime.”

Floyt looked at the tree again, skimming, reading greedily. Grandam Tigo did something with the
baton; apencil of light sprang from it, to touch anodein the tree at random. The node lit up, and agentle
femade voicefilled the chamber.

"Casmir Weir, born approximately 4-2-2806 Standard. Raised on Shaitan and captured during the
Agate Incurson.” There were projections of Shaitan, the armies and machines that had fought during the
Incursgon, and of Caamir himsdlf, an intense young man in ill-fitting uniform. " Prisoner-of-war status
commuted to—"

Tigo cut it off, then set the baton aside, waiting for FHoyt'sreply.

"Some of my findings have been published offworld—off Terra, thet is. Parts of it touched on the late
Bloodthrone Autocracy, but there's only alittle about that here. Some dedlt with the imported genetic
materid used in the development of the ruling house of Vahala. One monograph touched on the royaty
of Agora; they were avery purebred line. And certain of Duke Redlock's ancestors.”

Floyt didn't add that Earthservice had used that kind of research as another example of how Earth's
descendants had abandoned her.

"But inthe main, | would say, my work madeit easier for offworldersto trace their Terran roots; to
discover how they're linked to the Homeworld."

"And for that my brother included you in hiswill and brought you these many light-years?'
Floyt spread hishands. "1 can't think of anything else, maam.”

"Hmph! | suppose you're aware, citizen, that not even | know the nature of some of my brother's
bequests? Have you any ideawhat he might have left you in hiswill?*

The question was somewhat improper, Floyt knew, but he had no intention of crossing thisold harpy



if he could avoid it. "None whatsoever. It came asatota surprise, believe me.”
"Very well. Thank you for your time, young man.”

Heredized held been dismissed. He was headed for the door with adtill-slent Alacrity a hishedls
when she cdled after him. "Oh, by the way, Magter Fitzhugh."

They stopped and looked back. She said icily, "Y ou will observe decorum henceforth, isthat
understood? The High Truceis not to be violated. Anyone who doesn't comport himself properly will
suffer for it. The games, the Hunt, the Willreading, and the drinking of the Thorn Cup—they'll dl be
shown unfailing respect. That's my solemn promise on the matter.”

"| understand, Dame Tigo." Alacrity sounded enervated and resigned.
Asthey trudged off looking for a corridor tram, Floyt asked, "What'sa Thorn Cup?'

"It'sacustom of the Severeemish,” Sintillaeucidated the next morning as they headed for the outdoor
sportsfest. "And Weir had to abide by it. Now his heirs have to too, or the Severeemish'll consider their
fedty and therr treaty void."

"Which they'reitching to do," Hoyt recalled.

Sintillanodded vigoroudy. "And they'd be awfully tough enemies, at atime when Redlock and Tigo
don't need any more." She pursed her lipsin thought, then confessed, "I redly can't blamethe
Severeemish too much, though; they've fought warsfor Weir'sredm ever sincethe origind tregty. They
guard dmost aquarter of it againgt al comers.”

"But the Thorn Cup?* Alacrity, bringing up the rear, perssted. He seemed to have forgotten or put
asdetheincident of the preceding evening; no one else made any mention of it. But Floyt wondered if the
issue could redlly have been set asde so eeslly.

"The Severeamish upper-uppers take the blossom of a beaker plant and wind arider vineonit,” she
told them. "And when it'stime, they yank it up and drink atoast to the departed.”

"Isthat dl?" Alacrity rapped. "What's dl the commotion about?!

"Ridersareasort of paradte, Bright Eyes" Sintillatold him. "They mimic whatever plantsthey
contact, so theré's never any telling what you're getting into when you drink a Thorn Cup—especialy
since the Severeemish spend alot of time breeding new herbs and teas and developing drugs and
mucking about with pollensand moldsin their gardens.”

"Poison?' Alacrity frowned.

"Not anymore, theway | heard it. But alergic reactions, even angphylaxis; in old-time Desideratum
there were fatdities, but the doctorsll be standing right there for the Cup, and there're no toxins. The
toast might be unpleasant, but dl the Inheritorswill have to drink—you too, Hobart."

They'd come out onto the largest of the areas set aside for the day's activities. Not yet adapted to
Epiphany's day-night cycle, the Terran stared about tiredly. Alacrity had aready adjusted.

Whether or not Dame Tigjo felt the Severeemish Observances a proper tribute to her late brother,
she had no intention of giving provocation. By her decree, therefore, aspirited gymkhanawasin
progress. The meteorologica engineers had provided a perfect day of cloudless, yellow-blue sky and
light, warm breezes. Frostpile was decked out grandly with al sorts of banners and flags, Severeemish
weren't much for mourning.

Though FHoyt still wore his Inheritor's belt, he'd selected what held hoped would be an inconspicuous
outfit from among those offered him. He wore aloose sweatsuit and thick-soled running shoes, both in
muted brown. The day's Sintillan rompers were very sporty. Alacrity had on apair of exercise shortsand
light track shoes.

Before them lay buzzball tanks, track and field events, and an archery range. And Frostpile's staff had



provided for everything else from weightlifting to jet-luge racing, farracko to volleyball. To ensure that
appearances were maintained, many members of the household had been pressed into service as
participants.

There were variable-gee gymnastics, martid arts competitions, and a battle-paddle tournament.
Overhead, air-bikes, gossamer combinations of muscle-powered arcraft and sailplane, circled and
swooped, ther crews pedaling furioudly. They drew Floyt's rapt gaze every now and again, and the
otherswould wait for him to catch up.

The three passed trampolines, rings, paralle bars, and baance beams. Trapeze enthusiasts flew and
swung above them. A heated, competition-size swimming pool had been set up. Those who were so
inclined could try their skill at ring-toss or duckjack. Tigo had drawn theline at diversonslike
fangster-baiting and dash-dodge, however; the Severeemish hadn't pressed the point, much asthey
adored sportsinvolving danger, injury, and bloodshed.

A man approached Foyt. Remembering the triggermen at the Sockwallet lashup, Alacrity was
watchful.

"Citizen Floyt? Hello, I'm the Presbyter Kuss, Church of the Universdl Light."

The presbyter was about Floyt's age. He wore his plentiful brown locksin awindswept hairstyle and
had aVandyke beard. He was dressed in copper-colored shorts, running soleskins, and an Inheritor's
belt.

When Sintilla had pointed the man out the night before, he'd looked more the churchman, arrayedina
gilt cassock and filigreed pectoral with its gem-set Tudor flower, the symbol of hisfaith. Now, beaded
with perspiration, atowel around his shoulders, he was the picture of rugged good hedlth.

"How do you do, Presbyter?' Floyt accepted the preferred grip.

"Oh, please, call me Kuss." The cleric grinned. "Look, | don't want to distract you from the, er,
Observance here, but I'd like to get afew minutes of your time, if you can spare them, in the near future.
I'd just liketo fill you in on what the church has been doing—sort of between us Inheritors, if you see
what | mean."

"Oh. I—I suppose s0," answered Foyt, who shared the common, automatic deference toward
clergy.

"Thank you, friend!" Presbyter Kuss dipped his head to the trio, passing his spread-fingered hand
through the air in akind of benediction. Then he jogged briskly on hisway.

"Wantsto get you alonefor alittle chat, hm?' Alacrity pondered. "Now why would that be, d'you
SUpposE?"

"The Church of the Universd Light isvery palitica,” Sintillasupplied. "Weir secretly gave them money

and ass stlance—so the rumors ran. He never actudly confirmed it. The Universlsworked againgt his
enemiesin anumber of places, though."

"What would that have to do with me?"

"Nobody knowswhat your inheritanceis, Ho," Alacrity reminded him. "With Weir gone, Kuss
probably wants to make sure the gravy boat doesn't set sail "

"He's going to be disappointed if—" Floyt began, about to mention Resources Reclamation, forgetting
that Sintillawas standing there.

"Anyway, he's not getting you off aone for some one-on-one conversion,” Alacrity brokein hurriedly.
"That'sfinewith me."

"It'sthis Hunt that's still got me vapored,” the breakabout continued.

"Why?" Sintillaasked.



"l don't like sport hunting, just for Sarters. But mainly, theidea of al those people ssumbling around
with al those guns has me kittish." FHoyt voiced agreement; Sintillalooked at them uncomprehendingly.

They didn't daborate, continuing their way instead. At least Inheritorsweren't actualy required to
perform any forma acts of athletics. The three tossed afew tuck-sticks at targets and tried their skill on
the jounce pads. All thewhile, Sintillagently, genidly pumped the companions for more information about
their backgrounds. Alacrity finally asked why she was so interested.

"I'm planning to write afeature about this whole whoop-up, remember?Y ou two are part of the
gory. I'mjust earning aliving, boys."

"Wdl earn it someplace e se; we're bystanders,” Alacrity shot back.
"Sorry, but that's not the way my readers would seeit," she answered.

They cameto a gpot where Stare Skill and Brother Grimm had been accosted by the two
Severeemish bodyguards, the Corporedls.

The woman had made little pretense of dressing for the day's nomina purpose, wearing aloose shift
and thongs.

The Djinn stood at her elbow and stared daggers at the Corporedls.

Up close, the guards were particularly impressive, towering over the woman and the humanoid. Their
crimson mouths and tongues made a startling contrast with their putty-gray skin; their muscles bulged.
One of them was addressing Stare Kill.

"But you do not even put on the appearance of participating in the games." Seeing the gpproaching
trio, heindicated them. "At least these ones make some effort to be part of things, feeble asthose are.”

"Just leave usout of it, Bulk Shipment,” Alacrity said.

The other Corpored toed aheavy barbell. "Why don't you show your sincerity and exercise with this,
old femae?' They chuckled coarsdly.

That apparently offended Brother Grimm. " She cannot,” he snarled at the Corporeds. "The
equipment is broken—"

Waddling over to the barbell, he hoisted it easily. Showing hisfearsome teeth, hands trembling, the
heavy-gee native bent the bar across his knee.

"—asyou can both plainly see," hefinished, tossing it asde.

If anything happens, | want him on our side, Alacrity decided at once.

Sintilladrew Stare Skill and Grimm away, leaving the Corporea s to contemplate the mangled barbell.

"It seemsthat Seven Wars and Sortie-Wolf are so eager for an unfortunate occurrence that they've
decided to create oneif necessary,” Stare Skill commented.

"If 50, you'd have adifficult time proving it,”" Floyt pointed out.

"The Stuation hereis so very peculiar,” Brother Grimm declared, once more the mild-mannered
companion. "It reminds me of the sory of thewolf and thefox ... "

Whilethe Djinn drew his pardld, they made their way to the buzzball tanks. There were three, of
which only one wasin operation. The tanks controls and those of other equipment nearby were linked to
agames computer, afield unit. Close by the unit was an areafor maintaining mitts, helmets, and other
protective and playing gear. Tools, tubes of adhesive, and bottles of spray insulation littered the place,
along with odds and ends of padding and webbing.

Thefive sopped by the firgt tank, inside which Admira Maskawas playing against Dincrist. Floyt
sared, intrigued. It wasthe firgt such game held ever seen. He felt bad about what had happened the
previous evening, and did his best to keep hisaversion to diensfrom coming to thefore.



Maskawas a strong competitor. He and Dincrist bounced off the walls, ceiling, and floor of the tank,
turning in midair asthe gravity field was rotated, tumbling and landing negtly, rebounding from the
resilient, trangparent panes. They hurled and batted with their bulky, insulated mitts, throwing the
charged, cracking white ball of energy at the black scoring ring. The ring disappeared from the center of
awall or other surface, to reappear el sewhere, whenever the gravity shifted. The two wore safety
helmets and assorted pads.

Thetank'sfield was set at one-quarter gee. Srillan gravity was close enough to Standard that neither
player had an advantage in that respect. Dincrigt, smiling and tanned, wearing white shorts, hisslver hair
waving and flashing, was the image of the aristocratic sportsman. He was also a pretty good buzzbdll
player.

Alacrity had found out alittle more about the man and his daughter. For onething, Dincrist'sclamto
the rank of captain was based on amere two voyages made as figurehead commander of one of his
family'sluxury cruise shipswhileared skipper actudly ran things. Alacrity himsdf had considerably more
command timethan that, if in vessals of less prestige.

The Nonparell had been raised in a protective, amost cloistered atmosphere until her mother's death.
An only child, she now supervised the running of her father's numerous large homes, acted as hostess,
and aided Dincrigt in the family business. Dincrigt's company and Weir had had many dealings over the
years, and it was said that in recent years the Director had sometimes solicited Dincrist's advice.

Now Dincrist pressed hard for afind god, the score standing at eight-al, the winning point available
to either player. Random changes generated by thefield unit kept both contenders cautious. Dincrist
propeled himsdlf upward and hurled the spitting, glowing sphere with one mitted hand, just asthe gravity
shifted.

The floor under him became awall. He spun, to land well, while Maska made the change with an
agile hop. The buzzbdl arced from itsintended coursg, its ballistics changed by the gee shift. The target
circle had moved to the center of what had been the ceiling but was now, to those insde the tank, awall.
To those watching from outside, it was il the ceiling, and the players were standing on thewadll, the
soles of their shoes presented to the onlookers. Maska leapt and caught the buzzball.

Dincrist moved for ablocking jump, but the Srillan kicked off awall and changed directions. He
hurled with both mitts, overhand.

Somehow, Dincrist was suddenly there, canny as an old pro. He caught the flaring globe in midair,
coming dangeroudy closeto receiving apainful shock from the scoring ring. Then he whirled, with
impetus built up on hisleap, released the energy ball neetly, and scored.

The stroboscopic Scoreboard flashed Dincrist's victory. Maskarelaxed languidly. The gravity gently
returned to normal, drawing the contestants to the true floor. Siddliners entered the tank to hand Dincrist
atowe and Maska a scent cloth, congratulating both on agood game. Severd tried to claim amatch
againg the winner.

Alacrity saw the Nonparell stlanding nearby, taking it dl in proudly. She wore adaringly cut exercise
maillot of clinging, glistening opaescent fabric.

"He'sgood," the breakabout conceded.

Shedidn't look aside at him, but seemed to have known al aong that he wasthere. Y es. He seldom
loses"

Therewas an edgy slence. Alacrity couldn't for thelife of him figure out what to say next. She spoke
fird.

"l shouldn't betalking to you, or listening either.”
"Wait now, just because | got off on the wrong foot with your father doesn't mean that |—"
"Therésno changing it."" She met his stare now, big hazel eyes searching luminous yellow ones. |



mean that. Now, you were fun to dance and flirt with, but that's not worth seeing you get hurt—and you
would be. My father is successful in abusinessthat can be very rough. He's used to having hisway."

"Why don't you let me worry about that, Heart?"

"Tch! Do you redly think yourethefirst oneto give methat he-man line? Y ou'rejust not worthit,
get me?'

"In that case, why should you care?"

"Because | don't want to see anybody hurt! | couldn't stand that again, don't you understand? Not
again! I'm not asking you, Alacrity; I'mtelling you.”

She turned her back on him, but he wasn't through. "Not good enough, Heart. The martyr act'svery
dramatic, but you're not in any danger of pain. | think you enjoy this. Y ou make it easy on yoursdf, and
the hell with anybody else, and we both fucking well know it."

He put a hand on her shoulder, to force her to face him. She resisted. Just then Dincrist grabbed
Alacrity'sarm and spun him around roughly. "I warned you."

"I spoketo him," Heart blurted. Her father glared at her for amoment.

Admiral Maska came up and attempted to take Dincrist'selbow. "l believe | oweyou avictory glass,
gr." Dincrigt didn't budge.

Floyt, who'd been dancing adroitly around Sintillal's questions, noticed what was going on. So did the
fredlancer, her mouth popping open as the older man said, "Thisisyour fina warning to stay away from
me and my daughter.”

"Sure, skipper—unlessyou'd careto play alittle buzz-bal, that is.”

Dincrigt'sface brokeinto afera smile. "Indeed? Why, yes. | think you'reright. Just thething." He
began fastening his mitts back on.

The Nonparell sad, "Alacrity, no!"

"Alacrity, yed" he parried merrily.

"You're both insane!” sheflared, and strode away .

Floyt reached the breakabout's side. "Alacrity, | told you, this sort of thing isnt—"

"Thissort of thing isn't ‘thissort of thing,' Ho. It'sjust afriendly little frolic. Doesn't have anything to
do with our agreement, read me?"

Floyt saw that, short of invoking the conditioning again, he couldn't stop things. He remembered how
that had felt the previous evening and, too, what his own reaction had been when Arlo Motetried to
blind him with boxing-glove eyelets. Moreover, abuzzball contest could be monitored, and stopped short
of seriousinjury.

"Ah, go ahead then, if you must. Get it out of your system,” he muttered, stepping aside in disgust,
amogt bumping into Maska.

Alacrity was fagtening on a helmet as he eyed a sdection of mitts. A considerable crowd had
gathered, and more were converging from other parts of the field every moment.

"l don't know that thisis such awiseides, truly, Citizen FHoyt," the Srillan said quietly, ignored by
everybody but the Terran. While Floyt agreed, he was incapable of doing anything but hastily moving
away fromthedien.

The crowd watched the two players donning mitts, pads, and headgear. Maska, seeing the revulsion
on Hoyt'sface, wasslently rueful.

The contestants entered the tank, stretching and flexing arms and legs, wringing out their muscles.
Alacrity bent a the waist to touch the floor of the tank with the pams of hisflexible, reinforced mitts.



Dincrist did dow deep knee-bends. They ignored each other.

Asthey tugged and settled their pads, the first warning sounded. They went into crouching ready
positions. From the gector port awhite glow began to emerge, the buzzbal building its matrix. The target
ring appeared. The buzzbal shot into the tank while the second warning was still sounding.

Dincrist, winner of the previous match, leapt to meet it. It was an easy catch-and-land, since the
random gravity-changing mechanism hadn', in its computerized wisdom, seen fit to dter thingsyet.
Dincrist whirled and bounced, then threw.

But with the bal in mid-arc, gravity shifted. It seemed to the playersthat the world flip-flopped. The
scoring circle had vanished. The buzzbdl struck ablank wall.

While Dincrist was the superior player, Alacrity had spacer's reflexes and was not tired. The
breakabout bounced under the tycoon, off the erstwhile floor, to take the orb on its rebound. Pirouetting
expertly, he whipped the popping energy ball a the black circle, so close that he singed the hairson his
arm. He made the first point of the match.

Alacrity pushed off the wall-now-floor smugly. Outside the tank, one or two of the onlookers
gpplauded the god, but Alacrity could hear nothing. From his point of view, they were dl standing out
horizontdly from averticle grass surface. It gave him an unaccustomed sense of vertigo. Sintilla, holding
money aoft in one hand, was apparently trying to make awager.

Floyt was watching stoicaly. The breakabout couldn't see Heart, but he caught sight of Seven Wars
and Sortie-Wolf.

Dincrigt payed no attention to those outside. He waited, breathing easily but deeply, poker-faced but
plainly angry. Alacrity punched his heavy glovestogether and smirked.

The sputtering, buzzing little sphere whizzed again. Thistime Alacrity grabbed it—amost. The gravity
changed again; Dincrigt's padded shoulder dammed into him just as he was stretched full length, leaping
and reaching. The breakabout flew sdeways, the wind nearly knocked from him, going comph!

Dincrist reached, cupped, threw, and scored.

Alacrity picked himself up, now standing on the tank's ceiling. Dincrit the sportsman was obliviousto
him, bouncing alittle on the bals of hisfeet. The gathered audience no longer mattered.

The charged orb took form again. Alacrity took arunning lesp, high up, to rebound off the wall. It
wasagamble. If the gravity failed to shift, or didn't shift in such away asto make his move useful,
Dincrist would take another point and Alacrity might put himsalf into ignominy or amedica ward. But he
figured the change he was banking for was due. And hewas angry.

He was aso lucky.

His move had been against eight-to-one odds, but had paid off. Gravity swung the two around again.
Dincrist missed aleap, skidding even at one-fourth his norma weight and in skid-resistant shoes.
Alacrity's momentum gave him agood bank off awall that was on itsway to being afloor. From the
outside, they looked like they were floating around; to the players, the tank was rotating about them.

Alacrity scored. Dincrist checked him again, thistime dightly after his release, padded elbow to
unprotected rib cage. There'd been enough of an interval that it seemed intended, but thiswas a pickup
game, and the niceties of tournament play didn't count for much.

They waited, panting, not meeting one another's gaze, as the warning sgnd hera ded another buzzball.

Floyt, surveying the scene, saw that Dame Tigjo had arrived, followed by a covey of attendantsand a
number of Invincibles. The Earther hoped his companion would spot her; she would certainly notice any
transgressons.

Presbyter Kuss wasin the throng too, and First Councillor Inst. Except for Tigjo, just about everyone
there was engaged in egditarian jostling and jockeying for abetter view of the match.



The players were on the move once more. Pretext had been dropped, Floyt noted with dismay; they
were playing for blood. The buzzbal flew like aszzling meteor.

Alacrity caught Dincrigt just right with his hip, but the older man spun away deftly, letting hiswhirling,
padded elbow catch the breakabout. They both sprawled, Alacrity spirting blood in ascarlet mist. Then
they had to scramble out of the way as the sparking buzzba | bounced off the floor, zinging off on anew
course.

The gravity atered once more. They fell toward thewall. Dincrist sought to extricate himsdlf from the
tangle of arms and legs by thrugting Alacrity downward, climbing over himin free-fal. Alacrity tucked in
his head and pushed off with hisfeet, sending the other tumbling.

Thebuzzball, coruscating off the ceiling—now their wall—struck Dincrist on his unprotected bicep;
heyelped in pain a the bal'sjolting charge. Y et, for that moment, the buzzball wasinert. Dincrist had the
presence of mind to seizeit. A second later, it glowed again as he sprang at the scoring circle. Outside,
Floyt saw Tigo snapping someindignant comment to an aide, no doubt on the thuggishness of the
exchange.

All a once gravity reversed its dictates. Thistime, though, rather than gradualy shifting or rotating, it

smply increased. Both men were dammed against what had been onewall of the tank. Dincrist logt the
bdl, which fel away in aplumeof light.

Asabruptly asthat had happened, the field dtered again. The two plummeted back the way they'd
come. It was clear that the tank’s gravity was no longer at one-quarter gee, having increased.

"Thisistoo dangerous,” Floyt burst out. It wasn't hisidea of agame, or even asane way to fight.
"Something'swrong!" Heart cried. "The machinery's berserking! They'll bekilled!™

She wasright. The opponents were being rattled around like dicein acup. The geefield was
increasing in strength. If it went al the way up to Standard, both would be serioudy injured at lesst,

possibly killed.
Without warning, there was anew hazard. The buzzbal, now zigzagging medly, shed lightning when it
struck the walls. Its shock-level had been raised to one that could wound, perhaps kill.

Tigo commanded that the match be hated. Alacrity and Dincrigt frantically pressed the
emergency—stop buttons on their mitts—to no avail. The buzzba| continued its violent discharges and
careening, while the players were hurled and dropped, then hurled again.

Redlock had appeared and was tugging at the manual rel ease to the tank door, accomplishing
nothing. The game's computer had overridden it, sealing the playersinsde. The Nonparell hammered a
the tank with her fists, screaming as her snowy curls whipped her face.

"Shut down thefield unit!" Sortie-Wolf hollered in a parade-ground voice. Hoyt joined the others
who sprinted off toward it.

Endwraithe, the Spican banker, wasfirst to reach the machine, only to discover that its protective
panel was closed and that he couldn't open the latch; its mechanism was covered with a mass of epoxy
from the repair benches, stuff that solidified to metalic hardness amost instantly.

Foyt, arriving on Endwraithe's hedls, tried to help him, using every bit of strength, wrenching muscles,
and tearing loose fingernails. It was hopeless. Into the Earther's mind flashed the image of Brother Grimm
bending the barbell.

He shouted for Djinn, but Grimm, among others, was il attempting fruitlessy to get the tank door
open.

Floyt started off to get the Djinn, even though it seemed a doomed effort. If the tank's gravity

increased much more, those inside would be dashed to death before anyone could gain accessto the
controls.



Just at that moment Sintilla gpproached, yanking an Invincible officer dong with her, tugging at his
harness. Queen Dorraine was right behind. Taking in the Situation at aglance, Tillaordered, "Use your
gun! Shoot the computer!™

The lieutenant was aloya and courageous man, but only recently commissioned and not an individua
of great persond initiative. Invincible officers were the only ones there who carried firearms, and the
officer corps had been admonished by Grandam Tigjo in person to draw their weapons only in the event
that some other person was using deadly force. She hadn't foreseen this eventudity, but one violated the
orders of the grandam at the risk of genera court-martial.

While the lieutenant was struggling toward a decision, Dorraine acted. She snatched the Invincible's
pistol, aNova Specia, acannon of awegpon, in aclass with the Captain's Sidearm.

"You! Out of my way!"

Floyt and the banker needed no second invitation; they both dived for cover. Holding the Specia
cup-in-saucer fashion, the Agoran fired into the game's computer with one spectacular, sustained shot.

Smoke and brilliant eruptions, detonations and molten meta flew outward from the unit. Onlookers
ydled in shock and fright. In the midst of the storm of scorching heet and flying debris, Dorraine cooly
stood her ground and let the machine have it again.

Alacrity and Dincrist were diding up awall toward the celling when the field cut out. Luckily they
hadn't gone far.

Theatificid gravity yielded to the natura; they were abruptly headed for the floor at full gee.

They hit at the sameingtant and lay stunned, a meter or S0 gpart. Alacrity levered himsdf up off his
stomach so that he could see the Scoreboard which, for some reason, still worked. The score was ill
tied.

"Son...of ... a... bitch!" heground out.

Household physicians entered the tank and examined the players on the spot, scanning with
instruments, probing and poking. Both men denied that there was anything wrong with them. Aside from
cuts, sprains, and strains, and what promised to be abumper crop of bruises, they were correct. They'd
been padded and protected for buzzball, and that had saved them because the gravity hadn't climbed all
the way to Standard.

Heart knelt by her father's Side, avoiding Alacrity's eyes. The two men traded adirty look, but their
grudge had been set aside for thetime being.

"A miraclethey weren't crippled or killed," pronounced the Presbyter Kuss.

"Never mind that now," Tigo said. Shed summoned her Chief of Staff for Security, acolond with
many yearsin grade, who now wore aworried look on her face. She promised to brief Tigjo shortly on
what she and her people could discover from the game computer's remains. Alacrity could tell at aglance
that that wouldn't be much. Thered been only one security drone drifting in the vicinity of the tanks during
the game, and it had been aimed the wrong way.

So, whileit was manifest that theréd been sabotage, there was no telling who'd violated the High
Truce or why. Defense Minister Seven Wars and Theater Genera Sortie-Wolf therefore had little ground
for complaint to Dame Tigo.

Both Alacrity and Dincrist were ambulatory but required observation. To avoid further friction, the
physicians elected to divide into teams and attend each man in his quarters. That met with no objection,
and both were floated away on hover-gurneys.

"L et the Observances continue," Tigjo bade asthey drifted off. Gueststook up their diversons again,
but the generd attitude seemed to be that the day's high point had passed.

Sintillaaccompanied Floyt back to Riffraff Alley, standing at his elbow as he coded open the suite



door. It seemed only politeto invite her in.

Alacrity was sitting up on the gurney, in good spirits. He held the remote control unit for the suite's
commo terminal. As Sintillaand Floyt entered, he casualy chucked it asde.

The only atercation came when the breakabout refused a sedative. The doctors were thorough and
competent, but as serving physiciansto the redoubtable Tigo, less prone than many members of their
professontoingst on having their way.

Sintillakept up abubbly stream of prattle, gossp, and innuendo. The doctors, finishing, left Alacrity
some medication and the advice that he rest. When they'd gone, Sintilla said, " There were so many
people gathered around the tank, any one of them could've rigged the buzzba | computer.”

"Including you, Tilla?" Alacrity asked softly.
"Huh? Oh, | see. Yeah, | guess|'m a suspect too. Except why would | want to hurt you?"
"If I got killed or injured, that'd makeit alot easier to get a Ho."

Floyt protested, "Then why would Tillapracticaly drag that Invincible over to the control pane by his
ankle?'

Alacrity colored with embarrassment. "I didn't know about that. Sorry, Tilla"

She made amischievous moue. "Y ou're just doing your job, high mover."

Alacrity snorted. "Besdes, who says the whole thing wasn't about Dincrist?”

"Dincrigt?"

"Uh-huh. Y ou should've heard him carrying on in that tank when we hit the heavy wegether. | think he

assumed somebody was out to get him, not me. Onething'sfor sure: he didn't have anything to do with
it. And from what they tell me, he's got alot more people who don't like him any morethan | do.”

Someone signaled at the door repeatedly, and kept it up. Rather than answer, Floyt, cautious now,
activated the corridor pickup. It was Heart.

Aware that she was under surveillance, she brigtled. "Damn your eyes, Fitzhugh! Open this door!”
" Speaking of suspects” Sintillahaf sang.

" She does sound atad hogtile," Floyt agreed, surprised by the Nonpareil's pique.

Alacrity was neither surprised nor put off. "Let her in please, Ho."

Incensed, Heart stormed into the room. She'd changed from the maillot to a demure househabit that
covered wrists and feet, its cowl thrown back to expose snowy curls.

"You redly work at being aspoiled child, don't you?' she seethed a Alacrity. "I'd have thought you'd
be more consderate, Inheritor Floyt."

"Wait! Cam down!" Hoyt implored. "What's this al about?"
"Y ou weren't in on it? The commo answering message?”'

Before the breakabout could grab it, Sintilla pounced on the remote held been playing with when she
and Foyt arrived.

"Thetermind's st to refuseincoming cals." Sintillamanipulated the remote, and thetermind's
answering device began to play lush balroom music into the sound system. It was the same musk
Alacrity and Heart had danced to the evening before. After afew moments, the breakabout's solicitous
voice announced, "Alacrity Fitzhugh has succumbed to acute indifference. Refunds available on unused
portion with proof of purchase.” The music continued until Sintilla shut the system off.

"Oh, Alacrity, how could you?" Sintillaasked.
"Arrested adolescence!” the Nonpareil fumed.



"How was| to know you'd mind?" was hisinnocent rejoinder.

Her eyesblazed a him. "I came over hereto tell you what a spiteful thing that wasto do. And | have
something elseto say to you whileI'm at it."

Sintillajumped to her feet, dapping her thighs. "Well, come on, Hobart. I'll take you up on that
backgammon game."

"l beg your—oh! Yes. That'd befine, Tilla" Floyt rose. Opting to leave Heart and the breakabout on
their own tripped no conditioning darmsin the Earther. He was getting accustomed to the fact that he
was no longer acting in strict accordance with either his upbringing or the dictates of the Earthservice. It
didn't make him fed as bad as he'd have expected.

Alacrity made no objection to their going. When they'd left, he waited and watched Heart, wide topaz
eyesboring into hazel ones.

"Y ou can turn off the headlights, Fitzhugh. They won't do you any good.”
"That what you came hereto tell me?”

"| cameto tell you that you're not being funny at al, just petulant. When you talk about not caring
about how othersfed, it wouldn't hurt to take alook at yoursdf first. And now that I've had my say, I'm
leaving.”

He jumped from the gurney, stabbing at the remote in mid-vector, moving to block her way at the

door. The dance music came up again. He got hisarms around her, and her perfume and the fedl of her
medeit difficult for himto think straight.

She pushed a him to free hersdlf. " Get away from mel™
"Y ou cameto tel mel waswrong about you. Wdll, didn't you?'

"Yed" But sheld stopped struggling to separate hersdf from him. "I hate you for what you think of
me. | can care for someone, but ... you don't understand what could happen.”

" 'What could happen' ismy hill of fare these days." He still held her, but gently. ™Y ou're not going to
get meto say, ‘| understand; be careful.' " He began moving with the music, fingersinterlocked at the
smadl of her back.

"Alacrity, yourenot being fair. Let mego."

“No."
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"I'm afraid you wouldn't come back."

Hetilted his head, leaning toward her. Their firgt kisswaslight, barely ameeting of lips, but lasting
and sure. Sheyielded; the dance resumed. She buried her fingersin the heavy gray-and-silver mane that
grew down into the channel of his spine, head to his cheek. He held her to him and drew the fabric off
her shoulder to kissit longingly.

The bannered glory of Frogtpilefilled the sweep of the skylight bowl; Halidome's rays picked out

every particlein theair of the room, but they were obliviousto it al. The dance paused, and they kissed
one another for minutes, lips and face, shoulders and throat, where each felt the other's racing pulse.

Both were breathing quickly. They wereimpassioned but unhurried. Her fingers dug into the muscles
of hisback; shewound afistful of hishair, kegping his mouth locked to hers. Alacrity bared both her
shoulders and kissed the pale swell of her bosom until she moaned, clasping his head to her. When he
drew her toward his bed she went eagerly.

Later they lay together naked and warm in the Halidome light streaming down through the skylight,
legsintertwined and arms around each other.



She said, "Alacrity, you have to promise me thiswon't lead to more trouble.”
"That'sdl right with me. What's your father got againgt me anyway?"'

"Y ou're a breakabout. When he was younger, serving out his gpprenticeship aboard family vessdls,
the high moversadways gave him such adifficult time. He till carriesthe resentment around in him, even
though he buys and sdlls fleets now."

Alacrity knew that breakabouts could be crud in their hazing and harassing. He wouldn't have been
surprised, though, to find out that Dincrist had brought alot of trouble down on himsdif.

"Won't he go into launch mode when hefinds out you're here?’

"He's deegping; the doctor gave him asedative. I'll be back when he wakes up.” She pillowed her
head on her arm and looked him in the eye. "There's something else; you don't have to answer if you
don't want to."

"Y ou mean am | using birth control? Y es."

She poked him onein theribs.

"All right, what?' He began trailing the backs of hisfingertips up and down her body dowly and
lightly.

"Wdl, Hobart—mmm, that feel's nice—Hobart's a sweet man, but sometimesit seems asthough he's
got some sort of hold on you.”

"No, nothing likethat," the conditioning and his own pride made him reply.

"Good, because | likehim." She squirmed alittle under his ddlicate teasing, laughing. "Stop, or I'll go
into seizured™

He leaned over her. "I'll go with you."

CHAPTER 13—TARGETS OF OPPORTUNITY

The next morning Alacrity and Floyt went forth just after Halidome rose, as preparationsfor the Hunt
reached their climax.

Floyt wore brown bush fatigues and Alacrity an old, comfortable gray groundside coveral, dong with
his pathfinder boots and a big, cobat-colored kerchief knotted around his neck. The kerchief, like the
brolly he carried dung from his shoulder, was asmple, versatile, and durable piece of gear with any
number of survival uses.

Since both men had been opposed to Sintilla's accompanying them, sheld elected to deepin and
cover the event in amore leisurely and comfortable fashion.

Thetwo arrived at one of Frostpil€'s expansive outer yards to find a scene of near-chaos.

All around stood Inheritors and others who planned to do their hunting from the luxury and safety of
ar and land craft, many of them organizing themselvesinto parties, in both the celebratory and sporting
sense of theword. The hunting areas set aside for these groups had been carefully marked on the ground,
so that airborne gunners wouldn't shoot those afoot or on animals. No pedal -powered airbikes were aoft
this morning; the turbulence caused by the hunters low-flying spotters made the flimsy craft too
hazardous.

Some would-be huntersinsisted they'd stalk on foot. Others demanded that shooting blinds be set up
for them. A few stubbornly refused to hunt other than from anima back. Many individuas and parties
demanded to be dropped into selected areas; others had decided to ride asfar as possible on the ground
and hike from there.

And apparently every one of the high-ranking visitors was used to having his or her way. Tigo's Saff



members were dashing about with maps and navigationa computers, intertia trackers, satellite-linked
locaters, and much-emended lidts, trying feverishly to accommodate everyone. The partieswould be
dispersed across much of Epiphany, though Alacrity had noticed that a smal southern continent was
being kept clear of vistors.

Floyt and Alacrity came upon some horses and inspected them curioudy. Most resembled their
forebears, terrestrid thoroughbreds, hunters, and jumpers, but severd were peculiar strainsbred in dien
environments,

One such, with spiderishly long legs, and three-toed hooves like a prehistoric hipparion's, caracoled
nearby. Beyond it stood a thickset colossusfar larger than any percheron; asit reared alittle, itslips
pulled back to reved the dentition of an omnivore.

Most of the mounts wore shin and hind ankle boots and had hooves cupped in protective bells.

A scattering of nonterrestrid riding animaswas aso vishle, anong them a cresture resembling a
millipede bearing atriple saddle and ad othlike beast whose face put Floyt in mind of Admirad Maska

Most of the mounts had been supplied by Frostpile, but some wedlthy guests had brought favorites
with them from other star systems, making Floyt blaspheme at the thought of the cost.

Dressed in camouflage battle suits, the Severeemish envoys stood by, surveying the proceedings.
Floyt suspected they were savoring the discord their Observance was causing at Frostpile.

Sortie-Wolf gave the two afriendly wave. "Poorly coordinated bedlam, wouldn't you say?"

"Then why don't you let them call it off?* Alacrity proposed as he and the Terran paused. "We could
all go back to bed and get up again at noon for another breskfast.”

Seven Wars barked laughter. "The obsequies, you know, the obsequies. Weir the Defender must be
honored as befits a Severeemish lord, or our customswill have been flouted.”

"Some honor,” Alacrity sneered at the Babd .
"Ah, wdl, it will haveto do.”

"Citizen Floyt," the generd said, "at some point 1'd like to have afew moments of your time. | think
ingghts are to be gained by soliciting an Earther's point of view. It bears remembering that Terrawas
origin world to Homo severeem aswell as Homo sapiens.”

"Oh. Wéll, of course I'd be happy to sit down with you when time permits.”
Maybe with about twenty, thirty Invincibles standing around, Muscles! Alacrity thought.

"Splendid. I've dwayswanted to trace my gene-heritage, both natura and augmentative. Y our
avocation isfascinaing." Sortie-Wolf and hisfather waved good-naturedly and walked off to ingpect
some of theriding animals.

"Ho, you'll probably find them cross-indexed under 'Mutants, Ugly, Bloodthirsty, and Warlike.™
"Stll, the generd was loud enough in suggesting away to save you yesterday."

"That might mean he's shrewd, but it doesn't mean he'sinnocent.” They resumed their way. ™Y ou
know, | didn't redlize what a stir you were going to cause with this genealogy stuff.”

"To befrank, it surprised metoo. | was taught that offworlders didn't care about their ancestral
background." Something occurred to him. "Maybe when we get back to Earth | can help you look into
yours."

"Forget it." He knew at once that he'd overreacted. "What | meant was, thanks anyway, Ho, but do
me afavor and don't. Don't even enter my name.”

Floyt nodded, saying nothing. Just when | thought | was getting to know him.
They came to one of an assortment of outfitters marquees, where anoisy disagreement was going on.



A rather attractive woman of middle age, smartly turned out in riding pinks, her face carefully paintedina
butterfly pattern, was harassing an assstant armorey.

"Why, back home I'd have you flayed! | paid five thousand ovasfor that riflel Now, go fetch it for
me this second!”

The servant answered camly. "All guests persona weapons are being held offworld, Esteemed One,
to insure the High Truce. But we have many others from which you areinvited to choose." Hehdd up a
short, deek energy carbine with saddle-scabbard ring. Floyt noticed that it had a strangefitting under the
forestock.

"You imbecile!" she gritted, raisng agting-crop. "What good isawegpon if anyone could own it?"
She swatted the carbine aside and strode away, Swearing.

"Open season on armorers?' Floyt asked.

The man shrugged. "It's been like that al morning. One young idiot demanded we return his poisoned
throwing daggers, wanted to go hunting fangsters! Imagine? And the Daimyo expected usto hand over
an ar-skiff mounted with hammergun pods.”

"Close ardrikes as awildlife management technique,” reflected Alacrity. "Very origind.”
"Alacrity, can't we just go St thisout in whatever passesfor adungeon?’

Alacrity laughed. "Only if you don't want to be an Inheritor, Ho. But it'll beal right. See the guns?
Every oneisfitted with a governor—in the case of Madame Merde's carbine, the boojum detector under
the forestock. Each hunter and staff member, gillie, and pilot will be wearing afunctioning 1D band. None
of these wegpons will be mistakenly—or even purpose y—fired at us.”

"But are they foolproof?"

" Supposed to be fool proof and tamperproof, Ho. We're gonna be careful just the same. | made some
specid arrangements yesterday evening.”

Floyt thought about making a crack, but restrained himsdlf. Alacrity had |eft arequest for equipment,
supplies, weapons, and an air vehicle. As the breakabout receipted for the ID bands and weapons, Floyt
said, "I thought we weren't going to hunt? And these wouldn't be any good for defense; everybody else
will be wearing bandstoo.”

Alacrity was accepting two big-gameriflesand apair of handguns. "Well, therere dwayswarning
shots. And signa shots. And shotsto scare away things that we don't want to kill but don't want to be
egten by either. Epiphany'sonly lightly settled; therére some mean specimens wandering around out
there

Other hunters were selecting al manner of artillery. Onelovey, ddicate young debutante picked out a
terrifically powerful Forbes Annihilator that, to Floyt, resembled aneck-dung holorecorder of unusua
sze. Alacrity shook his head dishdievingly. The promised blastathon would be the lowest kind of
lamebrained excuse for hunting: hafwits blowing holes through or setting fire to everything in sight except
one another, which was, now that he thought about it, too bad. If the Severeemish truly wanted trouble
on Epiphany, ingsting on the Hunt had been an astute move.

They came to where Stare Skill, Kid Risk, and Brother Grimm were checking over the mound of
equipment the outfitters had assigned them. The Djinn and the old mercenary seemed amiable enough,
but the xenologist |ooked disconcerted and avoided mesting their gazes.

"S0o you three have thrown in together?' Alacrity asked asthey compared notes.

"Y es, to—what'sthe term?—Tlie doggo, " Brother Grimm replied with hisfrightening smile. "So much
is brewing around here that it reminds me of the story of the louse and theflea”

Alacrity resisted the temptation to ask why. Floyt decided that no matter who kissed the Djinn, or
how much, there was no hope of his ever becoming ahandsome prince.



Risk looked amused. " These two were kind enough to agree to look after an old good-for-nothing
like me. Restores your faith in human nature.”

Brother Grimm emitted strange, popping laughter as he picked up all their gear with no perceptible
difficulty. "Such diplomacy, William! Such humility!"
Il at ease, Stare Skill said curtly, "It'stime we were on our way."

Floyt and Alacrity watched the trio move off in the direction of the ground vehicles. "Why should they
be nervous?' FHoyt wondered.

"Stare Skill and Brother Grimm are probably thinking that the Djinn's homeworld has alot of strategic
and economic importance, aside from happening to be the place where they live. Billy Risk must've piled
up so many grudges and vendettas that by now he doesit by instinct. But don't believe that garble of his
about who's|ooking after who."

They darted off again. "Stare Skill isn't showing much gratitude, though," Alacrity commented.

"Tillatold methat Kid Risk loved her and left her, along time ago. Do you think shell let him make
amends—? Hey, what's the frown for, Alacrity?'

"l wasjust caculating how the three of them might react if they thought Weir bequeathed somebody
sovereignty over—what'sthe Djinn's planet? Ifurin.”

"Me, for example?'

"Y eah. Those brothers wrote some pretty gory fairy taes, didn't they?"

After staring around for afew minutes the two were directed to the landing area by abemused
Invincible. Asthey crossed the tumult of the mustering place, things seemed to have grown even more
confused than before. "I talked to afew people around Frostpile,” Alacrity confided, “then | reserved us
agpot several hundred kilometersfrom here, far away from where anybody € se ought to be."

"Why not stay in one of the base camps?'
"That might be playing into somebody's hands. Besides, Tigo and the Severeemish will be nosing
around. Seven Warswould like as not make us go hunting with them."

Many of the mounted hunters, astride saddles and perched in howdahs and riding bareback, were
having more than alittle trouble controlling their animals.

Alacrity nudged Floyt. "Look & Dincrist!"

The shipping magnate was talking with severd friends, but Heart wasn't in the group. Sheld told
Alacrity the previous day, before going back to her suite, that she didn't share her father's passion for the
hunt. Dincrist looked fully recovered from the buzzball game, but nervous. His hand stayed closeto the
holstered pigtol at hiswaist.

Nearby, aparticularly repulsve creature squatted on two sets of rear legs, following Dincrist with
black, bulging eyes, growling and whining. Its mouth was crowded with serried rows of white,
inward-curving teeth.

"Tame Gresham's beast," Alacrity muttered. "They use'em for hunting humansaswell asanimas. |
never did likethosethings."

The predator from Gresham's World swung its ugly head at the two and made a gurgling sound.
Dincrist glanced their way, then continued scanning the yard uneesily.

"He's shakier thanwe are," Alacrity said. "'l guess he's decided it was him somebody wastrying to
scramblein the tank." He opened his mouth to yell acomment, but Floyt stopped him.

"It would only make things harder on Heart, Alacrity.”
The breakabout stared at him. "Thanks, Ho. You'reright."



They passed on to where a caged animal huddled wretchedly in one corner of its confinement,
quivering. It put the Terran in mind of agreen, six-limbed homunculus. "This can't be an attack beast
too?"

A gillie overheard them. "Now, that's awoodsprite.” He gestured toward Dincrist's party. “They're
riding after hedge devilstoday, and tomorrow, thislittle sprout. Too bad. They say there aren't many
left.” He went about hiswork.

Floyt squatted down, reaching into acargo pocket of his bush fatigues. The woodsprite edged
foward, sniffing. The Terran extended a piece of fruit hed saved from breskfast. Nogtrilsflaring, the thing
took the human's scent and moved closer timidly. Floyt tossed it the fruit. The creature caught it with one
limb and devoured it as though famished.

"Alacrity, isn't there something we can—"
“Nothing!"
Resigned, the Terran fell in beside his companion and resumed their walk to the takeoff point, where

vehicles of dl types, crammed with every sort of outdoor equipment, were parked or grounded at
assorted angles.

The craft Alacrity had reserved was alarge, ungainly sky barouche that had seen better days. It bore
the Weir crest and was laden with al manner of camping and surviva gear.

"But Alacrity, do weredly need dl thisjunk?' Hoyt gestured to the crest. "Not to mention the flying
bull's-eye?'

Alacrity reassured him with awink. He looked around to satisfy himsalf that they weren't being
watched. The gillies and other staff members were too harried to be doing much spying. Those hunters
who weren't occupied with difficulties and complications of their own were partaking of a prehunt snack
and abit of cheer aswaiters circulated among them with trays.

Alacrity began to sort through the cargo, selecting afew items: a case of rations, acompact field
generator, atwo-man bubble shelter, and deeping cocoons.

A young assistant motor-stable overseer came hurrying up to him. "l see you've got everything s,
Reef," Alacrity said.

The young man nodded energetically. "Y ou bet, Alacrity." He patted the barouche.

"Good." Looking around, Alacrity pointed to arow of surface skimmers. "Now, which of thoseis
free?'

Reef's eyebrowsknit. "Uh, dl of ‘em. They're mostly for local sghtseeing.”
"Well, which onésthe best of thelot?"

Resef indicated an dmogt-new skimmer, fully charged. Alacrity leaned therifles againg it and began
stowing the gear hed selected. Floyt snorted with laughter.

The skimmer was an open vehicle with afairing, two low-dung tandem seats, and asmdl luggage well
between the rear seat and the tiny engine. A safety helmet sat astride each seat's control pommel. A
navigation-commo unit bulged its nose. To Hoyt'sway of thinking, the ground skimmer couldn't have
looked much more like a bobded without being one.

"But, but what about the barouche?’ the perplexed Reef asked.

Alacrity paused. "After we're gone, take it back to the motor stable and dismount the control stem or
something. Then keep your lip sealed. But make sure nobody usesit, read me? Good. Here."

He surreptitiously passed Reef a Spican bank note. The assistant overseer palmed it and took an
unhurried leave,

"Why shouldn't anyone €l se use the barouche, Alacrity? Wouldn't that help confuse anybody who



was|ooking for us?'

Alacrity reached for amedical kit. "Y eah, but somebody might catch amissile or something that's
meant for us. Not very likely, | admit, but there's dways the chance.”

They loaded afew moreitems, and Alacrity made fast the cargo. Floyt, watching, inquired, "I
suppose the destination changes too?"

"Very good. Yup, | have aspot al picked out. Well stay hidden until these social retards are through
trying to vaporize local fauna, then come back as early aswe can without giving Seven Wars grounds for
complaint. Say, tomorrow mid-morning.”

"Staying out of everyonegsway isfinewith me, Alacrity.”
"Greet. Want ahelmet?| don't much favor themin apuny rig likethis"
Floyt took one anyway. "l dways say, don't wear ahelmet if you haven't got anything to protect.”

Alacrity got into the front seat, securing hisweaponsin their clips and buckling his safety harness.
Floyt did the same, then tightened the helmet's chin strap and lowered the visor. The breskabout pulled

onapair of goggles.

Alacrity took the steering grips and toed the accelerator. The skimmer rose two metersinto the
ar—very nearly its celling—and glided away dowly and silently.

It was pleasant to have the wind in hisface again, Foyt thought as he leaned around Alacrity to
watch. It was pleasant to leave his troubles behind.

Floyt was awakened by acry of haunting, luminous, and mournful beauty, a sustained trill rippling
down from the sky.

The Terran hiked himself around as quietly as he could in his degping cocoon, inchwormed, and
poked his head through the yielding film that was the door of the shelter. He moved gently, not because
he was alarmed or afraid, but because he knew ingtinctively that whatever had made that heartbreakingly
beautiful sound would betimid, easily frightened away.

Thelittle security field generator, attached to the edge of the shelter, hummed amost inaudibly. It was
rated for most Epiphanian areas; anything with even avestige of anervous system would be repelled by
theinvisible barrier protecting the shelter. The arealooked clear. Floyt flicked off the generator, the
better to listen.

They had pitched camp atop a hill. Floyt, seeing the vegetation around it, recalled some of the names:
snareweed and coronet shrubs, spark-nettles and culverin vines. There were lacy, tranducent ice trees
and patches of ribbon grass, blossoms and leaves, spores and undergrowth in artling colors, shapes and
profusion. He couldn't spot the crier, though.

Thewonderful sound came again. Hoyt caught aflash out over the smdl valey below him, of
something that made his breeth catch in histhroat. It was gorgeous, polychrome, blazing in away that
resembled meta one moment, stained glassthe next.

It had two sets of wings like spun gauze and awide, digphanoustail. It soared unhurriedly and with
consummeate ease, just below the dawn ling, calling like alost soul and making the hair on Floyt's neck
and arms stand up. His skin showed gooseflesh.

Thebird thing tilted with supreme grace and did in the direction of the hilltop camp, fragileand
radiant. It trilled again. Floyt could hear no other sound, as though the whole planet were listening to the
cries. They echoed and hung in the air for what seemed avery long time. The creature glided closer; the
Terran reached out to awaken Alacrity so that he wouldn't missit.

Then he saw that the breakabout was aso avake and had been listening too. Now Alacrity rolled
onto his ssomach and edged into the doorway, careful to make no sound or sudden move. The glorious



flyer banked again, itslong wingsablur. It climbed above the dawn line and into the morning sunlight.

Y dlow-red rays seemed to spray off it in arainbow, brilliant and breathtaking, making them gasp. It
whed ed; multicolored waves shimmered fromit. Then it dove like afiery meteor.

Floyt felt peaceful and content for the first time since the celebration at the Sockwallet lashup. Alacrity
felt untroubled for a change; there were worse places to be than the unspoiled wilds of Epiphany,
beneath this aerid dance.

Then abolt of light brighter than the sun lanced up from below. It caught the flyer squarely in aharsh,
explosvefirebal. The shimmering rainbow flew apart; the creature crumpled to ash. With alast trill of
infinitelossit fdl, smoking.

They watched, stunned. Floyt cried his anguish as the two wriggled free of cocoons and shelter.
Alacrity reached for the vision enhancers and held them up to his eyes. He scanned quickly, searching the
areafrom which the shot had come. He spotted the hunting party amost a once, at the far end of the
valley, picking itsway through the scrub. Alacrity directed Floyt's attention that way with hisfree hand, as
the enhancers, monitoring the breakabout's eyes, brought the focus into sharp clarity.

Dincrigt wasriding at the head of the party, rifle doft, sourring his horse, laughing triumphantly, white
hair gleaming. The Presbyter Kuss was behind him, among others. The hunting beast from Gresham'’s
World loped ahead of the group, sniffing the ground, obviously on ascent. It set up araucous howling,
legping and circling.

The bird thing had fdlen into the river that wound through the valey and was being washed swiftly
downsiream. Dincrist made an impatient gesture, dismissing it; thekill had only been amoment'sidle
diverson.

"Y ou unutterable shithed " Alacrity muttered, keeping the enhancer fixed on Heart's father, wishing
for asecond that hisrifle wasn't safetied. ™Y ou gutless, soulless—"

Floyt was yanking hisarm, saying, "Alacrity, look!" He pulled the vison enhancers down forcefully.
Alacrity forgot hisirritation at the Earther when he saw the little woodsprite, panting and spent, at the
edge of their camp. It wasinjured, bleeding dark blood from amiddielimb. Asit had initscage, it
extended its snout at them, trembling, taking their scent.

"It found us" Foyt said excitedly. "It followed our scent.”

"Wl ... possibly," Alacrity admitted dubioudy. They'd spent alot of timetraveling at virtua ground
levd; if the woodsprite had been released early enough and was good enough at following arborne
scents, it might have come after them on purpose, but that presumed an awful lot.

The Terran was approaching it with abit of food. "Hey wait,” the breakabout objected. "For all we
know, that thing spits AP missles

Floyt had never had apet of hisown, of course, but hed always fdt akinship for the timid little
creaturesin the childrens petting zoos and school and lab menageries. He offered the woodsprite a
crumb of ration, making chucking, clicking sounds. The thing sniffed him again, then reached out with
three of itsnimblelittle pawsto snatch thefood. It ate hungrily, watching them both, looking ready to
bolt.

"Well, I'll bedamned,”" Alacrity said. "Maybe he was somebody's pet before Dincrist got his hooksin
him, Ho."

Floyt came up with another ration fragment. Thistime the woodsprite didn't retrest after taking it, but
let him strokeits head softly. It made agurgling, cooing sound of its own. Floyt heard noises behind him
and turned his heead—dowly, no sudden movements—to see Alacrity folding their cocoonswhile the
shelter collapsed and contracted itself. "What are you doing?"

The breakabout paused. "Dincrigt's hound is on the scent. We can either hand over your pa there or
give those morons achase they'll never forget."



Floyt knew he should be objecting. While there was nothing directly prejudicid to their missonin
what Alacrity had in mind, neither was there anything remotely advantageous about it. But the breakabout
had apparently been right when held mentioned that three days conditioning wasn't nearly enough for a
complete behaviora reprogramming. Old attitudes and responses were likdly to resurface if sufficiently
evoked and unopposed by specific conditioning.

Instead of objecting, Floyt held out hisarmsto thelittle anima, knelt beforeit, cooed, then said, "All
right there, Short and Desperate, what'sit going to be?’

The woodsprite studied him for along moment, then climbed into hisarms. As he stowed their guns,
Alacrity said, "Here, take my spare shirt. Rub him down carefully, and daub at the blood; we want to
leave agtrong trail.”

Floyt did so gingerly. The woodsprite's smell was thick and musky, but not unpleasant. The creature
endured the treatment.

"If you can find anything like a scent gland or sebaceous glands, Ho, give 'em aonce-over. But don't
get nipped.”

Floyt lowered himsdlf into his skimmer seat dowly. His companion reached down to buckle his safety
harnessfor him, loosely and with surprising gentleness, so asnot to alarm their passenger. Then Alacrity
hopped into his own seat and brought the near-soundless little engineto life. He hovered, barely clear of
the ground. The woodsprite pressed closer to Floyt.

"Alacrity, should | drag your shirt ong the ground?

"Uh, not if it'll leave marks. I'll dow down when we pass rocks or grass and you can take a swipe.
But don't snag any thorns or bushes. If weleave cloth behind, they'll know something'sup.”

Following anarrow gametrail, Alacrity eased down the dope in the direction the little woodsprite had
come from, backtrailing to keep the mounted hunters from spotting any remnants of the camp—though
he doubted they'd left many. He spotted atrack left by the woodsprite and veered over it. Foyt plied the
shirt, and they headed downd ope, leaving afresh trail that would divert Dincrist's hunting animal.

"That Gresham's beast can probably follow afresh air-scent as easily as aground spoor,” Alacrity
told Floyt over his shoulder.

Asthey cut acrossalow field, building alead, careful to keep terrain features and trees between the
skimmer and the hunters, Foyt carefully wafted the shirt over rainbow grass. Alacrity, having picked out
part of his course from the hilltop, crested another rise, then took on the merest bit of atitude and began
to set the huntersamercilesstrail. He swooped under fallen logs and over rocks, squeaked between
clumps of vile-amdlling rogue ferns and across patches of snareweed.

Then it was over ashdlow streamlet and amudflat too soft and watery to retain smal-game tracks.
Trying to stifle the sound, Alacrity laughed louder each time he put some new obstacle behind them.

After drifting over abed of tear blossoms, he rose and pulled to a hdt in the shelter of an upthrust
rock. "We don't want to outdistance them by too much. | have to seethis.”

They crept to the edge of the jumble and looked back the way they'd come, the woodsprite
apparently content to wait in the skimmer. Astheriders were sill negotiating the rogue ferns, their
animasbaking at the stench, Baroness Myers inadvertently jostled the Presbyter Kuss, and the
clergyman took a heaeder into theferns. At the sametime, Chief Operating Officer Gloria"Kiki" Bernath
of Amalgamated Mining was in midstream, spitting water and wading one way while her horsewent in
the other.

Dincrist's mount became mired as he tried to skirt the mud, so hewas afoot, in it up to mid-shins,
floundering and trying to extricate the animal. There was agreat dedl of wild gesticulation.

But mud-covered, foaming, and frenzied with the chase, the Gresham'’s beast was screaming its
hunting cry while it raced aong hafway between prey and pack. The Terran and the breakabout redized



that, much as they were enjoying themselves, they couldn't tay where they were forever. "What do we
do now, Alacrity?"

"Urn. We can't just | et the hitchhiker go; they'd pick up histrail again."
That hadn't occurred to Floyt. "So?"

"Let'stake him to Redlock's camp. It's only acouple of kilometersfrom here. That'swhy | picked
this spot.”
"Redlock?"

"Well, the prey, there, isfair game, isn't he? And we've got him, don't we? So, we claim him and let
him go later. What can anybody say?"

There didn't seem to be an acceptable dternative. The hunting party was beginning to move again.
Apparently trained not to leave him too far behind, the Gresham's beast had circled around to wait for its
maeser.

"All right," Hoyt said. Off they went, careful to leave no tracks but leaving atrail through the worst
parts of the area. Their only regret was for the horses that were going to have to follow it; for the hunters
and the vicious Gresham's beadt they felt no pity. FHoyt found himsdf joining Alacrity in laughter; their
ruse might be an irresponsible act of applied lunacy, but it was fun.

They discovered that the area wasn't completely devoid of big game when, rounding the bend in adry
wash, they found themselves headed directly for agranite ox, who had until that moment been enjoying a
sand bath. Alacrity hit the accelerator and cut around it before the huge, armored behemoth could swipe
at them with itswicked horns. Floyt looked back over his shoulder to see the bulky herbivore trotting
away, and was glad that it wouldn't be around when the trigger-happy hunters reached the scene. He
took up leaving the scent trail once again.

From time to time the two found a safe vantage point from which to gaze back at their pursuit with the
vison enhancers. Severd hunters had dropped out, either from exhaustion or injuries. FHoyt spied Kiki
Bernath sitting on the ground, nursing her ankle as her horse disappeared toward the skyline. 1t did the
Earther's heart good.

And in time, through a serpentine course, never |etting the hunting pack get too far behind but never
letting it catch up too closely either, the two gleefully skimmed to the big, busy hunting camp of Governor
Redlock. At Alacrity'sinstruction, Floyt tucked the scent shirt out of sight. The woodsprite had been
safely conceded under the cargo cover, athough it had been nervous.

Alacrity pulled to astop in the center of the camp. It seemed that most of the guests were still out
potting away. There were cages, preservation containers, and hooks for the keeping of gamelive or
dead, whole or eviscerated. The stench of burnt game defiled the air; most of the daughterment would go
to waste,

A fourth choice was dso available. Gillies were feeding some game into alarge machine that had been
airlifted out from Frostpile as a conspicuous show of hospitdity, wedth, and power.

"Taxidermic robot," Alacrity commented as they unbuckled and dismounted to await the fun. "Rich
peoplestoy.” Dead wildlife wasfed into it a one end, to be processed by the most rapid, modern
computerized systems available, emerging a short while later, stuffed and mounted, at the other end.

Floyt looked around. No one seemed to have taken much notice of their arrival. Gillies and servitors
were moving back and forth, attending to their tasks, afew hunters were scattered about, swapping lies.
No other tracking animals were nearby, though Alacrity suspected that dl the dead gamein the area
would confuse anything but the determined Gresham's beast anyhow.

" Shouldn't we claim the woodsprite now, Alacrity?'
"Don't you want to see Dincrigt's face when we pull that whatsit out of the cargo boot?"



"But when Dincrigt gets close to camp, helll know something's up. He might even give up the chase.™
Floyt couldn't see any sign of an gpproaching horseman.

"Without finding out what's going on here? Not achance." Alacrity was|ooking around, on the off
chance that the Nonpareil was at Redlock's camp, but she was nowhere to be seen.

So they leaned casudly on the skimmer, Floyt whistling nervoudy, the breskabout humming a
half-remembered tune, until Dincrigt, the only hunter |eft in the chase, pounded into sight on a horse ready
to drop. His Gresham's beast preceded him, confronting the Terran and the breakabout with adavering
sal.

Dincrist dismounted, and the two companions had troubl e deciding which was frothing worst: man,
horse, or tracking animal. "Fitzhugh, I'll have you dismembered for thisl What have you done?!

"We gaveyou alittleriding lesson, isdl," Alacrity replied airily. FHoyt, remembering the sensdless
daughter of the magnificent flyer, laughed spitefully.

Furious beyond words, Dincrist reacted more violently than they'd foreseen, and the entourage
members and subordinates who would ordinarily have restrained him weren't around to intervene. He
lunged at the breakabout, swinging his nerve-fire riding crop. The sting-crop hummed wickedly; itslash
cut Alacrity's cheek. The younger man froze in shock for amoment.

Floyt yelped and moved to separate them or something; he wasn't sure what. The peacemaking didn't
get far. The Gresham's beast drove him away from its master by baring rank upon rank of tine-teeth.
When he moved toward the skimmer and its guns, the thing tensed to legp; it smelled the woodsprite on
him and knew he was an enemy. The only reason it hadn't savaged FHoyt or Alacrity wasthat it hadn't
been commanded to.

Meanwhile, Alacrity had made afew decisons of hisown, the most important one being that he
wasn't going to be hit again. He blocked the crop's second swing, mesting the edge of Dincrist'swrist
with the back of hisown. Their free hands|locked. People were yelling in the background, but Alacrity
couldn't taketimeto listen.

Dincrist, bearing down, was more concerned with the leverage of arms and torsos; Alacrity relaxed
snuoudy, diding in asthough he were boneless, and took the shipping magnate's legs out from under him
inaquick foot-sweep.

But Dincrigt, sportsman and athlete, was fast and strong, even discounting his age. He landed well and
amost gave Alacrity akneein the groin as the breskabout pounced on him. They rolled, battling wildly,
back and forth over the field-tamped campground.

The Gresham's beast had driven Floyt back up againgt the bulk of the processor, where his clutching
hand found a gillies wooden staff. Floyt took it and whirled it out before him horizontaly just asthe
creature sprang at histhroat. Its jaws clamped on the thick staff, splintering the wood, and locked there.

Alacrity had the satisfaction of connecting solidly with Dincrist's mouth, knocking the carefully kept
slver hair askew, seeing blood flow. The tanned gentility faded; Dincrist howled as he buffeted and
struck at Alacrity with fist and crop, like achild in atantrum. The opponents hammered at one another.

At the same time, the Gresham's beadt, its forelegs clear of the ground, growled, yanked, and tugged
Hoyt thisway and that. Floyt could only fed thankful in ahorrified way that the beast's reflex wasto hang
on to the staff rather than release and try for anew hold. Still, he could barely keep his grip, and the thing
was dowly biting the staff in two, itsreeking, steamy breath making him gag.

Floyt's clumsy, intermittent kicksto the horror's underside seemed not to bother it inthe leadt. If it
disarmed him, it would certainly either maim him or turn on Alacrity to help its master. The staff began to
splinter, and the Gresham's beast screamed, sensing victory.

Alacrity heard it just as he put the sole of hisboot squardly into Dincrist's ssomach. The older man's
breath whooped from him, and he rolled away, groaning. The breakabout surged to hisfeet and tore



Dincrigt's crop away from him, twisting its control to maximum. He rammed it into the Gresham's beast's
ribsjug asit bit through the staff.

A charge of nerve-fire went through it, and the creature bounded aside in a paroxysm, away from the
pain-directly into the feeding hopper of the taxidermic robot. Itslong tail was held fast, for the moment,
by the idling feeder mechanism, and scrabbling to freeitsdlf, it dmost snapped FHoyt'sfoot off ina
near-miss.

The Earthman, with afeding of surreal cam, dapped down the control bar.

"No!" Dincrigt shouted from where he lay. But the machine sucked the Gresham's beadt, its bulging,
hate-filled eyesfixed on Hoyt, out of sght and began making gridy sounds.

The shipping tycoon was on hisfeet, but Alacrity till had the crop, and others had run to find out
what was going on, among them the two Severeemish envoys and an enraged Redlock. The governor
saw that they were going to clash again. He stepped between them and, shorter than either by half a head
and more, shoved them stumbling away from him in either direction. From the anger like a black hood
above his eyes, it was apparent that he was in no mood to be provoked. Both opponents quieted.

"Ah, yes" Theater Genera Sortie-Wolf hissed unpleasantly. "The High Truce."
He couldn't be enjoying thismore if you tickled him, Hoyt thought.

"This bacterium is respongble for bregking the Truce," Dincrist managed, camer now, just as Admird
Maska arrived to see what was going on.

"l got hit firgt; | hit back," Alacrity spat. His conditioning was now twisting his gut, aswas Foyt's, they
redized their pexil.

Just then the clatter of the taxidermic robot drew everyone's attention. Their eyes went to the ddlivery
platform of the processor.

With the others distracted, Floyt backed to the surface skimmer, where the woodsprite still cowered
in hiding. He had no intention of seeing it fed into the machine.

Out onto the delivery platform did the Gresham's beast, beautifully suffed and mounted, in avery
redlistic pose. Its hide was clean, itsteeth sparkled, and its glassy eyeswerefilled with hatred.

"Well," Alacrity proclaimed loudly, "you've gotta admit the effect'sredly lifelike. HEs gonnalook
great in the trophy room.”

Only Redlock's presence saved him from another attempt on hislife.

CHAPTER 14—SATISFACTION GUARANTEED

Dame Tigo wasnt in the least amused.

Alacrity quickly lost his smile when the matter was taken before her, immediately upon the return to
Frogtpile. Hoyt was quite frankly intimidated, bel aboring himself, How could we have gotten ourselves
into so much trouble in so short a time?

"Do you know what you've done, you foolish men?' The old woman's rouged face was quivering, her
eyes searing them. Dincrist could no more meet her gaze than could Alacrity and Foyt.

Redlock stood near, having delivered an unbiased summeation of what he knew of theincident. But the
essentid part, the question of who had provoked whom, and where the guilt lay, was ill unclear.

Dorraine was present with her father, First Councillor Ingt. Seven Wars and Sortie-Wolf were on
hand, intent on seeing the Severeemish Usages observed to the letter. Admiral Maskawasin attendance
aswdl.

"Y ou've broken the High Truce, that's what you've done, you foolish little men!" Tigjo added.



"I'm 197 centimeters” Alacrity muttered, studying thefloor.

"Shut up!" FHoyt and Tigjo both bellowed at him at the same moment, shocking one another. Foyt
turned desthly pale, eyes screwed shut. Inst and Redlock exchanged the smallest grin; Dorraine hid her
amile

"Y ou may discount the height of you that extends above your ankles, Master Fitzhugh,” the grandam
continued, tight-lipped. "'For that iswhere | shdl cut you off." Alacrity swalowed. " Someoneisgoing to
pay for what happened this morning. Now, it al seemsto revolve around who struck thefirst blow. That
would seem to be you, Captain Dincrigt."

"But ... Dame Tigo, these runagatesinterfered with my rightful pursuit of my prey. That is, my
party's prey; we'd been chasing it for over an hour.”

"And that is provocation under the Usages of the Hunt,” Minister Seven Wars contributed. "The
Earther and his escort are clearly implicated.”

"Y es, s0 long as the woodsprite was sole prey," Sortie-Wolf added. " One cannot pursue more than
one prey and have exclusveright of pursuit.”" He looked at the disputants dyly.

"But he had two!" Floyt burst out. "Captain Dincrist shot down this-thisbird, flying cresture. We saw
it

"I bet weld have trouble getting hisfriends testimony on that one, though,” Alacrity put in, addressing
Tigo.

"Whereisthe creature in question, the woodsprite?" Tigjo inquired.

"It escaped,” FHoyt announced, deadpan. In truth, the woodsprite had raced for thetreeline, al
elbows, rear end, and sole pads-escaping.

"The bone of contention has departed, en?' Tigo eyed Foyt, evduating himin anew light, choosng
not to contest hisstory. "Then, what does al this matter? Mutual apologies seem in order.”

"Alas, no, Dame Tigo," Seven Warsintoned. "That would violate the Severeemish Usages. There has
been an infraction againgt the High Truce. Thiscannot betolerated.” Alacrity, pding, thought, War!

"Butit'sdl so hopeesdy muddlied,” Dorraine said. " Surely the Severeemish don't pprove of
punishing theinnocent ong with the guilty.”

"Indeed. It is muddled beyond any solution save one," Seven Wars shot back. "A death duel will
sHtleit.”

Floyt felt asudden need to it down. Dorraine gasped. Inst exploded, "Y ou can't be serious!" Maska
watched without comment, and Dincrist's mouth was aslent O. Alacrity reflected that if the Severeemish
weren't the ones who'd tried to iminate Dincrist and/or himsdlf in the buzzball tank, they were doing
somebody an awfully big favor, whether they knew it or not.

"Absolutely not,” Tigo decreed. "The pitting of human beings against one ancther in that way was
stopped when we threw down the Presidium. | will not permit it."

"Y ou would accept our fedty and then mock our Observances?' Sortie-Wolf demanded hotly.
Redlock looked at Alacrity asif held taken just about enough. But before the governor could speek, First
Coundillor Inst intervened.

"Wait! | see an dternative under your own Usages.”

They al turned to him. The mahogany face was regal and composed, the voice deep and precise.
"Y our own histories speak of the Severeemish Lords Requiter and Pdladin, who had amuddled dispute
between them. If memory serves, the elders gave them permission to settleit with a contest short of a
death dud."

Dorrainetook her father's arm and kissed him. They al watched the two envoys expectantly.



"Ah, yes," SortieeWolf said, "but those circumstances were quite extraordinary.”
"So arethese™

"Areweto be bent to every little Severeemish dot and dash?' Tigo thundered. "Here we have a
compromise within your Usages. Or have you come here looking for war?"

"Requiter and Paladin sailed one-man barbaustoes in arace through Saughter Strait,” Sortie-Wolf
snapped. "As dangerous as aduel. What will you have? More tank-hopping? More bal-hitting? Pah! ™

Tenson gave the chamber alightning fed. Floyt, like everyone e se, was thinking desperately. Then,
what seemed like amarvelous solution lit up hisbrain.

"Airbikes!" he shouted triumphantly.

"Do you guys redlize how much money'sriding on thisrace?' Sintillawas besde hersdf with
excitement. " Spican bank notes, ovas, ducats, currency bangles—they're betting afortune, everybody in
Frogpile

That stopped Alacrity. Maybe it would be more profitable to throw the ... But his conditioning made
him haf dizzy a the unformed thought, because Dame Tigjo had vowed that, as executrix, she would
pendizethe airbike race'slosers, by which she meant Foyt aswell as the breakabout. The race would
be run with two-man airbikes, at the insstence of the Severeemish, since Foyt was a part of the
dtercation.

And that meant that to lose was to jeopardize the inheritance that had brought them all the way from
Terra. So Alacrity banished from his mind thoughts of anything except winning.

"Where's your cashriding, Tilla?' he snarled at her as hefit the sweatband down over hisforehead.
"Onyou guys, of course. They're giving the most fantastic odds againgt you!™
"Will you quit being so damn happy about it?"

Theroof that served as Frostpile's airbike hangar and takeoff station had become so crowded with
bettors and other celebrantsthat Tigjo had been obliged to haveit cleared, ordering al but aselect few
to remove themsalves and find observation points el sewhere. Nearby roofs werefilling up with laughing,
shouting, drinking, boisterous people who were perfectly aware of the possibility of desth or injury
resulting from the race, and not in the least depressed about it.

Many of the men and some of the women were wearing copies of or fanciful variationson Foyt's
cutaway, whipped up for them by Frostpile's resident designers and couturiers. Given the wedth and
influence enjoyed by most of the guests, al Signs pointed to Floyt's having started a far-reaching fashion
craze.

"I'm gtill having ahard time believing you suggested this," Alacrity told Floyt. ™Y ou've never even been
in one of these kites"

"But you have," Floyt reminded him patiently, for something like the twentieth time, as he pulled on
lightweight biking shoes. "Alacrity, you and Dincrigt and the others have dabbled in airbiking, but | ana
cycligt”

He stood up. Though the shoes were aready broken in, held put patches of skinsheath on hisfeet for
protection. "I don't know much about star travel or gunsand al that, but I'm very good at what's
important now. You'l seel”

Has he changed, Alacrity wondered, or am | just seeing him more clearly?

The Terran looked again at Thistle, their airbike. She was a muscle-powered craft made of
trangparent metdar of quarter-mil thickness. She had along pusher propd ler and extremdly lengthy
shoulder-mounted wings that gave her good lift and soaring characteristics. Thistle also had acanard, a
small steering wing, set a the end of apole extending from her nose. Floyt thought the orange dawnlight



streaming through her made Thistle a creation of unsurpassed beauty.

Floyt was glad that both competing bikes were conventional uprights, he had little experience with
recumbents. It seemed that the Union Cycdlist Internationae had banned the use of recumbentsin officia
racing in 1938, Terran reckoning, and a peculiar snobbism had kept offworld parvenus from popularizing
theminair biking.

"l wish we could get going,” Alacrity said, shivering.

"Yes. I'm cold too."

"It's not that, Ho. Halidome's going to rise soon. Y ou won't believe how hot it's gonna get insde that
thing. Drink dl theliquidsyou can.”

"But theweight—"
"You'l loseit double—'stat once were airborne.”

Floyt, an experienced racer, needed no further urging. He swigged from abottle of fortified fruit juice
and bit into another carbohydrate bar. Alacrity had two of the ground crew give Thistle one more quick
going-over with their evaporators, to cut down on the weight of condensation sheld haveto carry aoft.

Over by Feather, the biplane airbike selected by Dincrist and his partner, the Presbyter Kuss, some
last-minute adjustments were being made. Feather, like Thistle, wasframed with incredibly strong, light
tubing and had fiber-cable control lines. Alacrity had chosen amonoplane over a biplane because, even
though the other was the more rugged design, Thistle had an edge in maneuverability. He was even more
opposed to less conventiona designs, like the flying wing with apedaing nacelle at both ends.

While Alacrity ran alast check on the tiny commo button clipped to hiswrist siweatband, Floyt
looked over the pedaling assembly. He was once more amazed at the lightness and strength of the exotic
composite materias used. He dearly wished to try an equaly advanced bicycle—to take one back to
Earth, if it were possible. Surdly that wouldn't be too much to ask of Earthservice?

Heturned his attention to the single landing whed, and the emergency snare mounted aong the
arbikesunderbelly. It was aflat envelope of adhesive ribbonslike those of the snarley-bal thrown at
Alacrity back at Machu Picchu. Alacrity and the crew chief had pronounced themselves satisfied with it;
Hoyt, eyeing theinsubstantial stuff of the packet, wasn't so confident.

First Councillor Inst ssumped over to Feather in the meta exoskeleton of an antigrav-harness. The
Severeemish had been opposed to any kind of safety escort for the two racers; thered been nonein
Saughter Strait. But Tigjo indsted; the route of the race, agreed upon after considerable wrangling, was
over some rough and dangerous country. Arguments for a shorter, safer course and more escort flyers
had been met by Sortie-Wolf's accusation that Tigjo was trying to turn agrudge match into a dilettantes
outing.

So one escort was a compromise. Several nominees had been discussed, including Redlock and
Maska, along with some of Dincrist's cronies. For various reasons, Alacrity or Dincrist had objectionsto
amogt dl. Inthe end they'd settled on Ingt, somewhat a Tigjo's urging. At least it good in hisfavor that
he'd averted adeath duel, or awar, by dredging up abit of Severeemish history.

By the timefinal arrangements—choice of routes, air-bikes, escort, and so on—had been made, it
was late in the evening, but Alacrity demanded the opportunity for atest flight, to check the lay of the
land and the aircraft. The Severeemish had told him, with vast amusement, to go right ahead, snce he had
all night for the project. Hed made an answer not suitable in polite company and dropped the idea.

Inst's exoskel eton was mounted with a smal, powerful winch whose cable ended in a snap-hook. He
could make fast to hoisting hooks located at the tops of the airbike fusdlagesto prevent a
crasn—yperhaps. Of course, he couldn't save both at once. That, too, seemed to tickle the minister and
the generd.

Inst also wore amedical kit and long-range communicator. A pair of vision enhancers, flipped up,



rode his brow. Clipped to the power pack on his back was ablaster.

Alacrity had been very dubious about that |ast, but anyone on the ground out in the wildswas liableto
run into large, vicious things that were hungry and prepared to do something abot it.

Crew people gingerly lifted Feather tofit her into her launch dot. Dincrist, Kuss, and afew followers
came after. The tycoon's choice of the presbyter as partner made sense; the athletic clergyman had
arbiking experience. And, held been one of those unhorsed and humiliated during the wood-sprite prank.
Jaw set and eyes narrowed, he now looked disinclined to discuss matters of the spirit with Floyt or
anyoneese.

More crew took up Thistle now. Feather would launch from station number one, Thistle from
number five, in order to minimize the chances of friction between the two teams.

Tigo sat near the hangar, with Dorraine, Redlock, Ingt, and the two Severeemish. "I'm going to make
suretherulesre clear,” Alacrity said and ambled off in their direction. Admiral Maskaintercepted him.

"l just wanted to wish you and Hobart well," the deepy-eyed Srillan said. "'l hope the Strange
Attractorsfavor you."

"Strange Attractors?' Alacrity had heard the term somewhere, but couldn't recall its meaning.

"Antiquated terminology. It's come to represent the hidden forces holding sway over chaotic
dynamics—you know: air turbulence, dectricd potentid across cell membranes, and so forth.”

"Oh. Right. Well, we could definitely use 'em on our sde. And an engine; | wouldn't mind one of
those, ether.”

Maska snuffled laughter and added, "When a system isno longer deterministic, Strange Attractors are
at work. Good luck, Alacrity."

"Thank you, Maska." He watched the admird walk away.

Floyt and Sintillamade their way to launch dot five. At number one, Dincrist and Kuss had stripped
down and were doing loosening-up exercises. Floyt shed hisheavy coat; Sintillaheld it for him as hetoo
warmed up in the chilly air. The light of Halidome was just touching the uppermost reaches of Frostpile,
turning it to orange-red intaglio. Feather's team began boarding, moving gently and carefully.

The Terran glanced around and saw that Alacrity still sood near the nobles, but he appeared to be on
the periphery of things. Redlock was erect in the manner of an ancient Prussian, Dorraine on hisarm. She
seemed to be addressing Seven Warsformally. After abrief exchange, the minister gave the queen a
courteous bow; shereturned it with agrateful nod of the head.

Floyt had stopped exercising and was watching Inst, who'd listened to the conversation with acertain
tension on hisface and glanced at Alacrity severa times. The breakabout hadn't noticed.

At length, Alacrity got Tigo's attention and began to speak. The grandam rolled her eyesto the sky,
then barked something at him. Alacrity spread his hands, hunched his head down between his shoulders,
and turned toward the launch stations.

As he waked, though, Heart appeared, stopping him. Dincrist, dowly pedaing to test hisship, wasin
no position to take notice.

She was stunning in an ouitfit al of red suede and hed-length hooded, crimson fur. Shetook his hand,
sueezing it emphaticdly, and said something. Then she threw her arams around him, kissed him fleetingly
but very hard, and was gone before he could reply.

He was gtill dazed when he arrived &t the launch dot.

"l don't think he needsto do any warmups.”

"Therésno time anyway, Sintilla," Floyt replied.

Alacrity broke his distraction. He doffed his coat, and he and Floyt handed their proteuses over to



Sintilla, every gram of weight being important in airbike racing. Besides, theinstrumentswould only get in
theway or be damaged. That left them in sweatbands, shorts, light helmets, and cycling shoes.
They boarded, Floyt taking the rear seat, which position was till known, after centuries, asthe

stoker. Sintillalooked them over, then announced cheerfully, "1 just know you two are going to make me
rich!" She stepped back as a crew chief seded them into the fuseage with athermowand.

They were seated on long, narrow saddles, Floyt directly behind Alacrity. They began fitting the
cleats of their shoesinto the peda impressions and adjusting toe clips and straps.

"Nice sendoff you got there," Floyt commented casudly, his own voice sounding strangeto himin the
closefusdage. It was narrow, not much longer than the peda frame, but high enough for them to St
erect.

Alacrity looked back over his shoulder &t the Terran'sinnocent expression for amoment, then went
back to settling in. "Shetold me she hopeswewin," he said quietly.

Alacrity fit his shouldersinto the brackets hed have to usein order to pedd effectively; hishands held
the control grips. Movements of the grips stem aso controlled movement of Thistle, so that it couldn't
be used for leverage. On the control yoke were acrude atimeter, airgpeed indicator, horizon indicator,
and compass. Floyt was provided smple downswept Maes-type handlebars, which was fine with him.

Since airmasks weren't needed yet, they let them dangle around their necks. Floyt found that his
saddle was soft and not dick, which pleased himin view of the sweating he expected to be doing very
shortly.

Alacrity was il testing his controls. Floyt asked, "What was Dorraine saying to Seven Wars?'

"What? Oh, something or other about that Thorn Cup thing we're al supposed to drink tonight before
the Will-reading. She can't take part in the ceremony. There goesIngt.”

Manipulating the controls on his chest pand, Ing, standing amost upright, shot away into the sky at
high speed.
"Why couldn't Dorraine drink from the Cup?' Floyt persisted. "Don't the Severeemish expect it?"

"Huh? Ho, for Fate's sake! Would you mind thinking about the race? If we lose, you can count on old
Tigoto yang us good!"

Undoubtedly true, but Floyt had no intention of losing the race. The two began asow cadence,
pedding at alesurdy twenty rpm, bringing the propdller upto anidle.

Floyt'sinquigtive bent made him plow on. "I'm just curious, Alacrity. If you can't remember what
Dorraine said, you should just say S0, not bite aman's head off."

"Remember? Of course | remember! Uh, there's some sort of rule or stricture, from way back in her
ancestors time. Something or other about, ‘Comfort those in sorrow, but look to the life hereafter, and
do not drink the bitter dregs of grief. Or something. Now will you let me alone and concentrate on the
race?'

But that's not right! Foyt thought to himsalf. He knew something about the roya family of Agora;

that was part of the materia hed become familiar with while researching the monograph that had cometo
Weir's attention.

He reached back in memory as the prop spun faster and he watched the musclestensein the
breakabout's back. The gtricture ran on the order of, "Comfort those in sorrow, and, looking to the life
hereafter, sweeten the bitter dregs of grief.”

An obscure gricture, yet certainly not one that Dorraine should have gotten so wrong. But why
should she—"

"Hang on!" Alacrity warned. Tigo's hand was on the release. Foyt put thought from hismind and
abandoned himself to pedaling. Their cadence rose to over ninety rpm, the prop's dightly higher. Thistle



vibrated as though eager. Tigo pressed therelease. Thistle and Feather did down their launch dots.
And Hoyt found himsaf flying.

True arbike racing had begun as a sport wherein contestants began from a standing start at ground
level and, by dint of soaring techniques and Homeric pedaling, covered a certain distance and reached a
specified dtitude, usudly in araceto ahigher landing spot.

But the sport's popul arity grew beyond the dlite band of dedicated masochists who were actudly
capable of such afeet; there were those who wanted to know how it felt to be a"red" airbike racer. The
launch dotswere born.

Floyt was gratified that the race wasn't the real thing. He doubted he and the breakabout would ever
have gotten above ground-effect atitude.

Asit was, they soared in the orange-red light of Epiphany's dawn, the planet's strange, enchanted
landscape rolling by benesth the transparent undercarriage. Floyt was ecdtatic, for dl the fact that Thistle
was adow and walowing bird.

The peda s spun and the chain whirred softly. The propeller sang. Both men breathed easily, and the
dawn air was till. There was no other sound.

"Stay centered and let me do the balancing,” Alacrity repeated. Floyt calmly chaked it up to anxiety.
"Pedal!" the breakabout said. And Hobart Floyt did.

Alacrity tilted the canard and worked the other control surfaces. Thistle siwung around toward the
race course, Feather off her left wingtip by no more than ten meters.

Thered been some lack of agreement on the gearing to be used. Foyt had opined that gearing too
high and pedding too dowly would be bad, needlessly fatiguing, asin bicycling. Alacrity had inasted that,
in arbiking, pedaing dowly-hard and pedaling quickly-easly were equivdent. Still, hed giveninand
geared Thistle to suit Floyt.

"That'sit! Keegp it up!" Alacrity called back. Floyt smiled to himsalf. The two craft began the route, as
marked, at something like twenty-five kph. Floyt didn't look about for Inst; hewould be far to one side,
pacing them and staying well clear. Even the most minute turbulence could have detrimentd effectson the
flimsy arcraft. For that reason, al aircraft in the region had been grounded for the duration of the race.

They passed over the first of the beacons set out by staff members during the night, after the
compromise had been hammered out. Floyt caught amovement out of the corner of hiseye. Feather
was nearby. Dincrist and Kuss hunched over their handlebars, pedaling furioudly, their propeller ablur.
Feather pulled dightly ahead Thistle.

Alacrity sought to increase the pace, shouting, "Don't watch them; I'll take care of that! Just peda!”
"That'sonly asurge, Alacrity. It won't last long. Let them have the lead for now.”

Alacrity thought that over as he pedaled, then complied. He held the pace, guiding them with skillful
economy, loath to give up dtitude for speed, snceit might cost them dearly later on. Both brokeinto a
light swest.

Alacrity took amoment to spot First Councilior Inst some distance starboard, aft, and below, cruising
aong in astanding position. The man really knew how to handle a grav-harness. Hed carefully taken up
position so asto create no turbulence for the racers. Just then he was speaking into his commo headset.

Leery of the crosswinds at higher atitudes, the airbikes began the descent into a deep, winding,
heavily forested river valey. Neither pilot spent much time searching for updrafts—risers. It wastoo
wasteful of energy, dtitude and speed. Glancing back under hisarmpit, FHoyt watched the first marker
beacon disappear behind them.

They were swesting fregly. The nacelle had grown hot and reeked of their perspiration. Foyt
understood how such a cockpit had come to be referred to as a"nay-smell.” Moisture began to fog the



fusdage. They were buffeted by air currents; Alacrity fought the turbulence as they both pedaled harder.
Feather wasin the same dilemma

Floyt pedaled more effectively than Alacrity; his cardiovascular and respiratory systems were more
attuned to the work, and his muscles aswell. Inst moved up close, one hand on the controls on his chest
pane, the other holding the winch hook ready. The jagged tops of ice trees were floating past just
beneath the undercarriage. But suddenly both ships hit an updraft, gaining a miraculous two and ahalf
meters. Inst backed off.

"Thisis... astupid sport,” Alacrity panted. Floyt saved his breeth. They were ill thirty kilometersor
so from Icarus Point, thefinish line. After the forest would be an area dotted with therma vents, where
they could take on plenty of atitudeif Alacrity could avoid getting awing melted. Then, asdt-marsh
ddta, after which came Icarus Point. They had to husband their strength.

Thelight of the star Halidome was working itsway down thevaley wals Thistle's interior waslikea
steam bath, and her crew was losing moisture at an astounding rate. A tubular two-liter water blivet was
mounted aong the nacdlle celling; Alacrity pulled down the extendable hose, took asip without dowing,
and passed it back. Floyt alowed himself adeep drink and let the hose snap back up into place.

They were pedding at a cadence of ninety-five rpm. Alacrity seemed to be having trouble with the
controls. Floyt asked what was wrong.

"Dincrig. Hitting histurbulence.”

Floyt hadn't considered that problem. "Then we're going to have to pass him. Ready?' He pulled on
his airmask, asmple arrangement connected by an overhead tubeto asmdl ar intakein Thistle's nose.

"Hey!" Alacrity yelped. Floyt was already hard a work, pressing down with the ball of one foot,
hauling up againg histoe clip with the other. He was exerting himsdlf at anear-maximum, happy. He
whooped through his mask. Alacrity did hisbest to hold up hisend.

Cadence climbed to one hundred. One hundred three. One hundred five. Alacrity felt ared-hot ice
pick of paininhisright caf and didn't care, because Thistle was coming abreast of Feather, despite the
frantic efforts of Dincrist and the Presbyter Kussto hold their lead.

"Seeif you can pull infront of them,” Hoyt proposed in amuffled voice. "I've got my shorts lowered.”
Alacrity didn't have the breath to find out if Floyt was serious; they both bore down.

Thistle drew into the lead and even gained a meter and a haf of dtitude, bringing them into the
splendor of Halidome's sunlight. Alacrity gave a breathless cheer.

Floyt felt immorta. He pedaed on.

The valey broadened, and tributary valleys brought in runoff. Air currents here were much more
active, but the airbikes hit no headwinds, and Alacrity was an excellent pilot. He eased up the strain on
hisright leg, working mostly with his|eft.

But the pedas seemed harder to work. He gave them a sudden burst of energy, but they resisted him.
"Ho, are you okay?'

"Yes. Areyou tired?1 think | can handlethingsif you want to rest abit.”
"No, no. | thought you were causing the drag.”

The crank axlesmoved asif they werein thickening glue. Hoyt gaveit everything he had. Things
seemed to be going well for amoment, then the pedals again started to fedl asif they were seizing up.

"Ho, it'snot us," Alacrity called from the front saddle.

"l know," the Terran answered. "The pedals? Propeller?’

"Dunno. We can't stop to ... look at ‘em right now."

Thistle waslosing way. Feather drew abreast, then passed her, Dincrist sneering at them.



"Alacrity, do you think—"

"What else? That lowlife!" Alacrity, winded, spared afew cursesfor the tycoon. Floyt suspected that
the breakabout's anger had little to do with the Earthservice conditioning. Thiswasa race.

The Terran pulled down his mask and leaned over to peer more closely at the power train. A new
odor had begun to drift up fromiit, cutting through the sweet-fog.

"Alacrity, what'sthet | smd?"

The breskabout, pumping avay madly, thighs and calves aching, perspiration blinding him, caught the
odor.

"They gummed us up somehow!" He was fighting the turbulence of Feather's backwash. " Something
that ... took awhileto start working!"

Floyt wondered if someone other than Dincrist was responsible for the sabotage. Maska? Tigo
hersdf?

"HerecomesIng,” Alacrity cried.

The Firgt Councillor had dtered his exaoskeletd posture, skimming over to them like aswimmer. He
held the winch hook in his hand. He spoke into his headset mike, but nothing was coming over Alacrity's
commo button.

"Sweat must've gotten to it,” the breakabout decided. He explained it to Inst with gestures. Dorraine's
father gestured with his hook to the hoisting hook atop Thistle and looked at them questioningly.

Alacrity, spent, said, "What d'you think, Ho?"

The arbikewasin anear-stdl, and the pedals gave more resistance with each rotation. Theicetrees
waited below. "Maybe Tigjo will show usalittle mercy, Alacrity. Or maybe we can prove sabotage.”

"Yeah, that'strue. You'reright." Alacrity gestured, and Inst floated overhead to latch on. Feather
was rounding aturn far ahead.

Thistle suddenly lurched up and forward, her wingtips bending down as Ingt's grav-harness, set at
maximum, took up her weight. Alacrity and Royt relaxed from their exertions, morosely watching the
forest fal away below.

"I've never had arace end likethis" Foyt remarked dully.
"Sorry, Ho. We'd have won. Y ou had it won for us"
"Thanks, Alacrity."

Inst banked them from the main valey into aside one, taking on more dtitude. Shortcut, Alacrity
registered absently, automaticaly piloting the airbike so asto make Ingt'stask smpler. At the speed the
First Councillor was maintaining, they'd be back to Frostpilein no time. He started to think of schemes,
pleas, emergency measures, and possible escape dodges.

But ashort time later, FHooyt interrupted histhoughts. " Alacrity, something's not right. Look at
Hdidome"

"What, stellar flares?' Even if Epiphany's sun were going nova, that wouldn't add much to their
dready catastrophic misfortune.

"No, no. | mean the direction. Ingt istaking us away from Frostpile.

A littlelate, dl of Alacrity'sadarmswent off. No wonder the commo button wasn't working; Inst had
elther sabotaged it or jammed itstransmissons.

"He'sbehind it, isn't he?" the Terran asked in acomposed voice.
"He'sone of 'em, anyway."
"What do we do now?"



"l could release our hook, but held catch usin no time. He could either burn off our wings or force us
down, hard." He scanned below; the land had opened up, and there were breaks in the forest. He saw a
few places where he might be able to set Thistle down. The airbike required only avery short landing
srip, and he had the emergency snare with its adhesive ribbons.

"I've got an idea, Ho."
"Don't bother tdling meit'sdangerous. | likeit, whatever itis"

A few moments ater, First Councillor Inst suddenly found himsdlf shooting upward as Thistle
released from hisline. He regained control quickly, reding in his cable and zooming down in pursuit.

Thearbike didn't appear to be trying to escape him. Indeed, Alacrity was apparently fighting hard
with his controls. With no propeller power and no updrafts, Thistle had arather unfortunate Snk rate.
Inst neatly matched speeds, but the hoisting hook at the top of the fuselage remained in the open position.
He couldn't resttach.

He deftly circled around for alook. Alacrity was out of his shoulder braces, trying to pilot and &t the
same time help Floyt with the hook release.

They noticed him. Alacrity hollered, "The hook's stuck open! It's broken!"

Suspicious, he came nearer. Hed never heard of such athing, but then he hadn't dealt with airbikes
very much. "Let me see! Get your hands away from it!" Thetonein his voice brooked no disobedience;
they were at his mercy. Steadying the ship with one hand, Inst pressed closer to the fuselage.

Alacrity nodded; Floyt eased back down, taking his hands from the hoist hook. It sprang closed,
perfectly functiond.

Ingt'sface was ill clouding in anger when Alacrity, feet on the controls, whipped one shoulder brace
out of its socket and rammed its open end through the fusdlage at the First Councillor.

Most of the man'svita points were protected by the exoskeleton, helmet, vision enhancers, and
commo headset, and so Alacrity aimed for histhroat. But air currents and the minor perturbations of
arbike and grav-harness made him miss. The tube plunged directly into the control pand on Inst's chest.

The tube was thin, to save on weight; itsrim bit through the cover and into the mechanism's vitas, but
crumpled. Violent energy eruptions spat and writhed; it was fortunate for Alacrity that the brace was
made of a nonconducting composite.

At the same moment, Floyt punched hisfist through the thin metdar, groping for Inst's blaster.

In asplit second, Inst went one way—the exoskeleton reacting to his convulsion of surprise and the
damageto it—and Thistle plummeted in the other, not a craft to be kept in trim for long under such
circumstances.

Floyt, who hadn't managed to snag the pistol, now gripped his handlebar with one hand and tried to
keep Alacrity in his saddle with the other, as the breakabout attempted to bring the ship under contral. It
may bethat Floyt's toe clips and straps were the edge that saved them. Alacrity somehow righted Thistle
long enough to get one shoulder into the remaining brace and toes into their clips.

"Pedal for your damn life, Ho!"

Whatever had been doneto their power train, Floyt thought it had been dleviated, in some measure,
by the train's respite while the airbike had been towed by grav-harness. Either that, or Floyt's fear and
desperation had alowed him to tap hidden reservoirs of strength. He was up, getting the pedal's spinning,
pulling so hard that he bent the handlebars upward.

Sowly the prop began to pick up speed, though Alacrity held the dive and Thistle's wingsthreatened
to snap off. Wind streamed through the holes they'd made in the fusdlage, causing drag, widening them.

All a once, Inst was coming at them again. Alacrity regretted that the ambush hadn't worked. Still, it



hadn't been a complete failure; the panel was smoking, and Ingt's erractic flight indicated serious damage
toit.

It was plain that he could no longer tow them. They waited for him to incinerate them, or burn the
wings off. Instead, listing badly, he seized the end of the starboard wing and rocked it. Thistle wobbled
and shuddered; the two heard the wing joints creak. Inst could quite easily rip it off.

They got the message. Alacrity let Inst put him into a bank-gentle, but sharp by airbike standards.

On the new course, Alacrity said, "Wherever hewants usto go, it won't be healthy.” He dipped the
canard, and the airbike went into what was for her amaximum dive. " Get reedy to giveit everything
you've got, Ho."

"The cranksets are seizing up again, Alacrity.”

Inst wavered closer, hollering, "Don't force meto hurt you, Fitzhugh!" He gave the wingtip an
emphatic dap. Alacrity held the dive. Inst began pushing upward on the underside of the starboard wing.
Alacrity rolled away |eft. The entire airframe groaned and vibrated.

Asthe breakabout had hoped, Inst came at them again, clumsily, in his damaged suit. The Alacrity
pulled up, hitting the wing spoilers, air-braking to afull sal. Inst overshot. In aninsane, dmost
dow-motion maneuver, Alacrity had the First Counsdor below the fusdlage. He hit the emergency
landing switch.

The deployment surge blew gpart the envelope dong Thistle's underbelly. Adhesive landing ribbons
gorang out in al directions, many of them hitting Ingt, entangling him like a bug.

Heflaled, trapping himsdf further. He could no longer manipulate his chest controls. Hiserratic
movements yanked and pulled at the airbike; its airframe began to come gpart.

Thinking, We should've let him take us, | guess, Alacrity fought to keep the ship on something like
an even kedl. There was no selecting a spot; they would come down where they would.

Epiphany spun a them. Ingt's thrashings pulled them every which way. Floyt braced himsdf against
his handlebars and watched the First Councillor's desperate expression until a snapping of exotic
materias announced the tearing |oose of the starboard wing.

CHAPTER 15—THE GAME'S AFOOT

Floyt yowled, and Alacrity offered his soul to the Infinite on very essy terms.

Aningant later the breakabout redlized they weren't quite falling and saw why. Inst was held fast to
the starboard side of the undercarriage, providing just enough lift to keep Thistle from amply dropping
like guano. Asit was, they spirdedin.

For one mad, frozen ingtant, Floyt was looking into Ingt's eyes through the fusdlage. Dorraine's father
was hollering into his commo headset, but in hisface there was only surrender.

They bashed down on rocky ground, hafway up the side of the valey, the canard hitting first. Its pole
snapped in two and was driven back, passing through the water blivet and out the top of the ship. Water
showered over them as Thistle dammed down.

Inst impacted with a ghastly crump of metd, rock, flesh, and bone. He managed something hafway
between a scream and agroan, cut short almost as soon asit began. The airbike bounced, jarring, the
pedding frame bending and buckling.

Thistle's nose hit as Inst's exoskeleton jarred up against the undercarriage, jolting Floyt and Alacrity
from their saddles, damming both riders forward. With the handlebars to hang on to, Floyt fared better

than the breakabout. He felt his shoulders wrench and hisleft hip jolt againgt the handlebar as he
narrowly missed dashing his crotch againgt its stem. Hisfeet burst from toe clips and straps. He couldn't



stop hisface from grazing off Alacrity'slower back.

Alacrity broke the control stem off and bent his remaining shoulder brace, hisfeet leaving his pedas.
His head bashed through the metdar before him, millimetersto the lft of the dender hag-oak sapling that
stopped the airbike.

Meteorlike specks of light whirled before Floyt. The Earther felt warm, sticky blood on hisface, and
he heard himself groaning and panting raggedly. The breakabout sounded even worse. Wiping at the
blood, Floyt hissed then sobbed in pain and redlized dazedly that his nose was broken. He looked down
to seethat Thistle's ruin—and one of his feet—rested on the torn remains of Inst and his demolished
grav-harness.

Floyt turned his eyes away and, insulated from nausea by shock, got out, "How badly ... areyou
hurt, Alacrity?"

The breakabout was trying weakly to extricate himsdlf, to little effect. "I think ... | think | broke arib
or two." Hegrimaced. "And it fedslike my leg'sbleeding. Y ou hurting anywhere?"

"Everywhere. Don't move."

Floyt managed to hunch forward and did his best to check his companion. Alacrity swore through
clenched teeth as Floyt probed gently. The breakabout was resting on ajumble of wreckage, including
the control stem and the bentback hag-oak sapling.

"l think you'reright,” the Terran told him. "I don't think you should be moved.”

"But| ... hatethe view here, Hobart."

" Stop talking. Somebody's bound to come looking for us.”

"Ho, werre kilometers off the racecourse, remember?"

"Yes, but Inst was using his headset before the crash. There might be aid any time now."
Alacrity sopped panting and said urgently, "Get Ingt's gun. Hurry!"

"But Alacrity—"

"l said getit! Ingt was headed someplace in particular. That means he had somebody waiting for him,
and that'swho he was calling. Now will you get hisblaster?”

"It'sno good, Alacrity. | saw him drop it after you snared him. | guess hewas going to try to burn
himsdlf free, but helogt hisgrip on it when Thistle yanked him around.”

"Thenwereally can't stay here." Alacrity began to stir weekly. "Besides Ingt'slittle helpers, ther€lll be
things around here sniffing after the blood. And were alot lower on the food chain than we were alittle
whileago.”

In the end, Floyt smply tore away most of what was |eft of the airframe. It came away easily, but the
task was dtill difficult for Hoyt in hiswoozy condition. He got a shoulder under Alacrity'sgood side, his
right, and did his best to move him ddlicatdly. Alacrity yipped with pain anyway. To make things even
worse, they were compelled to step on Inst to get clear of the wreckage.

Floyt set Alacrity down and went back to check the jellied corpse of their attacker. Floyt had never
seen ahuman being in anything like this condition. It looked unreal, something phonied up for amuseum
exhibit. There wasn't much of Ingt eft intact except that awful, staring face. The exo-skeleton wasin
pieces, the commo headset destroyed. Floyt had to pause twice in his search to retch.

Theingruments mounted on Thistle's control stem had been reduced to chaff, and the medikit had
virtualy exploded on impact, but the Earther scavenged some tension bandages, an irrigation cannister,
and a coagulant aerosol. There was aso apacket of styrettes of variouskinds, for an instant he recalled
the fight in the corridor on Earth, alifetime ago.

He sat for amoment, numbly wiping from his hands what he could of the blood. Alacrity groaned, "1



just can't figurethisout. | mean, Inst! Why?"

Floyt barely heard him at first. He could only think of how much wild country lay around them. He
waswrestling duggishly with the many unknowns bearing on their death or survival. How quickly would it
be redized that Inst and Thistle were missing? How large a search would be mounted, and with what
vehicles? What could the two expect in the way of weather, predators, complications from their injuries,
and exposure?

And Ingt's hypothetical cohorts were another factor entirely.

But gradudly Alacrity's question penetrated. Inst. Something about him had set Floyt to thinking back
a Frostpile. He shook his head, finding it difficult to string two thoughts together.

Alacrity hummed loudly, briefly, in pain. Then he nose-sang, "Ning-a-ning! Niceflying, Alecrity! (A
shame about the landing!) A-ning!"

Floyt snorted laughter and blood. "L et me see-isn't one of the first surviva rulesto stay with the
downed aircraft?

"Varieswith the circumstances. In this case, there's not much aircraft to stay with."

"So what do we do, Alacrity?

"Crash dieting combined with aprogram of rigorous exercise: walking.”

They both squinted at Halidome, calculating direction. The Terran was surprised to seethat it was il
early morning. Floyt began to clean himsdf up as best he could with the medical supplies. He wiped the
blood from his face and stopped the bleeding of his swollen and swelling nose. Even the light pressure of
theirrigation spray and coagulant mist made his eyestear. Then he cleaned and closed Alacrity'sinjury.

"Nice break you've got there," Alacrity commented admiringly. "Y ou're going to have ared bumpin
your graph.”

"It'slike trying to see around the back of ahoverbus. Shall | bandage your ribs?'

"They don't bind cracked ribs anymore, Ho. What's the Earthservice teach you people?”

"Thewisdom of traveling by ground conveyance. Uh, what about Inst's body? Should we bury it, do
you think?'

"For dl we know, on Agorathey savether corpses under bell jars. You fed like digging agrave with
your hands? Or collecting rocks for acairn? Or just bundling hisleftoversaong with us? ... Didn't think
0."

"But how are we going to prove what happened?”

Alacrity congdered that. "Nice catch. Well just haveto do it some other way." They heard adistant
sound, something between a predatory scream and asiren.

"Because," Alacrity went on, "if wewait around much longer, well end up with two one-way tickets
onthe Alimentary Locd."

The Terran asssted the wincing breakabout to hisfeet. Smal, sx-winged flyerswere dready circling
overhead. After afew steps, Alacrity said, "It'snot too bad. | think | can makeit." He squinted off in
their intended direction.

Floyt fet abit woozy. Alacrity was swaying alittle. There was no way for them to know if they had
infections, concussions, or interna injuries, and little or nothing they could do about them anyway. Floyt
carefully set thetip of astyrette to his shoulder and gave himself an intramuscular injection of stimulant.
Alacrity made no objection when the Terran did the same for him.

"Well haveto travel downwind as much aswe can,” the younger man said. "We can try to have a
tree within running distance, but we'd better steer clear of heavy undergrowth except in ared



He sighed. They knew only the barest minimum about Epiphany'swildlife. It looked like an easy day
for getting killed. Thistle's frame was usdless, so Floyt |aborioudy broke two branches off afalen
suppleack tree for use as staffs and weapons.

Alacrity pointed toward where he thought Frostpile was. "Helluvadog. | wish we had something
tougher than cyding shoes." He thought longingly of hisranger boots. "Have you done much hiking?"

"A bit. Would you care to hear amarching song?"
"l don't know if 'muptoit.”
"How about atrudging song?" Asthey started, he began through hisinflated, livid mask of aface:

"Oh, I've got a mule and her nameis Sal,
Fifteen yearson the ErieCanal ..."

He was soon too short of breath to sing. They hadn't gone very far before the predator appeared.

They'd begun by walking fifty paces, then resting. Both fdlt better, if alittle drifty, asthey began
moving and the injections took hold. They increased the quota to one hundred paces.

Floyt spied apatch of spore bulbs like those held seen some of the gillies using to check wind
direction. He tugged one free and punched asmal holeinit. Asthe pair dowly descended toward the
stream running through the valey, he occasondly squirted asmoky stream of sporesinto theair,
watching its drift.

At firgt they intended to ford the tributary and walk the easier bank back to the river and the race
course, but even from adistance they could see that the green, silry water crashed and foamed off the
rocksin itswatercourse, rushing headiong, practicaly ariver initsown right.

They halted on the dope, searching for aspot to cross. "The shape werein, that stuff'll knock us over
as soon aswe'rein above our arches,” Alacrity said as he surveyed the many spots where green water
becamewhite. "And it doesn't ook like it gets any better downstream.”

"Well, upsiream'’s the wrong direction altogether, Alacrity. And at least if we stay on thisside and
follow the—"

He was cut off short as a hair-raising scream resounded from the ridge above them. They looked
upd ope as something dinked from the undergrowth and reached the airbike wreckage in one fluid
motion. Hoyt's flegting impression was of amottled blur of flailing, whipping tentacles, dender, muscular
legs and body, and wide jaws—three of them—surrounding acircular mouth with along, curling,
bifurcated tongue and rows of spiky teeth.

The creature seized Inst'sremains at once, flinging asde afew scrapsof Thistle. It fed loudly,
gnawing and lapping, snapping and crushing bones and sucking the marrow, its tentacles suffing its mouth
with incredible speed.

"Fangger!" Alacrity yelled. "Must've smelled dl the carrion from the hunt." Usudly the creatures kept
to the high mountains. "Reef said those things are dways hungry. Weve got to get out of here. What's | eft
of Ingt sureisn't going to keep it busy for long."

The fangster was holding up an unidentifiable part of the First Councillor with some of itswhiplashing
tentacles, spreading and ditting it with othersin agruesome parody of dissection, stripping away flesh
with itsjaws and tongue. It was gorging on every available morsd.

No tree worthy of the name was within reach, so they started to sstumble downdope and
downstream, trying to get to open ground. Soon the fangster was making occasional screams again.

"Sounds like he's getting ready for the main course,” Alacrity grunted. The painin hisside kept himin
an agonized crouch as he trotted. The two descended to the tumbling stream at breakneck pace, barely



saving themsdlves, time after time, with their staffs. They didodged stones and soil and raised dugt,
dipping and skidding, risking afal or afractured ankle. They were lashed and scraped by undergrowth.

The fangster's cries were much nearer asthey broke through to abank of stonesin al colors, most of
them rounded and smooth. But no boulder was big enough to offer refuge. The water crashed and
dammed againgt the rocks, throwing up acongtant drizzle.

"Theresno way well outrunit,” Alacrity admitted. "Well haveto try to driveit off, and hope that Inst
took the edge off its appetite.” He squatted, laying his staff aside, and pamed arock, weighing it in his
hand.

Floyt doubted their ability to ded with afangster using sticks and stones at the best of times, much
lessin their current condition. "What about fording?'

Alacrity gazed at theroiling water again. "We'd get knocked over and get our brains mashed. Maybe
asaladt resort.”

"No, look." Hoyt quickly selected adisc of rock. He lifted it with agrunt, offering it to the
breskabout. "Takeit! It'll help you keep your footing!"

Alacrity was about to object when the fangster's hunting cry changed his mind. He dropped the
throwing rock and hollered in agony as Floyt made the transfer. The breakabout tried to bear as much of
the ballast'sweight as possble with hisleft arm, on hisuninjured side. Still, it was a moment-to-moment
battle not to give in to the torment and drop his burden.

Floyt had seized ablocky stone. Now they eased into the water, trying to steady one another as
much asthey could. It was paralyzingly cold, a snow-fed stream.

Their cycling shoes gave them only margina purchase on the duiced rocks of the streambed, and the
rushing current hit their upper bodieslike an avdanche. Clutching their weights, buffeted and pounded,
they struggled in deeper, and deeper till, wondering if they'd freeze before they made it across.

Alacrity took a misstep and nearly went under. The Earther, trying to keep one eye on his companion,
was nearly drawn into awhirlpool, then turned his ankle, but managed to hobble on. Alacrity somehow
contrived to hang on to his boulder with the arm on his good side and use the other to pull Floyt through,
though the torment of it brought a shriek from him.

Swirling at waist leve, the water kept them tilting and wavering, fighting desperately for balance,
warring for each step. They heard a snarling wail behind them-the fangster at the bank. They didn't dare
turntolook. A denizen of the peaks, the thing had struck Alacrity as being dmost spindly. He hoped that
meant it had no stomach for aswift, cold bath.

Floyt stepped into another hole and went under, floundering and dropping his ballast. Alacrity
released his own and lurched for the Earther. They were spun like leaves, and both expected to be
pounded to shreds. But fickle waters spun and bucked them toward the far bank, and Floyt was able to
grab alarge rock gticking above the foam. Alacrity felt hisfeet touch bottom. In momentsthey were
dragging one another onto dry land.

They collapsed, blue-lipped, exhausted, and shivering uncontrollably, teeth chattering. On thefar sde
of the stream the fangster scuttled back and forth, watching them with eyeslike green flames, whining and
spitting at them, the quills of itstail standing out Kiffly. Nevertheless, it made no effort to test the water
temperature.

"However in crestion did you think of using ballast?* Alacrity asked when he could talk again.
"l read about it. In Skagway Scanlon, King of the Klondike."
"Penny dreadful ?'

"Dime novel." Floyt considered the raging, frustrated fangster. "In Skagway's case it was a Kodiak
bear, of course.”



"l haveto start doing morereading. | realy do."

At that moment a sound drew their gaze to the head of the valley. Two lean, heavily armed air cutters
were bearing down on them while athird flew high cover. The fangster snarled defiance at them, then did
away into the brush.

"How do we know they'rereal?* Floyt remembered that Inst probably had confederates somewhere
out inthe Epiphanian wilds.

"Doesn't matter who they are," Alacrity chattered. "They've got us. I'm not so surewho I'd prefer
ayway."

Floyt stopped shivering for amoment. "What do you mean?”

"Wekilled Ingt, remember? Or at least got him killed.”

Floyt went back to shivering.

The Invincible rescue team that piled out of the cutters turned out to be the authentic item, though.
Paramedicstreated them while guards established a perimeter and the mgjor in charge of the detall
guestioned them. His expression became increasingly grim as he listened. He dispatched one of the
grounded cuttersto search for Inst's remains. As soon as the two survivors had been seen to, they were
hustled aboard the remaining cutter under close guard.

On the way back to Frostpile, one of the paramedics asked Floyt if hed mind answering afew
questions about Earth. She was doing research in her spare time, hoping to draw up afamily tree.

CHAPTER 16—RELATIVE VALUES

"Desgth," Redlock ruled lessthan an hour later in Dame Tigjo's chambers. Severd of the survelllance
dronesthat were floating near the ceiling dipped closer, prepared to carry out hiswill on the spot.

Thistle's wreckage and the remains of Inst and his harness—what little there was—had been found
and brought along as evidence. Mercifully, none of it had been trotted out. The only other significant
delay had been for a brusque cleanup, not for the sake of the two survivors but to avoid offending
Epiphany's nobles. After arather cursory bioscan, the medics had decided that the companions didn't
requireimmediate attention. Surrounded by Cdegtials and Invincibles, they'd found themsalves before an
impromptu board of inquiry. It was an hour to noon.

"Desth for both of them,” Redlock reiterated. Ignoring the obedient drones, he held out his hand to
one of the Invincible officers. The man looked questioningly at Tigo, hand on hissidearm.

"For defending oursalves?' Floyt asked quietly, hisvoice sounding strange to him, coming asit did
through his swollen face and broken nose. Both his eyeswere blackening.

"For murder!" Redlock shot aquick look at hiswife. Dorraine was il off to one side, not weeping
but eyes downcadt, asif no one else were there. Near her, at the vast viewpane that showed much of
Frostpile, Maska stood, a calming presence even though he said nothing but only watched, sad-eyed.

The Severeemish were there, amogt at attention. If they were inclined to gloat, Floyt noted, they
didn't dare show it.

"That'sfor you to decide, isn't it?" Alacrity asked the grandam. Tigo, seated, was plainly trying to
collect her thoughts and composure. It was clear that, while she seldom crossed willswith Redlock and
held agreat ded of affection for him, she had her reservations on this subject.

"Defended yoursalves? Againg Inst?" Redlock's scarred cheek tugged with amusement. "A lig, right
on theface of it. Why would he threaten two lowlieslike you?"'

Alacrity was caught up in the same question; he hadn't figured it out himsalf. But Hobart Floyt replied
evenly, "Governor Redlock, you'll have to ask your wife that question.” The breakabout's mouth fell



open.

Redlock's face went bloodless, he made to take the Invincibl€'s gun, permission or no. But asound
escaped the queen of Agora, of resignation and despair, but not a sob—Floyt couldn't picture her ever
aying.

"If you don't spesk up, Highness," the Terran went on, "you'll forfeit my life and Alacrity'stoo.”

Dangers and fear and hardship had put an unswerving candor into him. Alacrity could see his companion
tremble, but hisvoice didnt.

Redlock waslistening again; Floyt's accusation had hit some target.

"Did ... did my father redly try to kill you?' she asked at last. The stately carriage was now dumped,
the superlative featuresinfinitely sad. Redlock stood rooted and mute.

"l don't believe so. He could've done that easily,” Floyt said into the silence. "But he meant to keep us
from getting back to Frogtpile. It would have been enough to force us down where subordinates were
waliting, wouldn't it? Until the Willreading and the Thorn Cup were over?' He didn't sound accusatory; he
was gentle, consoling. "No, | don't believe he would have killed us under any circumstances.”

Dorraine squared her shoulders and turned to Floyt, clear-eyed, with the barest smile of gratitude.
"Thank you."

"But ... why?' Tigo asked. No one could remember her ever having been so subdued. She adored
Dorraine dmost as much as she did Redlock.

The queen assembled her courage. Just as Floyt was about to answer for her, to spare her, she
spoke. "I'mnot ... | wasn't hisdaughter. Not the daughter of hisbody." Her chin came up. "But the
daughter of hisheart. And hewasthe only father | ever knew. We loved each other very much.”

Redlock's hands were dangling at his sdesnow. He moved to hiswife, and Alacrity slently let out his
breath. Dorraine threw herself into Redlock's arms. "What will happen now?" she asked, looking at the
envoys.

The complex system of dlegiances and fedties sworn by the Severeemish, in part through the queen
of Agora, had been couched in terms of blood and lineage. Now it seemed that they were null and void.

"We kept the secret for avery long time," Dorraine began dowly. Seven Wars and Sortie-Wolf
listened, unblinking. "Wekept it from ... from everyone. Ins—my father, if you will indulge me—"

"l don't care," Redlock broke in. He told the towering Severeemish, "She's my wife, queen of Agora
That'stheway itll reman.”

Peace and war hung in the balance. But unexpectedly, Theater Genera Sortie-Wolf inquired gently,
"May we know the circumstances?”

"He found me during the fourth year of the Turmoils, after his ... after Dorrainediedina
concentration camp on Rawbone. Without Dorraine, theré'd be no succession. He and Dorraine hadn't
been recognized by anyone for their real selves; you know that. He chose me because | looked like
Dorraine. | wastheright agetoo.”

She glanced out the viewpane at Frostpile. "I don't remember much about my own family, except that
| was separated from them.”

The dark eyesflashed at Redlock again. "I'd been donefor along time. | don't know how many
camps|'d beenin. I don't know why | wasn't liquidated. Inst took care of me and taught me what | had
to do.”

"Y ou were an apt pupil,” Seven Wars commented.

"And then one day the warships came." She squeezed Redlock's hand. "And we were liberated. Then
you put me on the throne, my only love. Everything was chaos, back then. Inst dtered records and
identification data. He destroyed or dtered files, family holoportraits, and al the rest. He made me



Dorrainein every paticular.”
"Except one" Hoyt maintained. "Y ou didn't have the dlergen immunity.”

She nodded dowly. "I took treatmentsin secret over the years. Nothing on Agora could have
betrayed me. But no one can beimmunized to every dlergen.”

"The Thorn Cup!" Alacrity blurted. Everyone saw it now. Mimicking florafrom Severeernish worlds,
it would very likely incorporate an dlergen or toxin with which her immunizations couldn't cope. The
woman they dl till thought of as Dorraine would have run the risk of exposure if sheld agreed to accept
the Cup.

"But there was that old family tricture. Theidea of using it cameto my father when Director Weir
took aturn for theworse. And so | could avoid the Cup after al." She sounded bewildered. "And so it
still doesn't make sense. Why should he need to have you out of the way, Hobart Floyt?!

"Y our father modified the wording of the Stricture,” he said quietly. "If hedidnt tel you that, it was
probably to keep from burdening you. And you told it to your husband and Dame Tigo in good faith.
Then Ingt discovered that 1'd been included in the will at the last moment.”

Alacrity thought of the conversation just before the air-bike launch; Inst had heard Dorraine misquote
the tricture in Alacrity's presence, and that probably deepened the First Councillor's resolve. Of course,
by then the plan to get Hobart Floyt, amateur historian and genealogist, out of the way must dready have
been made. With the Severeemish looking for any excuse to revoke their fedlty, it had been an absolute
necessity.

It had only taken abit of luck and a certain amount of guidance on Ingt's part to bring about an
opportunity to put Floyt out of the picture—Inst, who'd forestalled aduel with mention of arace; Ing,
who'd spoken out so strongly for reason and prudence, making sure that Tigjo would favor him and the
contestants compromise on him as race escort.

"Y our father could've killed us, easy as could be, Dorraine," Alacrity said. "But he didn't. He didn't
eventry."

"All that iswell and good,” Defense Minister Seven Wars conceded. "Bt it is clear that alie hasbeen
foisted off on the Severeemish.” Hewas now at rigid attention, addressing the queen. "Weir had us swear
fealty to the daughter of Inst, awoman of royal blood. With al deference, madam, you are not that
woman."

Floyt and Alacrity braced themsalves; the room was till. In moments word could legp forth faster
than light, and war would dismantle Wer'slifework.

"Of course, she does rule Agora,” Sortie-Wolf pointed out, to end the silence. He turned to Seven
Wars. "Father, do you think that part of the oath might apply? A mere technicdity, of course... "

"Of course," concurred Seven Wars, fingering his chin with sted-hard nails. "And another: Ingt
referred to her as his daughter, not just once, but on many occasions. Not aformal adoption proceeding,

perhaps, but a strong point of usage.”

There were puzzled glances and knotted brows al around the chamber. Seven Wars and Sortie-Wolf
were enjoying themselves enormoudly.

" Sophistry, perhaps,” the son warned.
"But the sort our lawgivers dearly love to haggle over,” the father averred.
"And just what are you both driving a&?' Tigo demanded.

They gazed a her innocently. "Why, that there must be aregppraisa of the Severeemish oath of
fedty."

"Y ou know that I'll never let you bresk away from the Domain,” Redlock said.



"Oh? And do you think you can defeat the Severeemish a second time? We are stronger now than
ever."

Redlock would've spoken to that, but Tigjo got therefirst. Y ou haven't answered my question. Why
thistak of lawgivers and technicdities? And regppraisa s?'

Sortie-Wolf amiled ferocioudy. "The Severeemish have grown stronger Since coming into your
sphere. And prospered aswell. Why should we wish to break away? We've fought for you, and fought
well; that was our promise. But now it'stime for fedlty to end, to be replaced by atrue alliance between
free and equd participants.”

Seven Wars produced a data capsule. "Our lawgivers have devoted some thought to theissue.
Recent devel opments'—he nodded to Dorraine—"seem to make this an appropriate time to present their
exegess”

Just happened to have it along, hmm? Alacrity scoffed to himsdlf.

The minister gave the cgpsuleto Tigo while Floyt thought, When, in the course of Severeemish
events ...

"Y ou werewaiting for something likethig" Alacrity exclaimed. These ftiff-necked, legdidtic,
surprisingly loya people plainly would never dream of asking that an oath be dissolved without some
grounds.

"Boy, have we been used." Foyt shook hishead in disbelief.

"Ah, not altogether,” Sortie-Wolf replied. ™Y ou managed to bring a great measure of trouble upon
yourselves." To Tigo he said, "Please consider carefully what we have said. We would be steadfast and
fathful friends. Y ou know the worth of the Severeemish word."

The old woman nodded, lips pursed in thought. "I've never had cause to doubt it." Her eyes moved to
Alacrity and Foyt. "The memoria ceremony will beginin afew hours. Go and prepare, both of you. And
see that you mention nothing that's happened here, or I'll show you how difficult life can be"

"Hey, but what about—" was dl Alacrity got out. By now, al Tigo had to do was beetle her brows,
and he shut up. Asthe two made afast exit, Floyt noticed that Seven Wars and Sortie-Wolf were
bowing low before Dorraine, rendering forma condolencesfor the loss of Inst. He hoped that was a

good Sgn.

CHAPTER 17—BEYOND THE DREAMS OF AVARICE

The household physicians who treated them were the same oneswho'd seen to Alacrity after the
buzzball game; the doctors alowed as how they were beginning to fed right at homein the suite. As
Sintillagamely attempted to pry information out of them, Floyt reflected on what unfortunate shape he
and Alacrity would have been in after only afew short daysif not for the excellence of Frostpiles medical
care.

The breakabout interrupted his trestment periodicaly for attemptsto contact Heart. The result was
adwaysthe same: the communications termind in the suite of rooms shared by the Nonpareil and her
father had been et to refuse dl incoming calls.

"I'm going over there," Alacrity announced at last, Struggling torise.
"No!" Sintillawarned.

"Hdl, no!" Foyt seconded. "Tigo's mad enough asit is. We don't need any more trouble today,
Alacrity!" The breakabout let a doctor push him back down onto his bed.

"What is the grandam so angry about?' Sintilla pressed.
"Would you two lugs have the decency to play fair? Haven't | dwayslet you in on the dirt around



here? Now, | know that you didn't finish the race, and Inst had an accident or something, but | can't get
one straight answer out of anybody. How'm | supposed to make aliving, fellas?'

"Have you considered a career in commoscreen canvassing?' Alacrity inquired sweetly.
She made an obscene gesture at him.

"Wetruly arent & liberty to tdll you, Tilla" Foyt said gravely. "It wouldn't befair to ... someonewho
deserves better. But it will al come out soon, | expect; then well tell you everything we can, | promise
you."

"Y ou better," she grumbled, risng and moving for the door. "I'm till counting on you guysto make
merich."

Exhausgtion and the effects of their medica treatment combined to make them deep the afternoon
away. Asaresult, they had to rush in order to make Weir'sfunera ontime.

They'd put aside their own clothing for the flowing, togaike robes required by the ceremony, and soft
tabi that eased their abused feet. Floyt had resumed his Inheritor's belt.

Since they were about to penetrate one of Frostpil€'s inner most sanctums, they were routed to anew
checkpoint and scanned with wesapons detectors and telltales. Asthey were boarding a specia corridor
tram on which Endwraithe, the Spican banker, was aready seeted, they heard acommotion behind them.

"Good luck, boyd I'll seeyou later!™ Sintilla, her way blocked by an Invincible, was waving to them.

The tram was tarting to move. "Well tell you al about it!" Alacrity caled to her. Endwraithe was lost
in thought. The two fell Slent for the duration of theride.

Following acomplex path, the tram gradualy wound itsway to the highest point in Frostpile, thetop
of agpirethat spirded like aunicorn's horn. They passed guards and patrols, hovering drones and
survelllance pickups, and still more weapons detectors and monitoring emplacements.

At the spiré's summit was a spacious mirador, within it aformal garden. All three disembarked from
thetram. An Invincible officer and his squad, in dashing, resplendent dress uniforms, scanned them yet
again. They were then admitted.

Only those who wore the Inheritor's belt and their invited companions were present, fewer than thirty
inal. The many bequests and legacies going to groups and organizations would be taken care of |ater;
the staff and household, aong with certain other subordinates, would receive their recognition separately.
But dl those mentioned by name in the great man'slast will and testament were present. It came to Floyt
then what company he was keeping.

All worerobes, and Inheritorstheir belts. Stare Skill was there with Brother Grimm; Kid Risk, Sir
John, and Dincrist had al come without escort, and spoke together now. Endwraithe went to join them.
Alacrity restrained himsdf from confronting Heart'sfather; it could only hurt his own Situation and
threaten Floyt's.

Admira Maskawas standing by himself. The stoop-shouldered Srillan twitched hislong snout and
made a solemn, shallow bow of greeting to the two. Tigjo, Redlock, and Dorraine were near the center
of the garden, conversing quietly with the Severeemish.

The governor saw them and walked over. "The forens ¢ team examined the clothing Inst wore e the
sportsfest. They found traces of the epoxy that was used to seal the game's computer,” he confided.

"Careless," Alacrity commented cooly. "It was probably a spur-of-the-moment thing." He hoped
everybody was properly impressed by and grateful for his clement attitude.

"We aso found out that he'd procured an ampule of an Agoran virus sometime back,” Redlock said.
"Nothing lethd, but it would've immohilized an unprotected person for quite awhile.”

"That's probably what your little playmate on Earth wastrying to get you to sample, Ho," Alacrity
concluded.



"l supposeif you indst on an investigation, my wife would accommodate you," Redlock informed
them, jaw st.

"No. No need for that," Floyt assured him. Alacrity withheld his own opinion. Redlock |ooked
relieved.

A deep tone sounded through the garden. Halidome was gone, and a gorgeous red dusk had settled.

"If you wish to pay last respects, you've only alittletime," the governor told them. He bowed, then
went to rgoin hiswife.

Onacrystd bier near the center of the garden reposed the body of the Defender, Director Caspahr
Weir, under the blue-white aura of apreservation field. The bier rested on apiece of apparatus strange
to both of them, though Alacrity saw it was some sort of projector.

They had their first glimpse of the man whose actions had thrown them together and drawn them
acrossthe light-years. He was unremarkable, even in the uniform of a supreme commander. He wore
only one decoration, a medalion with nineteen jewded sarburstsoniit.

Hewas small, agood dedl shorter than Floyt, and lean into the bargain. He'd accepted natural aging;
his face was networked with lines of care and years. The hairs on his head were white, few, and
threadlike. His hands, clagped across his middle, were in embroidered military gauntlets, but their gnarled
frailty could till be seen.

"Helooks so tired,” was what Floyt found himsalf saying. "So very used up. Doesn't he, Alacrity?”
Alacrity agreed. He bade the old man in amurmur, "Seep well, old-timer.”

"And thanks" Floyt blurted.

Alacrity turned to him. "Thanks for what, Ho?"

Floyt shrugged, trying to pin it down for himself. For being compelled to leave his homeworld,
practicaly thrown out? For being placed in lethal danger? For an inheritance that was till an enigma? But
theréd been gtar travel, too, and the Sockwallet Ouitfit; the grandeur of Frostpile and the exhilaration
when Thistle showed her prop to Feather.

"For everything," Floyt decided.

Another of the deep tones echoed through Frostpile. Minister Seven Wars moved to alarge,
hand-carved planter in the center of the garden. Its decorations were the grotesgque battle symbols and
gargoyle masks of the Severeemish. Seven Wars began working at the base of the Thorn Cup.

In keeping with the Usages, the Cup was one of those nurtured in the innermost courts at the Holy
Bastion on Desideratum, which was also caled Severeem Prime. 1t had begun life as a beautiful beaker
plant, with scalloped, bell-shaped blossom upturned, veined and tinted with every color imaginable.

It had been wound with arider vine. The parasitic vine had become one with the beaker plant and
had begun feeding off and ingenioudy mimicking other plants, seeds, and sporesit contacted.

Once the Severeemish had drunk the Thorn Cup as atest of sincere grief and bravery, and the
worthinessto inherit or succeed. The Cup had often been lethal. Nowadays, drinking a Thorn Cup
entailed only a certain unpleasantness. But the gardens of the Severeemish were aways abundant with
the herbs and flowers, molds and other vegetation they bred; an individua's reaction to any particular
Thorn Cup was unpredictable.

Seven Wars parted the beaker plant's stem and the rider vine wrapped round it with fingers like metal
talons. Heignored the dappling and bright warning colorations, and the triangular, oily blue leaves
imitative of akeepaway.

From the vine dangled smdll pods containing spores copied by the rider from cloudscrub.
Wheeze-moss clung to it too, and ersatz chokebemes. Sortie-Wolf handed hisfather alarge, highly
polished flask made from ajet-black tusk and crowned with a cuspstone cap and stopper of trand ucent



beige. Even though the flask and its contents had been minutely examined, a detector drone, likea
miniature mantaray, closed in overhead, aromatics sampler and optica surveillance pickup extended. The
Severeemish were neither surprised nor offended; their hierarchy, too, had itsintrigues and assassins.

Seven Wars held the flowering chaice without concern, unmindful of contact with the molds and
leaves. He charged it with afull measure of syrupy green liquid. The minister raised the Cup to Welr and,
as pourer, took thefirst sip.

Therest of the Inheritors were gathering around. Seven Wars held the Cup out to Tigjo, ignoring the
oily blue keepaway leaves that brushed his knuckles and the back of hisleathery paw.

The old woman took it carefully and held it in trembling hands. She raised the vessdl to her late
brother, then sipped. She sneezed and spilled afew drops as she moved it away from hersdlf.

Redlock was quick to take the Cup from her as Tigjo sneezed again and her eyes brimmed over. But
Floyt saw that they weren't smply dlergy tears; her shoulders shook, and Redlock motioned aside for
the moment a physician who would have offered her an eye-mist dispenser.

Redlock’s bresth rasped alittle as he lifted the Cup to Weir; his skin wasn't asthick or lesthery as
that of a Severeemish; the keepawaysimmediately raised white welts. Dorraine was till off to one side,
watching. Maska held out his hand; the governor passed the Cup to the admiral.

Maska's sengitive snout began to sniffle and run, and he too sneezed. His Srillan physiology was
aufficiently like ahuman'sthat his eyes began to water and swell shut.

Dincrigt, whose turn was next, held the Cup with e aborate wariness and adistinct lack of reverence.
He took adeep breath and held it while he stole aquick sip. It was an ignominious performance, and
Floyt thought he detected scorn on Tigjo's face between sneezes, but Dincrist showed no adverse
effects.

The Cup continued its round. Household physicians moved in to attend those who'd dready drunk.
Two showed signs of angphylaxis, requiring antishock and adrenaline injections. Hives were trested, and
abrupt lymphatic swelling, agonizingly itchy eyes, and nasd passages were soothed and sneezing
stopped.

Stare Skill's draught had her short of bresth, the air making noisein her chest. Brother Grimm helped
insure that the Cup didn't fal; no one took exception. Stare Skill finished the ritua, and Seven Wars

refilled the chdice. Grimm supported Stare Skill asthe xenologist inhded a
dilator-decongestant-anti histamine. The Observance went on.

When the Cup reached Floyt, al eyeswere dtill with it as Dorraine was the only other Inheritor who
had yet to drink. With amenta shrug, Floyt took the Cup in both hands and raised it to the funera bier
and its burden. The draught was bitter and sour and thick, but somehow invigorating, quickening.

Dorraine walked to Foyt, taking the Cup without caution. After lifting it to Wele, she drank deeply,
inhaling the pollen afterward, running her hands over leaves and mold.

She handed the drained Cup back to Seven Wars. She showed no allergic reaction of any kind.

Floyt supposed that the immunization trestments she'd received over the years, plus her own natura
immunities, had protected her. That wasthe rational explanation. But he found himself thinking, Who
knows? Maybe she's got Agoran royal blood in her. Wouldn't that be a good joke on all of us?

A hand on his shoulder drew his attention to agrinning Alacrity. "Better let him giveyou aninhder,"
the breakabout said, indicating a doctor with ajerk of histhumb.

"By head'sabit clogged,” Floyt admitted stuffily, "but | dodt doethat | redlly deed a—"

Alacrity was chuckling. "Good God in the Void, man, your head's swelling up like avacuum tent.
Better doit.”

Floyt did it. Alacrity wondered if acomplete cure for dlergies wasn't out there someplace already,



like so many other things waiting to surfacein or dreedy filtering through the Third Breeth.

Seven Wars made a deep bow to Dorraine. Tigjo held her hand up to the bier. "Until we're together
again, Caspahr.”
A noise began to build in the machinery under the crysta bier. Tigo moved away, motioning the rest

to follow. They did, Seven Wars bearing the Thorn Cup. The entire group entered the shelter of an
enclosure of broad, transparent panes.

A glow had started in the projector under Weir's body. It became brighter as the sound indicated a
power buildup. It was becoming difficult to look directly at the bier.

Tigjo's voice nearly broke, and she had to strain to be heard. "Were richer for your having lived,
poorer for your passing!"
The light was blinding, and the noise reached an eerie, verging pitch. The enclosure's panes polarized.

From the projector abeam of energy shot straight up into the air like an impossibly intense
searchlight, roaring and humming. The planes had polarized dmost completely, but the glare was il
intense. Every plant in the garden was ablaze.

The searing incandescence lasted for a second or two. When it was gone they smelled ozone, even
through the closed doors. The paneswere too hot to touch. Thewalls and plantersin the garden were
scorched and blackened; nothing but ash remained of the plants Welr had tended so carefully. The
onlookers blinked.

The bier was empty, Weir's body gone without atrace.

The machinery beneath it was sllent again, though Floyt could seethat parts of it till glowed
white-hot, and little coils of smoke ascended lazily fromiit.

The panes cleared once more. Stars were appearing in the night sky of Epiphany. Tigo was staring
upward into the infinity that her brother had illuminated for amoment in time.

The doctors withdrew. The old woman shook hersdlf loose from her contemplation. "'If you'l follow
meto thetrams, well have the Willreading."

Still dressed in their ceremonial robes, they repaired to Welr's suite. Serving robos and catering
automata labored around the antechamber under lavish cargoes of food, drink, and other amenities. As
they made themselves comfortable on the sumptuous furniture, Tigjo caled for their attention.

"The various endowments and del egations of authority have been made public or will be later this
evening. You individua Inheritorswill be ushered, one at atime, into my brother's private chamber.
There you'll hear his bequest to you. Thisis as Caspahr wished it to be. Escorts may accompany you if
you so desire.” Sheretired to the bedroom with Redlock and Dorraine.

Endwraithe wasfirst. AsFloyt and Alacrity douched on an air-rest sofa, the Earther plucked acold,
scented cloth from a passing service robo and draped it across his eyes and forehead. He tried to collect
histhoughts.

The breakabout beckoned to a catering machine for a chilly bottle of the wonderful cream ae brewed
on Cindy Lou, and anasa inhader of Perkup, for morale's sake. Others were availing themselves of
snacks, delicacies, beverages, smokes, and other things.

Maskatook up afinger cap soaked with fragrant essences and inhaled it delicately, eyesclosed in
bliss. Brother Grimm was sipping contentedly on a cup of herba tea. Stare Skill drank adomestic
champagne from an degant fluted glass.

The Perkup made Alacrity more dert, setting aside part of the sadness of the funera. He spotted
Dincrist on the other side of the antechamber, engaged in earnest conversation with Sir John over
steaming cups of chocolate. The breakabout considered asking after Heart, but concluded that it was no



timeto start anything, especialy with Invincibles and Celestid's stationed in the room and drones
overhead.

Instead he leaned back again. "What do you think they'll do with Ingt'sinheritance?’ Floyt asked. Of
course, on Earth, the Earthservice got most of any estate, except that upper bureaucrats seemed to know
waysto get around the inheritance regulations.

"Depends on the provisons of the will, Ho. Tigo's probably got alot of leeway as executrix. It
probably go to Dorraine.”

"l can't help feding sorry for him."

"Chin up. Thisll be over soon, and well be on our way back to Earth." He had to see the Nonparelil
soon.

Endwraithe emerged from the bedchamber and left without another word or a sdeways glance, but
he was smiling. Stare Skill and Brother Grimm were caled next.

Alacrity took another breath of Perkup and another deep, grateful swallow of cream ae. Had it only
been that morning that Thistle had did down the launcher?

Floyt, thinking about Alacrity's reply, supposed that he'd be a Functionary 3rd Class again soon.
Thered be no time to examine Weir's fabulous family tree, or ook for abicycle engineered with the
technology that had built Thistle, or ...

Stare Skill and Grimm emerged laughing, arms around one another, in atransport of delight. "He gave
uslfurin! Thewhole planet! Madeit aprotectorate!™ the Djinn rgjoiced. "Wait until my family hearsthisl”

"He provided development funds, a self-help program,” Stare Skill added, "which | am to adminigter.”
She was beaming. Hoyt thought her very lovely in that moment.

Sir John was next, and 0 it went. Sometimes Inheritors reveded their legacies. Maska, for example,
had been |eft an idand estate deep within Waeir territory and the hard copy of the message he'd sent Weir
s0 long ago. He and Alacrity traded afew nose-sung gibes over that.

Others kept their own counsd, like the Severeemish. Neverthel ess, Seven Wars and Sortie-Wolf
were plainly elated. Floyt deemed war unlikely.

Billy Risk, who'd withheld any reaction to Stare Skill's news, | eft the bedchamber with aface-creasing
grin. "The nervy old bastard named meto be in charge of the Djinn's defense forces until they get on their
feet." He shook his head, chuckling at himsdf and Weir and life. Then he went to find Brother Grimm and
Stare SKill.

Dincrigt entered the bedchamber and came out again in avery short time, looking content. He ignored
Alacrity and Hoyt. It gradudly dawned on them that Floyt was being left until last.

When his name was caled he crossed to the door with Alacrity hanging back uncertainly. A captain
of Invincibleswas on guard. "Y oull be going in done, Citizen Hoyt?'

"Hm?No, my ... my friend's coming with me," Hoyt found himsdf answering automatically. The
captain inclined his head to them politely and stepped aside. Alacrity joined Floyt; they entered.

The scene in Weir's bedroom was much asit had been the first time, except that First Councillor Inst
was absent and the Welir family tree wasfully activated. Every tiny point of light gleamed and flashed.

They halted before Tigjo, Alacrity apace or so behind Floyt.

"Citizen," the old woman said tiredly, "it came as something of asurpriseto me, to dl of us, that my
brother saw fit to include you in hiswill & the last moment. | till wonder if he had any ideahow much
trouble he was starting. It gives me pause, how events here might have resolved themsdlves, absent
Hobart Floyt and Alacrity Fitzhugh."

Everyone was watching him now, but Floyt made no comment.



"Ah, well. Y ou weren't consulted on the matter either, | know," she resumed. "I thought that the
nature of your inheritance might shed some light on the subject, but it hasn't.”

Moreformdly, she proclaimed, " Citizen Hobart Floyt of Terra, you've been bequesathed the full and
unencumbered title of ownership of the starship Astrea Imprimatur and al that she contains.”

If Floyt was stunned, Alacrity was faint. The breakabout's conditioning immediately locked in mortal
combat with aprimeva indinct that welled up ingde him chanting, A starship! A starship! A
STARSHIP! He knew an unquenchable desire to clam her and use her for his own ends, making Floyt
fabuloudy wedlthy in the process. Terra, Earthservice, and Supervisor Bear could go twirl themselves.
Theidea sent sharp painslancing through his head.

"She'sarefitted military vesse of the old Jaguar class, a privateer taken as a prize of war near the
end of the Turmoils" Tigo went on, consulting adatareadout. "I know very little else about her.
Apparently, my brother kept most of the information pertaining to thisvessd in hishead.”

"Let'stakealook at her!" Alacrity winced at the throbbing in his skull.

"According to my data," Tigjo told them, "Astrea Imprimatur has been grounded, for the last
Standard year or s0, on a planet called Blackguard, an independent kleptocracy. At last report, acaptain
and crew were gtill with her. | know nothing else about her and am enjoined by the will to make no
inquiries.”

"What's akleptocracy?' Alacrity asked.

"Government by theft," Tigo answered.

"Redundancy,” he muttered to himself, unaware of the withering glareit drew. Logt in thought, he
dtared at the floor. Grounded? For ayear? That might mean mutiny, breskdown, quarantine,
impoundment, or any of adozen other extremely unpleasant things. The pain in his head |lessened.

"If you wish, Citizen Hoyt," Tigowassaying, "l can facilitate your inquiries. Y ou and Master
Fitzhugh are welcometo stay here until such time as you know more about your Stuation.”

Floyt fet an urge to accept, so powerful in him that it very nearly overcame his conditioning. But he
knew what the impatient Earthservice bureaucrats would expect of him, and he knew that the

conditioning would eat away any temporary impulse or resolve. "'l don't think that's possible, Dame Tigo.
Alacrity and | must go to Blackguard.”

Her expression told that Tigjo wasn't used to having her invitations rebuffed. Dorraine spoke for the
firgt time. "Hobart, why don't you stay? Weir the Defender hated the Earthservice; surely he meant the
ship for you! If you take her to Terra, they'll confiscate her, and that's the last thing Dame Tigjo's brother
would've wanted."

"Itisindeed,” the old woman said darkly.

"You'll be stuck on Earth for the balance of your life," Redlock added. "That can't be what you want,
canit?'

Floyt and Alacrity were locked in atitanic baitle with their conditioning. But one of the primary

dictates of that conditioning, one of its strongest compulsions, was againg their reveding that they'd
undergoneit.

"We... must go," Hoyt got out at last.

Tigo's mouth might have been drawn with astraightedge. "Very well; asyou will." Shetouched a
sensitized bead set in the arm of her chair. The door opened amost a once. Dincrist entered, wearing a
smug grin.

"Citizen Floyt, | will now impose my judgment of pendty upon you, asloser of theairbikerace,” Tigo
announced.

The Earther's mouth was agape. Alacrity yeled, "But Inst sabotaged our ship—no offense. Thisisn't



far!"

"It isunder Severeemish Usages. Captain Dincrist had nothing to do with the tampering,” the grandam
told them.

"Now walit just a—"

"Slencel"” Therewas. Sheresumed, "Discretionary funds are provided by the will. No doubt some
of these were intended for your expensesin locating and taking possession of your inheritance.”

Floyt noticed thislast, that she had been careful not to mention Astrea Imprimatur.

"As pendty, however," shewent on, "I am going to withhold those monies, leaving you both to your
own resources.” Her nogtrilsflared disdainfully. " Such asthey may be."

"Hardly apendty at al, under Severeemish Usages," Dincrist squawked.

"l doubt Minister Seven Wars would support you in that,” Redlock commented mildly. "Heistoo
good andly."

"Hey, how're we supposed to get halfway across creation, or whatever?' Alacrity demanded. " Sex
appeal?"

The breakabout just might be able to deadhead in the general direction of Blackguard, wherever that
was, with an understanding skipper, but Floyt had only the voucher for areturn trip to Earth from

Epiphany.

"That is of no consequence to me now, nor do | careif those Terran bureaucrats ever get their hands
on Citizen Hoyt'sinheritance. Of course, if you wish to ater things, you may chalenge Captain Dincrist to
another contest of some suitable sort. Naturaly, as challenged party, he would have the choice of terms.”

Dincrist struck Alacrity as being only too eager for such an opportunity. The breakabout said, "We
pass.”

Dincrist gave him afrosty smile. "So beit; it will do, for now."

"Wherés Heart?' Alacrity demanded. "l want to talk to her."

"l sent her ahead, as soon as | got back to Frostpile,”" Dincrist told him, savoring it. " She's on her way
home"

"Thisdoexn't endit."

Now the smile split into a bloodless grin. " Perhaps, Fitzhugh. We may well encounter one another
agan."

He bowed to Tigo and the others, spun on his heel, and headed for the door, but paused there.

"Yes I'd place that well within the realm of possibility, Fitzhugh.”

When held left, FHoyt turned to Alacrity. "Wasit my imagination, or did it look like hisface waslit
from beneeth just then?"

CHAPTER 18—BITE THE BULLET

Asthey waited gloomily for acorridor tram, Alacrity asked, "D'you think Supervisor Bear would
send us more cash?'

"Interstellar passage for one, perhaps two? That's more than the budget for her entire project.”
"But for a starship, Ho! Don't you understand what that means?'

"The Astrea Imprimatur might be nothing but junk by now, or she might not even be there on
Blackguard. No. No Earthservice supervisor would take arisk like that."



A tram appeared just as amessenger drone floated toward them, chiming. It delivered a printout from
Sintilla. Floyt began reading. " She wants usto meet her in the Hall of Remembrances.” He lowered the
printout. "Why would she choose the Hall ?*

"Search me. Maybe she's afraid the rooms are bugged. Ho, al | want to doisgo liedown. | never
want to live another day likethisin my life"

"But Tillasaysit'sabout Dincrist and Heart."

"Hold ontight!" Alacrity hit the manua override and headed for the Hall asfast asthelittle cart would
glide—not nearly fast enough to suit him.

Asthey went, Floyt said, "Y ou know, theres still one thing that puzzlesme.”
"Only one? Rig, you must beagenius.

"No, serioudy. If Ingt didn't mean to kill me—to kill ether of us—why were those men at the
Sockwallet lashup going to use guns?’

"Probably thought they could get away with just waving 'em around; they sure as shrinkage didn't
know how Foragers react to firearmsinside alashup. Or maybe Inst's orders got garbled somehow and
they thought they were supposed to horizontalize us.”

"But the woman on Earth only had the styrette. Why should—"

Exasperated, Alacrity threw his hands up from the controlsfor an instant. "If | knew, I'd tell you,
Citizen Floyt. But right now, with your permission, I'm worried about Heart."

With the Willreading completed, many of the guests had dready left or were in the process of leaving;
the area of Frostpilein which the Hall of Remembrances was located was now very quiet, but they Hill
had to pass two Invincible checkpoints for weapons scans, and anumber of dronesremained in the air.

The Hall was deserted and partialy emptied of exhibits, the more valuable ones having been removed
to safer keeping. Thelighting had been turned down as a discreet message to any last-minute visitors that
the funera rites of Caspahr Weir were over and lingering wouldn't be gppreciated.

They caled Sintilla's name softly in the echoing Hall, but heard no response. Alacrity held Foyt back
from searching among the darkened, silent maze of display cases and shelves, Frostpile might have been
swept clean of unauthorized firearms, but there were limitless ways to improvise aweapon. Besides, the
illuminated floor strips and floating holos had been extinguished, and it would be easy to get lost. They
cdled her name again.

"Don't bother," advised avoice behind them.

Endwraithe! The Spican banker had changed from his robe to an inconspi cuous shipsuit and was no
longer wearing his Inheritor's belt. Leaning on Weir'sfloater chair near the Hall's entrance, he carried no
weapon, &t least asfar asthey could see. They knew that he had to have passed at |east one checkpoint
to enter the Hall.

"Thelittlelady is off somewhere, running after astory,” Endwraithe said casudly. "But | thought the
message would bring you. We can tak with little danger of being overheard here.”

"About what?" Alacrity asked. Possibly it was the conditioning that had him easing in front of the
Terran in aprotective way; possbly it was amore fundamentd reflex.

"1 wanted to find out about Citizen Floyt'sinheritance, of course,”" Endwraithe said. "Oh, theré's no
need to squint, Ftzhugh!"

"Why do you care?" Floyt wanted to know. "And why here?'

The man laughed. "Y ou don't know much about Spican bankers, do you? We are acompetitive

breed, sir! An opportunigtic breed. | wanted another chance to talk to you about venture capita, and
about investments."



" S0 you send us a phony note?" Alacrity snapped, recalling now that Endwraithe had been aboard
their tram earlier and heard Sintilla.cal out to them. "Or do you know something about Heart?"

"Only what everyone dse knows," the banker admitted smoothly. "Dincrist sent her home—had to be
quite forceful about packing her off, | understand. I'm obliged to deal with him in matters of business, but
candidly, the man can be such arudtic at times."

Floyt was weighing what Endwraithe had said. He and Alacrity had to find away to get to
Blackguard; perhaps Endwraithe would stake them to the money in return for aportion of the proceeds
fromthe Astrea Imprimatur's sae, or her earnings, or whatever.

But Alacrity, warning senses shrilling, told the banker, " Thanks anyway, but he's got nothing you'd be
interested in.”

Endwraithe gave them an urbane amile. "That's something for Hobart to decide, Alacrity.”

The Earther had come to a certain respect for the breakabout's judgments. "I'm afraid he'sright,
Board Member Endwraithe. Theinheritance isaconfidential matter."

Endwraithe shrugged, chubby, beringed fingers toying with his meticulous white beard. "Itisdso a
secondary one." He brought his hand out from behind Weir'sfloater chair with asnubby energy pistol in
it, and fired.

Endwraithe had taken into account Alacrity's reflexes, but not the breakabout's already being in
motion when the banker made his move. Alerted by the drift of the conversation, Alacrity had correctly
read Endwraithe's controlled expression and body kinesi cs as something much more than asimple shift of

posture.

The breakabout had thrown himsdlf a Foyt, bearing him over backward. They went flailing into the
darkness between rows of exhibits as a narrow green pinbeam cooked the air where they'd stood. It
was, in away, avindication of Supervisor Bear and the theory behind Project Shepherd.

They knocked over adisplay casein acrash of delicate old glass blown 150 years earlier on Eclat;
Alacrity was on hisfeet ingtantly, yanking the stunned Floyt deeper into the shadows. They heard
Endwraithe pounding toward them.

The breakabout cursed the fact that Endwraithe had lured them to where the surveillance equipment
had been shut down and Invincibles would no doubt patrol infrequently. And the odds against adrone
drifting by up here, high in Frostpile, were long. But the Spican had overlooked one thing—Al acrity

hoped.
"Very good! You're very quick!" the banker chuckled. "But not asfast asabeam, | daresay.” He
moved around a case, pistol ready, but saw no target.

"So how did you get your hands on a persuader?' Alacrity yelled up one aide asheled Floyt into
another.

Endwraithe wasn't fooled, but he eected to play the same game. "It's been here dl thetime. |
conceded it in Weir's chair the night he died.” He stopped to listen for their movements, then tiptoed up
anadeameter or two. "l very nearly killed himwith it, out there in the fields, in athunderstorm he had
whistled up.”

He turned his head dowly, concentrating on his ears. He thought he detected the whisper of their
dippers. "But that turned out to be unnecessary.” He reversed field and legpt to the end of the next aide,
gun raised. It was empty.

The words made frightening sense to Alacrity. Welr's chair was an object that the Invincibleswould
expect to give off power readings, and it was nearly aholy rdlic, relaively immune to routine probing or
dismantling for ingpection.

Endwraithe didn't have everything covered, though, Alacrity reflected, as he and F oyt stopped by the



case containing Weir's old Emancipator pistol. Using gestures, the breakabout instructed Floyt to be
ready to overturn ashdf. The Terran got ready as Alacrity, making afist, poised his elbow over the
glass. At anod from his companion, the Terran gave the shelf a shove with his shoulder, tipping it over.

It crashed, and at the same moment Alacrity shattered the case with one blow of hisebow. He
hoped the sounds had merged sufficiently that it wouldn't occur to Endwraithe that hisvictimswere
bresking into adisplay. That would make the man more cautious.

Alacrity gingerly plucked the Emancipator from among the shards of glass, blowing and brushing
away the bitsthat clung to it as best he could in hisfrantic haste. He checked it; therewasaround init, a
metdlic dug of somekind, but the power pack that supplied its propulsion unit was deader than a
year-old economic forecast.

"Clumsy!" Endwraithe chided. "Or are you inviting meinto atrap, gentlemen? Let'sfind out, shall
we?' They heard hisfootsteps.

Some of the display cases were antiques, Alacrity knew. The lightsin them were off, but at least some
of them must have fed off leads rather than broadcast power or storage packs. He hoped.

He lowered himsdlf as quietly as he could. Floyt crouched, listening with an animal intengity for the
banker's approach. The breakabout located an outlet by fedl, dicing hisfingerson astray piece of glass
in the process. He mated the Emancipator's adaptor to it. Power flowed as Alacrity waited, dreading an
explosion that would blow his hand off; the pistol had been inert for something like seventy-five years.
The Invincibles hadn't even felt the need to keep it locked away securely.

But it wasadurable old rdlic; it accepted acharge. He got to hisfeet with an assist from Floyt,
praying thet it would dill fire. One shot, just one, he reminded himsdf, aswith amantra.

He padded toward Endwraithe as silently as he could, with the Earther close behind. They had to
ambush their would-be assassin before he came across the shattered case and discovered that they were
armed, or they'd lose their main advantage.

The breskabout came to a section without even the dim illumination thrown by the celling pandls. An
oversize cabinet extended beyond the othersin itsrow, offering concedment. Farther along was alighted
gretch of aide. They hid themsdves. Endwraithe's footfals became louder.

Alacrity began adow, controlled breathing, gripping the unfamiliar handgun. Floyt scarcely bresthed
at al. Both were perspiring fredly. Alacrity peeked around the cabinet with one eye. He saw the figure of
Endwraithe, silhouetted by some light source behind it, appear, pistol clearly outlined. The breakabout
waited for the best possible shot that he could get while holding on to the edge that surprise would give
him.

The banker paused to kick off his shoes. Then the man came on, keeping to one side of theaide. The
breakabout thought for amoment about making aflanking run and heading for the Hal's main door, but
he was no longer sure of the direction. In addition, there was the possibility that their enemy had secured
it somehow, which would make them exposed, easy targets.

Endwraithe eased into the lighted ares, cautious but confident, pinbeam raised, eyesflickering in this
direction and that. Alacrity aready knew that the man's speed and accuracy merited respect; he steeled
himsalf for asfast amove as he could make.

Floyt tapped his shoulder. The Earther was holding up a plague silently lifted from adisplay case; he
made gestures. Understanding, Alacrity nodded. The Terran skimmed the plague off into the darkened
ades

It landed somewhere with aclatter. Startled, Endwraithe looked off somewhere behind him for the
source of the sound.

Alacrity didn't stop to wonder why; he brought hisright hand up, gunbutt cupped in hisleft pam.
Endwraithe caught the movement and spun toward him, wide-eyed, bringing the pinbeam around. The



breakabout, centering the Emancipator's crude, open sights on him, fired.

The pistol made little noise, its propellant unit hurling the dug with an acceeration field rather than a
chemicd exploson. The dug left the barrel with a chuff.

Then the banker seemed to fragment, spiderwebbing, the projectile'simpact point centering low on
historso. Nevertheless, hefired.

But his green pinbeam never reached Alacrity and Floyt. It splashed, deflected, and dispersed
halfway to its mark. The banker appeared to come apart, his fragments dropping to thefloor ina
glittering shower.

"It wasamirror!" Floyt yelled. He was only partialy wrong; the banker and the breakabout had seen
one another in—and fired at—one facet of adisplay booth in the center of arotunda, at the confluence of
severd aides. Itssdes had been highly reflective,

The difference between them now was that Alacrity's weapon was empty.
"C'mon!" Alacrity and Floyt dashed away in the opposite direction, expecting a pinbeam to find their

backs at any moment. They cut abruptly into asde ade, the soles of their tabi giving them fair purchase
onthedick, reflective floor. A beam hissed though the air where they'd been.

They cameto an aidethat stretched away in either direction, offering no concealment or cover. But
the cross ailde continued, leading to an exit door. Hearing Endwraithe's running, heavy-footed pursuit,
they plunged through the exit like two startled hares—

—And found themsalves on a broad, pourmelt ramp that spiraed into the distance up and down the
cylindrica well. But the way down was blocked by alocked security gate. They sprinted upward.

After traversing a haf-dozen coils of the ramp, they came to alarge access door only to find that it
too was locked. No amount of pounding, yelling, or leaning on the door signal produced any result.

"If thiskegps up, hell corner us,”" Floyt puffed.

"He sure can't afford to forget about us," Alacrity replied, panting. He added, "1 think theres il
power in the gun; if only we had another round for it."

But they had nothing except their soft robes and dippers, and FHoyt's Inheritor's belt, which, given the
availabletools, was practicaly indestructible. They even checked thefolds of their clothing and the soles
of their tabi, searching for afragment of glassfrom the Hall, but found none. The ramp and walswere
smooth and fegtureless.

Then Hoyt excdlamed, "Alacrity! Thelight!"
The breakabout saw what he meant: high overhead was an illumiplate two meterslong and half as
wide. Alacrity hurled the Emancipator up at it.

But the builders of Frostpile had meant for their creation to last; the pistol bounced off the resilient
plate without even scratching it. Alacrity barely caught the rebounding wegpon, nearly losing it and
himsdf over the ramp'srailing, dragged back from the abyss by Floyt, who seized fistsful of hisrobe.

"No good," the breakabout judged.

"Weve got to keep moving," FHoyt whispered.

They raced on. In another minute they came to ahdt on the roof of the tower. The air had become
cold, the unfamiliar stars clear and bright since Weir's remains had been projected away across eternity.

The tower was set gpart from the others. Their shouts and waving drew no response from distant
windows and terraces. Theroof was acircular areanearly ahundred meters across, perfectly flat,
without railing, and featurel ess except for the rampwell opening. A quick, desperate reconnaissance
showed them that the tower walls were smooth, offering no chance for aclimb, dead drop, or hand
traverse.



"WEell haveto jump him when he shows up,” Alacrity concluded grimly.

"But there's nowhereto hide, Alacrity.” Floyt glanced around for a pebble or bit of appropriate debris
to use asabullet, but it was hopeless, domestic automata kept the roof as clean-swept as an operating
room. He couldn't even think of away to leave some message naming Endwraithe astheir n.

"Ambush, just the same," Alacrity maintained as he paced back toward the ramp head. "Unlessyou
know how to flap your robe and fly away."

The breakabout began to consider assorted ploys and tactics, none of which promised anything but a
more strenuous and protracted death. He reversed his grip on the Emancipator and edged closer to the
ramp, prepared to throw the pistal if the unlikely opportunity presented itsdlf.

He circled the ramp head, looking for the best vantage point. "Y ou'd better get back, Ho. If | don't
stop him, I might manage to dow him up. It'll be up to you after that.”

"Alacrity, | think therés another way!"
"What, give up and make life smplefor him? Damniit, Citizen Hoyt, I'm not—"

He stopped, staring in amazement at the Earther, who was grinning abizarre and unnatura grin, eyes
bulging, lips drawn back in exaggerated humor.

Alacrity's own eyes widened as he understood. "They ill breed 'em nutty and daring on Old Earth,
don't they?'

Lines of tenson bracketed the breakabout's mouth; the muscles along his jaws jumped. He dropped
the pistol, clamped hisleft hand on Floyt's shoulder, and swung along right to the Earther's face.

Endwraithe advanced dowly up the ramp way, watchful for an ambush. Aware that histwo prey had
the Emancipator, he was certain that they were out of ammunition; they'd had severa opportunitiesto use
the gun but hadn't. He went guardedly nonethel ess, knowing that the breakabout was athletic and
unpredictable. The pistal itsef would make adangerous missile at close range.

But as he emerged onto the roof, he saw the two, one standing, one stretched out flat, not far off. A
few glancestold him that there was no one else around, no patrol craft overhead or watchers on other
roofs or in windows.

Hewasrdieved in some measure, though gtill cautious. The banker had cringed inwardly when his
own deep and thorough conditioning had been activated by commands from his superiors, moving him to
immediate and dragtic action, the nation attempt in the Forager lashup on Luna having failed. Hed
been astounded to discover that someone el se was making attempts on the two companions, and content
to let that third party handle things. But with Inst's desth—Endwraithe had received word of it through his
own sources—meatters had falen to him once more.

Alacrity Fitzhugh now stood over the limp body of Hobart FHooyt. Floyt lay with hisfacein apool of
blood. The breakabout held thelittle Emancipator in his hand, offering it to the banker, glowering at him.
Hehdd it with grip extended.

Empty, registered Endwraithe, smug that he'd been fairly confident of that al along. He stepped a
little closer.

Alacrity tensed. "I'll makeyou aded," he said.

Endwraithe dmost guffawed at the man's naiveté. Stll, it might be an opportunity to learn Weir's
enigmatic bequest to Floyt. And that could be worth quite alot. Hetook afew steps closer, keepingin
mind that he must finish things quickly. "What sort of ded? Tossthe pistol over herel™

"All right, Endwraithe: you get the gun and the groundling, then you let me go and we're quits.”

Only too promptly, the banker responded, "Very wdll, it'sabargain. But throw down the gun right
now!" Hewasn't too afraid of the weapon; the breakabout held it by the barrel.



"Anything you say," Alacrity agreed, seeing that the man could be lured no closer. Hishand swung
down and back, preparing to toss. But when it came up, it gripped the pistol normally and Alacrity was
takingam.

Endwraithe's pinbeam began to rise. Remembering that hisweapon had fired low thefirst time,
Alacrity amed higher. The projectile passed through Endwraithe's [eft eye in an eruption of blood and
aqueous humor.

The banker reeled backward, dropping hisweapon, clapping handsto hisface, faling. He convulsed,
blood running between hisfingers. The spasms and kicks were weakening even as Alacrity got to him,
pistol reversed again, prepared to club him. In moments, Endwraithe had stopped moving.

Alacrity scooped up the pinbeam. "It'sover.”

But Floyt had aready sprung up and charged in to back up his companion. Now he did to astop.
The Terran's mouth gtill streamed blood and froth. He looked down pensively a Endwraithe.

"l guesswewon't be needing this" he remarked, holding out apam in which abloody tooth lay, his
own upper left cuspid.

"Nope. Your bicuspid did thetrick. A little light for distance work, though, I'd say. How's your mouth
feding?'

Floyt spat out a gobbet of blood. "You try it sometime. And my nose hurts again, too."

"I'm sorry, Ho. | truly am. But it was your idea, after dl.”

Alacrity started for the ramp. Hoyt fell in with him. "What about his body, Alacrity?

"It's not going anywhere.”

They'd barely walked three coils of the ramp when they encountered amob of Invincibles bearing
heavy weapons, hand-held spotlights, detectors, portable shields, and loudhailers. They were ingtantly

surrounded and disarmed. It was clear that they'd receive athorough pummeling at thefirst sign of
resistance. Officers shouted abarrage of questions at them.

"They never told methiswasin my job description,” Alacrity sighed to Floyt.
"Minedther."

CHAPTER 19—STRANGE ATTRACTORS

From the hill on which the aphabureaucrat's conference villasat, virtudly every part of Kathmandu
could be seen, and the great valey inwhich it sat. The city had escaped destruction in the Findl Smear.

The gathered Alphas|ooked out on buildings of red-brown brick made in time-honored style, side by
sde with glassy domes; millennia-old stupas next to permacrete minarets. The rainy season was over, but
the hour was too early for the heeat of the day to have begun blowing the city's dust about.

Ranged aong the outdoor breskfast table, Terras ruling public servants dined on shell eggs, fresh
mestsin unlimited quantity and genuine coffee, tea, and juices. They were waited upon by attractive,
well-trained human servants.

The Alpha Bureaucrats gave their meal appropriate attention; no one else on the planet rated food of

such quality. All the Alphas had aged beyond the ability of Earth's medicineto fight off sgns of
catabolism; al contemplated retirement with greet joy.

Their meetings were characterized by a conspicuous, even forced casuaness. They maintained an
informa clubbishnessto set themsalves aside from the tightly controlled massesthey ruled and to mask
the wary and unrelenting competitiveness among them.

"Onelast thing," Cynthia Chin said around amouthful of coddled egg, asif shed just remembered



it—though the subject had been hovering inthe air al morning.

"There'sthe matter of that Weir bequest. The onein which that delightful Supervisor Bear person of
yours has embroiled us, Raymond."

Stemp contemplated a gorgeous fruit cocktail, pretending to smile. Eyeswent to him. The Alphas
waited, dressed in their uniforms and ceremonid outfits and eccentric, one-of-a-kind costumes from
Earth's past.

"That Situation has been dedt with," Stemp assured them with elaborate cam.

"Surely youll forgive our being curious," Chin pursued. 1t looked like an afterthought when she added
casudly, "I understand that there are rumorsto the effect that Weir had become aware of certain
Blackguard information.”

Stemp hid the impact of that warhead by languidly sampling the fruit cocktail, but he'd been rocked.
Blackguard information! He wondered where she'd obtained her data—who might be alying with her
agang him.

Yielding to Chin's probe would be surrendering an Alphasright to privacy and autonomy. The others
might take it asasign of vulnerability or decline—a very dangerousthing for Stemp.

On the other hand, if he refused to reassure, to keep them abreast of amatter potentially disastrousto
al, it might bring about a consensus againgt him.

And occasionally the predators fed on one another.

He elected to cut hislosses and salvage dl he could from the skirmish. "Well then, let me put your
mind a ease, dear Cynthia. We should never hold back pertinent information, don't you agree?”’

Although shetried to avoid answering, showing anoncommitta expression, he went on congenidly,
"Yes, of courseyou do." He'd nailed it down, making it awkward for her to refute, since sheld donethe
asking. Hevowed to use it againgt her one day.

He continued, making strong eye contact with the others as he spoke. " Our agent, the Spican banker
Endwraithe, isin place and has been activated. He has orders to discover what he can about the bequest,
but his primary misson isto execute FHoyt and his escort. He will then transmit confirmation to me on the
fastest avallable ship.”

"Ah!" Cynthia Chin toyed with adish of sherbet. "What if—unthinkable, | know, but isn't
preparedness-in-depth aways agood idea?—what if the banker failsyou?'

Fals you. Stemp considered the possibilitiesin an instant's hesitation. Endwraithe was one of their
most capable operatives. Surdly, with hislong-established position in Frostpile and the advantage of
surprise, hed have no trouble carrying out an assgnment against a minor functionary and anameless
space tramp.

Stemp gave Chin ablase look. "I can give you my persond guarantee: the matter will be dedlt with."

"S0." She appeared to go back to her egg. "If AlphaBureaucrat Stemp promisesto seeto aproblem
persondly, there's nothing more to be larmed about.”

That wasn't what held said, as everyone at the table knew. But retrenching and redefining would be
tacticaly unwise, indicating confusion and lack of confidence. Little as he intended to become persondly
involved in the &ffair, helet her distortion stand.

The thought of those two idiots, Floyt and Fitzhugh, on the loose with some unnamed Welr legacy
and avalid Earthservice letter of Free Import in their possession chilled him. But Stemp forced down his
misgivings and exchanged smal talk with the other Alphas. After dl, Endwraithe was a capable,
rigoroudy conditioned agent.

And his prey? Two hapless pawns. Insgnificant nobodies.



Thistime, it was Tigjo who favored shooting them.

And, oddly, it was Governor Redlock who intervened, with the help of Dorraine and Maska. But all
the furor over Endwraithe's desth was deflected when, in grudging response to the claims of Floyt and
Alacrity, Tigio had Endwraithe's suite and persona effects examined. Among the persona commo codes
of the deceased were several no one could identify. A canny, squint-eyed old house cryptographer
vouched that they were not commercia codes nor anything recognizably Spican. At about that same
time, an Invincible forensic officer reported that the story told by Floyt and Alacrity checked out; the
banker had attempted to kill them, and they'd ambushed him in salf-defense.

"But why would a Spican banker care what happensto us?' Foyt repeated. Medics had stopped the
bleeding of hisgumsand lips, controlled the swelling, and taken away most of the excruciating pain.
They'd dso removed the sharp-edged roots of his missing teeth, but replacement or regeneration would
haveto wait.

Hewas just thankful that he'd had the presence of mind to open his mouth at the last second to
minimize the damage done by Alacrity'shig fist. Still, the andgesics and the gap in his dentition made his
speech lispy, distorted, and abit doppy.

Alacrity stood with folded arms, not answering Floyt's question. The doctors had seen to hiswounds
and tended the fractured knucklesin hisright hand, disinfecting the deep lacerations made by FHoyt's
teeth.

No one el se had an answer for the Earther. Findlly, Dorraine said, "I you two still intend to go to
Blackguard to claim the bequest, | think you'd be well advised to go a once, as quickly asyou can.”

"But how?" Hoyt demanded.

"My wifeand | are departing in haf an hour, in the Blue Pearl," Redlock answered. "WEell take you
asfar as Epiphany's spaceport. From there you're on your own."

The two companions looked at Tigjo. The old woman made no objection to Redlock’s offer of minor
assstance. Neither did she relent on the penalty sheldd imposed on them. "If you remain here, I'm
reasonably certain that my legal staff can present anumber of seriousindictments. Spican observers
would be present at any legal proceedings.”

The pair ingtantly abandoned any thought of pleading for further aid. Their Earthservice conditioning
and thair ingtincts of self-preservation had their hair sanding on end; their irresistible urge wasto get into
motion. Bowing and backing toward the door, bumping into one another, they were gonein moments.

"Strange Attractors," Admiral Maska mused.
"How'sthat again, my Lord?" Dorraine asked.

"Strange Attractors,” the Srillan said again, louder. " Something of an interest of mine. Enigmatic forces
affecting the turbulence around them. The subject held a certain fascination for Director Welr, asyou
know."

"Isthat how you perceive those two blatherskites, Admira?" Tigo exploded.

"Wouldn't you say that that's been their impact here on Epiphany, madam?' He looked at the door
through which Alacrity and Floyt had disappeared.

"And now they're on the loose together in the grandest turbulence of dl: the chaotic dynamics of the
Third Breeth of humankind.”

A contemplative silence settled over the chamber.

There was no time to wait for automated valets or household servants. Their suite becamea
whirlwind scene of hysterica packing, of yelling, accusation, and counteraccusation. Neverthel ess, they
werein too much of ahurry to be angry with one another.



Out in the corridor again, they glanced at the door to Sintillas suite. "I forgot al about Endwraithe's
phony message," Floyt said. "Y ou don't suppose he hurt her, do you?'

"We'd better check. Besides, she might have some advice."

Prolonged leaning on her door signal produced no result. Finaly, Floyt pressed out the entry code. "'l
couldn't help noticing it the other day.” He blushed.

"Dont gpologizeto me; | doit al thetime."

Shewas not insde. On ahunch, FHoyt went and hit the playback on her answering unit. On atablelay
hisand Alacrity's proteuses; they'd completely dipped his mind. He shoved them into a pocket.

No messages were recorded, but in her answering recording, Sintilla said that she would be at funera
rites dated to be held by some of the non-Inheritors.

"So she went straight there after we left her in the corridor,” Floyt concluded with relief, "and she
won't be back until midnight or so. She'sdl right, then. Alacrity? What are you doing?"

The breakabout was bent over the journalist's personal, desk-modd proteus. "Oh no! Oh, God,
Buddha, and Freud inthe Void!"

"What isit?"
"Read for yoursdf!"
Floyt leaned over the screen and read the message on which Sintilla had been working.

TO: ANDRAX MIXTO, MANAGING EDITOR, FIRST BURST PUBLICATIONS

FROM: SINTILLA ANDY, SIT DOWN BEFORE YOU READ THIS, LOVE! |
HAVE THE

PERFECT NEW SERIES FOR PUBLICATION UNDER MY BOMBASTICO
HERDMAN PSEUDONYM! THE SITUATION FITSTHE

READERSHIP-PSY CHOMETRICIANS REQUIREMENT EXACTLY:
VERIFIABLY EXTANT MAIN CHARACTERSWITH AN "EVERYMAN"
TOUCH; VERY LOW PROBABILITY THAT THEY'D EVEN STEP FORWARD
TOIDENTIFY THEMSELVES, MUCH LESS DENOUNCE THE STORIES;
PLENTY OF LEEWAY TO"SWEETEN" THE STORY LINES. IT'SA NATURAL
FORMY READERS!

WORKING TITLE FOR THE FIRST BOOK ISHOBART FLOYT AND
ALACRITY FATZHUGH IN THE CASTLE OF THE DEATH ADDICTS. OTHERS
ALREADY OUTLINED ARE HOBART FLOYT AND ALACRITY HTZHUGH
VERSUS THE BRAIN EATERS OF THE GALACTICRIM, AND HOBART
FLOYT AND ALACRITY HTZHUGH CHALLENGE THE AMAZON SLAVE
WOMEN OF THE SUPERNOVA.

IT COULD MAKE USEVEN MORE MONEY THAN THE WEIR BOOKS! I'LL
BE WAITING TOHEAR FROM YOU, ANDY'!

KISSES, TILLA

"W, she said we were going to make her rich,”" Floyt remarked weakly.

"S0. She wrote al those Weir books too. No wonder she's a privileged character around here. I'll bet
that's how he bribed her into not writing any more of them.”

"Alacrity, she can't do thistoud™
"What're you complaining about? At least your name'sfirg.” He settled into achair, shoulders



dumped. "If | sat right here and thought al day, | couldn't think of anything that'd get Earthservice
madder, or make things tougher on us. Once this gets out, every menta casein the galaxy's gonnabe on
the lookout for us."

They both had the same thought in that moment: Kid Risk, and the many kinds of sorrow asimilar
fate had brought down upon him.

"Alacrity, welve got to hurry." Foyt grabbed hisluggage; Alacrity snatched up hiswarbag. They
made for the door.

"Y eah, that'sthe ticket, Ho! If we can get everything squared away before she gets those books
published, maybewell bedl right.”

They spied acorridor tram and hastened toward it. "And if we don't manage that?' Floyt couldn't
help wondering doud.

"The crackpotsll be al over uslike a cheap spacesuit. They'll be out to rob us, or challenge us!™
"Or interview ud"
"Run, Ho! Run!™
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