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CHAPTER ONE

A hologram of atank, bow-on asit plowed through a brughfire, filled most of the wall behind President
Hammer's desk. Either by chance or through Hammer's deliberation, the tank was Two Star—Danny
Pritchard's unit twenty years before, when he had been a sergeant in the Slammers and not Hammer's
chosen successor.

"Hey, snake," the President caled cheerfully when he saw it was Pritchard who had entered the office
unannounced.

Hammer tilted away the desk display which he had been studying. He had not | et age and the presidency
blunt &l the edges of his appearance. If Hammer's hair wasits natura gray now, then it was il naturaly
his own. His shoulders and wrists would have done credit to alarger, younger man. There was a paunch
bel ow desk height that had not been there five years before, however. No practical amount of exercise
could wholly replace the field work of the lifetime previous. "Had a chance to glance over the proposa
from Dominica?'

"Glance, yes," Danny said, perching himsdlf on the arm of an easy chair instead of the seet. Thefabric
responded to hisweight, squirming in an attempt to mold itself to his contours. Pritchard preferred a
solid bench, so he gave aslittle purchase as possible to the luxury with which Hammer disarmed visitors.
"| liketheidea of having somebody ese pay for part of our army, sure. . . and, well, train it while things
are quiet here on Friedand. But | think Dominicastoo far if we—needed the guns back in ahurry.”

Danny popped the rolled notes he held againgt hisknee. It was asign of the nervousness which he
otherwise controlled. "Thing is, Alais," he continued to the older man, "that isn't what was on my mind
right at the moment.” He smiled. "Even though it should have been.”

Hammer snorted. He spun his desk display toward his Adjutant and heir presumptive. "Teitjens sent this
over as background before he briefs me on the dump in heavy equipment export projections. |'d sooner
listen to you, on the assumption that I'll at least understand your problem when you've finished.”

"Yeah, well," the younger man agreed. "The problem's easy."

He did down into the cup of the chair after dl. The office walls were ad owly-moving fog-blue, dmost a
gray. Pritchard ditted his eyelids. The hologram behind the President could have been ared tank ona
skyswept plain. "We got a homeworld query on one of our veterans. Do you remember Captain Don
Sade?’

Hammer nodded calmly over his clasped hands. "Mad Dog Slade? Sure, | remember him. He wasthe
one man | really wanted who insisted on retiring when he heard hisfather'd died. Hometo Tethys,
wasn't it? The Omicron Eridani Tethys, | mean. | offered him aduchy here on Friedand, too, Danny.”

"Via, he was a duke back home, Colond," Pritchard said to the blurred man and to the tank. "He was
the next thing to aking there if hed wanted to be." The Adjutant opened his eyes again and sat as erect
asthe cushionswould permit him. "We were—well, he did me afavor. We were friends, Don and me.



Tdl thetruth, he didn't much liketo be called Mad Dog."

"Wel," Hammer said with alaugh, "if hell comeback, I'll call him Duke Donad or any curst thing he
chooses. Not because he'safriend of yours, Danny—though that too—but because you can't have too
many peoplelike Slade on your side.” The President did not precisely frown, but hisface lost most of its
laughter. "Among other reasons, because if they're on your side, they aren't on the other guy's.”

"| think Don had had about enough of sideswhen he left here," Pritchard said. He looked up at the
ceiling and remembered hisbig, black-haired friend in the spaceport at their last meeting. "He said he
was reedy to spend therest of hislifefishing like his grandfather.”

"Fishing?" Hammer repested in angry amazement. "He was going to go from one of my tank companies
tofishing?'

It was his Adjutant's turn to laugh. Danny gestured with his notecards and said, "Well, fishing on Tethys
isn't that different from the sort of jobs we gave M Company, Alois. Thereésalot of water there, and the
thingsthat grow in it are pretty much to scale, fromwhat Dontold me. . . .

"But thething is" Pritchard added, sobering, "Don didn't get there. We got aquery from—" he checked
the uppermost card from habit rather than from present need— "Marilee Sade, asking if Don were ill
on our establishment.”

"Not intwo years," Hammer said with afrown. "Mother? Or Vial Not hiswife, isshe? Don didn't take
homeleavein, well, at least the ten years Snce | promoted him to ensign.”

"Seemsto be hissigter-in-law," the younger man said. Hammer had aready swung the display back
around. The President's fingers were caling up Slade's personnd file and planetary data on Omicron
Eridani I1—one of atrio of worlds named Tethys by their origina settlers. "Brother'swidow, I'd guess,
from the way the query was worded,” Pritchard continued. "Never talked much to Don about why hed
joined the Slammers, but | sort of gathered thislady had something to do with it. Also hewasthe
younger son, that sort of hereditary nonsense.” The Adjutant's eyes met those of the childless President.
Therewasiron in the grin of each man.

Hammer grunted approva at whatever he saw on hisdisplay. " Council of Forty runsthe place" he
muttered. "Hereditary oligarchy. Y ou know, | like thelook of some of these average metdl prices. Might
be worth our while to ask for quotes, especialy on the manganese. Either they swest their workerslikel
wouldn't dare, or they've got acurst dick operation.”

He gestured over the desk with an upraised palm. "But | don't suppose you thought you needed meto
clear atrace on Don Slade, did you? Shoot."

"He left here on atramp full of hard-cases. He wasin ahurry and he wouldn't listen to reason,” Pritchard
said to the cealling. "Golf-Alpha-Charlie Five Niner. | located a survivor on Desmo and got the story.
Fellow'd gotten to Desmo on an Alayan ship. Don had been aboard the Alayan, too, but he'd gotten off
at aplace caled Terzia. Produces medicinas. Place got one or two tramp freightersamonth, so it
shouldn't have been abad place to trans-ship.”

Pritchard shrugged himsalf out of the chair again and began to pace the large, austere office. "No
guestion of coercion," he continued. " The survivor says Don tried to talk them al into working their butts
off in the jungle or some such thing. Don wasfreeto go, just like the others he was with—andthey dl
lifted off."

Compared to Hammer, the brown-haired Adjutant wastall. He dapped the notes on hisleft pam.



"What the problem turned out to beisthat Terzids refused landing rightsto every ship that's gpproached
it sncethe Alayanslifted off. It could be chance; but chance or not, the result's the same. For over a
year, Don's been caged there as sure asif he was behind bars.. . . and he may be that, too, for anything
we know otherwise."

Hammer was playing with the controls of hisdisplay again. "Terzia's got redl-time commo,” the President
sad in the mild voice that he used when his brain was busy with something bes des the words he was

Spesking.

"Y eah, and that's funny,” said Pritchard. "1 got the impression that the place was virtually pre-industria.
Exports some high-purity naturd medicinas, but nothing in quantity. No quantity that theréd bea
Stadtler Communications System, unless the economic pyramid comes to a preity sharp point.”

The President nodded. "One projection system, one Transit launch, one of alot of things. One Don
Sade right now, though that wasn't going to show up on a Commerciad Movements Summary, wasit?"
Hammer's fingers tapped the surface of the display gently. "Though that may be aflaw in the compiler's
outlook, not Terzias."

Hammer got up from his chair dso. He ambled past the hologram. Beyond that wall of his office were
the grounds of the Presidentia Pdace, lushly beautiful and maintained for no purpose but the President's
enjoyment. Hammer did not object to the gardens, but it was at his ordersthat the crystalline window
giving onto them had been replaced by the hologram. He saw the paace grounds only through the
windows of hisarmored limousine as an incident of travel. "Right now, it'sthe projection system that
matters,” he said doud. "Y ou'll have Margritte handleit?"

Danny nodded at the reference to hiswife. "We've got afew other people supposed to be trained on the
Stadtler rig," he said. He rubbed his lower back and ribs absently with both hands. " Sometimes it works
for them, sometimes it doesn't. With Margritte, it works, and | hope to blazes there's somebody on
Terziathat good too. . . ."

Danny Pritchard had made apoint of wearing civilian garments ever since the day of Hammer's
inauguration. His present suit was as soft and smooth as the creamy shimmer of itscolor . . . and it was
acutely uncomfortable on abody that suddenly felt the need for battle-dressagain. "Alois,” the Adjutant
continued, "that leaves a couple questions.”

"Margritte has ablank check," Hammer said. "'If they won't listen to reason about Siade until she
threatensthat well land a Field Force regiment, she can do that.”

"Terzidsafull seventy Trangt minutesaway from us," Pritchard said flatly. "They may think they'refar
enough away to be safe, so they don't haveto listen to us."

Hammer turned. He was no longer the paunchy ruler of acomplex industrid world. Hewasa
commander whose troops had stormed Hell ascore of times before and might do it again.

"If they won't listen tous, they'll listen to our guns, won't they?* Hammer said. His voice was as hard and
sncere asthe bow of the tank behind him. " Slade broke up a Guards Regiment with one tank company
and a battalion of haf-trained militia. If the Guards had taken the port behind us, Danny, you and |
wouldn't be standing here, would we? Though our skulls might till be on poles out front."

Pritchard shrugged like adragonfly beginning to pull free of its cocoon of soft, cream fabric. "1'd roughed
out some contingency plans,” he said as he turned to the door. "I'll work on specific movement orders
while Margritte triesto get aconnection with Terzia."



"Tdl them,” Hammer called to his Adjutant's back, "that | don't know if we can release Don Slade dive
by force. But I'll promiseto burn their planet for hisfunera pyreif we can't.”

For some moments after the door closed, Hammer continued to stand where he was. silhouetted against
the bow of the tank.

CHAPTER TWO

The Citadd was aspikein relief against the mottled turquoise sky. There was no bulky starship on the
landing platform beside the tower.

Don Slade swore very mildly, hisvoice asleaden as his heart. He stepped aside to | et the work gang
pass him asthetrail dipped back into thejungle.

Thiswas the one vantage point on the trail's length. Slade had cradled the short barrdl of his powergunin
the crook of hisleft arm as he marched ahead of the column. Now he held the wesapon vertical for
safety. The butt was againgt his hip, and the muzzle touched at eyebrow height the tree againgt which the
tanker leaned wearily.

Bedyle, the foreman, stopped beside his superior. "Problems, sir?' the lightly-built humanoid asked in
Spaceways English. The language differed radicaly from the version of English Slade had learned to
speak as aboy on Tethys, but it—Spanglish—provided a medium of trade throughout the human
universe. . . and beyond that universe, ason Terzia. Though it was sometimes difficult for Sadeto
remember that he and the Terzia herself were the only two humans on the planet.

"No problem, Bedyle," Sade said. "Nothing new, at any rate. There'sjust no ship. Still."

Slade's black hair was cropped short on his head and jaw for comfort. Hair coiled like strands of
honeysuckle over his bare chest and splashed down his limbsto the backs of his hands and feet. From a
distance, he had abestial appearance which the calm of his expression belied. Sade wastaller by forty
centimeters than the tllest of the work gang; taller and stronger besides than most of the humans whom
he had metin alife of knocking about the universe.

"You know, Bedyle. . ." the big man said. His eyes were on the distant spire, but his mind was much
farther away. "Y ou'd think after nine daysin the copper-pod jungle, that place would look good. But . . .
if there was a Pdlamede dave-ship docked there, I'd ship out in its hold before I'd take another step
through the gate of the Citadd."

"Your lifeisso very bad, then?" the foreman asked softly.

The workerswerefiling past, chanting something mel odious and without meaning. Sade had been
unablein ayear to learn aword of the native language. The Terzia swore that when her ancestors had
landed on the planet, the autochthones aready spoke Spanglish. There was no reason to believe that she
waslying . . . or that she wastelling the truth, for that matter. Siade had no way to judge the Terzias
Satements.

The locals, maesand femaes dike, carried fifty-kilo burdens of copper-pods without signsthat their
frail-looking bodies were being strained. They were nude. Only in the greenish cast underlying their
brown skins, andin thelack of externa genitalsin the males, were they demonsirably inhuman.



Sade had persond experience of the human characteristics of some of the females.

"Bad?' Don Slade said, echoing the foreman. The sounds of lesser animal s seeped from the jungle and
merged with the voices of the work gang. "Via, no, Bedyle. Lifeisn't bad. I've got every luxury | could
dream of, and the most beautiful woman I've ever met. I've got ajob I'm needed at—" he nodded
toward the workers he supervised and protected—"and it keeps me on my toes besides. | don't even
get bored, what with al the different habitats we crop. I'd haveto say my lifeis perfect.”

The man paused. He turned to scan as much of his surroundings as he could see through the
broad-leafed, ten-meter plants that made up the basic vegetation of this spot. A train of colorful,
multi-legged creatures chased itsdf around one fleshy stem. The joints of the beasts exoskeletons
clattered softly.

"The only problemis," Slade went on, "itsnot thelife | want to live. And therés not a curst thing
anybody can do about that until another ship sets down."

The sucking sound of atree being pushed up from beneath was overlaid by the scream of the worker
caught in thefirst pair of pincers.

Slade pumped the fore-end to charge his wegpon as he pivoted the buitt to his shoulder. The monster's
emerging head was toward the back of thefile. It curved from the ground, dripping loam fromits
compound eyes and from the agate-melded segments of its broad carapace. A workman, streaming
blood where the knife-edged pincers entered his body, was being transferred to the maw that gaped
Sidewaysto receive him. Sade had no timeto pick his shot there, however. Thered danger lay at the
other end of the carnivore'srisng body.

Along ten meters of thetrail, pairs of pincer-tipped legs dashed out of the soil like sproutsin time-lapse.
Three other workmen had been caught and were being swung toward the head end for ingestion. The
aurvivors of thefile screamed and legped into the jungle. Their burdenstumbled in the air behind them.

At thefurther end, toward the Citadel, waved the tail and the dim, meter-long cone of the cresture's
gting. Sadefired at the base of it.

The carnivore lay ambushed on its back beneath the trail. Asthe pincers struck upward, the tail arched
toward its prey. Large prey would be dispatched by a sting, while numbers of smdler victims—likethe
file of laborers—would be immobilized by sprayed venom even if they had escaped thefirgt thrust of
pincers. Now the impact of the bolt caused thetail to spasm. It drove a stream of chartreuse venom
from the sting amoment before it would have been properly aimed at the work gang.

Sade was turning toward the monster's head again even asthejet of poison splattered onto the foliage
above. The ground besi de the man was cracked and heaving. A jointed leg asthick ashiswrist lashed
toward him, pincers clicking. The carnivore was squirming to turn its body upright.

Sade fired, stepped sdeways, and fired twice morein rapid succession. A drop of poison struck his
right shoulder and splashed upward across his neck, ear, and biceps.

The first three bolts from the powergun had shattered the creature's armor. The sting hung askew, one of
the foremost pair of legs had been blown from its socket, and the cyan flash of the third round had
cratered the curve of the head shield. The bolts liberated their energy instantaneoudy, however. Despite
the amount of surface damage the powergun did, no single shot could penetrate to the vitals of thishuge,
loosely-organized carnivore. Sade's fourth round was amed at the ulcer Ieft by the third. The bolt struck
inagout of vaporizing internd tissue as the poisoned gunman screamed and dropped his weapon.



Skin was aready doughing where the venom drop had struck. Over the areas of secondary contact the
skin wasturning gray and black. Slade dapped his chest injector plate with hisleft hand because hisright
arm and sde had gone numb. Leaf mold steamed benesth the hot iridium barrdl of the gun he had
dropped. Theinjector dumped stimulant and anti-allergenic directly into Slade's anterior vena cava.
Under itsimpact and that of the venom, he staggered. He fumbled a medicated compress out of the kit
at hisbelt and scrubbed at the damaged area. The firein Sade's blood damped down as the compress
debrided, then covered, the swatches where the skin was dead.

Although Slade had not lost consciousness, his conscious mind was surprised to find that he was
kneling besde hisgun. Historso felt asif it swelled and relaxed with every begt of his heart. There had
been enough breeze to carry one droplet of the unaimed venom to him. It had dmost been enough to be
fatd.

The creature was dying with the noisy lethdity of arunaway truck. It hammered its surroundings. The
middle part of its body was il within the trench in which it had lain hidden, while both ends lashed the
vegetation above. Acrossthetrail and the heaving exoskel eton from Slade, a stunned laborer tried to
drag himsdf further into thejungle. A pincered leg gouged the earth beside him. Sade cursed and tried
to leap to the injured worker's aid.

Slade had forgotten the amount of damage done to his own system by the drugs and counter-drugs that
roiled within him.

Instead of clearing the monster as he had intended, the man landed on the blotchy carapace. Hisfeet did
out from under him. The carnivore wastrying to arch its center segments from the trench. Itsweight
pinned Slade's shins to the soft loam. The laborer scuttled safely behind the bole of atree. Theleg
whose wild thrashings had endangered the native now recoiled toward the man. The creature's optic
nerves and central ganglion had been destroyed, but its autonomic nervous system was making a
successful attempt to heave the greet body erect reflexively.

The powergun would have been usdess even if Sade till held it. The carnivore was dead, but only time
or anuclear wegpon would keep its corpse from being dangerous. Slade grabbed the limb asit swung
for him. His biceps swelled asthey directed the pincers down onto the dirt a hand's breadth short of his
chest. They dug into the soil like the recoil spades of projectile artillery. That gave the leg purchase
againg the massive thrust it exerted amoment later.

The creature squirmed wholly clear of the trench. Its meter-thick body carried Slade up with it asits
weight released him. There weretiny chitinous projections where the caragpace armor joined that of the
belly. They flayed the big man's calves through the tough, loose trousers that had covered them.

Sade threw himsdf out of the way. He was limited to the strength of his upper body because hislegs
were gill numb. The creature was squirming off mindlesdy into the jungle like agiant centipede. One of
the legs of arear segment still impaled alaborer. The corpse's drag kept that limb out of synchrony with
the fluttering fore-and-aft motion of the others. The body segment itself twitched out of thelinethe
remainder of the creature wastrying to take.

In the dirt behind the carnivore dangled its sting. The plates that should have held and directed the
weapon were shattered. Chartreuse venom still dripped and |eft adark trail on the ground. In the wake
of the creature's clattering exit, the jungle came dive with the moans of injured laborers.

Sade staggered to the falen bundle that held the main medical supplies. When he had an opportunity, he
would do something about the bloody agony of his own calves. They would wait—would have to wait—
for Sadeto treat the laborers who were dready going into shock from trauma or poisoning.



The Citadd wastemporarily only amemory behind acurtain of sweat and adrendin.

CHAPTER THREE

At thetop of her tower, the Terzia shuddered because a human would have shuddered in reaction to the
scene she had watched. The breaking earth, the pincers stabbing upward with enough force to penetrate
wood . . . the venom drifting forward in ahaze, burning like lavathe bare flesh it contacted. . . .

Everything that happened was out of her control once it began. But the danger had to beredl or the
exercisewas pointless. . . asit seemed to be pointless anyway, to judge from the bleakness of Sade's
remarksto Bedyle.

The Terzias awareness extended across al the life forms native to the planet. She watched from her
tower and through the eyes of the laborersin Slade's gang, both the hale and the dying. When the
brain-blasted carnivore ssumbled againgt the tree trunk, the Terziafelt the impact both through the chitin
and through the bark. Sunshine and stargiow, breezes and rain al over the world smultaneoudy, were as
much apart of her consciousness aswas her terror of amoment before.

Like thewind, the chime of the Stadtler Communications Device was astimulus externd to the Terziain
al her facets. The human smulacrum in the tower turned the unit across from her in the open room.

The Stadtler Device consisted of a massive chair which faced a niche surrounded by a bank of cabinets.
The smooth surfaces of chair and cabinets covered dectronics as sophisticated as any other array in the
present human universe. Therewas, in fact, no certainty that the origina provenance of Stadtler Devices
was human at dl. A glaucous light on one chair-arm pulsed in harmony with the three-note chime.

The Terziastepped toward the unit without hesitation and without any dimming of her awareness of
every other factor sensed by the planet's native life. Stadtler Devices were dmost soldly the prerogative
of governments, and generaly governments of the richest worlds and nations. The units, built on or at
least shipped from Stadtler, provided instantaneous communications over asironomical distances—at
astronomica cost. A planet like Terzia could scarcely have afforded such abauble, were Terzia not
capable of directing its entire volume of extra-planetary exchangein as narrow afocusasit desired.

The Terzia seeted hersdf in the chair. She touched the light to end its pulsing and to activate the
projection circuits of the device. Her garment swirled as she moved. The fabric appeared to be layers of
diaphanous gauze, gathered and pinned at the shoulders by crystalline brooches. In fact, the layers were
sheets of light polarized by the crystal's, and therewas no fabric at al in the ensemble.

An image was beginning to form in the alcove across from the chair, just as amore-than-physical
smulacrum of the Terziawould be awakening in the caller's unit, parsecs or kiloparsecs away. The
Stadtler Device could not be used to receive alone. Its principle, whatever it was, required balance: a
biologicd intdllect at either node of acommunication.

It did not require ahuman intellect. That was why the link worked aswell for the Terziaasit could have
worked for the human she counterfeited.

A woman on acouch like the Terzids own gazed from the alcove. The soft focus of the caller'sform
sharpened as the electronic cabinets, the room, and the world beyond the room blurred and
disappeared. The universe of the moment had shrunk to apair of facing couches and the females upon
them.



The caler was shorter than the Terziaand dressed in a soft, one-piece garment. She leaned forward and
sad, "I am Life Baron Margritte Pritchard.” That rank flowed from Margritte's duties as Minister of
State for Communication. "1 spesk with the authorization of President Hammer and the State of
Friedand. Thisisamatter of highest importance, both to our world and to your own. Theinformation
you are about to receive must be forwarded for immediate response by your chief executive.”

The Terzids hair was arich brown, falling in wavesto her upper back. It rippled as she nodded. "1 am
the chief executive of Terzia™

The statement was true in away that only the Stadtler Device made possible. Inthefidd of the
communications unit, there was abeing cdled the Terziawho was separate from all other beings on the
planet. Separate from the being thatwas all other life on the planet. The Terzias face had been modeled
on afine-boned hybrid of French and Southern Oriental. It began to glow with the arrogance of
individudity.

Visud and auditory contact had been complete dmost immediately. The two persondities, those of
Margritte and the Terzia, were dlill integrating. That process would continue, had to continue, throughout
the communication to prevent the link from breaking up into static and sheets of color. For the moment,
however, al Margritte was aware of wasthe fact that Terziasruler acted as her own communications
officer. That was not an uncommon circumstance for the few who could afford a Stadtler Device. "There
isaman being held on your planet,” Margritte said. ™Y ou must release him immediately or risk the anger
of—" she paused "—aof Colond AloisHammer. The man's nameis Donad Sade of Tethys.”

The Terzia had known what must be coming. The name was still anumbing blow. Likeaspark in her
mind popped an image of Don Sade, back from the field. His gun lay on the table by the door. It was
safe, with its magazine gjected beside it, but it had not been cleaned and put up until other
business had been attended to. Sade's black hair was long enough to wave as his head tossed
with hislaughter. His shirt lay in the hallway and he was stepping out of his trousers. The blaze of
his smile and personality flooded the Terzia watching him from the bed.

The Stadtler Field was momentarily abloom of mauve static. Then it was peopled by entitieswhose
mutua sharpness was beyond their own self-knowledge. Both minds had recoiled for an ingtant, then
merged. The memory that had flashed into Margritte's mind was nearly identical to that of the Terzia A
younger Don Sade, a shell crater and not a luxurious bed-chamber; a uniform spattered with the
blood of the corpse at the crater's lip. But the same laughter and the same fiery intensity . . . and
the same sinewy hands loosing the trouser fly. "Oh dear Lord," Margritte whispered. "Oh Danny."
She looked at the Terzia, seeing and being seen as never before.

"So that iswhy you want him back," said the dien with human features and a bitter human amile.
"Reasons of Sate.”

"No!" Margritte shouted, angry and cold with alower-brain fear. Intellectualy she knew that the Staditler
Device was proof againgt eavesdropping. Nothing which did not merge with the field could withdraw
information from it after the link was established. What she did not hersalf report would not exist to
Hammer; or to her husband. But certain reflexes are much older than the human intellect. "It was only
once, under fire. It didn't mean anything, except that we were dive."

"Yes, dive," the Terziaagreed. She would have stood and paced if the logic of the Stadtler Device had
permitted it. Instead, images of Don Slade wandered around the edges of thefield, visbleto both
communicators.

The big man walked along the jungle edge beside the tender on which he had arrived. He had a



pair of imaging goggles, but they were pushed high on his forehead. With hislips pursed, Sade
was trying to duplicate the notes of something that had called to him from the undergrowth. The
song hung in the Stadtler Field. It was not sound but the shadow of a memory.

In a second ghost-like moment, Don Slade was making love to one of the members of hiswork gang, a
girl with bright eyes and skin the color of oak bark. They weredl Terzia, al objectstailored to the needs
of the planet in auniverse over which humans swarmed with their mechanica responsesto questions and
their violence toward threats and toward excessive strangeness. The autochthones were a part of
Terzids defense system. So were the plants that produced complex drugsin wild profusion. And so was
the "human" mistress of the world; the Terzia, who dedt with human traders and who controlled the
hardware which kept less peaceful wanderers at a distance. The image of the man astride the alien

girl shouted with joy as unexpected muscles clamped. It showed a delight which the

mer ely-human exoticism of the Terzia had not aroused in him for many months; and which itself
had soon palled into despondency.

The third image which flickered and trailed the othersinto the neutral background wasthat of the present
morning, Slade leaping the thrashing carnivore to save alaborer who was not aman. To Terzia, the
workman was no more than askin cell, afleck of spittle voided during a charade. To the man putting
himsdf at risk, the victim was hisresponghility . . . and even if someone had told him the truth, he might
have reacted with the same furious determination, because his duty was not amatter over which Don
Slade gave power to any other to determine.

The Frisan and the Terzia—the women—were done again.

Margritte tongued her upper lip, dry with tension. She said, "Y ou have to release Don Slade. We order
it"

"Do you think he'skept in acage?’ the Terziablazed. "He haseverything, luxury, excitement—Ilove,
damnyou, loveif you will, for asoul like ajewd in the sunshine!" She paused and added in awhisper, |
amvery old, and that is. . . useful to me."

"Bring Don Sade here" Margritte said. "Put him on line with me. Have him tell me himsdlf that he
doesn't seethe bars.”

The Terziatossed her head asif the wash of her lustrous hair could wipe away the words she was
hearing. Margritte continued inexorably, "Or eselet him go, lady. Y ou have no other choice.”

"Do you think you could take him from me?' the Terzia demanded. Her voice and bearing were those of
the arrogant queen whose whim made the planet a danger spot for roistering spacers, aworld whose
profits barely balanced the harsh justice of itsruler. On the edge of the Stadtler Field flashed gunpits.
They were armed with high-intensity wegponsthat could rip aship from orbit or scar the face of amoon.

Margritte Pritchard's eyes were as cold as her smile. "Do you think," she said, "that Hammer's Sammers
haven't dropped on ahot landing zone before?' The Stadtler Field went black and red and saffron.
Through it all spiked the blazing cyan of powerguns. Landing craft sprayed the perimeter from
their gun tubs as the blunt iridium bows of tanks slid through cargo doors to hunt in a burning
city.

"That was M Company clearing an LZ on Cronenbourg,” said Margritte's voice through the flashing
darkness. "Don Slade was in the lead tank.” Then she added, "Our panzerswill bring him out of here
aive, lady. Or they will sear thisworld to glass. | swear it, and Colone Hammer swearsit.”

Tearswere ahuman thing, but the Terziawas dmost fully human asthe Hell-lit carnage cleared.



"He doesn't want to go back to you," said the Terziaas her throat cleared. Shelooked at her fingernails
and not the face of her tormentor. "He left you. He says he wantsto go home.”

"Then send him home," said the woman on Friedand, with a garden unseen outsde and an achein her
own heart.

The Terzialooked up again, amber eyes behind long lashes. "There'strouble there, you know," she said
geadily. "Those who want to kill him."

It could have been alie. Hammer himself had no data beyond the bare bones of the request, and there
was no evident way that the Terziawould be better informed. But it fit, the Lord knew; and Margritte
was by no means sure that either of them could lie to the other on alink asintense asthisone.

"That may be," Margritte said at last. "Maybe held be better to stay where heis or to come back to
Friedand. We want him, the Colond wants him. But Don's an adult. He can make his choices, even if
they're mistakes."

"All right," said the Terzia. Her muscles bunched to raise her from the chair, amotion that would have
broken the contact. She was human enough to scream against fate, but not in front of this messenger, this
rival.

Margritte raised ahand to hold the Terzia one final moment. When she spoke, it was not as Life Baron,
not asthe representative of Friedand—if it had ever been, sincethe link had been forged so strongly.
"Lady," Margritte said, "others have planned to kill Don Sade, you know. And the mistake has dways
beentheirs™

She nodded, and the gray envel ope of the Stadtler Field brightened for both into separate living worlds.

CHAPTER FOUR

An armed man in the crimson livery of the Dyson family waved. His helmet speskers boomed, "All right,
clear toland."

Theair car sagged gratefully into the courtyard of Slade House. The vehicl€'s bright caparisoning had
been stained by spray and perhaps astorm in itsjourney from one of the more distant of the Council
Idands—baronies, in effect—of Tethys. There were more shouted orders from the man in crimson. The
driver lifted minusculely and did the car Sdeways. It joined the line of other cars parked along the
courtyard's southern wall.

More than a score of Councilors had dready arrived. Teddy Slade did not recognize the trappings of
this vehicle, nor could he place the youngish man who got out of it with his entourage of flunkies.

"Waan't used to belike this, Teddy," ragped Coon Blegan. The old man shifted on the skirt of the gun
drone to take some of hisbelly's pressure off hisbelt. "If your great grand-dad'd learned a Dyson was
giving ordersin the compound, held have reached for hisboat gun. And their tarted-up bully boys
running thingsat Sade House, well. . . ."

Blegan morosdly scratched hisleft armpit. Thomas Sade had ordered Blegan to stop wearing hisillegal
shoulder holster when he appointed the old retainer as servant to his son Edward. Increasingly since
Master Thomas had died, the old man had felt the lack of aburden he had thought he had forgotten.
"Didn' call the old man Devil for nothing, you know," Coon went on. "Devil Don. Alwayswondered



how it came they named your uncle after him, Teddy. Wouldn't have thought there was any way to
know how alittle baby like that was going to grow up.”

The youth's control was born of alifetime's experience with Blegan. He said, "' Perhaps Uncle Dondd
had a chance to grow into a perfectly decent, useful human being like Father, Coon. Only he heard too
much talk by old farts about the grand days of the Settlement, when a Slade could shoot a man for
looking cross-eyed. I'd be obliged if nobody tried to repeat the experiment with me."

Three more cars were approaching over the perimeter wall; the Rices and the Mortons, trailed by a
larger van carrying additiona retainers for Madame Morton. Even when everyone arrived, however, the
most noticeable livery would be crimson. The Dysons shared Main Idand with the Sades—and the
Port, which was supposed to be neutral ground for al the Councilors. Even if Beverly Dyson had
needed to bring hismen in from haf across the planet, however, they would have been herein strength
for the present occasion.

"It was never likethat, Teddy," Blegan said.

"Vial" the youth shouted. "All the rest of the world can remember to cal me "Edward', Coon—at least
part of thetime. How come you can't?'

Blegan looked at young Slade reproachfully. "Perhaps| didn't think the rest of the world knew you the
way | do, Master Edward," he said. "But I'm an old man and ready to be cut up for bait, I'm sure.”

"Oh, Lord and Martyrs, Coon," Teddy muttered. He squeezed Blegan's hand. "What's aword matter?
But I wish..." Helooked up. A supply truck was balancing awkwardly in the air, waiting for landing
permission from the man in crimson. The truck's color was westher-besaten blue-green, Siade Blue. "But
| wish. .. ." the youth repested, and he let hisvoicetrail off again.

"Things were hard during the Settlement, they tell me,” Coon Blegan said. He did not look a Slade, just
sueezed the lad's hand and released it. "'I'm not that old, not even Coon, but they told me. These—" he
patted the skirt of the gun drone. For al the old man's apparent flabbiness, the meta rang with authority.
"These weren't for men, they were for the orcs and the knife-jaws. 1 know you don't believe it because
they steer clear of Council Idands by now, but | myself saw an orc comeright over thiswall.”

Coon waved toward the three-meter perimeter barrier, then back up at the gun of the drone the pair of
them leaned againgt. "Ten centimeter bolts cooked her just fine, same'sthey did during Settlement when
the orcs camein packs.”

"Those days are over, Coon," Slade said quietly as he watched liveried hangers-on rumaging through the
provisonstruck. They were squabbling, each of adozen partiestrying to snare any specia delicacy for
the Councilor whom they served.

"Ooh, aye," Blegan agreed, "and glad | am, too, an old man like me doesn't need excitement.” He
paused. "But | didn't need to carry your father back dead from the Port, either, with aknife through his
belly and half hisribs. HEd not have gone there done had he an ounce of sense, not the way things are

Teddy swung in front of the old servant and took him by the hands. "Don't you see, Coon?" he
demanded. "It won't make thisabetter world to livein if people likeus help tear down civilization the
way the thugs at the Port do. We need order here, but we won't get it by the two of us buckling up like
vigilantes and getting oursalveskilled too. If the only way to keep decent men from dying in the street
was to make Beverly Dyson the President, then—I'm glad of that too."



"Thatone," said Coon Blegan, but he smiled and did not spit as young Slade had expected. The youth
did not recognize the smile any more than he had recognized Coon's gesture toward his armpit for what
it was,

Blegan was watching the crowd around the truck. A knife had flashed, then gone sailing through the air
asacodato the crack of wood on bone. Men cheered as the group broke apart. Durotige, abig manin
Sade coverdls marked as wdll with a crimson stripe, roared triumph. He was swelling in the
congratulations of liverymen who stayed clear of hisartfully-spinning nunchaku. Durotige fed the
chain-linked batonsin afigure-8, between hislegs and over his shoulders dternately.

His opponent of amoment before wore shabby green and scarlet livery. He was hunched over, holding
aright forearm that was probably broken. The injured man backed and cursed as the outward arch of
the nunchaku snapped just short of his nose. Durotige had been a Sade Under-Steward a month before.
That his congtituency had now changed was shown by the stripe on his trousers—and by the enthusiasm
with which the crimson Dyson clague supported him.

"Beverly Dyson,” the old servant repeated grimly. "That one wantsto pisswith the big dogs, but | don't
think he can raise hisleg high enough. One of these days Master Dondd|l come home. . . and ther€ll be
someto learn why your Uncle was nicknamed what he was."

CHAPTER FIVE

"Oh, come, Marileg," said Beverly Dyson in areasonable tone of voice. "Why shouldn't | call him Mad
Dog?It'swhat hisown father caled him, isn't it?"

Councilor Dyson touched the base of astim coneto hisleft wrist. The disposable injector wore the
black and gold striping of a powerful euphoric. In fact, the stock which Dyson carried was loaded with a
mild stimulant. It did nothing to disturb the Councilor's plans or the ruthless speed with which he could
execute them.

"Don'sfather hated him, as you well know," snapped Marilee Slade as she stared through the window.
The family apartments were on the third floor of Sade House. The Trophy Room in which she sat with
Dyson looked across the broad courtyard to the Council Hall beyond. The truck which had for al
practica purposes been looted in the courtyard was just getting under way again. It would stop at the
service dock behind the House for proper unloading. Ever since adriver had been beaten within aninch
of hislife, the provisons vehicles touched down in the courtyard first. "That'swhy," Marilee continued on
arisng inflexion, "hisfather fasfied the birth records thirty years ago to make it appear that Thomas was
the eder twin."

"Marilee, my dear, we've been over this," said Dyson in apatronizing sSing-song. It rasped the woman's
nerves like wind on an aspen. Dyson knew that, and his smilewas al the broader for that fact. "Legdly,
your |ate husband was the Slade Councilor—as your son Edward will be when he comes of age. There's
no point trying to overturn a Council decison, especialy adecison made so long ago. And after all, if
you claim your father-in-law lied to the Council, why do you presume his dying wordsto his son were
the truth? That'snot logica, my dear.”

"Well, it'sthe curst truth!” the woman blazed. She turned. Her heels clacked on the mosaics of imported
marble which overlaid afloor of sand-finished concrete dating back to the Settlement. The widow was
tall, man-tal, though most of her height was from the waist down. The garment she wore had legswhen
she strode, but it was a single glittering cocoon when she chose to stand straight. The fabric shaded from



black at the lower gathering to aflame-shot scarlet on the woman's dim neck. "Listen, Dyson,” she
snapped aong apointing finger, "even if—"

"Beverly, my dear, please," the handsome man interrupted. "After dl, we've known each other al our
lives" Hetoo stood, dropping the flaccid stim cone back into the waist pouch from which he had taken
it. Therewas atrash chute in the pedestal table beside him. Using the chute would have permitted others
to examine the container, to penetrate afacet of the disguise in which Dyson wrapped himsdlf.

"Councilor Dyson," retorted Marilee Sade. "L ook, if you want meto treat you as ahuman being, then
you've got to stop this nonsense about appointing yoursalf guardian for Edward. HE's not achild, he's
amogt twenty—and if heneeds aguardian, it can be me!”

The tall woman pivoted back to the window. Beverly Dyson permitted hisface to |ose the mobility he
maintained when others were watching him. "1 don't appoint anyone guardian, Marileg," hesaid. "That's
what the Council meeting isbeing held to discuss. Though of course | won't deny that many of the
Council do bdlieve there should be—a—I'm sorry, but facts are facts—a strong male hand at the helm
of the Sade Estate during these troubled times."

When the woman did not respond, Dyson stepped carefully closer to her. He had been beautiful asa
child and as ayouth. When he reached adulthood, Dyson had been wise enough to eschew the cosmetic
trestments that would have frozen that youthful beauty. Twenty-odd years of natural ageing had left
Councilor Beverly Dyson ruggedly handsome. He was as attractive to men as to women, and he had
none of the smooth cuteness that destroyed respect when power was being discussed.

There was amark on Dyson's | eft forehead where age had begun to undo some expensive plastic
surgery. The skin there was atrifle shinier than the rest, and there was a path that could be traced back
inwhorls along Dyson's short-cut hair. ™Y ou know, my dear,” he went on in acarefully modulated voice,
"there's asmple solution. We were friends when we were younger. | still want to be your friend, and
more than friend." His hand reached out toward the woman in agesture that deliberately stopped short
of her am.

The curving crystal surface of the window had been treated during extrusion to permit no reflection on
the inner side. There was obvious avareness of the outstretched hand in Marileg's voice, however, as
shesad, "If you want astrong mae hand running the Slade Estate, then wait for Don to return. It can't
be long, now that Friedand saysthey'vetraced him."

"Marileg" said Dyson sadly. "Evenif | believed that weren't one of your little gamesto delay the
Council, my dear, | scarcely think that Mad Dog Sladeiswhat is required on aworld aready having
difficultieswith violence among thelower orders.” He had difficulty kegping histone light, and hisarm
lowered dowly.

"Mad Dog," the woman repested with seeming amusement. She continued to face the activity in the
courtyard below. "Y ou know, | knew Don Slade pretty well, Bev . . . and | never knew himto lose his
temper.”

"I'm thewrong onetotdlthat slly lie, lady!" shouted Councilor Dyson. Hisfresh, bubbling anger drew
Marilee's gaze as his attempted tenderness had not. Dyson touched the scar on hisforehead. "I'm not
going to forget, you see, what he did tome for a childhood prank!™

Marilee smiled. Hisrage was her victory. "I haven't forgotten that either Bev,” shesaid. "It must have
been quite a surprise when Don popped to the surface after you thought you'd bolted the escape hatch
over him. But | redlly don't think helost histemper when he came for you with thewrench. | think he
had just decided the world would be a better place with you dead. Don was never the oneto leave dirty



jobsfor other people when he could handle them himself."

Laughter pursued Councilor Dyson as he strode from the room.

CHAPTER SIX

"We had abad one," Don said without preamble as he opened the door of the Terzia's chamber. "I |eft
all the harvest so we could get back quicker with the wounded. Brought the dead; | know it didn't
matter, but | did and | don't care cop what you think about it."

The big man paused for the first time since he entered the room. He swallowed and said, "There were
two missing. We searched, but there's two missing.”

"That doesn't matter, Don," said the Terziafrom the bed itsdlf. "Come—come sit by mewhile talk.”

The poison burns on Slade's upper body were white with the SpraySeal which now covered them.
Besides the swest-streaked dust on his skin and trousers, Slade's hands had ablack patina. He had
changed the barrel of his powergun as soon as he entered the Citadel. The one he had used on the giant
carnivore was by no means shot out; but there was no reason to skimp on equipment, and amillimeter's
tighter focus on abolt might mean alife.

"Lady," Sadesad, "the harvest'sdl over thetrail and besideit. I'm going out with another gang. I'll be
back as soon as we've gathered up the copper-pods—"

"They don't matter, Don. Sit down.”

"—and found the bodies; Terzia, it mattersto me," Sade concluded. Hiswearinesswas no veil over the
angry determinationin hisvoice.

The Terzialay on aglade-green spread in apool of light muted to duplicate forest shadows. Slade had
never been sure of the process by which Terzia controlled the light. At other times, it had seemed to him
to be extremely sensudl.

"Don," the Terziabegan. Then she lowered the hand with which she had beckoned him. In achanged,
business-like voice, she said, "Both the bodies are with the carnivore, asyou call it, somethree
kilometersfrom whereit was shot. A party of workers has been sent out to retrieve the remains from the
seventeenth-segment limb on the animal'sright sde and from its gullet. That business does not require
you. Thisdoes. Sit down, please.”

Slade's lips worked—silently, because he could not decide quite what words he wanted them to form.
Hisleft hand, smudged aready with carbon and metd, touched the fresh and gleaming barrel of his
powergun for reassurance. 'l don't . . ." Slade said without the haste or hostility of amoment before.

"Don, come hereif you think you might ever want to leave Terzia," the other said. She held out her hand
agan.

Sade moved as he would have moved to mount histank in an dert: quickly, but with the caution that
kept haste from being adanger. Helaid hisweapon on the table that had held it in the past and stepped
toward the bed. He wiped his pams nervoudy on the dirty fabric of histrousers. Sade was not fit to see
awoman, to make love on adeek, resilient bed to a beauty herself so deek and as capable of
innovation as of response.



He did not hesitate, because he knew by more than words that the Terzia cared for the customary
gracesonly asit pleased her lover to provide them. Slade had made love in dleys and in trenches, once
even on hisown gretcher in the casudty holding station as an affirmation to himsdlf of hisintention to
survive. The Terziawas ajewel, not some fellow-swimmer in the maelstrom as those other partners had
been. Or again—

Sade's groin was quickening with new excitement as he did onto the bed.

"Is..." hesaid as his hands cupped her left shoulder and right buttock, calluses over smooth skin and
the muscles supple beneath each. "Isthere word of aship coming in?"

"And any ship would be enough,” said the Terziasadly. Her asams circled him, drawing her naked chest
againg the big man's. His body quivered with avibrancy she had not drunk from it in months. ™Y ou want
to leave me so badly.”

"Lady," Sade said. He squeezed her tighter in unconscious reaction to the words he was framing. "'l
don't want to leave you, but | want to go home. I'd. . . . You're aprincess here, aqueen." He arched
back dightly so that he could ook at the Terzia'sface. "It'd be crazy for you to leave dl thisto cometo
Tethys. Gravel and sea, that'sdl it'd beto you. But it's my home."

"No, | couldn't leave my world, even with you," the Terziasaid. Her eyes were on Sade's chest, on the
black, springy delicacy of the hairsthat doubled by their shadows on hisskin. "I'll arrange for you to
leave, then, Don. | think you should know—" shelooked up to meet his puzzled expresson— "that
meatters on your homeworld are very unsettled. Y ou might find yourself safer—and happier—if you
chose some other destination in which to settle down. If not here, then—" the assumed humanity of the
Terzia caused her voice to catch— "perhaps back on Friedand. Y our friends there have not, have not
forgotten you."

Disbelieving, astense and as careful as when he disarmed booby-traps, Don Sade said, "Lady, | thank
you, but . . . it'sbeen along road to get here, and | don't think I'll turn back now. If theré'strouble on
Tethys, then | guessthere's trouble anywhere, one way or the other. I'm as used to it asthe next man.
And I'd—" he bent forward again and nuzzled the Terzias hair— "redlly liketo go home."

"Youwill,” said the dmost woman. She shifted her body to free Sade'strouser catches. "Y ou will very
soon, my darling.”

CHAPTER SEVEN

Therewas abay concealed in the Citadd's flank. I1ts doors dowed, then latched open. Slade stared at
the vessel hangared within. Then helooked back at the Terzia. He was not sure whether she had made a
mistake through ignorance or whether he was the butt of ajoke grim even by the standards of mercenary
soldiers. "Terzia," Sade said in avoice that he worked to control, "thisisonly alifeboat. It can't carry
me back home."

"Not directly," agreed the Terziaoff-handedly. For the first time since Slade had met her, she had not
dressed before leaving her chamber. Intellectually, Slade knew that there was no more reason to dress
for the autochthones than there was to dress before being seen by so many dogs . . . and there was no
more reason to dress for one'slover than for one's mirror. Terzia's nonchalance surprised Slade,
however, and the fact that nudity was a change bothered him. "It has arange of forty-five Transt
seconds, though,” she continued. " That will take you to Elysum.”



Sade had stepped into the bay to touch the boat's nose. The hull's spongy coating was perfectly fresh.
The only marks on the vessdl's white surface were consistent with jostling during loading and shipment.
The boat had very clearly never been moved under its own power. "1 don't recall an Elysum in this
sector,” the man said as he paced cautioudy aong the vessel's seven-meter length. Like "Tethys,"
Elysum was aname of some frequency among the scattered human settlements.

"It'snot in your indices,"said the Terzia. Something she did caused amotor to whine. The lifeboat began
to ease out of the bay on its docking cradle. The low sun stained the ablative coating a pinkish color as
the nose inched into the light. " The inhabitants are human, though they have no open traffic with the rest
of the galaxy. They'll help you home for my sake; and perhapsfor your sske aswell.”

Sade et the vessdl dide past him. He stepped around its stern. He continued to examine the boat, even
though his expertise would scarcely have let him discover gross damage to the structure. Slade was no
rocket jockey. The thought of leaving in this contraption frightened him even against his hopes of escape
from plush captivity. Only the fact thet lifeboats were designed for use by the ignorant gave him any
confidence at al in the coming operation.

The Terziastood in the open. To Slade, she was framed between the bulk of the vessel and the
doorpost. Her waist tucked in above hipsthat felt firmer than their fullness suggested. The shadow of
one breast lay across the cone of the other. Her nipples were dark and still erect, though the Terzias
face was in repose as she met Slade's eyes.

The motor's whisper died back into silence. The lifeboat halted, now clear of the bay.

A tendril of vine squeezed a switch in acontrol box. The boat's hatch began to clamshell open. The
Terziahad no non-mechanica control over machinery or other inanimate objects. Mechanica control
was not limited to that exerted by her humanoid body, however. The result had to it atouch of magic or
implanted electronics. It was new to Don Slade; and it was being shown him now only because the
whole mimewas ending.

"It's programmed to Elysum," the Terziasaid. Shewasfacing Sade, smiling at him ashewaked dowly
out of the building. "Food and water for twelve, therell be no difficulty that way. Y ou will haveto bring
her down yoursdlf, though; there aren't any over-ride docking facilities on Elysum.”

"l ..." said Slade. His eydids|owered as he stepped back into the sunlight. "Lady, I've never landed
one of these. | guessyou're sure that ther€lll be no freighters down soon?”

"That's beyond my control," said the Terziacoally. "I can prevent shipsfrom landing, but | can't make
them come. And | can't be sure how much time | have. How much time your friendswill permit me. |
must consider the risk to Terzianow, you see.”

"Of course," said the man, though the words made only grammatical sense to him. Something had
changed, but Slade could not imagine what.

A year on Terziahad not rotted Slade's mind, but the year had its own parameters, asdid any long time
spent in ahabitat. Sade was somewhat disoriented by being faced here with a sort of urgency that was
familiar when he was amercenary soldier. "Well, I've hit dirt on the likes of these before, so. . . ."

"At firgt | thought the ship itsdf was dive," said the Terziawith her face turned up to the sky. It was il
blueinthewest, but it shaded imperceptibly to magenta on the further rim of the horizon. A few bright
gsars waited there, above the gently-waving jungle canopy. "Then | learned it was the men, not the ships,
but it was very long, very long indeed before | redlized that the men were different among themselvesin
suchaway."



"I'mnot—Via, | don't understand what you mean,” Slade said.

A ladder began to extend from the open cockpit. It was swinging wide enough to clear the hull's soft
coating. Half-deployed, the ladder began to jerk as the motor protested. Burrs on an untested cam or
lubricant congeded in the step-down gears were hanging up the system. Slade jumped, caught the
bottom rung, and let hisweight jerk the ladder over the rough spot before helet go.

The Terziahad gtill not answered him. 1t was becoming clear that she did not intend to do so; and the
man's words had not precisely been aquestion, anyway. "Y ou will be ableto land it?" she asked.

"Sure," said Slade. He rubbed his pamstogether, the one dick with grime of some sort from the ladder.
"I, I'll just get some of my gear together, | guess.”

"No," said the Terzia. "Thereis clothing aboard, and the Elysians will provide you with whatever you
need there. Tell them | sent you, to help you go home. Y ou had nothing of particular note with you when
you decided to—vist here, did you? Y our wedth is till on Friedand, waiting for abank transfer?

Turning to the open hatch and not to the Terziasrich, dark hair, Sade said, "Ah, | wonder if | could, ah,
buy one of the gunsin the armory. | know there can be some problems with arms shipments, and you
don't know when you'd raise another freighter, like you say. But I'd be obliged—"

"Oh, Don," the Terziasaid. Her aams encircled him from behind. Her hair and perfume flowed over
Sadelikethe love that was back in her voice. "Y ou could have the planetary defense battery if you
could carry it, but not to Elysium. They would be offended, and you won't need agun anyway, not there.
... Not here, either, except for the sake of your own wants. I'll keep the guns you used so well, and
perhaps therell be another visitor who will want them and want me. . . and whom | will want in turn. |
don't think you can imagine how rare—"

Sade turned. Her breasts were warm againgt him; arunne of perspiration on his own chest dammed
and spilled sdeways as the two embraced. "I wish," Slade whispered before their mouths met. There
was nothing more he could have said in any event.

It was the Terziawho gave the extra squeeze, then stepped away. "Y ou are welcome here," she said.
"Y ou will dways be wed come here, while you remain—the Captain Donad Slade that you are. While
you live." Sheturned and began to walk briskly away from the open lifeboat.

Sade licked hislips, then nodded to no particular purpose. The ladder was ten rungs to the hatch, but he
mounted them with only six long, ddliberate movements of hisarmsand legs.

At the rim of the hatch, the man looked back and found the Terziawas watching him again from an open
gateway of the Citadd. ™Y ou must remember," she said distinctly, "that | am not redly human, Don
Sade." Then she disgppeared within the black, towering building.

It seemed somehow to Slade that the Terzia had been talking to hersdf; and in the softening light, he
could not redlly have seen tears on the lovely cheeks anyway.

CHAPTER EIGHT

"Number two thruster hasfailed to trip,” said the console, in Spanglish and with a decidedly cheerful
tone.



"Via" Don Sade said. The boat's control console was supposed to have brought them out of Transit
gpace with momentum calculated for afeather-light thruster landing on Elysium. "Why—" Wrong
guestion, saveit for later. "Cancel. Doesthe other thruster have enough power to bring us down safely?’

"The other two thrusters," the console said, supercilious now aswell as cheerful, though Slade could
imagine a programmer thinking the correction might be useful to the pilot, ""have more than enough power
to execute the landing within the origind parameters.”

Praisethe Lord, evenif theinitial announcement had taken ayear off Sadeslife. He didn't have much
head for heights, and the rate a which Elysum was swelling in the analog displays did nothing for his
heart rate, either. The planet appeared blue in the onrushing holograms. Tethyswould have been gray at
the same distance; though on Tethys surface, the moaning seas were blue and green and sometimesa
maroon like an emperor's robe, when the sun and the life within the waters were just right. "What
happened to Number Two?"

"Aneror in assembly," the console said. " A three-oh-three-seven board was ingtaled in the control
circuit instead of the four-oh-three-seven board proper for thismodel."

"Vig," Sade repested. The vessel was beginning to shudder now with the atmospheric buffeting he
recognized from ascore of light-craft insertions. However, Sade did not usudly have adisplay to
remind him of the terrifying height and speed.

"Thefeed vave in number two thruster did not shut off when the unit failed to trip,” said the console's
happy voice. "We arelosing reaction mass at the maximum rate of flow for that unit. We will be at
approximately twenty-one thousand meters above the planetary surface when thrusters one and three
shut off for lack of reaction mass.”

"Blood and death,” said Don Slade in open-eyed horror.

"Unlessthereisafailurein those unit controls aso,” the console added in a caveat which it might have
programmed into itsalf during the past seconds.

"All right," said Slade. He rose from the pilot's seet in front of controls he did not understand and could
not in any case have used as effectively asthe consoleitsdf had done. ""Run through recommended
procedures for this emergency—and if you say thereisn't one, I'll come through a bulkhead to find you!™

"Unlock and pressthe red lever on the underside of your right chair arm,” the console said. "The chair
will drop into the escape capsule. | will deploy the capsule when thrust ceases. | am broadcasting a
Mayday, giving course and dtitude particulars on five bands carrying locad communicationstraffic. | am
adding the information that the Terzia has asked that you be afforded aid.”

Sadeinterlaced hisfingers behind his neck and jerked back, cracking stiffness out of his shoulder
muscles. Then he sat down again in front of the console. The short hop from Terziahad required three
weeks of perceived time, because the boat's instruments were not powerful enough to lop off large
chunks of Trangit space. During that time, the console had gotten on Slade's nerves badly. Its cheerful
voice had seemed to sneer at dl hisquestions as at those of anignoramus. . . as Sade indeed was, in
the craft of space-faring.

But the machine's expasition now reminded the man uncomfortably of histraining officer long years
before. The officer was Mgor With, an Academy graduate from Friedand and a professiona with no
sympathy for recruits who had not grown up with organized warfare the way he himsdlf had done. Mgor
With had discussed failuresin target practice or persond hygiene in a dispassionate voice that cut a
recruit like atrip to the flogging block.



With's voice had remained just as cool, his gppraisasjust as accurate, the night enemy commandos hit
the Operations Center because local traitors had sabotaged the perimeter warning system. None of the
commandos survived after they wiped out the headquarters cadre. With precision, Mgor With had
disposed his haf-trained recruits by radio even as the commandos blasted through awall of theroom in
which he was barricaded.

Control consoles were not human, of course. But Slade hadn't been sure that Mgjor Frikki With was
human either, before that night he saved so many of the trainees he had scorned.

"Dust to dust,” Slade muttered as he sat down again. He threw the concealed lever. His stcomach lurched
with the drop, and the light went out. Something dammed shut overhead.

* % %

The lifeboat had bunksfor twelve, but it did not surprise Slade to learn that there was only one escape
capsule. Spacers and those who built to spacers specifications had atendency to regard outsiders as
cargo, not humans. This boat had been intended for an immigrant ship in which asingle crewman would
have commanded aload of lay freight.

The lurching darkness in which Slade was now confined was oddly comforting. He no longer had
displays and meaningless controls to worry him. What waited on the ground did, sure, but it wasn't ahot
LZ. Thefamiliar state of mind excluded the other concerns over which he had no control. Slade's right
palm swesated for agunswitch to rest on, but that was no great lack.

Ejection was downward and sudden, sharp enough to lift Sade against the restraints that had wrapped
him to the seat without hiswill or notice. The capsule was not blind, as he had thought and secretly
hoped. Screens, black because their pickups had been shrouded in the belly of the lifeboat, flared when
the capsule spat free. Three digital displays and a horizon with arrow cameto life a the same instant of
uncoupling. The shock of the drogue chute deploying snapped Slade back into the seet. Hisfeet and the
base of the capsule jerked up against the drag. Then the main canopy banged open, forcing Slade's
weight through the cushions and against the metal backing of the sest.

That wasthe point at which everything went to hell again.

It was probably nobody's fault that the boat's fuel-starved thrusters cut out a half second apart instead of
smultaneoudy. That skewed impulse was enough to send the vessdl rumbling at 90deg. to its
programmed dant away from the capsule. If the timing had been dightly worse, the separated objects
would have merged again and reached the planetary surface as an amalgam of metal and extruded flesh.
Instead, the lifeboat rotated through the capsule's parachute with the motion of a hawker winding cotton
candy onto acone. Then the vessdl passed on, releasing the chute with alast playful tug. Thefabric
streamed behind the capsule. It was a shroud for Slade's corpse and no longer a canopy that could dow
hisimpact to asafe degree.

The castaway had abrief hint of what must have happened. The display whaose pick-up had shown the
canopy's black fabric acrossthe violet of space suddenly changed. It filled with the streaked white
coating of the lifeboat's belly. Then the black was gone and the white was a spark. Images spun to
match the sudden fury of the capsule from which they were observed.

Thedigita displayswent wild. The attitude arrow blurred from its own spinning and from Sade'sfailing
consciousness. He never wholly blacked out, but there was no task he could have accomplished had
one been set him. Sade was at the point of a high-speed corkscrew. Centrifugal force darkened hisface
and hands with blood. Across him played the light of the downward screen. The screen was verdant
with the image of ameadow through which the capsule would crush its path.



Thefirg hint of relief wasatug too gentle to have been noticed, even if Slade had hisfull faculties. The
canopy had been stopped from spinning, but it was some seconds before that stasis was transmitted
through the line to brake the capsule's own rotation. Even before that happened, there was a shift of
perceived weight downward as Slade's body trand ated decel eration into gravity. The unread atimeters
that had been clicking off a descent of over fifty meters per second began to dow at an increasing rate.
The capsule was being controlled as an angler controlsthe rush of afish againg alight line. The attitude
arrow steadied into asway that matched the way the globe rolled in the lower screen.

In the upper screen was adaisy-chain of four air cars, each with aline of the canopy looped over a
stanchion. The carswere s0 light that even under full power they should not have been ableto halt
Sade's plummeting descent. With intelligence and equd care, they had re-extended enough of the
canopy to taketheinitial shock of deceleration. The cars must have dived nose-first to make the
pick-up, but now their bellies were to the capsule and their fan modules were directed straight down. It
would have taken skill and great strength to control such avehicle with one hand and with the other to
reach out into atwo-hundred kph air-stream to snag the canopy.

Now that the descent was dow and controlled, the drivers leaned over to peer at the capsule between
their vehicles and the black curve of the canopy. Either the pick-up lied, or Sade'srescuerswere a
group of young girls.

CHAPTER NINE

Because the capsule was supported by four separately-controlled vehicles, it lurched the last
hand's-breadth to the ground. That was gill a softer landing than many that Slade had made behind
professonals. . . and only seconds before, he would have traded his hope of salvation for the chanceto
awaken in ahospita, much lessto walk away from the capsule. There was a quick-release lever inthe
center of the pand in front of the seat. Sade was till searching for it when his rescuers turned the dogs
from outside and the wallsfdll away. Sade was surrounded by nymphs on a sunlit meadow.

Sadesfirst thought was that they were girlsand very pretty. A moment's further consideration showed
that in fact, hisfour rescuers were women and beautiful—but therewas aleve of truth to theinitial
impression aswell. Three of them were dark-haired and stood nearly astall asthe man's shoulder. The
fourth had the same dfin features, but she was fifty millimeters short of the others height and her hair was
red. None of them were as old as eighteen standard years, so far asthe castaway could judge. The
red-haired girl reached to hand Slade out of the capsule. If the others were nymphs, then surely the
fourth was apixie princess.

A girl giggled. "Lord have mercy!" Slade muttered. He had been too logy until that moment to remember
that hewas still as naked as he had been during the long, lonely Trangt from Terzia

All of hisrescuers were laughing, now, though it was not acruel sound. "Here, you've comethisfar,”
said the red-haired one as Slade tried to hide back in the capsule. She gave his hand an encouraging tug.
"We shouldn't laugh,” she said. "Liet, toss me my wrap from under the seat.”

Sade swalowed. He should have learned more about Elysium before he left Terzia, but Lord! held been
launched and gone before he redly had time to think about what was happening to him. Y ou don't realy
cross cultures when you have agun in your fist and ordersto execute. Y our cultureisthat of your unit,
and what surrounds your unit is so much glassvare—to be spared where practical. Thiswas different;
and agun, whileintringcaly usdess, would have made a useful pacifier for Sade's soul.



"Thank you, lady," he said to the girl who handed him the wrap. It was just that, a cape with abrooch
fastener. The metal was a copper aloy, hand-worked and very ddicate. With the cape upended, what
would have been the lower hem for the owner could be pinned around Sade's solid waist. Therest hung
down as atawny apron, anatural wool of some sort, and quite adequate for modesty. Slade had
soldiered too long to have any persond taboos about nudity. He had, however, alively appreciation of
how the parents of these girls might react to the naked man who suddenly appeared with them. He
stepped carefully out of the capsule.

Flustered, Slade had last spoken in his birth tongue. In Spanglish, "lady" would have been replaced by
"donyd' inthe vocetive. It wasin the same true English that one of the girls now said, "But how arewe
going to carry him, Risa? He must weigh two hundred and—" She flicked her eyes back to Sadein a
glance that appraised more than hisweight, correcting the phrase aready begun. "A hundred and ten
kilosat least."

"Oh, that'll be dl right, Sare," said the red-haired girl, the leader asthe castaway'singtinctstold him.
"Hell ride with me. Well stay low and dow. If the drain's till too much for my power, you can jumper
rrell

"Ah, ladies?’ Sade said. "Y ou're going to take meto your government? | was sent here by theruler of a
neighboring world—" Vial The Mayday had mentioned Terzia, and they must have heard it or they
couldn't have snagged him out of his streaming plunge. Think! "Ah, | was sent here by the Terzia, who
thought your rulers could help me.”

Theair cars, though light, showed a heartening sophistication that belied the wool wrap and the
hand-crafted brooch. Dainty bronze-ware wasn't going to get Don Slade homein hislifetime.

Liet giggled again, but Risasaid, "WEell take you to the city, of course. There aren't many visitors here on
Elysum, not many people know about us; but I'm sure welll be able to help any friend of the Terzia"

They wereall looking at Sade in some wonder. He had suspicion that Risal's "not many vigtors' wasan
understatement. "It's not in your charts" the Terziahad said of this Elysum, and Slade had no reason to
believe that she waswrong.

Certainly the cursory navigationd data supplied with the lifeboat did not mention the place. The girls
eyes made Sade fed something like aside of mest, but he had at least the consolation that it was pretty
good medt.

Slade was past hisfirst youth, but he had no inclination to have become inactive. He had seen too many
line officersleave atank turret for adesk and go to seed with appalling suddenness. Slade's build would
permit that if helet it, the great ropes of muscle growing marbled with fat, the hard belly beginning to sag
to match the wobbling buttocks. The tan of Terzias sun had faded somewhat during the voyage, but
improvised exercise had kept up the muscle tone of his big body. Sare's estimate of hisweight was short
by fivekilos, perhaps because so much of Slade's bulk was dense muscle.

Also. . . early in his service with the Sammers, before aformer nickname had resurfaced, Slade had
been known as " Tripod." He knew quite well that in love-making, asin any other craft, the workman's
skill ismore important than histool. From the way their eyesflickered to Sade's groin, it seemed that
these girlswere not aware of that as yet.

"Well, | think wed better get back,” Risasaid. "If you wouldn't mind, sr, well trim better if you st
sdewaysin the luggage space instead of in the other seet. I'm afraid you'll have to put your kneesup.”

Risawas leading the way to the open car. She stretched back an index finger asif to draw Slade



physicaly aong. The other three girls scattered at once to their own vehicles. All of them were landed
neatly beside the collapsed parachute. The chute's monomolecular fabric should have been of interest to
locals who seemed to wear no synthetics. The girls scampered over the canopy without a glance down,
and Slade knew enough to doubt their disinterest semmed from ignorance.

The hull of Risa's car was molded in pastel swirls. The pattern was not quite garish up close, and at any
distanceit would muteinto a blur more natura than any equa expanse of asolid color could be. The
meadow's vegetation was more varied than the screens could suggest, but only an occasiona stalk was
more than ameter high. There were no thornsto jab Slade'slegs or bare feet.

The car waslittle more than two seats and, behind them, acargo space narrow enough to be agtrait fit
for Sade's chest sdeways. "Lord and Martyrs," he exclaimed as he seated himself gingerly. ™Y ou dived
thisat two hundred kays?'

"Wehadto," said Risa, hopping into the driver's seet. "Nobody € se was anywhere around, and we
couldn't just let you fall."

The car staggered alittle on adiding lift-off, but its fans had a surprising amount of power for an open
vehicle. Risatrimmed them manually at three meters, then dipped upward to ten wheretherewas a
better view of the rolling landscape.

The planet was not entirely open meadow as Sade's subconscious had been trying to convince him.
Mountains were now visible astern in the near distance, and the broad band of darker green to the lft
was surely aforest fringing awatercourse. In addition, mixed herds of animas, none of them familiar to
Slade, cropped the vegetation. Occasiondlly, the whine of fan blades or the shadow of one of the cars
flitting above would spook awhole section of the plain. Hundreds of beasts, the largest speciesup to
half the Sze of the lifeboat, would rush off across the sward like dark surf. They showed no signs of
being domesticated.

It was amatter of increasing concern to Slade that, apart from the cars, there were no signs of
cvilizationat al.

"Y ou settled here recently?' he asked. That would explain both the low population and the Terzias
remark about the planet being uncharted.

The car wastraveling at fifty kph or less, so wind noise was no impediment to norma speech. Risa
glanced back a her passenger and gave him abroad smile. "We've been here longer than you might
think," shesaid. "But if you mean Elysum doesn't show—signs of much devel opment, well, that's true.
Our ancestors picked thisworld to settle because it seemed to them aparadise, a—" she dimpled— "an
Elysum. They were determined to keep it that way, and every generation since then has agreed. There
aren't many of uson Elysum—that's part of why the planet has stayed, well . . ." Shetook her left hand
from the controls to gesture in an evocative semi-circle. "But we're happy with our world and happy with
our lives, amog dl of us"

Sade nodded and tried to keep the questions behind his eyes. Early migrant shipsdid not pick and
choose planets. They had drives which frequently failed, leaving them between stars with no way to
re-enter Transit space, or—and this could only be surmised becauseit left only negative evidencein the
human universe—stranded them forever in Trangit, in an envelope crushed dowly inward by apapable
grayness.

Risaether read or deduced the doubt in the castaway's mind. "Our ancestors were dow-ship colonigts,”
she said. "That wasn't working for many reasons, so they found away to escape from their vessel. But |
guessit'd be better if you heard the details of dl that from my parents.”



"Thisseemsavery lovely world,” Slade said carefully, "and avery peaceful one." He did not know
whether the girl waslying to him or if shewere merely retailing the lie which had been told her in the
guise of history. That was not important, but itwas crucia for Sade to learn enough of the present
Stuation for himto tailor hisown liesto meet it. He was alone traveler, and his hopes of getting home
depended on the impression he made on the people he was about to meet.

"Oh, very much s0," Risaagreed with another bright smile. "That's the main reason we don't mix very
much with other, well, cultures. There€d be problems—sometimes not even everybody here on Elysum
agrees about what to do or how. If we opened oursavesto the rest of the galaxy, some of the problems
might become violent. Avoiding violence was very important to our ancestors, and to us."

"Wdll," said Don Slade, "amerchant like me who's bounced around on alot of planets seesviolence, I'm
afraid. And | can only respect the way you folk have managed to avoid it." Therewas, Saderedized, as
much truth to that statement as not.

Risahad not called her base, home, whatever, so far as Slade could tell. He had noticed that the girlsin
the accompanying cars were speaking. Though there were no microphones evident, it was obvious that
they were reporting to someone. Six or eight kilometers ahead, on the shore of alake that reflected the
clouds aboveit, was a settlement of afew hundred houses and a probable public building or two. None
of the structureslooked particularly impressive, though that opinion might be affected by distance and
the way the walls managed to blend with their surroundings. "Thisisthe nearest town, then?' Sade
asked.

"Thisisthetown,” Risasad, "though we cdl it the city.” For amoment the girl's smile was replaced by
something gentle but wigtful. "Weve seen red cities, you know," she said. "But none of us have visited
one"

Risatouched aplate in the dashboard. It glowed green, reassuring her about the state of the

power-pack. The car's instrumentation was unobtrusive but very dick, certainly nothing some farmer had
cobbled together during along winter. "Thisian't everyone,” thegirl said. "L ot of familiesliketo live
aoneor with just afew neighbors. But there aren't very many of us, as| said.”

"Well, the. . ." Sade said, frowning now in open puzzlement. "These air cars. They are made on
Elysum, aren't they? Or do you—?'

"Oh, the machinery!" Risasaid delightedly. "Oh, my goodness, you thought you'd seethat! All of that is
underground, right here, most of it, under the houses and some distance beyond, | believe. I'm sure
they'll show it to you if you'd like, but it isn't the sort of thing we—on Elysum—uwanted in the open. My
goodness," she repegted, her laughter bubbling into the sky as an image occurred to her. "Y ou must have
thought you were on a planet where you'd have to grow along white beard and learn to card wool.
Redlly, I'm sure my parents can help you get home."

"Risa," said some undifferentiated part of the dashboard in abassvoice, "why don't you bring our guest
by the house first. We have some clothesfor him. After he's had a chance to bathe and change, your
mother and | will walk him over to the Hal for dinner.”

"All right, Dad," the girl replied. Sade could not see how she was keying the mike, but there could have
been a button on the control stick. Risamade a moue over her shoulder at the man. "1 hopeyou like
red," shesaid. "Kelwin dearly lovesit, and | doubt anyone e sein town has clothesto lend that might fit
you. Not that you're asheavy asKed. . . ."

People were standing on porches or against vine-covered fences, watching the car approach. The
individual yards were separated by wakways, but there did not seem to be any provision for ground



vehicles. That was not completely inexplicable, but the only air cars Sade had seen were the quartet that
had rescued him. Additiond transport should have been parked in the yards, even if none of it happened
to be airborn at the moment.

Then Risaguided her vehicle—atrifle too fast at first, because she was unused to compensating for
Slade's considerable mass—around a house of weathered stone. An older man and woman waved from
where they stood, well clear of the opened back wall. Risatilted the fans forward to balance momentum
with their thrust. Then she drove nestly into the building and parked beside two very smilar cars.

The garage was well lighted. Slade had expected the floor and wallsto be stone or concrete. It waswith
asense of surprisethat he redlized these were some synthetic which glowed without any externa light
source.

The older couple had walked in as Risa shut the fans down. They could have passed as Sade's age or
less, but the castaway's ingtinct was that they were much older. The man had Risas hair and features,
while the woman was nearly blond and somewhat less fine-drawn. Both smiled warmly at the girl and
her passenger. "I'm Nan,” said the woman as she stretched out a hand to Slade, "Risa's mother; and this
ismy husband Onander. I'm sure our daughter has welcomed you to Elysum, but et me assure you that
the wel come was from the whole community.”

The hull and sest-back flexed benesth Sade's weight when he levered himsalf out of the spacein which
he had ridden. He touched Nan's hand as he stepped from the vehicle, though he was careful not to put
any strainon her. "Lady," he said, conscious of hisimage but able nonethel ess to be sincere, "your
daughter and her friends saved my life. | can't think of any welcome better than that one. And if there's
any way you might help me get home, the way the Terziathought you might, |—well, how could | owe
you for more than my life? But | would appreciateit.”

"Of course well help you," said Onander. He clasped the bigger man, hand to biceps, in agesture that
brought their left wriststogether asif they were mingling blood. "But | hope you'll accept anight of our
hospitdity here. We dare dlow few visitors, but someone the Terziarecommended iswelcome not only
asaguest but dso asafont to dake our curiogity. But you will—" he glanced down at Sade's garment
with asmile and not censure—"be more comfortable in proper clothes, won't you? They're right upstairs
inthe bathroom.”

Nan and Onander were dready leading the way around the parked carsto the staircasein acorner. The
outside door had pivoted shut unnoticed. That was the sort of effortless control to be expectedina
room with smoothly-gleaming surfaces; but the stairs took Slade aback again. They were of dark wood,
old enough to show wear in the gentle bowing of the treads. Each tread was pegged, not nailed or glued,
to the stringers. Thefit appeared flawless.

"Vig, thisisafine piece of work," Slade said doud as he let hisfingers brush the balustrade. He fdlt that
he had to be as careful with it as he had been with his hostess, though the dense wood barely flexed
beneath hisfoot. It struck him that the Elysians themsdaves might be less fragile than his nervousness
seemed to bewarning him.

Nan glanced back at the big man. "My mother's mother built it," she said. "To replace the extruded one.
I'mtold that it was dmost six years before she called it finished—not that she wasworking on it full time.”

Nan paused at the stair head and rapped the balustrade. The sound had alife that masonry or synthetics
would not have duplicated. "They were both, thisand the plastic, utilitarian in that they permitted people
to walk between the garage and the first floor," the woman continued. "But this had a utility for my

grandmother while shewasworking onit, too . . . and for us, to remember her every time astep sounds



onthetread."

As he mounted the last step himsalf, Slade glanced over his shoulder and smiled. Risadtill waited at the
foot of the sairs, watching the play of the castaway's muscles. When his eyes caught hers, the girl
blushed before she grinned back.

CHAPTER TEN

"The seat of honor, Mister Slade," Onander said as he pointed to the chair at the center of the cross
table. The chair to either side of the central one was empty aso. Nan took the guest's hand lightly to
bring him forward, much as her daughter had led Slade to the car.

There were about thirty adults already Sitting at the two side tables and at the seats to either end of the
table that crossed them into a square-based U. They clapped lightly asthe castaway entered the room.
There were decanters and covered dishes on the tables, but the meal had waited for Sades arrival.

Sade's tunic and shorts were red, as he had been warned. The garments were comfortably light in the
warm evening, and they were loose enough to give him occasiona twinges as he remembered his garb
on landing. Other Elysanswere wearing smilar clothing, though mostly of printed cloth. Therewasno
certain cut or style. One man was nude at |east from the tabletop to his cap of iridescent feathers.

Nan sat in one of the flanking chairs. Onander pulled out the centra one and gestured Slade into it.
Before the Elysian himself sat down, however, he caled, "Friends? Our guest would probably be better
for amed in him. Afterwards, we hope héll join usin the other room and tell us something about himself
and the things he's seen; but for now, let'sall eat in peace.”

There was another patter of hands benesth arainbow of Elysian smiles.

The Sammerswere normally fed with ration packs, standardized food. It might once have had a Dutch
emphasis, but when recongtituted it tended to be as featurel ess as a hooker's thirtieth trick of the night.
The mercenary troops themsalves came from worlds as varied as those on which acontract might station
them. It was better to accept the cost and inconvenience of standardized rations than to lose thirty
percent of your effectivesto diarrheaor congtipation every time you shifted planets.

Slade, however, had made a practice of eating on thelocal economy wherever possible. He hadn't
joined Hammer to be bored, and held always figured he pulled hisweight even when he had the runs.
The big man therefore appreciated the meal before him asfew of hisfellowswould have been able to do.

Not that the food was exotic in any norma sense. There was roast mest, vegetables both raw and
cooked—nothing Sade recognized, and nothing particularly striking except adish that looked like cole
daw and tasted like ngpam—and bread, which was amost certainly baked from Terran wheat. The
wine was probably better than Slade had a palate to enjoy. He had grown up on Tethyswith stim cones,
not acohol. Hisintroduction to the latter as alow-ranking trooper had been regimenta stash, valued for
reasons apart from its piquant subtleties of flavor.

"You know," he said around a bite of roast—from the end, where it was cooked gray, not pink—"1 sort
of thought you might be vegetarians. It, well, | thought you might."

"Some of usare," Onander said as he forked more mest from the tray between the two men. "Down at
thefar end,” he noted, with agesture toward one of the side tables, brief enough to be unobtrusive. "We



haven't alarge population on Elysium, but neither isit amonoalithic one. Y ou wouldn't prefer, ah,
vegetable protein, would you? Redly, | should have checked.”

Slade had not been conscious of being the center of attention. The other peoplein the hall had been
egting and chatting in normal fashion. Now, however, the big wood-paneled room had noticeably stilled.
"Oh, not at al," the castaway said in embarrassment. "It's mostly seafood of one sort or another . . . alot
of it compressed and textured plankton, but animalsto start out even if they were little ones.”

He grinned and looked around the room. "Tdl the truth, alot of what | was raised to eat was about as
bland as regimenta food." He raised abite of roast on hisfork. *Nothing as good asthis," he closed,
putting an obvious period to the explanation by eating the morsd.

Slade had not done any physica labor since hislast bout of exercise on the lifeboat. The tension of the
landing, however, had itself kept his metabolism cooking a a high rate. He plowed on through repested
servings, vaguely conscious without focusing on it that those around him continued to eat though at a
much lower rate. When Slade finished, covering a belch withhis hand, there was amost s multaneous
movement among his hoststo push their plates away and |ean back.

Nan stood. "I think," she said, "that if we've all eaten, we can adjourn to the Assembly Room to listen to
our vigtor. If hewouldn't mind?' she added, looking down at Slade. The question was red and hopeful,
not arhetorical exercise.

"Ah, I'd be ddighted,” said the big man. When he got up, he found that his muscles were wobbly with
exhaustion and the pleasant burden of food being digested. Natura courtesy aside, Slade owed these
friendly people aduty for their hospitdity. It did not occur to him to shirk his duties Smply because he
wastired.

"Of course everyone couldn't gather to meet you directly tonight,” said Onander as he opened the door
behind hisown chair. A two-meter long halway, open at the further end, lay beyond. "But from the
Assembly Room, we can broadcast and share your talk with the whole community.”

Sade had noticed that the dining room into which he had first been ushered was only haf the exterior
sze of the building. The Assembly Room filled the remainder, savefor the length of the hal between
them. Too narrow for akitchen, he would have thought . . . and none of his business, Slade wasn't
searching this city for contraband.

The Assembly Room took his breath away with its abruptness.

They had dined benegath bare rafters, seated on wood and eating from hand-thrown pottery. The
Assembly Room was by contrast as technically advanced as anything Slade had seen. It was of astyle
that waswholly new to him aswell.

Elysans who passed as Slade stepped aside were reclining on what seemed to be abare floor. The
surface rose and mounded, not only beneath their weight but by meeting their bodies at comfortable
angles. Thefeet of those walking to placesto st did not affect the floor in any visible manner.

But it was the wdls that made Sade pause just inside the doorway. They held his attention in growing
horror. The covering materia had its own light as had that of the air car garage. Thistimethewall was
not awash of blank color but rather amural painting with life and depth and movement.

"It'sascenefrom our history,” Nan said with quiet dignity. " Our ancestors were dow-ship colonists.
Therewas ahigher leve of radiation aboard than the designers had alowed for, or perhapsthey just
failed to allow for the passage of time on aclosed system. Therewas, at the end, fighting between our



ancestors and other passengers who had—deviated further from the origina stock.”

More than Slade's eyes were absorbed. He could not have seen the objects on the black background
more clearly: rusty iron, the golden gleam of ajoin brazed instead of welded, the silvery polish of the
lands against the shadowed grooves of agun barrel. To another man, they would have been crude sted!
boxes, crawling their way one at atime through narrow darkness. But Slade was atanker. His pams
swesated and his heart began to race. "No," he whispered. It was not only other men in those tanks, it
washim again.

The lead vehicle disintegrated. There was aspark on the glacis, then aglobe of orangefire. Fuel and
ammunition had exploded. For that brief instant, the surroundings were more than hintsin shadow:
girdersinterlacing, reaching far beyond visibility. Nowherein Sght was there alongitudina connection
except the catwalk down which the armored boxes struggled.

"The main drive wasin East Section,” Nan was saying. All the otherswho had dined with Sade were
now seated on the floor. " For generations, our ancestors had used auxilliary unitsin West for power, but
at the end it was necessary to tap the main drive.”

The next vehicle clumsily shoved aside the remains of thefirst. Glowing fragments dipped over the edge
of the catwalk and pirouetted, as softly asthistle seeds, toward the black that swallowed them and their
warmth. FHasheslighted dotsin the bulkhead at thewalk'sfar end. Projectiles rang and splashed from
girders, from the walkway, from the armored targets waddling forward.

"You can't just bull your way in!" Slade said. "Not if they'rewaiting, not if they're hardened and you give
them time to pick and—"

The leading vehicle had been firing toward its goa with three automatic wegpons. Now a pae amber
beam threaded through the girders at an angle and touched the vehicles flank.

"—choosg, it's—"
Another orange explosion.
"—auicide!"

"Therewas no choice," the Elysian said. Her firm hands held one of Sade's to keep the castaway from
gouging himsdf with his cropped nails. "There was only one vehicular connection between East Section
and West. The crews knew what they were doing.”

Thethird vehicle might have been lighter than itsfellows, or perhaps even machinery could fedl and react
to desperation. The tank rocked through the wreckage at speed. The laser touched it but did not bite out
the vehiclé's heart. The beam left only ascar that glowed white, then red, asit cooled. Asthe tank
neared itsgod, the gunsin the bulkheed fired at an increasing deflection. Shots il hit. The weapons
replying from the vehicles bow fdl silent. But there were not so many hits, and they did not have the
seam-gplitting accuracy of moments before.

"At the timethiswas going on—" Nan continued. A white flash beneath the lumbering vehicle scattered
the three iron road-whedls on the left side. They spun off the catwalk as the tank lurched the other way.
Their edges glowed and disappeared.

"—ateam was entering the power room from outside, unnoticed by the inhabitants who were
concentrating on the bulkhead."

A door from somewhere ahead of the disabled vehicle spewed others onto the catwalk. Theremaining



gun on the tank fired until the barrel shone. Wegpons from West Section itself must have joined, because
the flecks of projectiles ricochetting patterned the vehicle's quarter for the first time. It made no
difference. The others were over the tank like maggots on the third day's corpse. They were humanoid,
but they had huger bodies and fewer eyes than men. They began to devour the vehicle€'s crew even as
they dragged them through the prized-open hatches.

"If they had known, you see," Nan said asthe mural faded to swirls of dark pastel, "they would have cut
the connection. The power had to be on for three full days before dl the passengersin West Section
could escapeto Elysum. All the survivors."

Slade shuddered to bring himsalf out of the waste of fear and memory where he had lived for the past
moments. Music of some sort was a soothing undercurrent in the hal. Patient, friendly faces were turned
up to his. "Dear Lord have mercy," the tanker said. He released his hand from the woman's. He
managed asmile. "I'm Don Sade" hesad. "l wasamerchant. . . ."

CHAPTER ELEVEN

"| think we've got abalance,”" said the blonde technician. Her voice whispered out to every human on
Elysum except for Don Sade. "We're going to begin coupling in." Her fingers played over the banks of
rocker switches before her.

"A littleup inthethirties, | think," said her bald companion. The blonde's fingers replaced anod. They
touched controls and sharpened the color of the images forming in her mind, her companion's mind, and
inthose of the other thirteen thousand Elysianswith right-brain implants.

The bald technician rubbed histemples. "Blessed Lord," he grumbled. "That spike amost took the top
off my skull. And just the mura, not something hed been through himsdlf.”

"How'sthis?" asked the blonde as the images firmed.

"Perfect," said her companion. He touched one of his own controls, minusculely changing the attitude of
the hidden probe aimed at the back of Slade's head.

"I had the controls set down, just cracked enough to get areading, | thought. Redly.”

"I'm not blaming you," the bald technician said. He had closed hiseyes. "I never knew an affect to pesk
like that either. | just hope the shunts catch the next spike the way they're supposed to. Or—" he amiled,
covering awince of remembered pain— "our guest isgoing to be very surprised when his audience
startsto scream just as he getsto the good part.”

Then the two of them relaxed behind their instruments. With the ease of long experience, they let Don
Sade's words and the thoughts like sharks benesth those words hiss smultaneoudly through their own
minds.

"The ship on which | hired passage,” the spesker was saying, "had alot of military types aboard. Thered
been alot of fighting on Friedand in the recent past. Hard-cases had signed on with one side or another.
Now that things had settled down, they were leaving; and sometimes one step ahead of the White Mice,
the authorities. Passes weren't being checked very carefully. The Colone —ah, Presdent Hammer,, the
new executive, seemed to figure that it was as cheap to ship the trash out asit wasto cull them and



shoot them.

"Or just shoot them, | guess—" A vivid image of bound figures collapsing againgt a shot-burned wall; a
smile on the speaker's face that matched the image much better than it did his merchant persona. "I hear
that might've been discussed before afellow named Pritchard, close to the President, put hisfoot down.”

Elysum watched the men with the uniforms and bearing of military men who filled asmall, tense room.

Y oung men in battle-dress stood beside the door. The seated men had the age and rank. They were
scowling, severd of them ready to jump to their feet. Danny Pritchard in civilian clotheswas clicking off,
coldly as an abacus, the long-term effects of a present resort to terror.

Don Slade was not afigurein his own vision. The scene was tinged red with suppressed violence.
Beneath the physical details ran an awareness of the weight of Slade's pistol holster and the smooth
hardness of the mini-grenade concedled in hisleft hand. The big man was poised to clear theroom if
Hammer ordered hisfriend's arrest.

"I wasn't too worried about the other passengers,” Slade was saying. His voice was a pleasant tenor,
sharply & variance with the jagged imagesin hismind. It was always the striking memoriesthat
remained, of course. But what the subject found striking depended on the life that had brought him to
them.

"I'd turned dl my, ah, waresto cash, and | figured to arrange abank transfer when | got hometo Tethys.
The others aboard the ship, atramp with just the registry number GAC 59, weren't the sort of folks|'d
have wanted to go to deep with if I'd had anything worth stedling. But | didn't, and they knew it, and |
figured | could handle minor annoyances about aswell asthe next guy.” The smile again, and the greet,
scarred fingers of one hand caressing the knuckles of the other.

"Thingis," Don Sade continued, "therewas onething | had that the others turned out to want; my—
trading experience, for the venture they were planning. . . ."

CHAPTER TWELVE

"Nice of you to come see us, Sade," said the leader of the men with their hair dyed blue.

"Hello, Blackledge," said Don Sladein avoice as cold as his expression. The tanker did not know why
he had been cadled to the bridge. Likely it had something to do with the fact that the most recent Transit
had been four hours ago, far too long for anormal computation.

It did not concern Sade to find that there were four other passengers on the bridge, along with the
normal trio of crewmen. What Slade didiked wasthe fact that the four were Reuben Blackledge and
three of his henchmen from Aylmer's Guards. That unit had been known for its members blue hair and
the abnormal brutality with which it conducted its affairs. Hammer had proscribed the Guards as soon as
he thought he could spare their manpower. Individual soldiers had shaved or redyed their hair. The smart
ones found passage off Friedand while the going was good. It was a bad sign that the outlaws were
sporting their old color. It was worse that they lounged on the bridge asif they now owned it.

"Hey, hang loose, trooper,” Blackledge said, tense to his own surprise when the tanker looked at him.
All four of the outlaws had guns. The detector at the bridge hatchway had shown that Slade was
unarmed . . . but no one with hands and amind like Mad Dog Slade was realy unarmed. "L ook,"
Blackledge continued, "thisisn't any hijacking or anything like thet, isit?'



Helooked around for support. His fellows nodded. They too had been shocked by the physical
presence of the tank officer whom they had expected to overawe. The crewmen nodded also. Levine,
the Captain, said, "These are hard times, Mister Slade. | have responsibilities, too, to do what's best for
my crew and my backers.”

"There'sthe matter of responsibility to your passengers, too, Levine," Slade said. He walked over to the
bulb of the navigationd display which was now dark and empty. It looked like aharmless motion,
because Slade's back was to four of the Guards; but everyone on the bridge was now within reach of
the tanker's arms. "Ther€'s three hundred of us who've paid to be hauled home on schedule and in order,
right?’

"Happenstherest of us," said Blackledge, "want to change the schedule alittle, Slade. Look—" his
voice rose in nervous anger, though Blackledge was not asmall man either— "it'sfinefor you, the fares
pay the cost of Trangt and the ship makesits profit off odds and sods of cargo it picks up on the way.
But theré'salot of usaboard, your highness, people who spent their last sparkler to cheat the hangman
onemoretime. You get off and transfer afortune back into your pocket. But what d'ye think happensto
most of us?"

Sade turned dowly to face the outlaw leader. Well, held never redly believed he was meant to diein
bed, for dl his determination amonth ago that he would go home and live as quietly asa shore-side
muss.

Blackledge's face was suffused. In that state it was marred by a scattering of white, hair-thin scars. "'l
don't suppose,” said Slade in areasonable voice, "that you called me hereto seeif I'd split my pay—" he
had more than that, but less than the fortunein loot that Aylmer's Guards would have expected from
someone with Sade's opportunities— "with everybody at our first landfall.”

If Blackledge said theydid intend such extortion, it was going to get tense. Slade doubted that these
blue-haired clowns had the subtlety that would be needed to actualy bresk Slade to their will; but he did
not care to be around for them to practice on, either.

"Naw, we don't want your money," the outlaw said. Slade relaxed, and the outlaws relaxed. The ship's
crewmen looked quizzical, but they did not realize how close they had been to amaeglstrom of bodies
and gunfire. Blackledge was trying to find an dternative to the bantering superiority with which he had
opened the interview and to the frightened hostility into which histones had degenerated. "Were dl
mercs, right? We don't rob each other.”

Which wasalie, but one whose telling was an olive branch that Don Slade was willing to accept with a
amile. "Therésalot of us, you see," the outlaw continued, "who didn't figure on Hammer getting holier
than thou once held shot his way into the presidency. We figure we're owed something, and there's
plenty of places out there just waiting to pay us."

Paces like Tethys, Sade thought as he nodded false approval . Places that hadn't had an internal war
since they were settled. Places whose emergency aert system was cob-webbed from disuse. The
chances of thislot getting away with sgnificant loot were dim, but Vial the damage they'd do before the
locals mopped them up!

Via ... If Sade grabbed the submachine gun of the nearest outlaw, he could empty it into the control
pand before they stopped him. "I don't know, though," the big man said asif he were considering.
"Three hundred effectives won't give you much of aperimeter. | suppose everybody's pretty well agreed
onthis, though?"

Another man with scarcely a stubble to dye nodded furioudly. It was Blackledge, however, who



answered by saying, "Thisisjust one ship of twenty-two, Slade. Isn't that right?’

"That'sright,” agreed Captain Levine with abaob of his head. "Ready and waiting. It's hard to makeit on
unscheduled loads, stony hard. | owe it to my backersto take achance when it offers. . . ."

A chanceto be dagged down with your rusty hull, the tanker thought. But he was accustomed to the
ravening bite of powerguns, and to the short shrift they gave any but the most refractory armor. Levine
did not have that experience; and the outlaws, who probably did understand, would not dwell aloud on
the vulnerability of the chariots hauling them to fantasy loot.

But it meant that whether or not GAC 59 survived, the raids were going to occur. Good soldiers haveto
bewilling to die, but suicida men havelittle purposein awell-run army. They just leave you with another
damned dot to train for. " Sounds like you've thought things through pretty well," said Don Sade. "Now
I'm just waiting for the other shoeto drop, hey?"

"We want you to command us," said Blackledge. He vomited out the words with aforward thrust of his
head. The outlaw's hair waved above his scarred, red face.

Slade was genuindy surprised for the first time since he stepped onto the bridge. He jerked away from
thewords.

"Look, | don't mean we'd make you God," Blackledge continued hastily. He gestured toward Sade with
hisleft hand. "There's a Ship's Meeting, same asthere's aFeet Meeting. Y ou won't have cop to do with
that, it'susthat plan things. But after we hit ground, well—" The outlaw frowned across the company of
hisfellows. "L ook, weve heard of you, you're used to commanding things. Mogt of the other ships,
they've got their own officers, they left asformed units. Us here don't. We're bits and pieces from twenty
outfits, and nobody therest'd listen to. Weknow we're headed for some heavy traffic, Sade. You're
going the same place. If you're smart, you'll be willing to help steer for atriple share of theloot."

Sade began playing again with the navigation bulb. It gave him alook of amless placidity. "Whatever
happened to Aylmer?' he asked. "Generd Aylmer, | think he caled himsdlf, didn't he?"

One of Blackledge's companions began to snicker. Blackledge hushed him with a punch on the shoulder
and amolten glare. "Aylmer thought hed make aded for himsdlf that'd leave some people hanging,” said
the outlaw leader. " Some people got to know about that. | think they may've greased Aylmer before
they bugged out themsdves."

A stubble-haired outlaw broke the silence he had maintained until then. "It's the same thing you've been
a," hesad. Hislipsflicked sdliva. "Only we don't have tanks, isal. And don't worry about what your
buddieswho stayed on Fried and with the cushy jobs might say. They knew about this. We kept it quiet
aswe could, but theres no way aded this big could have been put together without their high and
mightinesses|learning, wasthere?!

"All right," said Don Slade. His skin felt as though he were being crushed by an avalanche of needles.
But choose Life, even when Life hasagun-stock. "It won't work, because | don't think any of your lot
have the discipline to makeit work. But I'll give you as much leadership asyou're reedy to take."

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Slade was the first man through the cargo hatch, because there was no one el se aboard he had trusted to



lead the rush on the gun position. In fact, haf adozen of histhirty-man assault company were pounding
across the rammed-earth field as more pirate freightersroared in to land and the personnel of Desireé
Port reached for weapons they had forgotten.

The field was defended by apair of heavy powerguns on opposite sides of the perimeter. The
ball-mounted weapons were hardened, but not to the point that Slade would not have preferred to take
them out with bursts from atribarrel. None of the shipsin thisrag-tag assemblage would admit to having
more than small arms aboard, however.

Levine had landed afull seventy-five metersfrom the gun Slade wasto assault. The chill air andicy
footing effectively doubled the distance that was dready too long. Shots were being fired, some at
random, some in the attack on the control tower that another vessel had been told off for. A bolt ripped
along gouge through the snow near Sade. One of the pirates following the tanker threw away apistol
and began to run back toward the ship.

The door to the gun turret was flush-fitting and locked. One of the piratesfired at it from ameter away.
Sted crashed and sprayed. The gunman howled as he danced back. He began swatting at the sparks
that had ignited histouded hair.

"Back, Via" Sade shouted. The ova gougesin the door surface were bright orange, but the lime core
within gtill glowed white and smooth. Gimbals squealed above the attackers as the gun tube shifted from
itsvertical dignment. Slade wore a set of back-and-breast armor, too small for him and so joined dong
the right sde with leather straps. The armor prodded him over the collarbone as he dapped the
home-made limpet mine over the lock plate of the door. The tanker had a helmet but no commo. He
was point-man, not commander, might they dl burnin Hell!

The gun fired above them. It was asharp crack and a cone of hesat that fanned across the snow. A pirate
freighter, fifty meters up and settling on thrusters, collgpsed inward around a cyan flash. The ship hit the
field hard enough to bury haf of itsdf beforeit blew up.

"Hreintheholel" Sade shouted into the ringing pandemonium. He was unredling the four meters of wire
between the battery pack and the blasting cap in the mine. That length should take him safely around the
curve of the gun emplacement. "Fireinthe hole! Firein the hole!”

Somebody in the Control Tower blew divots from the concrete to either side of Sade's head. The
tanker threw the switch, knowing that if he ducked he would be back in the blast cone. Two of the
outlaws who had followed Slade did duck. They were hurled sideways as the mine blew in the door.
Sade was through the gap while the smoke till roiled. His submachine gun hosed along burst asif the
bolts were aknotted cord dragging the big man into the gun emplacement.

There werethree menin civilian clothes within. One was on his back, unconscious. Two were screaming
and frightened, with their hands rising even asthe bolts savaged their torsos. . . .

"But after we traded on Desireé, they decided to touch down on aplace caled Mandaay," Don Sade
sad to the Elysian citizens before him.

The cagtaway's nails were tight againgt his pams because of hismemoriesof theraid. Theinitid
butchery, and then the savage counter-attack which the locals were able to mount because no one
would listen to Sade shouting they should cut and run before Desireé had time to organize. Looting and
raping . . . and then, for many of the outlaws, dying. The universe was better for that result, of course.



"l wasagaing it," Sade's mouth said, "but dl | could get wasadelay for GAC 59. We held a
light-minute out while the rest of the fleet landed.”

"Thisiscrazy!" Blackledge cried. He threw up his hands for emphasis. The outlaw was careful to spesk
toward the commo screen and not toward Don Slade who sat against a bulkhead on the edge of a
plotting can. "Theresfivethousand of us, that's moren in the whole settlement down there. They're not
going to ladle cop on us, even if wewerent dlies, liketo say."

"Thefact they're abunch of bandits and you—we're abunch of bandits," said the black-haired tanker,
"doesn't make anybody dlies. Besides—" He absently fingered the fresh scab on his biceps, amemento
of concrete flying during the Desireéraid. "'l could tell you stories about alies.”

The main bridge screen was daved to one of the exterior pick-ups on the flagship. An Awami League
hasildar named Al Husad styled himself Fleet Admira now. He was accepted as such in much the same
way that Sade was a captain. Al Husad owed much of his position to hintsthat his vessel mounted
ship-killing gunsin one cargo bay. The Admira had denied that loudly during planning for the Desireé
attack; and Slade's duties had not kept him too busy to see that the flagship landed on Desireé after both
gun emplacements were in pirate hands.

Thedigital sgnd feeding the screen was riddled with static. The view of the spaceport and the ships
landing with various levels of skill was made pae by the white Satic flares of individua receptors.

"Curseit, they'll have dl the women," moaned one of Blackledge's henchmen, with him on the bridge.
The outlaw would have muttered about liquor, but Sade had reprogrammed the waste processor. The
unit could now turn out ethanol, diluted by its own hygroscopic tendencies to about 95% but otherwise
chemicdly pure.

"Y ou think they're going to grow shut, Dobler?' Sade gibed. Dobler's blue hair looked particularly silly
because it fringed hisbald spot. Many of the mercenaries aboard GAC 59 had taken up the Aylmer
fashion when they turned pirate. A few had changed back after theraid, though. Sedl ringslike the one
Don Slade wore were having acertain vogue. "l tdll you, if any of you had the sensetoreally ligento
me, we'd wait here three days instead of three hours. Wed be the only suckers on Mandalay with
money to spend—and you'd be amazed how much cheaper you can go around the world, then."

"What isthis cop?' demanded a crackly voice. Mandaay Control wastaking againto Al Husad. The
weak signa was rebroadcast by the flagship, but the static was amplified aswell. Y ou say twenty-one
and theres only twenty."

Service vehicles of some sort wereflitting through the fied of the vision blocks feeding the screen. Steam
and dust drifted from the score of vessals. Anyone who had been present at alanding could imagine
bes des the hiss and pinging as metal cooled.

"They'll flood the market, though," said Captain Levine dolefully. None of the ex-mercenaries save Sade
had an appreciation for the economics of being first to port. "Because you're afraid, well get cop for our
cargo."

"Nope," said Sade. He had convinced the wrangling leaders of hisvessd to go dong with the delay.
Now, faced with thefact of it, there was a chance that the only consensus left would beto lift the
tanker'shead. Slade held to hiswrist the last of the cache of stim cones he had looted during theraid.
"Our cargo's thrusters from the Desireé repair docks, not jewelry and trash like most of the others
loaded. Our price won't go down."



"Had one drop its navigational computer,” said Al Husad'svoice. "If it don't get on linein acouple days,
maybe well send help. But say, what about clearance? Y ou come on with al this cop about staying
sedled till you clear us, and then you sit on your thumbs. | got boys been in Transit three weeks, ready to
tear theroof off thislittle burg.”

"Do you?' replied Mandaay Control. The audio link roared into garbage. Theimage on thevision
screen rocked, but it fill showed bombs blowing in the hulls of every ship in Sght.

Men with grenade projectors and full atmosphere suits legped from the beds of the service vehicles
which had earlier set the explosives. The grenadiers began firing projectilesinto the jagged openings.
From the way the Manda ay troops were dressed, Slade was sure they were |obbing gas rounds into the
pirate fleet.

"B-b-but God in heaven!" babbled Captain Levine. "They aren't, | mean—Mandaay's a pirate haven,
everybody knowsthat, theytrade, they don't—" Hiscircling hand indicated the carnage on the screen.

Theloca forceswere not very numerous, probably no morein tota than the few hundred men carried
by any shipin the fleet that had just landed. That was quite large enough aforce for the present purpose.
The outlaws of the fleet were trapped like SO many sheep in adaughter pen.

The cargo hatch of one of the ships began to rise dowly on its hydraulic jacks. It had opened alittle
more than a hand's breadth when atrio of directiona mineswent off in the gap. The hatch continued to
rise. Shrapnel had painted the interior of the cargo bay with the blood and brains of the men huddied to
rush through it. With an dmost leisurely cam, one of the Mandaayan troops turned toward the bay and
shot in two grenades. On impact they began to gush black fumes, one of the skin-absorptive nerve
poisonslike KD2.

"Remember how Al Husad wastalking?' Sade asked, from his corner. The tanker was calmer for being
proven right. None the less, he had to hide the fact that the butchery on the screen horrified him as much
asit did the gaping outlaws around him. It had not always been possible to be a Slammer and be choosy
about the cause for which you werefighting. Sade was acivilian now, and in another context he could
have laughed as he pulled the plug on the pirates the way someone on Mandalay had just doneit.

But right now, there was nothing intellectua involved. Sade waswatching his peersdiein an ambush
that had been meant for him aswell.

Everyone on the bridge continued to stare at the screen. The tanker was not even sure any of the
outlaws were aware that he had spoken. He went on anyway. "Like | heard here, as a matter of fact.
"Might just take the place over, nothing they could do with so many of us. Hell with usng Mandaay just
for trade.’ They're hard boys here, friends, and it seemsthey're not stupid ones either. They know there
were too many of usto be safeif they let us swarm all over the place. One ship, maybethree. . . but not
twenty-odd together. So they did something about it, isall.”

Slade pointed toward the screen. The suited attackers were beginning to clamber aboard the ships they
had disabled. There would be some resistance, some casudties, but panic and disorganization would
have exposed amogt dl the pirates to the touch of the gas bombs. KD2 needed little more than that.
One touch and nerve cdllswould begin to diein shrivelled black traceries until the rot reached the brain
gem.

"I'd as soon,” the big man said, "be gone when they cometo finish the job."But his greet, scarred hands
weretwigting asif they wished they held awegpon.



"Cunning has value," noted one current of the community.

"It's scarcely a virtue, though, isit?" demanded the other viewpoint. It was an amalgam like the
first, of every mind; not a segment polarized against the rest of the body politic. "A human virtue,
that is."

"Have we been wholly open with him, then?" rejoined the first viewpoint. It was hard to say
which advocacy was the Devil's. "Or arewe being . . . cunning?"

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

"With the S—" Don Sade caught himsdlf. "With the large trading organizations," he continued, "theresa
lot of information available. It's expensive, but mistakes can be alot more expensive. Y ou don't think
about it, the—man on the ground doesn't. The poop's just there when he needsiit. Not aways right, and
never ahundred percent up to date; but alot better than fumbling in the dark.

"Which iswhat we were |eft to do on Levingstub, of course,” the castaway continued. The smile he
flashed was a pleasant one, not his predator's grin. He looked atrifle rueful, but more engaging for that;
the sort of fellow who tells you any catastrophe is an adventure when you've lived through it. "There was
diddly-squat for background in GAC 59's data base. Tell the truth, | doubt there'd been anything much
better anywhere in the fleet, which may be why their leaders decided to try Mandalay, of al places.
They'd al heard something about it besides the coordinates.

"Bethat asit may, some of the folks aboard had heard about a place called Toler. Supposed to bea
funny culture, but peaceful and some attractions as aliberty port. We till had acargo to unload and Vial
| didn't have any better suggestions. The straight run to Tethys was more than our recycling system could
have handled. And besides, these types weren't the sort | wanted to bring home with me; it'sa quiet
place, Tethys. Sowelandedon Toler. .. ."

"Three by twenty-kilotonne thruster units," said the tall port officid. He wasjotting noteswith astylus
and paper ingtead of punching the datainto acomputer link. Toler—there seemed to be only one
settlement on the planet—had a gritty, run-down look to it. It consisted of one-story buildings with
courts surrounding snaky-limbed trees. V egetation was sparse. Most of it had the same yellowish cast as
the dry soil and the dust that the wind blew in curls across the flat landscape. " One by fifteen KT unit,
five by ten KT, threefivers. That's al? Spares?'

The port officia wasblond and very thin. He was only two-thirds of Slade's bulk, though their eyes met
onalevel. "No spares” the tanker admitted, "but they're firs-quaity units, Goldstein & Trumpener, still
crated." Sade did not understand why the officid was making written notes. GAC 59'slanding
approach had been fully automated and flawless, so the portdid have a master computer. Maybe the
linking system was down.

"Passengers and crew?"' the blond man said, making another notation. His voice sounded edgy, but he
had displayed no more than professiond interest in thevessdl. A tic raised the locd's right cheek
fractiondly.

"Two hundred thirty-seven," said Slade. Virtualy dl the men had poured out of GAC 59 as soon asthe
thrusters shut down. The attraction of dives and mere solid ground had something to do with the exodus,



but so did graphic retellings of what had happened to the rest of the fleet, buttoned up on Mandaay.
"Ah, it's sort of a cooperative trading arrangement, alot of veterans pooling our severance bonuses.
Won't be any trouble beyond, you know, alittle wildness. | guess most of the boys are already
anticipating their profitsalittlein your bars and knock shops.” Sade essayed asmile. It waswarm
enough, even in the shadow of the lifted cargo hatch, but there was something in the loca man's
demeanor that made the tanker shiver.

"Yes, we have those," the official said. Hisright hand teased the stylus across the back of his neck.
Something flickered in his eyes, amoment's cloudiness like the nictitating membrane of areptile—but
over the surface of the mind, not the pupil. "More of our visitors prefer the sorm oncethey'vetried it,
though, thetree. Not expensive, and very . . . satisfying.” The man's stylus twitched again.

"Yeah, wdl . .." said Sade. Thiswasthe only ship on the ground at the moment. That wasn't surprising
—they'd known Toler was pretty much of a backwater—»buit it didn't augur well for agood price on the
thrusters. "When I've got this business taken care of, maybe I'll giveit atry. Ah, who should | talk to
about sdlling our cargo?'

"I'll take care of that," the officid said with the absent look in hiseyes. "Y ou'll be made afair offer, as
soon as| have, havefed in the data.” To Slade's surprise, the man reached out and touched the tanker
on thewrigt. ™Y ou should try the sorm," theloca said in unexpected animation. "Not everyone can
appreciate it, the rabble you've arrived with. But—"

The blond man cocked and |owered his head so that Slade could see the back of his neck. At the base
of the hairline, the skin puckered into awrinkled mound as large asthe first joint of Sladesthumb. A tiny
droplet of blood and clear fluid leaked from the scab.

"I know what you think," the official said as he straightened. "1 did too, at first. But there's no harm, no
tissue damage, atrivia puncture. And it opensauniverse, Mister Slade, that minds like yours and mine
can appreciate.”" Hetongued hisdry lips, again areptilian gesture and not a sensua one.

Abruptly, thelocal man shuddered. Hishair danced like aspill of chalky water. "I haveto get back,” he
said. Hewas dready walking toward what seemed to be the port office. It was alow, inner-facing
gructurelike dl the other buildings. "Don't forget what I've said.”

"Right," Don Sade muttered to himsdf. "No bloody fear of that."

Something was chirruping in the depths of the hold, abird or lizard; probably neither, possibly not loca
to this planet, and Lord! how empty it made the ship sound.

The big man unsealed the hip pockets of his coverdlsand thrust his handsin to occupy them. Nothing
was moving on the earthen fidld since the officid had goneinsgde. From the Streets curving among the
courtyard houses came raucous cries and an occasiond glimpse of carousing outlaws on the way from
one entertainment to another. Via, Slade had been on enough strange worlds not to get nervous about
docking in on some backwater. He was a man, a human being, whether or not he had the hundred and
seventy tonnes of apanzer wrapped around him.

He began whistling under his breath; not afull song, just catchesfrom atune that had been old when
space travel was a dream. He began to walk toward the sprawling settlement.

"If | wasto leave my husband dear



And my two babesaso. . . ."

Slade did not carry aweapon, not a hidden knife, not the pistol that had been part of his clothing during
twenty years of service.

"Oh, what have you to take meto,
If 1 with you should go?'

Theindividua houseswere asregular as could be maintained with the differing levels of skill with which
they had been constructed. The streets which connected—and indeed, separated—the blank house
walls seemed to be more what remained of the area when the building went up on it than part of a plan.
Each of the buildings had asingle outer door. There was nothing Slade could recognize as advertising or
even identification, but all the buildings with an open door were devoted at least in part to the desires of
the men who had just landed.

The tanker stepped into a house at random. The room beyond the arched doorway was dim. It felt less
dry than the outside. There was a bar to the left where two mercenaries drank. Why they wanted to pay
for something the ship offered free was beyond Slade. The door leading to theright was gar, but the big
man could hear nothing meaningful from beyond.

"Yesdr?' said thewoman in the armchair facing the outside door. There was aglow-strip on the wall
beside her, but it was faint enough that Slade could not be sure whether her hair was blond or brown or
apale, friendly russet. "Whatever's your pleasure, we haveit. And thefirst touch of sormisonthe
house." She gestured easily toward the door to Slade's right.

The outlaws at the bar shifted abruptly. They strode down the hdll to the left and out of sight around one
of theinterna corners.

"Theréswomen?' Sade asked. He was rubbing hisfistsin recollection and present discomfort.

"Of course," said the greeter. She stood up. Her age was as indeterminate as the color of her hair. She
was no longer young, but the body she displayed as she raised her patterned smock was firm and
attractive. Because her breasts had been small to begin with, they had not sagged noticeably with age.
Her belly twitched with a shudder of ecstacy; faked, no doubt, but—

"Lord!" Slade blurted. There was awire from thewall to the back of the woman's neck. Not awire, a
tendril, the sorm the officid had talked abouit.

"Theroot bothersyou?' the greeter asked without concern. "It's not necessary.” Shetossed her head
forward. Her hair was indeed russet. The shudder that wracked her body for an instant now was neither
ecstatic nor counterfeit. But it was brief, and the smile was back on the woman's face even as the tendril
subsided to thewall through which it grew. Slade noticed, however, the change in the woman's nipples.
They had been as erect as bullet noses. Now they were relaxing dmost as suddenly asthe root had
dropped away from the woman's spine.

"Youreastrong man," she said. She stepped toward the tanker with the front of her dress il lifted to
shoulder height. ™Y our children would have fine, sharp minds, too, wouldn't they?"

"Maybe another time," said Slade. He dodged back into the sunlight. He was furious with his body
because it ingsted on shivering for severa more minutes.



A heavy air-cushion truck was grumbling down the Street. It was almost the first vehicle Slade had seen
on Toler. It pulled up beside one of the closed buildings.

The building's door opened. People from within joined the two men on the truck in unloading sacks of
vegetables and flour or legumes. They worked without expertise, but they seemed to bein good hedlth.
The locds glanced at Sade as he walked pagt, but their attention was primarily focused on their task.
No one spoke. The tanker half expected to see roots trailing back into the dwelling, but there was
nothing of the sort. All the locals bore the puckered scars of the sorm tree, but they were free now and
functioning normdly.

Slade wdked fagter. "He took her to the topmast high,” trembled the wordsin hismind. "To see what
she could see™”

Sade was whistling through histeeth, but the result would have been a monotone to anyone not insde
hismind aswdll. "He sunk the ship in aflash of fire," snarled the bdlad to its conclusion. "To the bottom
of the seal”

Three soldiers stumbled out of adoorway ahead of Sade. They were blinking in the sunlight. Two of
them dabbed at the backs of their necks. ™Y ou don'tknow, Donnie-boy," said one of that pair.

Slade jumped, but the third outlaw was the subject of the address, not the tanker who stood unnoticed
asthe others gpproached. "The most beautiful girl inthe world could lie there with her legs spread, and it
wouldn't be as good.”

"Ligten!" sngpped the third soldier, "lwatched that thing poking into you. It ain't naturd "

"Never put anything in avein yourself, Donnie?" asked the other of the pair who had tried the sorm
trees. Then the outlaw bumped into Sade, athough the tanker had flattened himsdf against abuilding to
give the others more room.

Instead of the curse and violence Slade had bunched hisfists to respond to, the outlaw patted the bigger
man on the chest. "Scuse, brother,” the fellow said as he stepped around the human obstruction. Not
only had the outlaw himsalf responded mildly, he seemed to have forgotten that such acollisonona
liberty night could bring a savage reaction from the other party.

"But | don't care, man," the outlaw was saying as the three of them continued on their way. Hisfingers
had spread blood in roseates across his neck, but there was no real damage, nothing an injection might
not have left. "Y ou're chicken, but it doesn't hurt anybody but you. And you'll never know how much
yourepissng away. . .."

Sade cursed, very softly. Then he stepped into the building the three soldiers had just | ft.

Theinterior was much like that of the first dive Siade had entered, though the greeter here was mae.
"Good day, gr," thelocal said from his chair. "How can we help you?"

The automated bar in this entry lounge was unoccupied. Slade had been concerned that the hundreds of
outlaws would overwhelm Toler with consequent disaster, but the cribs and dives were in adequate
supply. What they did in the long interva s between landings was another question. For that matter, most
freighterswould have a score or fewer crewmen. Only fifteen of GAC 59's complement were actually
Levings men. "Stim cones?' Slade asked through dry lips.

The greeter shrugged. "Sorry, not on Toler," he said. He gestured to the bar. "Ther€'s a cohal, of course.
And the sorm.”



"Yeah," said the tanker. He opened the right-hand door and entered the sorm parlor he had expected to
find there. "I'm not acoward,”" he said, but the sounds Slade's lips and tongue formed were too soft for
even the speaker to hear them.

"Yes, Sr?' said aloca, one of the two men within the good-sized room. The other man wore ship's
coverdls. Blaney, Sade thought his name was, one of the drive operators. The man lay on one of six
narrow couches. He was flaccid except for rhythmic shudders moving from historso to his extremities.

"He'sdl right?' the tanker asked. Hisfinger traced the path of undulations. Siade wastrying desperately
to keep hisvoice normal.

"Certainly,” said the attendant without asneer or condescension. He was changing the covering of the
end couch. The cushion was overlaid with athin, hard sheet that might have been ether vegetable or
gynthetic. A pair of used sheetslay crinkled on thefloor. "The sorm makes his muscles shudder a
intervalsto keep up their tone. Not that there's any need for that in ashort touch, but the plant doesiits
best for itsclients.” The attendant gave Slade a glass-smooth smile. "After atime,”" he added, "one can
work perfectly well without uncoupling, you see.”

The attendant's own tendril waggled back to the wal as he tucked in the shest.

There was agrommetted hole in the cushion. It was at about the point where aman's neck would rest if
he lay supine on the couch. The sheet covered that hole, but the material was too thin to stop atendril
probing up, through it and skin and into the base of the brain. "1 see,”" said the tanker. He was sure his
voice was sgueaking. "How much does atouch cogt?'

"Thefirgt isfree" sad the attendant. He gathered up the used sheets and stuffed them into achute in the
wall beneath histendril. "After that—" the local man turned around. "Y ou're from Friedand, Sr?"

"I've been there," Slade answered guardedly.

"Then the equivaent of thirty Frisian talers per touch,” the attendant explained with asmile. "The length
varies. This man and two others were touched at the sametime." He gestured at Blaney. The crewman
was quiescent again after hisbout of "exercise” "The others have left—not dissatisfied, I'm sure. But this
man's mind permitted a greeter leve of interaction with the sorm, and consequently even greater—
pleasure—for the client.”

Theloca man must have correctly interpreted Slade's grimace, for he shook his head at the tanker and
added gently, "No, Captain Sade. The client can sever the connection at will." The attendant arched his
neck back dightly asif he were baring histhroat to arazor.

"No!" said the tanker. "No, I've seen that, you don't have to show me again.” Then he said, "Y ou know
my name, friend?’

The local man's body relaxed. There may have been ahint of relief in hisexpresson. "We aren't
peasants here on Toler, Captain Sade," he said with dignity. "Our culture doesn't lend itsdlf to crystd
and meta, but we have avery satisfactory data bank. The Port Commandant entered information on our
visitors, and the information was made available to potential users. Y ou are, of course, a noteworthy

In asharper tone of voice, the attendant went on, "Y ou don't have to stand here and feed your fears,
Captain. You canwak away. Therésno sinin being afraid.”

"I'm not afraid," said Slade harshly. "l just lie down here?' He sat, swinging hislegs onto the nearest



couch, even as the attendant nodded agreement.

The sheet rustled beneath Sade's neck. The big man relaxed all his muscles. He had been operated on
without anesthetic. This pain would be nothing.

But the pain had nothing to do with hisfear, either. Hairs prickled as something brushed past them, but
even so Sade did not fed any touch on his skin proper. Then a sense of euphoria swept away every
other feding. He was till aware of hisformer fears, but his mind held them up to his detached appraisa
and hislaughter.

Slade dipped degper into an outside awareness with the ease of adiver entering a blood-warm lagoon.

The attendant had been quite truthful about Toler's data bank, but the statement was ajoke aswell. The
sorm's joke, in away, because the sorm colony connected al those humans who werein fact that data
bank.

Thetree had developed its properties as ameans of ensuring pollination and good planting locationson a
dry and windswept world. Some of the runners by which the sorm colonies spread learned—and the
term could not be understood to imply intellection—to contact the nervous systems of small burrowing
animas. This gave the adapted sorms a degree of mobility unmatched by any other plants on the world.
Moreover, as acolony added symbiotes, it gained alevel of consciousness which no single anima mind
could equd.

The adapted colonies spread and flourished. Tendril-dragging animals scampered from anther to distant
pistil. When the symbioss became more complete, animals could carry out taskswithout being in
immediate contact with the sorm. They would return after they had scrambled over barriersto plant nuts
or whatever other task had been set them. It was less the attitude of ajunkie seeking another fix than it
was the thankful longing of alaborer returning home after ahard day. The result was atrue and flawless
partnership for theindividua animas and for the sorm species asawhole.

The human settlement of Toler provided an increase of potential knowledge and reasoning power of a
magnitude which humans had taken severd million yearsto develop. That the amalgam outstripped inits
way any sngle human wasinevitable. And that the ama gam none the less resembled a human society
was perhaps aso inevitable. After contact, the Toler colony needed further human contactsto survive;
and in any case, the amagam built from the ingtincts and memories of its animate partners.

The sorm's problem was that its symbiotes could not reproduce themselves. Mae symbioteslost the
capacity to gaculate and, after afew days or weeks of linkage, no longer even produced sperm. By the
time the symbiosis was compl ete enough for the sorm to guide its partner in the complex operation, the
animd was derile.

Ovulation was not affected, perhaps because its cyclic nature recovered more quickly from suppression
of hormones which the sorm's touch entailed. Progtitutes—femae members of the colony in estrus—
provided an indigenous birthrate when the sparse interstellar traffic cooperated. Recruits directly from
that traffic made up the rest of the colony's requirement.

Sade's body trembled. His muscles massaged themselves and squeezed the blood in his veins back to
feed his heart's dow pumping. Slade was unaware of that movement save as a datum reported through
the eyes of the smiling attendant.

The Toler colony never stripped avisiting ship. It was common on any port for one or two of the crew
to go missing: jailed or floating in aditch or smply jumping ship to await a better berth on afuture vessd.
On Toler, the mindsthat stayed behind in blissful comfort were those with a particular sharpness of focus



which fused best with the structure of the sorm. They were not dways the minds that would have rated
highest in human tests of intelligence, though that was often a concomitant.

And dl but the core of Slade's being rgjoiced to know that his was one of the minds that would be
permitted to merge with the colony.

The feding was not smply that of drug euphoriaor the instant before orgasm, though it encompassed
those things. There was a so an enormous sense of physical well-being and the triumphant riding-down
of an opponent. There was no dream quality to Slade's perceptions. They had the clarity of cellsina
diamond lens. The tanker was barred from the control of hisown body only by hismultiplicity of
viewpoints asapart of the sorm colony. The physical Don Sade was a needle among thousands of
needles, safe and discrete but unnecessary for the moment.

"I am,” insisted Slade'sbeing." 1 am.”

And of course he was, hedlthy ill and happier than every man who had not been to Toler, had not
merged with the sorm. But Sade's mind was drawing away, plunging toward the roiling sea of Tethys.

Sade hit the surface and tendrils of the sorm recoiled from the droplets of the harsh gray salt. A shudder
wracked the tanker's body. His arms drove him upward, clutching madly for the spray-drenched air.

Sade had falen off the couch. The big man hyperventilated. His arms swam severd flailing strokes
before consciousness reasserted itself. "Blood and Martyrs," he wheezed as he stared at the impassive
attendant. "Blood and Martyrd™

Blaney was trembling again on the next couch. There weretiny speckles of blood on the sheet on which
Sade had lain. Through the holein the sheet gently quested the sorm tendril. Itstip was not asingle tube
as Sade had expected. It was abrush of tiny filaments, now drawn to aghostly point and dick with
fluidsfrom Sade's neck.

Slade rocked to hisfeet. His limbsworked. He had his sense of balance. Don Slade had a body and
soul once more. He gave the attendant an open-handed dap that rocked the smaller man againgt the wall
without stunning him asit should have. Sade's hand throbbed benesth its calluses.

The tanker strode through the door and the lobby, then back into the street. The greeter's expression
had the same drugged calm as the attendant's when Slade recovered from the couch.

* % %

There was some activity around the ship when Sade returned. The tanker had seen no sign of
food-shops, now that he thought about it. Hunger must have driven back at least some of the outlaws.
At the entry hatch stood one of the crewmen with aration packet in his hand.

"Get me Levine" Sade said. They were hisfirst words since hiswhispered prayer in the sorm parlor. "It
he's not on board, raise him through hisimplant.”

"Implant?’ the crewman repeated asif he had never heard of abio-eectricad commo link implanted in
the user's mastoid. Maybe he hadn't. This ship was crewed by trash asignorant as most if its passenger
ligt.

"Via" the tanker snarled. He strode aboard with his boots clanging on the deck and short shrift for the
man who had half-blocked hisway. "He's gotsome sort of radio with him, doesn't he?!

Captain Levine was scurrying down the corridor toward Slade aready.



"Sade, praise heaven I've found you," the spacer cdled. "We have troubles!”

"Curst true weve got troubles,” the tanker agreed. He looped Levinein an arm to turn the smaler man
back to the bridge with him. " Sound recdll, however you do that, and we've got to lift ship fast."

"That'swhat I'm trying totell you!" Levineingsted. "Wecan't lift ship. | haven't got enough crew."”

Sadetook hisarm away from the spacer. "Comeon,” he said quietly. "We may aswell tak on the
bridge anyway. Tell me about the problem.”

"It'sthe sorm trees,”" Levine explained as he scurried along. Y ou know about them?”
Sades brief nod was al the affirmation he trusted himself to make,

"Wadll, alot of my boyswent under and didn't come back," the captain explained. "They seem dl right—"
The pair of leaders entered the bridge where three nervous-looking spacers already waited. "But they
won't rouse for shaking or cold water. The attendants just shrug and look away.”

"Right," Slade said. He glanced around the four spacers. "Y ou tried it? Tried the sorm?”

"I did," said one man dowly. "It didn't make anything to me. | mean, | just felt good. But my buddy's il
there on the table." He waved generdly toward the settlement beyond the bulkhead.

"Thisisnt aship that—" Levine began. "W, we need three people each in Navigation and Drive when
we Trangt. The controls aren't daved to one master, each unit's separate and it has to be synched within
parameters. Right now we've got ashift in Drive, but only me and Keltiein Navigation. And look, you
don't run with asingle shift very long. Shift and shift's bad enough.”

"All right, sound recal anyway," the tanker said. ™Y ou've got asiren or something, don't you? | know
where Blaney is, a least. I'll round up haf adozen mercs and seewhat | can do.”

The big man paused in the hatchway on hisway to the hold where the arms were stored. "And Levine?'
he said. "Wait for me to come—no, you come aong too. | wouldn't want to get back here and find the
ship had left mein thishellhole. And believe me, the people who left mewould liveto regret it too."

And even without reading Slade's mind, no one who heard him could doubt the truth of that threst.

Sade had no difficulty finding the building in which the sorm had touched him. He might not have been
ableto give directions, however, to find it in the skewed checkerboard of identica walls. The building's
door was now closed.

"Should | blast it?" demanded Blackledge. Slade had picked the first outlaws he met to accompany him
and the captain. The other mercs carried pistols or submachine guns. The big tanker himself had chosen
a2 cm shoulder wegpon thistime.

"No," said Sade. He kicked at where he judged the latch would be, though nothing was visible from the
outside. The pand exploded inward ahead of the tanker's boot-hed!.

The greeter had disappeared, leaving the lobby empty. Therewas asmall hole in the wall abovethe
greeter's arm-chair, but the tendril was gone also. Slade had taken a certain pleasure in kicking the door
down. Before he could smash into the sorm parlor the same way, however, the attendant opened the
door from within. The local stepped back. "Y our pleasure, Sirs?* the man asked.



"Blaney," said Sade. He strode through the door with hisgunin apatrol ding, muzzle forward. He did
not expect that kind of trouble here, but he would have welcomed the excuse to open up. The crewman
lay much as Slade had left him. "How do we bring him back?" Sade demanded.” Fast, and no cop.
We're right on the edge here, you know it yoursdlf."

The remainder of the group wasfiling into the parlor. They were nervous, even the three like Blackledge
and Slade whose necks were scabbed from atendril puncture. Their hands tightened on their guns asthe
attendant said, "The client can separate a will, Captain Slade. Y ou know that. Thereis no other way to
separate him that will not cause the individud's deeth.”

"Cop!" said Blackledge. He did along knife from hisboot. Hisleft hand gripped Blaney'shair and drew
the crewman's head off the couch. Thetendril did further through the cover sheet without raxing its
hold on the comatose human.

"Wait,please," said the attendant. Theloca man'svoice held emphasisbut no rea concern. "If the trunk
isinjured or the root severed, the orphaned filaments will—"

Blackledge drew his blade across the tendril. The knife had arazor edge, and the sted was
density-enhanced to retain that keenness. The cut ends of the root flipped up with adrop of sap on
ether of them.

Blaney spasmed on the couch like a pithed frog. His jaw was opening and clopping shut again to pass
gulping sounds. That was not an attempt to scream, nor were his armstrying to wave help closer asthey
flailed. The brainitsef has no pain receptors.

The thrashing stopped. Blaney lay till. His eyeswere open and hisbody was asflaccid asif hisskin
were filled with hot wax. The crewman's face was growing freckled. Then thetips of the filamentswaved
through in ahundred places above the skin, gleaming with blood.

One of the outlaws screamed and emptied his submachine gun into the attendant's body. The cyan
flasheslighted the close room and heated it in agush of vaporized flesh. Thelocal man dumped. His
eyeswere cam until they glazed. Asthe outlaws bolted from the sorm parlor, the tendril withdrew from
the attendant's neck. It whisked itself back within the bolt-scarred stone.

Sadesfinger was on thetrigger as he stood, aone of living men, within the parlor. He did not fire.

The black-haired man was not even particularly angry as he walked back into the street. The sorm had
itsways, just as Don Sade had his. The sorm had caused some difficulties just now by being the way it
was, but the weather did that . . . and only fools got mad at the wesather.

Thetrick in this case was going to cause some difficulties right back for the sorm. That was alot more
useful than losing your temper and going berserk.

Therefrain trailed again through Slade's mind: "Down to the bottom of the seal”

Thewail of the ship's Sren had gathered in most of the complement by the time Slade returned to the
vessdl. The bridge hatch was closed. Slade had to hammer on it and shout his name into a sound-plate
before a crewman would admit him.

"Sade" said the harrassed-looking Captain Levine. "I think well be dl right if we'releft donefor a
while. M'kuru here knows allittle about navigation—" one of the four Drive crewmen nodded to Slade—
"and I'm giving him acrash course that'll et uslift. After what happened in there, I'd say the quicker we



al got off here, the better we were. Even with ashort crew.

"No," said the tanker smply. "We're going to get your people back.” A tic lifted acorner of his mouth.
"Not Blaney, but the others. I've been into the system.”

Slade touched the switch that winched down aladder from the celling. The access port to the gangway
along the top of the hull doubled as the bridge escape hatch when GAC 59 wasin normal space. Levine
watched with apuzzled ook on hisface asthe big tanker did the inner hatch back within the pressure
hull. Slade activated the outer clamshell sedl. "What do you plan to do?' the spacer called after Slade's

disappearing legs.

When Sade did not reply, Levine scrambled up the ladder after him. The tanker was stretching hisgun
ding from carrying length to ashooting brace. "If wekill thetrees" Levine sad, "it'sthe samething as
Blackledge cutting the root. For God's sake, | don't want them killed that way!"

"I knocked open doorstill | found aloca who was still—attached,” the tanker explained. On the
catwalk, the two men were ten meters above the ground. They had agood field of view acrossthe
houses of Toler. "To explain it to the sorm. When it took one or two men from acrew, it didn't matter
much. Thistime it took the same percentage, | guess, from our people, but too many of them were crew
instead of mercs. Mind-set, | guess. And | couldn't get through to the sorm either; the fellow | talked to
just stared and no more of our people were turned loose. Well, they weren't dumped out—I know they
want to stay, but the colonycan dump them, whatever that attendant said.”

Sade sat carefully on the sun-heated catwalk. He locked his ankles and braced his elbowsinsde his
knees. The gun was a chegp one without the electronic anaog sight of the Slammers shoulder weapons.
A smple post and aperture would servefor this, however, so long asthe alignment was accurate.

"But if you blow up trees," the spacer pleaded, "won't you—"

Slade fired and the air popped closed dong the bolt's dazzling track. The nearest structure was the port
control building. It had never been opened to the outsiders. The sorm in its courtyard started to branch
about two meters above the ground. The scale-barked trunk at that point was about thirty centimetersin
diameter before the bolt hit. The trunk was a cloud of blazing splinters amoment later.

The blond port officia must not have been coupled to the tree when the powergun sawed it off. He was
ableto run out of the building shrieking as the stump smouldered and the tips of severed branches
thrashed at random above thewall.

The Toler colony could afford to be larger than its conspecifics which depended on lower lifeformsto
advance their needs. Each of the five hundred trees in the spaceport colony had deep-wdll irrigation and
courtyard wallsto break the force of the winds. Subsurface runners welded the colony together. The
sorm trees were none the less discrete individua s whose life did not depend on that of the other
members of the colony.

Whose life or deasth wasindividual.

Sade shifted hisaim to adistant tree. The outlaws had probably not scattered too far from the shipin
their quest for pleasure. Thefirst bolt blew chunks from awall coping. The second, after Slade

corrected his aim, shattered another sorm. The courtyards were not built high enough to protect the trees
from the gunman's brutd pruning.

Another hit. Another. Three shotsin arow before the next tree sagged away from a half-severed trunk.
Another hit. A miss, and Sade's hand dipped afresh magazine from his coverdlsto reload hiswespon.



Theiridium barrdl glowed, setting dust motes adance above the sight plane.
"Y ou haveto stop!" screamed the blond officia from the ground. His face and teeth were white.

"Turn them loose," Slade called back. Helocked the magazine home with the hed of hishand. "I'll give
you time enough to stick abloody root back inyour skull. But if my people don't start coming back in
the next five minutes, it'sgone —every curst tree in this colony.” He raised the powergun and clapped its
fore-end for emphasis.

The Toler officid blinked, struggling to form coherent thoughts. Then he began to shamble toward the
building in which the nearest undamaged sorm till grew. To his back, Slade shouted, "I don't care cop
about what you do with other ships. But you leave my people aone!”

The tanker turned, panting with the release of tension. Captain Levinewas staring at him.

Thetanker'sface bore alook of surprise. It ssemmed less from his success than from the possessive he
had just heard himsdlf useto refer to the cut-throats below.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

"Clear-sighted," suggested one current of Elysian thought. " A response almost before he knew
the problem.”

"A ruthless response,” amended the other viewpoint. "All those deaths accepted—caused—so
long as they were not of histiny caste."

"Can anything human be responsible for all humans?" protested the first. "Canwe. .. ?"

* % %

"Wdll, welcometo Stagira," said Don Slade to the scouting party he had assembled in Bay 4.

The only sounds beyond were the ping of cooling meta and the breeze hissing above the docking pit.
"Via, we should never have come here," grumbled Reuben Blackledge. The outlaw's mouse-blond hair
was beginning to grow out beneath its bluetips. "The whole colony's died off."

"They landed us, didn't they?' said another of the outlaws staring out of the hold. But the long corridors
facing the heavily-armed party were empty, and even the glow-gtrips lighting them seemed pale from
encruging grime.

"That was on automatic codes," said Slade. The ship's crewmen were too valuable to risk in scouting,
but Sade had been on the bridge during the landing. " The machineswork, at least some of them. If there
aren't any humansto trade with, then welll just have to pick up what we can, won't we?' To the
microphone on his belt, Slade added, "L eaving the bay. Y ou can secure in thirty seconds.” To the score
of mercenarieswith him, "Come on, boys." The big tanker stepped off with hisleft foot.

The idea had been Sade's. In the confusion of the last hour on Toler, the others were ssumbling back to
the ship or aiding the sorm's victims to do so. The tanker had dragooned L evine and another navigator
to help search the Port Office. It had been agridy job for Sade and afar worse one for the spacers.
They gagged at the thirty-odd corpses, some of them still twitching like frogs on a dissecting pan.

In the end, the search had paid off with a case of navigationa microfiches which had probably



accompanied the origina settlersto Toler. There was e ectronic equipment which might have been nearly
asold in sorage. The colony had obvioudy shifted to symbiosis and biological data-storage very shortly
after landing. It would have been dmaost impossible to decipher obsolete machine codes with the
resources of GAC 59, however. There was no reason to assume that background radiation would not
by now have degraded the stored data to random usel essness anyway.

By comparing the ancient microfiches with the vessdl's own navigationd data, Levine and hiscrew had
found anearby colony with ahigh technica rating which was no longer listed in current files. With luck,
this one—Stagira—would be unfrequented but would have useful itemsthat even GAC 59 aone could
loot.

"I hadn't,” Slade admitted aloud as he and his men echoed down the broad corridor, "expected the
hardware to be in such good shape andnobody around.”

"Any sgn of farms when we landed?" asked one of the men.

"No sign of nothing," said Blackledge, who had aso been on the bridge. "Place is bare asawhore's
bum."

"Didn't ssemto be any nativelifeat adl," Slade agreed. "Hydroponicswvoul d've been smpler than surface
farming, no lack of raw materias. That doesn't explain why they didn't build at al on the surface. . . but
there wasn't any lack of odd-ball notions when the first colonies cut loose from Earth, either.”

"Heresadoor!" caled one of the men who had ranged furthest ahead.

"Then let's seewhat's behind it,” Sade said in acam voice. As he waked toward the portal and his
clustering men, the tanker hitched up his equipment belt. The others carried shoulder weagpons of one
sort or the other. Slade wore only a holstered pistol—and, on his back, asatchel of plastic explosive.
Fiddling with hisbelt gave him asurreptitious chance to wipe his sweeaty pamson his coverals.

"Shal | blow it in?" demanded one of the outlaws. Each man carried either ablock of explosivelike
Slade or severd blasting caps. The caps were touchy and bloody dangerous, but it was the men who
carried the—aquiteinert—blocks of explosive who seemed most interested in shedding their burdens.

"Via, let'sjust try the touch plate,” Slade said. When nobody else moved, he tapped the square in the
center of the panel himsdlf. There was no blast, no paralyzing shock as they had al managed to psych
themselvesinto expecting. Instead, the door whispered sideways. It gave onto ascenein sybaritic
contrast to the bleak corridor outside.

"Bingo," Slade caled on his commo unit. Its Signaswould be drunk by the walls when he stepped ingde,
50 the tanker wanted to tell those on the ship of the good fortune. "We've got our roughage and
probably our protein besides. I'll scout around, see what we can raise, and report in amoment.”

Theair that puffed from the verdant interior was humid enough to condense noticeably in the corridor.
The vegetation was varied. At least most of it was Earth-standard stock. There were no wallsvisible
savethefifty centimeters between the corridor and theinterior. The carefully-tended pathway fdt like
real sod beneath Slade's feet as he stepped inside.

"Judt for the hdl of it," thetanker said asthelast of hismen werefollowing himinto the atificid
environment, "let's put something solid in the door's dideway. Pergot, your gun'll do. Just something to
block it if it decidesto closeitsdf. Gives usroom to set acharge.”

The outlaw obeyed. He was unhappy about disarming himsdlf, but he was unwilling to make an issue of



the fact. The shoulder weapon's heavy iridium barrel should a worst only deform under the siresses that
the closing mechanism could exert on it through the massive door.

Asthe men gtarted to turn, secure in their retreat, the gun sank into the trackway's gray, nondescript
lining. The door began to dide shut as quietly asit had opened.

Pergot lunged back, either to snatch up his disappearing weapon or to get into the corridor again. He
accomplished neither. Or, at any rate, most of the outlaw did not reach the corridor. Pergot's left boot
and right leg from mid-thigh lay insde the cavern when the door hissed to rest. Very possibly Pergot's
head and hands were clear on the other side, so that only the half-meter of historso had disappeared
within the tonnes of door.

Something burst out of the undergrowth behind the party. The men were aready tense with the horror
before them. They spun, severd of them screaming. The pig that had appeared now disintegrated in a
squed and cyan glare.

"Put 'em up!" Slade shouted as he bulled forward. The pig was scattered gobbets. Wallace, who had
jumped aside at the animal’s appearance, was on the ground a so. The garish tunic the outlaw wore was
afire, and there were two cratered holesin the smdl of hisback. A companion's submachine gun had
raked him.

Slade smothered the fire with his own broad chest, then ripped the smoldering remnants free. "Polesfor
astretcher—Kuntz, Reecee," he ordered, naming two of the men who wore heavy knives.

The SpraySed from the tanker's medica pouch was closing off the wounds, but it could do nothing for
theinterna damage. Powergun bolts had limited penetration, but abdominal wounds like these would be
bordered by cooked flesh as much as a centimeter deep. There was nothing Slade could do about that.
He was not even sure the ship's medicomp was up to the task. The Slammers could have handled it;
anybody who got back to a Battdion Aid Station with his brain alive was going to make it.

But right now, Friedand seemed about as close as the ship, with that massive door separating both from
the scouting party.

Slade set acone of Hansine againgt the base of Wallace's spine. The wounded man trembled dightly as
the drug entered his system. It would disconnect his sensory apparatus until the dose was counteracted.
That would not keep ruptured blood vessals from leaking, and it would not keep Wallace's belly from
swelling as hisintestines writhed around patches of dead musclein their walls.

"What happened to Pergot's gun?' asked Blackledge, now that there was leisure again for recollection.
"That molding looked just like zinc sheet, but the gun dipped through it like water.” After apause, the
outlaw added, "Y ou know, the whole wall lookslikeit's covered with the same stuff. Howes, poke @t it,
why don't you? Maybe we can dip right through.”

"Screw yoursdlf, why don't you?' Howes snapped. He leveled his 2 cm wegpon at the door, however.

"Hold up, dammit,” Sade said as he stepped out of his coverals. The tanker had worn standard
battle-dress for the sake of its pockets and attachments. Most of the party wasin looted finery of one
sort or another. The tough fabric of the coverals would make amuch better bed for the stretcher.

Howesfired. Theair szzled in ablue-green flash. The door's shesthing acted as areflex reflector,
gplashing the bolt back in the direction from which it had come.

The reversal was imperfect enough that the whole party caught some of the charge. Howes, the gunman,



was at the center of the spreading cone, however. Foliage beyond the men hissed. Slade shouted at
what fdt like abath of nettles over his bare caves and buttocks.

Howes dropped his gun. The skin of hishand wasfiery, and the surface of his eyes had baked in the
glarethat seared away his brows. When the gunman began to scream, his cracked lips gemmed with
blood.

"All right,"” Sade said. He immobilized Howes with one hand while his other fumbled the SpraySed from
the kit again. The spray contained a surface anagesic that would take care of Howes immediate pain,
though the blindness was another matter. "We're going to move out,” the tanker continued with both
volume and authority. "We're going to find out who's behind dl this. And then we're going to changeit.”

The tanker put the sedlant back into the kit. His own buttocks and the similar burns of other pirates
could wait for better supplies, though his harness chafed angrily as he moved.

"Marsha and Dobbs, firgt shift on the stretcher,” Slade said. "Broadfoot, you guide Howes here. Let's
moveit, boys, weve got some convincing to do."

Asthe party moved off down the path, Slade scooped up the gun Howes had dropped.

They found the first building ahundred meters away, in aglade. Because it was windowless and
completely unadorned, the leading outlaws drew up abruptly and raised their guns at an apparent
fortification.

Stoudemeyer had been born on Telemark. "Hey!" he said in wonder, giving two syllablesto the
exclamation. He dung his submachine gun and pushed past the othersto reach the door.

"Via, yeah," Stoudemeyer said as his hand caressed the door without touching the latch plate. " Captain,
do you know what thisis? It'satrue to God bubble house! There'sonly five of them on Telemark, and
I'd have said there wasn't another in the galaxy!"

"Well, what'sit do, then?" Blackledge demanded. He gestured toward the man and building dike with a
prodding mation of hisgun muzzle.

"It does everything," Stoudemeyer said. He pamed the latch. "It does every curgt thing you could
imegine”

The others, even Slade, twitched a hair to the side as the door did open. It was too reminiscent of the
cavern's outer portal. The man from Teemark strode through without hesitation. "I tell you," he cdled
over hisshoulder, "being caught in hereislike abee drowning in honey. It don't hurt abit. . . ." The door

closed behind Stoudemeyer, then opened again before the babble of fear could even start. "Thelatch
worksfine from thissdetoo,” sad Stoudemeyer, "but suit yoursalves."

Blackledge was the first to follow Stoudemeyer. Slade wasthe last, and he decided not to order
someone to stay back with Wallace. Never give orders you know will beignored . . . and the tanker did
not want to miss hisown first look into this candy store, either.

Theinterior wallswere aneutral gray when Sade first glimpsed them through the open door. By thetime
hewasinsde, however, Stoudemeyer had activated acontrol orally. The house was running through a
series of panoramas, three or four seconds apiece, in which the walls seemed to mdt into the far
distance. Then the whole scene would dissolve into aradically different one. Slade did not appreciate the
leve or redism until the third example, aknoll of sere grass beneath asky of cloud and purple lightning.



Hard-spitting raindrops began to lash the men from hidden outlets. Among the curses and shouts of
anger, Stoudemeyer's voice cried, "Cancel climatel Cancd sound!”

The sparkling desert that followed—in afew seconds, for afew seconds—did so without the blast of
hest that would otherwise have probably accompanied the blue-tinged sunlight.

"Tdl it to find something and hold it, Stoudemeyer,” Slade directed irritably. The tanker could not hear
Stoudemeyer's response over the genera rumble of o many meninasmal building.

The background segued to a glade much like the outside. Via, itwas the glade outside; there lay Wadllace
twitching under stimulus of the breeze that ruffled the grass beside him. It was asif the party had been
covered by aglass bubble thick enough to block out al sound.

"What do you st on?" an outlaw demanded.
Stoudemeyer shrugged. "Ask for achair,” hesad.

"All right, giveme achair," said the other man. He sumbled forward and the fellow behind him jumped
away. Thefloor between them rose into a scul ptured chair mounted on a pedesta that seemed too thin
to support itself and a seated man. Neither Slade nor anyone el se doubted that the constructwould hold;
but prodding at it with afinger was as much of atrial as anyone would make for the moment.

The Telemark mercenary was basking in his sudden importance. "Swivel chair," he said, pointing & the
floor in front of him. From the point indicated extended a seat with the liquid grace of an amoeba. The
seet looked like the one earlier called to life; but when Stoudemeyer sat in thisone, he was ableto spiniit
in further display. "Everything,” he repeated, "anything. All you haveto doisask.”

Outlaws were moving apart as far asthe four-meter diameter of the floor permitted them. They were
experimenting with shapes. Some of the more imaginative were creating subtle formsfrom their home
worlds. They could even mime wood grains and basketry.

"Food?' asked Sade. He could smply have checked for himsalf. He did not, however, care to push
buttons—even verba ones—at random when there were directions available.

Stoudemeyer waved expangvely. "As," he said asif he himsalf were the provider.
"Bring me Tethian rock-cruncher in a pepper sauce,” the tanker said firmly.

"I'm sorry," responded avoice. It seemed only millimetersfrom Slade'sear. "That isnot in my inventory.
Y ou may describe the dish by referenceto others; or, if you prefer, you may make another selection.”

Stoudemeyer must have heard the house's response, or at least enough of it to extrapolate the

remainder. He hopped out of his chair with the smug expression replaced by one of concern. "Hey, I'm
sorry, g, | forgot. Thisplaceis probably as old as the ones back home. | mean—maybe eight hundred
gtandard years. Can you believeit? That old and work like this till? He was a genius, abloody genius.”

"Y ou mean try Earth food, not Tethys, because this place was built before the Settlement,” Sade said to
clarify what he had just been told. One point & atime.

"Right, or Telemark food,” Stoudemeyer agreed. In test and demondtration, the man from Telemark
sad, "Bring me hassenpfeffer and amug of, oh, any lager.”

Slade could hear the voice saying from beside the other mercenary, "Y es gir, your food will be brought
in forty—three—seconds.”



"And thisisn't haf of it," Stoudemeyer confided to Slade. All around the room, outlaws were exploring
this new capacity of the dwelling. Some of the men were demanding protein rations after a series of
failuresto come up with any other meal from the hidden menu. "The redl thing about bubble housesisthe
dream-code feature." He kept hisvoice very low. "It's supposed to be as good as, as, you know—the
sorm.”

Stoudemeyer turned his head. He looked somewhat embarrassed. "1 wouldn't realy know, you know.
On Tdemark, you've got to own a province, practicaly, to even think of owning abubble house. |
mean, there'sfive that K ettlemann built before he disappeared. But everybody knows about them."

"Your dinner, Sr," said the voi ce that was as cunningly projected as the rain had been some minutes
earlier. Thefloor bulged like asphalt bubbling in the sun. The bulge rose on astem like those that lifted
chair seats. It halted with a hydraulic, not mechanical, smoothness at the height of Stoudemeyer's
mid-chest. The bulge then irised open from the top to form a platter around a poultry-in-gravy dish
which Slade presumed was hassenpfeffer. At any rate, the man from Telemark seemed satisfied ashe
took athigh bone and began nibbling a the dark mest. "It'sgood,” he said. "Try it."

Rather than attempt the mest right at that moment, Sade lifted the haf-liter beer mug from the center of
thetray. He expected the gravy to cling to the gray aloy of the container. The gravy did not, but the tray
itself exuded aflexibletendril by which it retained the mug. Just, cometo think, asthe floor retained the
tray. The tanker's pause was only mentd. There was no obvious break in the dow progress of the mug
to hislips. Thelager, when he drank it, was cool and sharp and in no discernible way frightening.

"Hewasagenius," Stoudemeyer repeated around amouthful of his pickled rabbit. "Certified Scientist
Theodor Kettlemann. Started building bubble houses for the richest men on Telemark. | mean, nobody
canfigurenow how this stuff works. And it still works." His gesture around the room spattered Slade
with some of the tart gravy.

"Thingis" Stoudemeyer went on, "we had a planetary government then but not redly, you know? And

K ettlemann had some notions about genetics that didn't it well with some people. He wouldn't work for
anybody of Italian stock, for instance, even if they could trace their lineright back to Landfdl. And they
were willing to pay his price. There was trouble about that. So when K ettlemann disappeared, alot of
people thought he'd been snatched—or wasted—by somebody he wouldn't build ahousefor.”

"And instead, he recolonized,” Slade said. He looked at the tangle of furniture and men wrangling over
food of varioustypes. "Picked abarren world that wasn't of interest to anybody else but gave him raw
materials. And peace. Via, though, this must have cost afortune to set up, the transport and the
processing equipment alone.”

Stoudemeyer nodded. "Kettlemann might have had that," he said. " Around the time he disappeared, 0
did alot of other people. Rich people with their families. Therewasalot of tak about it, al the way
from mass murder to secret bases that were going to wipe out al the wops when thetime wasright. The
whole business didn't cause the Partition Wars, exactly. But it didn't help things one bit, either."”

"Wdl," said Sade. "Maybeit'stimeto go find what passes for agovernment here. And get our butts
off-planet. Doesn't look like thereés awhole lot of this—" he released the mug which snapped back onto
thetray of which it was part, "—that we could dismantle and carry with us. Though the protein and
vegetaion gill ishandy for our synthesizers."

As Sade turned to the door, he adjusted his dung weapon out of habit. What he saw inthewall caused
him to pump the gun live and to kick the latch-plate with the toe of his boot. That was the quickest way
of opening the door without interfering with the business of shouldering hiswegpon.



Wallace and the makeshift siretcher were disappearing into the ground.

The scene was not an artifact of thewall display. The drugged man had sunk a centimeter further by the
time Sade could see him through the open door. "Contact, you bastards!" the tanker roared to the
gtartled remainder of the scouting party. None of them had noticed what was going on outside.
"Everyone out!" As he spoke, Sade launched himsdlf into the glade behind his gun muzzle.

The turf was beginning to close over Wallace in aneat seam. Slade fired twice into the ground, aiming a
hand's breadth above the peak of Wallace's head even as the seam covered that head. Point blank, the
big powergun would shatter ceramic armor and burn a hole through eight millimeters of iridium.

The soil gouted upward, blasted by the vaporizing water trapped within each clod. Fifty centimeters
down, the second bolt gouged bare adifferent layer. Not clay, ason anorma world, nor the bedrock
overlain by manufactured soil as Sade had rather expected here. There wasinstead adull gleam that
covered itsdf as soil fdl into the hole. Wallace lurched completely out of sight.

Slade did not fire again. He had seen what happened when that omnipresent aloy took a bolt from a
powergun. Howes was enough of them to be blind and partly flayed from that nonsense.

Pirates were pouring out of the bubble house in panic. They lacked, in generd, any notion of what was
going on. Wallace's disappearance was hot obvious except to one who had seen it in process, and that
was Slade aone of the party. One man began to hose the undergrowth. A dozen otherstook up the
activity. They flushed out avariety of birds and small animas as the succulent foliage burned.

"Hold your fire!" the tanker ordered. He had to shout three more times before he was at last obeyed.
The volleying powerguns did not make enough physica racket to overwhelm avoice as strong as
Sade's. Thewholeincident had aleve of psychic noise that had to run its course, however.

Even asthelast shot Sizzled from a submachine gun, Slade was saying, "Reecee, give me your knife."
The party had no proper entrenching equipment, but the long fighting knife would serve.

Slade probed with the borrowed wegpon, gingerly at first though he was sure there was no harm the
blade could do to Wallace now. Other pirates crowded around. The hot barrels of their weapons added
an angry tingeto the gtink of ozone. Theturf through which the blade cut appeared perfectly norma. The
halves of asevered worm flexed to either Sde of the knife. Soil crumbled from ayellow insect larvathe
sze of aman'sthumb-joint.

With a curse and an order snarled to the men closest, Slade dug the blade through the sward in avicious
circle. Outlaws who were late in obeying the order now leaped aside to save their toes. The tanker used
his broad |eft hand as a spade to fling up the turf the knife had cut. Then he dashed again, deeper. The
soil was till rich-looking and crumbly. Roots no longer bound it in their web-work thisfar below the
surface. Sade scattered two double handfuls, then cursed and began to scoop deeper with his helmet.
The blunt edge and padded interior of the helmet made a bad shovel, but the loose soil did not fight his
efforts.

The hemet thudded on metd like that which the shots had uncovered before. There was no sign of
Wialace, his clothing, or the stretcher on which he had lain. Slade used his bare hands again to squeeze a
patch of meta clear. The gray surface was now covered with iridescent rippleslike those of oil on ill
water. The colors blurred and fused and sank to neutral gray again even as the men watched. The
surface had its usual metdlic sheen . . . but Slade was no longer surethat it was metd at all.

Most of the men around Slade had no ideawhat was going on. Stoudemeyer had seen some and
guessed more, perhaps much more. "There's athing about Kettlemann that didn't make alot of sense,”



said the man from Telemark. "He dready had a reputation when he got into building bubble houses. But
he wasn't an engineer. Hewas agendticig.”

Slade stood up, swearing very softly. He wiped dirt from the blade on his own thigh before he handed
the knife back to Reecee. The party watched the tanker apprehensively, though they had not al redized
that Wallace was missing.

"All right,” Slade said. "We break up into groups of three. Every group has aradio. Reecee,
Stoudemeyer, you're with me. Well lead Howes. We're going to cover as much of this place aswe have
to to find who'sin charge. Or at least whereit's being run from. Report anything funny, and well al
check in every quarter hour."

As Sade separated and numbered the remaining groups, he could fed Stoudemeyer staring at him
somberly. The man from Telemark did not believe that the search would uncover what they needed to

find to escape.

Slade could not very well object to his subordinate's pessmism. Not when the two of them were
completely of the same opinion.

Four hours of searching disappointed Slade's hopesif not his expectations. The cavern was large but not
endless. The parties sent in opposite directions around the wall had met on the other side of the circle.
They had not found a door besides the one by which they had dl entered, nor was there anything else
that looked promising.

The groups had located thirty-seven bubble houses. There might have been some duplication before
Slade directed groupsto turn up aclod at the doorway of each house they found. Even o, it was
probable that the cursory search had failed to find al the unobtrusive structures.

It was even possible that there was a headquarters building somewhere, a planetary capita —but by
now, Slade and Stoudemeyer were not donein doubting that.

Theteam Sade led persondly sat around atable in the seventh bubble house they had found. The
houses had been identical; though of courseidentical in their infinite variety. Howes had recovered
enough to eat with the rest of them. Hewas il blind. Hisface had swollen like apumpkin, but contact
anagesics remained adequate for pain.

Sade gestured with a chicken drumstick. "The system worksfine," he noted doud. "Not just
mechanicaly, but the life forms, vegetation, animals up to the sze of pigs. At least tothe size of pigs,” he
corrected himsdif.

"Only no people but us," Stoudemeyer said.

"Blood, we know whythat is" said Reecee angrily. "Same curst thing killed them as killed Wallace after
weld lugged him al that way. Y our Kettlemann justthought this planet was empty, Stoudemeyer.
Something got him and something's going to get usif we don't get the hell out.”

"Y ou know, | thought about Wallace," said the man from Telemark. He put down hisfork in order to
givefull atention to what he was hoping to explain. "I think he was deed. It'sthisfood, you see?'

"Go on," prompted the tanker. His expression was non-committal.

"Well, it'snot magic, you know," Stoudemeyer explained. Heraised hisfork again as an example.
"Theres asynthesi zer, but it starts with advanced congtituents—proteins and carbohydrates, not rock
dust and water. On Telemark they're fed by plankton, the bubble houses are, mostly. But here, where



the whole place is controlled—not just the house—the system acts as, well. . . ."
Every eye was focused on the lump of meat on the fork. "Asaclean-up system too.”
Reecee gagged. He lurched away from the table.

"| think you've got something very close," Slade said. His mouth had dried up, but he continued to chew
away at the morsel dready taken. Y ou could not let—ultimate sources—get to you, or you'd never be
ableto eat fish from aseain which men drown. "Only Walace wasn't dead. | heard him mumbling asthe
soil zipped itsdlf over hisface. And Team Two said Pergot was still there at the door, what was | eft of
him. The system doesn't recycle carrion. Thiswas set up for very rich people, remember. It cropsfresh
mest as required.”

"No, that's crazy—" began Stoudemeyer. His chair seat extended itself upward like tube-stock being
drawn from a billet. Asthe man's kneeslifted toward his chest, hiswhole body dropped. The chair
pedestal was being reabsorbed by the floor, even asthe seat enfolded the man who had been sitting onit.

Sliding from his own chair and reaching around the table should have been two motions for the tanker.
He accomplished hisgoal of grasping Stoudemeyer's hand with afluid grace that would have done credit
to agymnast in free-fal. Sade's whole body, legs and back and muscle-knotted shoulders, reacted
together as he pulled Stoudemeyer from the gray maw that was engulfing him. The victim was
off-balance and unable to extricate himsdlf in the seconds available to him. For the moment, however, his
body was held by little more than gravity. Slade's brutal snatch-lift didocated the smaller man's shoulder,
but it popped him from the tube like the cork from sparkling wine.

"Outsdefast!" the tanker roared. Hisleft hand dapped the latch plate. Momentum and the continuing
pull of Slade's arm cracked the whip with Stoudemeyer. The man from Telemark snapped through the
opening, wheezing with fear and gratitude.

As Slade turned back, Reecee caromed off his chest. Their legs tangled as Reeceefell. It was probably
too late for Howes aready, even if Sade had not been tripped.

The blinded man's screams reverberated as what had been his chair closed over him. The action must
have been triggered when Stoudemeyer shot free. The mechanism was more similar to atar pit thanto a
mouse-trap; but it was quick enough to take Howes, fuddled by pain and drugs.

Reecee scrambled to hisfeet to run again. Slade caught the outlaw by the shoulder with one hand—there
was no time to talk—and retrieved Reeceg's fighting knife with the other. Should've brought a blade of
hisown, Via. . ..

Stoudemeyer's chair had reformed. Howes chair and the man himsalf were abubble on the floor, agiant
copy of the shape from which the house extruded furniture and food. This bubble was shrinking. Howes
whimpering had been shut off instantly when the metd closed over him. Sade struck at the seam joining
the bubble to the floor proper.

The atomic shells of the knife's point and edges had been shrunk in amagnetic forging process more
rigorous than that which contains the plasmain afusion plant. The result would stay needle-sharp asiit
was rammed through stedl plate or ceramic body armor. It was not sharp enough to penetrate the fluid
surface that had just swallowed the blind man, however. The blade skidded and rang. Slade shouted a
curse and struck again. When the knife dipped away thistime, it took athumb-nail-sized circuit from the
toe of Sade'sright boot. The bubble was amost flat by now.

Howes was apompous ass, afool before he blinded himself and a usel ess burden since. Slade caught



up the shoulder wegpon dung on his own chair. He ran outside. His nostrils stung with suppressed tears.

"What are we going to do?' Reecee blubbered. "It can take us out here just as easy, can't it? What are
wegoing to do?"

"We'redl right if we keep moving," Sadesad.

"But why'sit takingpeople?" Stoudemeyer asked. He spoke in anormal voice, but the words were
more an gpostrophe to his own doubts than a question to his companions. "There's plenty of animals out
here, the pigs and the rabbits. They must be here asfood stocks. Why doesiit take us instead?”

"Y ou're not going to deep, Captain?' Reecee demanded. He was a big man aso, but only blind panic
could have driven him to bait Slade. The tanker stood with the knife naked in hishand. "You're such a
hero that you're going to wak around laughing while the bloodydirt buriesthe rest of uslikeit did
Wallace?'

"Don't guessit does take people,” Sade said. He let out a shuddering breeth. His hands were shaking,
but there was no sign of hisfear and adrendin as he spoke. "I think your Professor K ettlemann just
programmed the system with anarrower definition of human than you or | might've used. Different, that's
sure acop. Got any wog blood in you, Stoudemeyer? Bet your home-grown genius wouldn't approve.
May he burnin Hedl!"

"But what do wedo?" Reecee repeated.

"Wefuckingthink of something!" Slade roared back. Asthe outlaw stepped back, shocked asif by a
dap intheface, Sade flung the knife.

It buried itself to the cross-guard in the sod between Reecee's boots.

It was usually easy to forget they were trapped in a chamber rather than awalled enclosure. The shock
waves were abrutal reminder. The blast shuddered on and on until the noise that could not escape had
damped itself to silence. Leaves had been stripped from the nearest trees. The ears of the scouting party
continued to ring long after the cavern itself had ceased to do so.

The door by which the party had entered was il closed and still unmarked.

Sade sat down the detonator. He began methodicaly brushing leaf-mold from his bare knees. When
they were clean, he strode toward the door where other members of the group were aready gathered
and arguing. Slade's pack, with the shoulder wegpon acrossit, lay by the tree which had sheltered him.

"Didn't do abloody thing!" snarled one of the outlaws. He dammed the butt of hisweapon againgt the
dull metal. None of the men were too angry to remember what shooting into the door had brought
Howes.

"Weve got plenty more explosives," said Blackledge. "Well put them al againgt thisdoor and that'll do
it"

"No," said Slade. "Not uncontained. Even if we did punch ahole, it'd sedl before we could useit. We
need to get the system itsdlf. If we set our chargein one of these houses—" he waved beyond the trees,
in the generd direction of the nearest bubble house— "closeit up with atime fuse, we might be able to
kill thewholething." The tanker took off his helmet and fanned himsdf with it.



"Cop," said Blackledge. Histone cleared a broad aide between him and the tanker two meters away.
"We don't need a house blown up, we need adoor gone. Thisdidn't work, fine. We got ten times that
much left. Well setit al off together, right here." The blue-haired outlaw's submachine gun already
pointed squardly at Sade's midriff.

"Ten times nothing is till nothing,” the tanker said tensely. He rapped the door with the knuckles of his
left hand, holding the helmet.

" tell you something else that's bloody nothing!" Blackledge shouted. He waggled hisgunin needless
emphasis. "Theway you've been bloody running things That's nothing!”

Sadefired. Hisbolt clipped the rim of the helmet with which he had hidden the pistol. Enough of the
energy got through to handle the job, however.

The outlaw's submachine gun blew up. Slade had fired &t it rather than at the man for better reasons than
misplaced mercy. Even abrain shot might not have kept Blackledge's trigger finger from one last spasm.
The flash of the magazine exploding was a blue-green so intense that it was dmost white. Flaming
droplets of plastic and metal sprayed the men.

Blackledge lurched sdeways and fdll asif atruck had hit him. Hisright hand and right side from shoulder
to knee were charred black except where bone poked out. Blackledge did not scream because shock
had not yet let the pain through. The only sound he made wasthe clicking in histhroat as hetried to
draw abresath.

Sade did not reach for his medikit, but he extended his pistol for careful aim. There was enough crudty
in the universe without letting someone suffer needlessy. Even Blackledge, even someone as usdess as
Blackledge. . . .

The tanker lowered hiswegpon again without firing the second shot. Therest of the scouting party
relaxed unconscioudy. None of them had thought to gainsay Sade. Even the pair of outlaws who had
aso been with Aylmer could see that a quick end was the best that Blackledge could hope for even if
they managed to get him back to the ship.

"Petrie," said Sade, after the pause had alowed him to get his breathing if not his pulse back under
control, "strip off your coveralls. Mine went off with Wallace, and we need another stretcher now.”

Slade bent over the wounded man. The pistol's barrel was il too hot for the holster. Slade transferred
the wegpon to hisleft hand while hisright took another cone of pain blocker from the limited medica
supplies. Without the blocker, Blackledge would die of shock; and he might die too soon.

"Taylor, Hwang," the tanker went on as he straightened again, "you'll carry him. Be as easy asyou can,
but we may not have much time. Rest of you, gather your gear and let's get moving. We need one of
those bubble housesto get out of this place.

In the confusion of movement and released tension, Stoudemeyer stepped closer to Sade. Inalow
voice the man from Telemark asked, "Do you redly think theres away, ah—Captain?'

"Lord help me," Slade muttered back, "I think thereis."

* % %

"But what do | ask for?" caled Taylor through the open door.

"AsK for any curst thing you want!" Slade shouted back. "Ask for raw beef. And keep asking, likel
bloody told you!™



Beside the knedling tanker, Reuben Blackledge began to mumble the words to asong. It sounded asif it
werein Latin, ahymn from deep in the outlaw's consciousness. The coverdlslumped misshapenly over
the wounded man's body.

In the bubble house, Taylor was saying, "Raw beef. More raw beef. More raw besf.” The house's
response was inaudible to the rest of the party outside. Except for Slade, the outlaws hands were
clenched on the guns he had ordered them not to use.

"The system hasto be centrdized," Stoudemeyer said nervoudly. "It may not replenishitself here, just
because Taylor's—"

Taylor screamed. He legped with his boots pedaling like those of aman who hears arattlesnake beneath
him. Thered stimuluswas anegative one, the feding of the floor beginning to drop away benegth his
feet. Taylor was out the door even asthe third platter of synthesized beef was beginning to unfold in
front of where he had stood.

Another mercenary shouted and jumped sideways as the ground began to shift under him. Sade jerked
theigniter wire. He prayed that the time pencil's stated thirty-second delay wasfairly closetoitsredlity.
"All right, dammit," he said as he jumped to hisfedt, "let's get back aways.Don't separate! "

When he watched the process from the beginning, Slade could see the wink of meta as tendrils parted
the soil. Blackledge twitched hisleft arm. It was the only movement of which the drugged man was
capable. His chanting trailed off into aone-sided argument of some sort asthe grass closed over his
face, then his swollen body.

"Twenty-four,” Sade whispered, "twenty-five, twenty—"
Forty kilos of high explosve went off, literally in the bowels of Professor K ettlemann's closed system.

It was hard to determine the epicenter of the blast. The ground seemed to hump up about ten meters
from the point it had fed itsdlf Blackledge and hiswrapping of explosive. The bulge hammered the
cavern'sinterior asif the ground were the hard-struck membrane of an enormous drum. Light had been
omnipresent in the high celling. Now the light died in alogarithmically expanding wave from the point
abovethe blast. It was areversed vision of an incandescent bulb going out, when the filament retains an
orange glow for ingtants after it no longer illuminatesits surroundings.

Sade picked himsalf up carefully. Somebody cried out at the darkness. Severa of the team were
switching on the light-wands they brought and had promptly forgotten in the lighted cavern. Stresks
flickered through the fuzzy ydlow glows. It was not rain but grit, oxidized metal raining from the calling.

The tanker wiped and lowered his upturned face hagtily. "L et'smovel" he shouted to the men of his
party. "Bloody thing may regenerate, or it may come down on our headslike adrop forge. Curstif |
want to be around either way."

The door that had crushed Pergot was crumbled open like ahegp of smelter dag. It buried whatever
was | eft of the dead outlaw. Flies buzzed away from the pig carcass as the men ssumbled past behind
their light-wands. The corridor beyond was il illuminated. Slade wondered vaguely whereit led,
whether to more self-contained habitats or to something quite different. He had no redl interest in finding
out.

Severd of the group cheered asthey bolted into the corridor. Birds fluttered past them, called to the light.
Be damned to replenishing stores, thought Don Slade. What GAC 59 needed now wasout.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

"Ruthless even to his own men!" shuddered the mind of Elysium.

"The only salvation of hismen," it replied. "Not cruel, and ruthless only at need. Men use men.
But mankind uses men for the species to survive. For our speciesto survive. . . ."

Asif in answer, the first current of opinion recalled an image from the castaway's mind. It was
hislast look at Blackledge's face. The dark, dilated pupils met Sade's as the ground sagged down
and the fuse hissed on the wounded man's chest. "Ruthless. . . ."

"Captain Levine didn't want to lift ship so suddenly,” Don Sade said to the Elysian faces before him,
"Some of the guyswho hadn't been in the scout party sort of wanted to look around for themselves, too.
Nobody had planned to go looking for usif we hadn't come back, though, any more than we'd thought
they would.”

The big man paused and cleared histhroat. It wouldn't do to put hisfoot in his mouth now. These were
nicefolks, gentlefolks, and the last thing he wanted to do was to give them an accurate glimpse of lifein
the universe from which he came. " Some of the people who'd been with me, though, they were pretty
strong about getting off Stagira before something came through the hull to eat them. Used wordslike kil
everybody on the bridge if the ship didn't lift ASAP." Just panic, of course, but | wouldn't say they were
joking right at that moment, ether.

"While we weretrying to get out of that cave, Levine and his navigators were thinking about their
problem—crewing. Now, if we'd been able to touch down at some of the busier ports, theréd have
been plenty of folks on the beach that we could have struck a deal with. But we were worried about
competition, and besides . . . there was a problem about the manifesting of the cargo from Desireé. The
bigger placeswith their red tape might have kept us ayear in Customs Quarantine.”

Wiéll, it would have been about ayear before the courts got through their rigamarole and everybody
aboard GAC 59 was executed with due ceremony.

"But there was a place called Windward, where the colony modified autochthones to handle very
complex tasks. Even starship crew jobs. So when the men of the scout party pushed matters, Levine
already had a course plotted to Windward. . . ."

S0, assuming your cargo meetsthe manifest,” said Senior Patriarch Bledsoe, "we haveaded." He
offered his hand.

Captain Levine shook, but as he did so he said sourly to the Windward officid, "The thrusters are in the
origind packing, Patriarch. There shouldn't be any problem with them. I'm agood deal more concerned
about whether your crewman is going to function aswell asthe ten-tonne unit we're trading for him."

"Forit, good sr," said the Windward officid. Bledsoe's smile was wholly on hislips, not in histone.
"Human pronouns are as out of place for the Treks as they would be for so many, oh, thrust units. Y ou'll
%ll



The local man had afringe of white hair and a cherubic expresson. He had driven abargain, however,
that obvioudy reflected the trouble the outlaws would have in selling their cargo on any world which did
not wink at piracy. Bledsoe walked to the window. Don Slade dready stood there, watching port
activity. The two men were nearly of asize, but the tanker had a physica hardness which the other
lacked. Muscles meant very littlein modern, civilized warfare, however. Sade did not remember having
seen amore heavily-defended spaceport on any world which was not in the midst of open warfare.

"We certainly expect you to test our merchandise as closely as we test yours, gentlemen,” Bledsoe said.
"There's anecessary programming period, of course, to interface the Trek with your system. About
three days, | would judge, though there may beidiosyncrasies. After that, you can expect to have one of
your control stations occupied at dl times by aflawless, deegplessliving machine. Well modify your
synthesizersto turn out a protein supplement that won't cause dlergic reactionsin a Trek; that won't bea
problem. Y ou'll find your purchase well worth the expense, | assure you."

"l don't wholly understand,” said Slade. "How does what would be a six month cram-course for a
human with top of the line hypnocubes turn out to be three daysfor a, a Trek?' He turned away from the
bustle of planetary and intra-system traffic outsde to pin the loca man with hiseyes.

Bledsoe shrugged. " There are advantages to being inhuman, Mister Sade," he said. "To being
unintelligent in human terms. Y our Trek will act within the parameterswhich it deduces from the
equipment it operates and the task to which it isset. As| said, three daysis generally enough time for the
programming to be completed.”

"Wdll, what I'd like," snapped Captain Levine, "isto have alook at one of these things. What are they,
rocks with arms?"

"Well have your unit delivered a once," the local man said with anarrowing of hiseyes. "But surely you
must have seen Treksworking outside?”

Bledsoe motioned L evine over. Sade made room at the window with agrim smile on hisface. The
tanker had anotion asto what was about to happen. "There," said thelocd man. "Driving that truck."

"Good heavens, Patriarch!” Levine blurted. "Surely that's a human being?'

Like much of thelabor force visble, the figure in the truck's open cab was a humanoid of medium height.
A closer ook disclosed that its gray color was not clothing but rather the skin or natura covering—fur
or fine scdes—itsdf. The gray figures differed sgnificantly from the occasond true humansin only one
respect: the humans worked with the usua amount of waste motion and chattering. The others, the
Treks, carried out their tasks without any such flaws.

"They arenot human, Captain Levine!" the Senior Patriarch said sharply. "And you willnot be given
another warning about your language. We aren't hard to get along with, here on Windward; but if you
persst in blagphemy, you'll find we have rules and ways to enforce them.” Bledsoe nodded toward one
of the visible barbettes. Its twin powerguns had tracked the ship al the way to landing. Now the squat
tubes were trained on the engine room, ready to gut their target at the first sgn of trouble. Presumably
the defenses were crewed by "flawless, deepless, living machines' aso.

Levine had lapsed into shocked silence. The tanker spoketo fill the embarrassing gap. "'l suppose,” he
sad mildly, "that you have, ah, normal recreation facilities for the crew while our purchaseisbeing
programmed?’ Sade dmost said "programming itsdlf,” but he caught himsalf short of another possible
blunder.

"Norma and abnormal,” said the locd man. His expression relgpsed into aknowing smile. "We can put



some activities of f-limitsto your personnd if you like. All the establishments are, so to speak, managed
by Treks. If you don't care, though, the sky's the limit—Iliquor, drugs; boys, women, or combinations,
honest games—anything. We on Windward believe men have aright and a duty to take pleasure, though
of course we support your right as commander—" He glanced from Slade to Levine and back again.
Thelir relationship had not been made clear to Bledsoe. "—to control your crew for the good of the
vesH."

Slade nodded. "Wide open should bejust fine," he said. " So long as you don't have sorm trees.”
"Pardon?’

"Don't worry about it," tanker said. "L et's get ateam to emptying our hold, and let's get our Trek started
on learning the hardware." He grinned. "The other hardware.”

"Heré's the high-speed vector shift," said Riddle, the Midwatch navigator who was handling the training.

The Trek followed the human's pointing finger to the cylinder switch with click detentsfor band jumps.
The gray-furred humanoid had been trying to follow the training smulation by using the rocker switch by
which the three units were brought into synchrony. Amazingly, the Trek had been successful within safety
parametersif not those of comfort. That was, after al, as much as one dared to hope from the regular
navigetion crew.

The exercise continued smoothly. The Trek used both three-fingered hands to make adjustments now
that he no longer had to keep one glued to the rocker switch. Its motions had less of the manic intensity
of aone-armed pianig, asaresult.

"She'sabsolutdy incredible,” muttered Riddle.

Sade glanced sharply at the navigator, then back to the autochthone. "Any timeyou'rein front of a
locd," the tanker said mildly, "you cal Treksit.' | think the best thing that'd happen otherwiseiswelift
off short another navigetor.”

Though it was naturd, the Lord knew, to think of the Treks as human, as people. Their thigh and upper
arm bones were noticeably longer than those of the lower limbs. Their facid features were understated in
the manner of primitive carvingsin low relief. The fur was|ess obtrusive than it would have seemed,
because it was s0 fine and clinging that even a arm's length it seemed more like clothing than it did some
facet of ienness.

The Treks had no secondary sexua characteritics, however. Riddle might find the creature'slithe
quicknessto be feminine. Slade, however, was reminded of agunman he had known, and whose sex
was not an issue once you had seen himkill.

The conning room was designed around a three-sided pillar. The primary controls were arranged on the
sdes of the pillar. Behind each navigation console, the bulkhead was covered with banks of status
read-outs whose information was echoed to the main screen when the central computer saw aneed to
do so. The Trek shot frequent glances over its shoulder.

Slade began to open aration packet. It was sedled in atough polymer with a metalized inner surface.
The autochthone turned in soundless delight. It extended a hand palm-upward toward the tanker. The
palm was not fur-covered. The Trek's skin was asmooth, rich sable.

"Food?' Slade asked. He broke off half the ration bar and offered it. The Trek reached past the offered



portion and took the haf il in itswrapper. It opened the polymer carefully and waggled it so that the
inner surface reflected the ranks of gaugesto the rear.

"Youwant amirror?' Sade said in surprise. The autochthone nodded enthusiastically. "Via, we can do
better than this. I'll seetoit.”" Sadelooked at Riddle and added. "Do you really have to watch all that
stuff too?" He waved at the mass of dias and datawindows.

The navigator shrugged. "Well, they're there, they've got some purpose. And the way thingswork on this
trash-bucket, the more you know, the better. But Lord! She's so—" Riddle ran hishand over the Trek's
shoulder and biceps. "Good isn't the word. And without being able tospeak.™

Sade pointed at the Trek's throat with one blunt forefinger. The tanker was careful not to touch the
smooth fur. "When the light catchesit theright way," he said, "you can see there's a scar there. | suspect
it could speak about aswell asit does everything el se, except for that."

Riddle leaped from his chair in an outburst of rage. "The bastards didthat?" he shouted. The Trek
nodded without gpparent emotion. It resumed the activities of the training program. Riddle had not
needed the confirmation anyway. "Those, those—animalsl" he went on. His hand touched the Trek's
shoulder again.” She's not an animd they are.”

Sade lifted the navigator's hand and dropped it back at the man's side. The tanker wastall enough to
look down on Riddl€'s bald spot when they were both standing.” I'm telling you to watch your tongue,
friend,” Sade said. "If you can't learn to, you'll spend the rest of thislandfal tied down and sedated.”

When hefelt the smaller man relax somewhat, Slade continued. "Now, how much longer are you on
duty here?'

"Ninety-three minutes,”" the navigator said sullenly. He did sit down again.

"Fine," said Slade. "As soon asyou're off, | want you to get over to one of the knock shops on the Strip
and have your ashes hauled. Girlsare abit pricey, but don't worry about that, the first one'son me." His
eyes narrowed dightly as he watched the balding man. "Or aguy, Via, take your choice. But you've got
an order, migter, and don't think I'm kidding."

The tanker dapped his thigh as he walked out of the conning room. His hard palm cracked where the
pistol holster would have been had he bothered to wear one.

Behind Sade, the navigator glowered at the autochthone's dancing arms.

"—what can the matter be?' Don Slade caroled as he walked across the port apron. A cab would have
brought him directly to the main hatch, but the tanker felt good tonight, felt like walking. Areafloods
made the port and the vessalsin it shimmer in amber light. " Seven old maids, locked in the lavet'ry."

"Sade, where've you been?' demanded a voice. Figures detached themselves from the hatch. Captain
Levine had been speaking. "They've cheated us, there's something wrong with the Trek."

"They were there from Sunday to Saturd'y,” Sade continued. That was playfulness, however, not real
disregard of the problem. Windward had stim cones, real Cgjumel blendings, and some of the whores
hed carried professonalism amost to aleve of enthusiasm.

The big man put hisarms around his pair of greeters, Levine and Riddle. The latter's bald spot gleamed
like polished copper. "Let's go see what the problemis,” the tanker said.



"The problem isthe curst thing's dying before we even shift aamosphere,” said Captain Levine asthetrio
stumbled up the ramp. Slade kept hold of his two companions waistbands as if they were coolies and he
arickshaw. "I suppose we ought to be glad it didn't happen in the middle of a Transit sequence, but dear
heaven! the cost, awholethruster, and al wasted!"

"L ot of people got wasted when we got the thrusters, too,” Slade noted equably. "But we wanted them
pretty bad. Want not, waste not, d'ye suppose, Captain?'

The Trek lay on the shelf of the vessal's medicomp. The cresture might aswell have been laid on the
broiler inthe gallery for dl the use the primitive piece of hardware would do. The medicomp could not
be reprogrammed to handle non-human life forms. Since GAC 59 lacked even the most basic
parameters such asthe Trek's norma heart rate and body temperature, a more flexible medicomp would
not have helped anyway.

The Trek lay supine. Its body was so flaccid that the soles of itsfeet touched the shelf. The anklejoints
obvioudy did not lock. The cregture's eyes were covered with yellowish scum which matted the fur
around the orbits aswell. Fluid of some other description, possibly the Trek equivaent of blood, was
leaking out of its nogtrils and smple ears. The creature's breathing was rapid and louder than the
stand-by hum of the equipment. It did not take experience as extensive as the tanker's to recognize
imminent desth.

Slade stepped to the communications unit on the wall beside the medicomp. He tapped athree-digit
code into the key pad to access the ship-to ship radio; ten digits more to enter Windward's commo net
through the port transponder; and findly the six digits of the Port Warden. At no time did Siade pause to
check the number or to fumble with the key pad. His eyes narrowed over chill anger as he waited for the
connections to go through. There was no sign of the evening's entertainment when he snapped at the men
acrossfrom him. "Why inHell didn't you get help from the locals before now? Do youlike to watch
thingsdie?'

Riddle grimaced and looked away. He had not, come to think, spoken since Siade's return.

Captain Levine said bluntly, "I wasn't about to bring them intill | found you. | can dedl with these people
if I've got somebody like you standing behind me. But not by mysdlf, not when they're sure to deny
lighility."

"Warden's Office, Third Son Tuburg speaking,” said the commo unit.

"Thisisfreighter Golf-Alpha-Charlie Five Niner," Slade replied. "Berthed on Pad Four. The Trek we
purchased yesterday isin dying condition. Seems disease or poison. We need medica help right avay
or we're going to lose hi—ah, it.”

"Roger," said the speaker. Slade was not sure whether it was agood sign or abad one that the
Windward watch officer broke the connection at once.

"All right, what happened?' the tanker asked. He might aswell improve histime by getting the
background while they waited. The Trek breathed with the harshness of afile on sone.

"Riddle buzzed me about three hours ago,” said Captain Levine. He gestured with histhumb. "He said
the thing's performance had deteriorated and now it wasn't moving at al."

Slade looked at the navigator. "Why were you still on duty then, Riddle?" he asked without expression.

The balding man looked away. "Hutchins didn't show up for hiswatch,” he said.



"Didn't you say Hutchins paid you to stand adouble?" the Captain interjected.

"No matter," said Sade. No matter that he was going to dedl with at just this moment. "What happened
then?'

Levinerisked apuzzled glance a his navigator. "Well," hewent on, "when | got to the conning room it
was about like you see it here. Not quite so much, well, leaking, but sick. Limp asacoil of rope. Sowe
brought him down here—" he nodded vagudly at the medicomp— "and called you. Y ou weren't wearing
your belt unit.”

Slade wavered between anger and laughing, then laughed. "My bt unit'slying on my bunk, dong with a
lot of other garbage | didn't want to fool with tonight. And asfor what | was wearing, Captain—for most
of the night, | wasn't wearing a curst thing. And neither were the ladies| waswith."

"Well, ah," Levine said. "We needed to get hold of you, you see.”
"What did it eat, Riddle?' Sade said sharply.
"l gave her some water!" the navigator replied angrily. "Nothing to eat Snceyou fed her.”

"Then maybeweredl right," the tanker said asif he did not understand the attack. "If it wasn't fed
anything but carbohydrates, then maybe it was just some bug it picked up. We're not responsible for
that, not till welift off, at any rate." He smiled wryly. What was the warranty on humanoids purchased by
pirates? Especidly under the sdller'sguns.

Help arrived in agrowl of fans on the pad. Levine trotted down the corridor. "Thisway!" he shouted
ahead. Moments later, the Captain was back. Two clashing pairs of boots and the bare-soled
whispering of aTrek followed him.

One of the Windward humans was young and dishevelled. Sade did not recognize the symbol on the
man's white cap. The tanker suspected that the fellow was not, by local law, adoctor. He and the Trek
who carried the chromed medica case pushed past Sade and Riddle to the dying autochthone.

The other human was Senior Patriarch Bledsoe himself. In earlier dedlings, the Windward officia had
covered the stedl edges of his persondity with alayer of bonhommie. That had not hidden the truth or
even camouflaged it; but it showed the same willingnessto dedl rationdly as did Slade's own careful
control.

The bonhommie was gone now. "Y ou were warned about certain rules, Captain Levine," said the Senior
Patriarch harshly. Bledsoe must have pulled his uniform on in arush, but his appearance was as sharp as
it had been during the cargo negotiations. "l don't assume you have violated those rules—" not redlly a
lie, so transparent were the words— "but if you have, you and your vessd will be expelled a once from
Windward."

"But | don't understand, ah, Port Warden," Levine blurted.

Sade understood. So did Navigator Riddle. The balding man was pressing his pamsfiercely against one
another while his eyesfocused on their trembling.

The medic muttered something cryptic to the autochthone which had accompanied him. That Trek made
aquick gesture with its hands—sign language. It bore the larynged scar dso, even though the speech
that would otherwise be possible would clearly help inits duties. Job requirements are not always
rationa requirements, and a creature which speaks may too easily be thought of as human.



The healthy Trek rolled itswheezing fellow belly-down on the shelf. The Trek's strain at the activity
suggested that the autochthones had less short-term strength than even human females of the same size.
Despite that, the medic did not help his assistant turn the injured creature. Theloca man wasinstead
pulling on a pair of disposable gloves. He bent forward as his Trek assistant spread the other
autochthone's buttocks.

Slade knew too little about Trek physiology to guess whether the opening displayed was acloacaor
something more specidized than that. The black skin of itslips was distended. The surrounding fur was
matted, though there was no sign of fluidsleaking asthey did from the creature's ears and nose.

"Wdl?' demanded Senior Patriarch Bledsoe.

The medic reached into hiskit. Instead of speaking, he gave his superior acurt nod. The medic'sface
was aqueasy contrast to the metallicly-calm expression of his Trek assistant.

Bledsoe's tongue touched dry lips. "Captain Levine," he said, "your crew will be ddlivered to you as
soon as humanly possible. Humanly! Y ou will lift off within five minutes of thelagt arrivd.” The officid's
eyeswere as merciless as the twin-barreled gun turret amed at the ship from outside.

"Senior Patriarch,” Slade interrupted, "well clean our own house. Y ou can waich if you like."

The tanker did not look a Riddle. The navigator stood in near catatonia by the bulkhead. Slade's words
rang about him with deadly earnestness. Slade was going to beat the bading navigator within aninch of
hislife, because nothing short of that could be expected to satisfy the Windward authorities. "And we
expect to pay agiff pendty over and above the cost of areplacement Trek. But—"

"Areyou mad?' Bledsoe demanded asif he and not the tanker were the man who had killed for a
busness. "Migter Sade, | will have them dag this ship down around me before | will consider placing
another Trek into thiscesspool!"”

The gloved medic put an injector behind the dying Trek's ear. The creature convulsed mightily. The
medic jumped back to avoid theflailing limbs. He dropped the empty injector on the shelf.

"Sir," said the tanker. His anger was obvious and as greet asthat of Bledsoe. "Wewon't leave because
wecan't leavethat fast in our present state of crewing. If that means blasting us where we stand, then
you might want to see how our powerplant'sbeen rigged.” That wasalie, but it would be the truth if
Sade had half an hour'sgrace. "If you'rewilling to dedl, though, well dedl with you on any termsthat
give usachanceto survive.

The medic and his assistant were aready leaving the cubicle. Riddle stared at the Trek. It ignored him.
The other autochthone was dead, though its extremities continued to dap the shelf and walls. The
injection had only speeded the process made inevitable when the Trek absorbed human proteins.

The Senior Patriarch swalowed, "All right," he said, Saring fiercely back at the tanker. "I'll send aboard
anavigationa unit with alink to the central computer. They'll set and lock your controls onto the nearest
inhabited world, that's Erlette. And if that isn't satisfactory, Mister Slade—then yes, wewill see what you
may have done to your powerplant. Good day!"

The Windward officid turned and bounced Captain Levine out of hisway. Bledsoe did not even seemto
notice the contact as he strode back toward the hatch.

"Sade, Sade, Captain,” Levine pleaded, "does he mean that Riddle—"

Asif hisnamewere atrigger, Riddle ran down the corridor. ™Y ou bastards!" he shouted. "Y ou bastards!



Y ou know they're human! You know they're human!”

Levine and the tanker tried smultaneoudy to jump after the navigator. The instant's delay they caused
each other permitted the balding man to reach the hatch before they could catch him.

Bledsoe had continued to walk toward the vehicle that had brought him to the ramp. The medic and his
assistant were aready seated and waiting. So were two other Treks. One was the driver.

The other crewed the pillar-mounted tribarrel.. The air cushion vehicle was not an ambulance but a
gun-truck.

Riddle caught Bledsoe by the deeve while the local officid was il haf-way from hisvehicle. Bledsoe
had ignored the navigator's previous taunts. Now he turned. Harsh light at an angle threw hisfaceinto a
sequence of cold ridgesand cold valleys.

Slade saw and understood the look in the Senior Patriarch's eyes. Captain Levine tried to squeeze past
to run to his crewman. The tanker'sarm encircled Levingswaist and immobilized the smaller man by
lifting his feet from the deck. Thiswas no timeto interfere. It would beliketrying to stop lavawith a
barrier of brushwood.

"Y ou're human!" Riddle screamed to the Trek at the automatic weapon. ™Y ou've got to free yoursalves,
kill the people who torture you! Kill them!”

The medic broke his stony reserve. He leaped from the truck seat with acry of rage. Bledsoe turned
as0. Hewastrying only to restrain the other Windward human, but Riddle reacted asif the motion were
achalenge. Riddiesfist clubbed the older, heavier man on the side of the neck. Bledsoe sscumbled to his
kneeswith agrunt.

The Trek gunner fired along burst into Riddle's body. The hot-griddie hiss of the shots was obscured by
the shattering disintegration of the navigator's chest. Then both ceased, discharge and impact. What
remained of Riddle dumped to the ground. Its left hand was extended asif in entresty.

Theiridium muzzles of thetribarrd glowed, and there was a glowing track in the ramp'sface wherea
bolt had struck because the thorax at which it was aimed had vaporized. Ozone and decomposition
products from the expended cartridges warred with the animal odors of burned flesh and voided wastes.

Slade released Captain Levine.

The gun's cyan flickering had frozen the medic in ahaf crouch from which he dowly relaxed. Senior
Patriarch Bledsoe got to hisfeet with the clumsiness of areanimated corpse. The right Sde of hisface
and uniform were freckled by the navigator's explosive deeth. " Five minutes after we deliver your last
man, Captain Levine," said Bledsoe.

He siwung himsealf aboard the truck. Asthe vehiclewhistled off toward the Operations Building, the
dimly-glowing muzzles of the tribarrel continued to track Slade and L evine in the hatchway.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

"He would really have blown up his ship," thought Elysium. "He would have killed everyone for
kilometers around. And they had a right to expel the vessal, the folk of Windward. Their culture
was threatened.”



"He saved the ship and saved hisfellows," Elysiumreplied. There was, there could be, neither
heat nor rancor in the exchange. It was more as if two currents met in the sea, swirling and
mingling. "He saved lives that would have been lost had he bluffed and been called onit.”

Then, with all the unity that so many minds could muster on any subject; "He does not bluff when
he threatens. When he offers slaughter, he means nothing short of it. . . ."

"The Trangt to Erlette was about as smooth as any 1'd made,” Slade was saying. "It was sure as smooth
asanything I'd madein GAC 59. That didn't kegp Captain Levine from being concerned, though. . . ."

"Thisisjust asking for disaster, Captain Slade," said Levine. "WEeIll comeout of Trandtinan
atmosphere! Or well wind up in, well never be able to figure outwhere, astired as my people are going
tobe"

"They tdl me," said Sade camly, "that everything's spot-on with no problems. And they seem pretty
relaxed, too, even if they have been pulling arotating double.”

"Oh, that'sfine, surely," said the spacer. Histones of angry sarcasm would not usually have been
directed against Slade. "Windward had aground unit the size of Friedand's,certainly it can preset us
across seventeen Trangt seconds. What is there on Erlette? Will we find the Transit crewmen we need
there? On a place nobody's ever heard of ?"

"Y ou know," said the tanker, "l did hear of Erlette. While | waswith the Sammers. But I'm hanged if |
remember why. Must've been abriefing, people we were operating with or against or some curst thing.
Hanged if | remember just what, though.”

A dozen of the bridge displayswinked and changed in asudden, organized fashion that meant nothing to
Slade. The crewman with the throat mike and earpiece turned to Levine. "Want | should request landing
clearance, Cgptain?'

"Yes, curseit, of course,” Levine said. He twisted and punched up aline of figures on hisown console.
"Before somethingwor se goeswrong." The Captain'slips pursed. "Though you know, that's not bad.
Maybe the old girl's settling in and the misalignments are cancelling out.”

Sade |ft the bridge as the spacers shifted into the critica minutiae of landing. He wore a puzzled
expression. "Wonder if | saved anything with my souvenirsin the hold?' the tanker mumbled to himsdif.
"Not even sure I'll be able to find the right box, of course. .. ."

* % %

Theair dill rocked with the echo of the thrusters. The landing Stewasin the flood plain of acreek. The
water's encroachment could presumably be controlled by the dam at the valley's head, but there was no
need of that now. The shallow water sprayed to either Side of the service vehicle crossing to reach the
garship.

The outlaws wererestive. Their partying on Windward had been recent enough that there was not the
need to let off steam that alonger Transit would have bred. Further, the party on Windward had ended
sharply—>brutaly, for those who had the bad judgment to try to resst theloca authorities. The men who
could not be chivvied back were carried aboard the ship. Seven of them were dead. Now the survivors
looked over the latest landfall in sullen frugtration. The disaster that svalowed their fellows on Mandaay
had left GAC 59 too weak to protest the treatment its complement earned.



Sade and Levine waited at the forward hatch. Bourgiby and Rooks, the two surviving members of the
Ship's Meeting, were with them. The port's visible defenses were of the bare-bones variety to be met
with on rura worlds: two powerguns on opposite sides of the valey. They were probably 15 cm,
probably old; certainly ableto open the ship like aration packet if they werefunctiona at dl. Erlette
would have been agood target for the origind fleet to raid—if there were anything hereto loot. The
planet appeared to have nothing to recommend it to GAC 59 aone, except that the inhabitants did not
seem to intend to dag the vessd.

Just yet, at least.

The service vehiclewasasmadl bus. It pulled up at the ramp. Partly-uniformed personne began jumping
out of the cab and rear door. A few of them wore coveralls, but most made do with a flash-breasted
jacket over nondescript civilian clothes. "Well, I'll be hanged,” said Rooks.

Therewas no need for him to amplify his statement. A femae driver/co-driver team was normal enough.
That some of the port officias greeting the new arrivals were female was no cause for surprise either.
However, there were about a dozen people in the service vehicle, and every one of them was awoman.

Thetrio which strode briskly toward the ship's command group wasled by alithe brunette. She was as
leggy as Slade, though a decimeter shorter in the torso. "Captain Levine?' she said to the tanker as she
approached.

Sade stepped back, thumbing toward Levine. The woman's extended hand shifted smoothly toward the
spacer, though her eyesretained aglint of awareness of the bigger man. "Captain Levine," she repeated
asthey shook hands. "I'm Delores Rodrigues. I'm Mayor here on Erlette. Thisis Deputy Brandt and
Deputy Moraes. | can't tel you how thankful we are. And | assure you, there's been no recurrence of
the disease in fifteen years. It's perfectly safe.”

"What?" said Rooks angrily.

Levines smiletook asickly cant. Ingtinct wiped on histrousers the hand that had just touched the
woman.

"Why yes," said Rodrigues, looking across the eyes of the startled men. Slade wastrying to place the
comment with what he had heard of Erlette, but that heading was il al blank. "The officidson
Windward gave usto bdievethat you were coming asa sort of, well, relief misson. Didn't they tell you?”

"Blood and martyrs!" Rooks snarled."Warn us, you mean, those bastards! What do you mean,
disease?' The outlaw had backed a step up the ramp. Bourgiby, hisfellow, was slent but as clearly
concerned.

"Ah, Mayor Rodrigues,” said Slade, "I'm not sure how much garbling there might have been in your
message from Windward." Message capsules were radio transmitters dung into on-stage Transt by a
ground unit. They had consderable margin for error. "But thisissmply afreighter with acargo of landing
thrusters and a need for some speciaized crew . . . that we hope you could help uswith.”

"Wdll, yes, but . . ." the Mayor said. She turned her head. The main hatches had been opened aso,
againg orders but inevitably. Outlaws and probably some of the ship's crew were beginning to exit
warily. Though their total number was not yet obvious, it was aready clear that they were greatly more
numerous than the complement of an ordinary freighter. "They said you had over two hundred men
aboard. Maes. And surely you have, don't you?' She waved toward the groups spreading from the
cargo hatches.



"Well, yes, but we're not specialists,” the tanker said. Slade had concedled his surprise when the others
froze a mention of disease. Via, hed been in hellholesin service. Though the Sammers excdlent Med
Section was no longer behind him, the big veteran's subconscious could not redlly believein danger from
microbes. Unreasoning confidence armored him against the unproductive fear that wracked the others.
"We're not, ah, medica specidists| mean," he added.

Deputy Mordeswas ashort, plump woman. Now she laughed briefly. "Via, migter," she said, "we don't
need doctors. Like Delores said, there hasn't been asign of the disease sinceit killed just about al the
men on Erlette fifteen years ago. What we need isalittle more variety for our sperm bank.”

M orales pointed—her hands were surprisingly ddlicate—toward awhite stone building. It wasaso
one-gtory, but it was more imposing than the others of the community. Beside the building was a cooling
plant, breathing a plume of vapor into the humid air. "And maybe some variety for us, too. What do you
say, mister?' She popped Levine in the ribs and gave him asmultaneous leer. Her expression seemed to
rock the Captain as much asthe physica contact.

Brandt, the third of the greeting team, was brunette like the leader, but smaller and with fox-sharp
features. "Weve summoned citizens who might want to participatein, ah, direct methods,” shesaid. Her
voice was prim. Brandt kept her eyes focused so that they did not make contact with the eyes of any of
the four men. "That isn't by any meansal the, ah, women on Erlette. In the time weve been done, weve
made certain adjustments, of course."

Moraes gave a coarse snicker and prodded Levine again.

Blushing but undeterred, the prim woman continued. ™Y ou and your crew will find an adequacy of
entertainment, however. In exchange, we will expect cooperation with our effortsto increase the
permanent gene pool." She too pointed toward the sperm bank. "Thereisno risk, of course. But we are
aware that some maesimport an emotiona significanceto what isonly amechanica act, the transfer of

Soarm.”

"Ah, Mayor," Sadesad. "Sirs—" That waswrong, wasn't it, hell and blast thisstuation. "Therés ill the
problem of our navigators. Our lack of them. Isthere any chance that you have qudified people that
might be hired on atemp—"

Rodriguestouched Sadesforearmto hdt him. "Migter ... ?"
"Sade" thetanker sad. "I'm—wall, it's complicated.”

"Mister Sade," the woman resumed, "there'sagreat deal about the future to be discussed. Right now,
there are organizationd detailsto be handled. Thisis—" sheturned up her pdmswith asmile—"an
embarrassment of richesfor us, incredibleriches. But I'll cal on you later thisevening, if you don't mind.
Well be done at my home, and we can work out anumber of things."

The prim brunette beside the Mayor made amoue.

The memory of Mayor Rodrigues smilelingered long after the trio of women had driven away.

* % %

"Y ou know, Captain Slade," said Snipes, the ship'stdl, bearded Adminigtrative Officer, "1 redly respect
you."

Sade put down the laser pencil. He had just completed soldering the final lead to apost on the
non-functioning commo unit. Slade's pdms were sweaty. It scared the bleeding cop out of him to work



with dectrical blasting caps. Even before they were inserted in the block of high explosive, they could
shatter your hands or your eyesif something went wrong. And the one poor bastard Slade remembered,
the fellow who had three capsin afront pocket of histrousers at the spaceport on Friedand. . . A
maintenance crew had switched on a Trangt generator for testing. The powerful field induced enough of
acurrent in the leads to detonate the blasting caps.

The screen on the upper wall of the shop was fed by one of the externa vision blocks. There was
nothing in particular to see. Erlette's port and capital were quiet except for light vehicular traffic in the
dusk.

"Theway you run these, these soldiers,”" Snipes continued. He was a good-szed man, one of those who
used the exercise machines more as amaiter of religion than of muscle tone. "But without getting, well,
hardened like most men in your position would be."

"Now, do you have some luggage that'll hold al this?' Slade asked. " A box might do if it had to, but I'd
like something that looked like it was a change of clothing without anybody asked. And not military.”

The crewman glanced at the assembly, phony eectronics and ten very red kilos of plastic explosive.
"Well," he said uncertainly, "therés my own leave bag. | guess you could borrow it."

"Might 17" said the tanker. "Fast?"

Snipes was back in less than a minute with the bag. It was anice one, self-adjusting to hold its contents
firmly but without crushing them. Slade began to pack it with care. First the gray, taped blocks of
explosive, then the guts of the commo unit. All of them were connected by |ooped wires and the blagting
caps buried in the mass of explosive.

"l cantell," said Snipes, "that you understand women, too." His mouth worked. "I swear, there was no
decent woman ever born but my mother. Lord rest her soul.”

"Oh, | don't know," said Slade. He was arranging the leads with great care. "'l was set to be married
once. Turned out she married my brother Tom.. . . but theway | wasthen, | wouldn't say Marilee was
indecent. Or even wrong."

"But it made you look at yourself, didn't it?" Snipes pressed. He reached out and touched the hand with
which Sade was shifting the charge. "Made you redlize there were things, that for you—for ared man
likeyou—awoman couldn't do aswell asaman.”

"Tdl thetruth, Johnsie," the tanker said, "it was more the Sammersthat did that.” Sade folded over the
top of the bag and watched it sedl itself into the smallest six-sided prism that would hold its present
contents. "In twenty years under Hammer, | met curst few women I'd trust to close my back ina
firefight. For killing, I'lltake aman any day."

He stood up. Snipes extended his arm to hold the fingersin contact, but the thought behind the Admin
Officer'seyeswas changing. "And that'sfair, | guess," Slade went on, "because for screwing, | don't
have adarned bit of usefor men."” He smiled. "Most other duties, I'm pretty well neutral .

"Wdl, whyare you sill on board, then?" Snipes demanded. "Y ou could be out there, having a, having an
orgy likethe rest of them. Couldn't you? Even Webb. "Come on Johnsie, it won't hurt. They'll be so
willing. It just makesme. . . ." Hetrailed off with agrimace.

Sade was studying the view screen, partly to avoid looking at his companion'sface. "Well," the tanker
sad, "l checked some of the old briefing cubes in the hold luggage you found for me. Didn't like what |



learned.” He shrugged. "Most everybody else had gone off aready, like you say. There wasn't any point
inraisng afussthen. So I—" He smiled again, tense with pre-battle nerves. The apparatus was
complete and he had nothing to occupy hismind but the future. "1 called my date and told her I'd need a
couple extrahoursto clear up some business. Which wastrue.”

Slade wiped hishands very carefully with a solvent towel from the dispenser on the bulkhead. The skin
of hishands prickled for amoment asit was cleaned. The skin of his neck and biceps continued to
prickle for reasons unconnected with the towd . " She ought to be—yeah. | think that might be Delores
right now."

Slade shook himself to loosen his muscles. "Take care, trooper,” he said. He wore a cape againgt the
chill and benegath the cape acivilian suit of brilliant Sk from T'ien. The only military touch was a heavy
belt on which acommo unit balanced the weight of adung wallet.

On the screen, Delores got out of the same small bus she had arrived in earlier. Thistime she was done
inthe vehicle. Thetal woman began walking toward the vision block over the bridge hatch, growing on
the screen. The garment she wore covered but did not hide her breasts, even in the screen'sblurred
image.

"Hold thefort till I get back,” the tanker called over his shoulder. As his boots echoed down the
corridor, Snipes heard him add, "Won't say I'm not used to the work, but it's a curst strange context.”

Mayor Rodrigues house was alow dome sunk ameter deep in the soil. The skylights, now shuttered,
would not open without noise. There was no door except for the one which the woman now opened
onto aflight of steps.

"Ah, you don't have a, aroomate?' Slade asked huskily.

Thetdl brunette smiled. "Not tonight,” she said. "Not unless you want one." Rodrigues stepped to the
tanker. She swept his cape clear with her arms before she squeezed as much of her length against him as
their position made possible. Sade shifted awkwardly at the wornan's weight and strength. He returned
the hungry kissand fdt hisgroin return it also, despite histension.

"Come, dearest," Delores said. She broke away to lead Slade down the short flight of stairs. Her fingers
felt warm and moist on his. Y ou don't know how long I've wanted this."

Slade paused to lock the door. A twist of the handle set bolts in both transom and threshold.

"Somethings| don't like disturbed,” he muttered, nervous and seemingly embarrassed. His luggage was
in the bus outside. Sade had not wanted to call attention to the case by bringing it indde at once.

The room they stood in was the whole front haf of the circular dwelling. There was atable and avariety
of cushioned benchesfor seeting. The floor was of rush mats, fresh and green-smelling. Inthewall
bisecting the interior were three doors. Two of them were gjar. Slade could see the corner of alow bed
in the center room. The room to theleft had atiled interior, surely a bathroom though the fixtures were of
unfamiliar style. The third door would lead to the kitchen, closed off for no reason other than its
ingppropriateness to the intended activity.

Probably.

Deoreswasin Sade'sarms again. Hisleft hand flicked the brooch holding his cape. The fabric dithered
away from his shoulders. The tanker's belt gear pressed against the woman's thrusting belly. She backed



off, panting, and reached for the belt hook.

Sade caught her fingerswith one hand. "Just asecond, darling,” he muttered. His free hand tucked
down theindigenous lace of her blouse so that he could kiss one broad, dark nipple. "Just asecond,” he
repested as he straightened. He walked quickly to the right-hand door. One hand reached into hissung
wallet.

"The bathroom's the other way," Delores said. She did not sound concerned, only out of breath. She
was reaching behind her for the blouse fasteners.

Slade opened the door, onto the empty kitchen as he had expected. "Oh, to hdll with that anyway," he
said as he strode back to the woman. It was not particularly necessary that his movements make sense;
only that they be seen as non-threatening to awoman in the Mayor's present circumstances. "Here," the
tanker said as Dolores nuzzled histhroat, "let me hel p with the blouse.”

Sheturned willingly. Aswillingly, she extended her hands behind her. She gave athroaty chuckle as
Slade guided the handsto hisgroin, and she did not first redlize when the tanker taped her wriststhat the
program had changed abruptly.

"Dearest?’ the woman said in puzzlement as she turned back to Sade. "If you like this, we can, of
course. .. anything. But | hoped first ... ?"

"Here, love," Sade said. Helifted the tall woman onto abench. She till did not object, though shewas
frowning. "Just for amoment,” he added as he taped her ankle to oneleg of the bench. It was solid
wood, fifteen or twenty kilos; heavy enough to keep Rodrigues from jumping quickly to ahidden
weapon or communications device.

The tanker was breathing hard. His body had told no more liesthan hisvictim'sbody had. "Via" he said.
"Via" Hedrew the pistal from hiswallet and held the smal weapon loosein hishand. "Don't pull againgt
that," Slade went on with anod toward the obvious strain of the woman against her wrists behind her.
"It'sfreight tape. Y ou can cut it, and acohol'll release the adhesive clean. But you couldn't pull it apart
with tractors. The loops are tight enough that it won't help you to tear your skin loose.”

"Butwhy?" Delores said. She did not struggle for the moment, but her body was tensed for alast
hysterical burst before expected death convulsed her. "Donald, almost anything. . . . If not me, then
somebody on Erlette will—want whatever you want. Willingly."

Sade sat down on another bench, facing his captive. "1 was on Sphakteria,” he said. "Were you?'

Rodrigues shook her head without comprehension of either the words or what was happening to her.
Her blouse hung free of one of the breastsit had not hidden very well to begin with.

"l was, the Sammerswere," the tanker went on. "Both sides pretty well financed. We got abook from
Centra on adozen or SO merc units operating againgt us."

Delores eyes began to widen. She tensed till further.

"Youwon't be hurt,"” Sade said sharply. In his camer voice of moments before, he continued, "But
you're right, there was acompany of scouting speciaistsfrom Erlette. All women and ready to prove
they had more balls than any man they were going to run into." Slade shrugged. " The background,
though. . . . All the men on Erlette had died, not afew years before from a sex-linked plague, but
thirty-odd years back even then. And they'd been killed by the women."

"Don, none of that'strue!” The Mayor gasped. "At least, | mean about the men here on—"



"Can it,honey," Sade said. "I'm not going to hurt you, you hear?' He glared at the woman until she
subsided. "It was true ten, twelve years ago when | heard it, and it's true now. Word was, no men were
alowed to live on Erlette snce that—incident. There was a sperm bank and normal reproduction to
keep up the population at aviablelevd. . . . but male offspring got deep-sixed at birth.”

The tanker shrugged again. "That's your business" he said. "I don't interfere. But | didn't much likethe
notion that the same thing happened to visiting spacers—after they'd contributed to the gene pool
directly and through the sperm bank.”

"Donad," the Mayor whispered, "that'sal the most viciouslies. Y ou and your men aren't in any danger, |
swear it."

Sade nodded. "Then there won't be any trouble," he said. "All | want isfor al the—adlmy men—to be
sent back to the ship unharmed. And well leave. Anybody in the Sperm Bank tonight?”

Delores face hardened. "Why?'

"Becauseit's solider than thisplace,” Slade said, "and because | figureit'stoo important—" Theglintin
the woman's eyes agreed with his assumption even before he finished ating it. "—for any of your, ah,
friendsto try and be heroes around it. They might risk you, but if somebody puts abatch of holes
through that place, your whole society goes down the tubes. Right?*

"Therésno onethere" the woman said. Her pause had stretched dangeroudy long. Y ou're completely
wrong, Mister Slade . . . but | suppose we can humor you if you want no more than you say. I'm sorry
that things had to work out thisway."

"Oh, lady," said the tanker wearily. "1 couldn't agree with you more." He snicked the short, keen blade
of hiswork knife out of its nest between the scales. "Only thing is, I'd like even lessfor things to work
out the way you and your friends planned.”

With a single motion Slade cut the tape holding Mayor Rodrigues anklesto the bench. Cradling her in
hisleft arm, and using her body to shield the pistol from possible watchers, Sade waked out of the
house,

Traffic was sparse. Sade was still concerned that the lights of another vehicle would show that he was
driving the bus. The dternative risk was to tape Delores to the driver's seat and free her handsto drive.
Slade was not silly enough to do that. The pistol he carried was a deadly wespon, but the busin hogtile
hands was yet more dangerous.

There were no incidents on the way. The Sperm Bank was quiet on their arriva, save for the whine of its
cooling plant. "I hope," said Siade to the woman beside him, "that you've got the key to thisplace. | can
driveinto the door acouple times—" He patted the control column. The fanswere spinning at idlewhile
the buswaited in front of the squat, stone building. "But that's likely to cause coolant leaksin your
refrigeration system.”

"The door has akey-pad lock," Delores said sullenly. "We can get in." Whether she would have said the
same without the threet was uncertain.

Slade worked the punched combination as directed while the bus continued to purr. Therewasno darm
asthe door opened. By now, an alarm would have done as much good as harm anyway.

Thetanker dipped his pistol back in the pouch in order to lift Mayor Rodrigues with hisleft hand and the
borrowed luggage with hisright. As expected, theinitiad room was alobby with a desk and more



padded benches against the walls. The corridor beyond led to alaboratory and a series of cubicles
where, presumably, the sperm could be implanted. Most of the hardware was ceramic rather than of
meta or synthetics.

Therear haf of the building was arank of refrigerated, multi-drawer files. The air held asharp trace of
ammonia. On astanchion in the center of the room was avoice communications unit. "Can you talk to
your friends on that?' Slade asked. He turned so that the woman he held could see the phone.

"Yes." The syllable was more guarded, now, than angry. The Mayor had had time to consider the risk of
her community that amadmanhere posed.

Slade taped the woman's | eft ankle to the stanchion. Then he cut free her wrigts. "1 want you to art
caling people,” the tanker said as he stepped back. "And first, | want you to tell them exactly what you
see here”

With the care the apparatus deserved, Slade opened the case and tilted it so that Delores could see
clearly what wasingde. The Mayor was no demolitions expert, but the threat was utterly clear from
context. Her gasp was proof enough of that.

"And | want you to tdll them,” the tanker went on as he did his own commo unit from hisbelt shesth and
keyedit, "that if | let up on thisswitch—" he pointed to the key his|eft thumb depressed—"thesignd
triggersthe bomb." Hisindex finger tilted down toward the case. "Ten kilos of Cylobar. If that doesn't
ring abell, tdl them its propagation rate is ten kays per second.”

The tanker sat down againgt thewall. He moved carefully, so that his thumb did not dip and he did not
lose eye contact with the horrified woman. "When you've got their atention that way," Slade concluded,
"then well move onto my indructions.”

He smiled, and hisface was more threatening than the way he gestured with the commo unit he held.

* % %

Sade!" blurted Captain Levine asfemale guards ran him into the refrigeration room a gunpoint.

"Dear heaven, I'd prayed they wouldn't have gotten you, youknow about these—but why's she tied?
The Mayor?'

Half adozen more of GAC 59's crew stumbled down the corridor. They were logy with the treatment
they had received, but their condition seemed to be acceptable. The pair of guards fanned to either sde
of the doorway. Deputy Brandt followed the spacers with a bell-snouted weapon of her own. She
trained the gun on the center of Sade's chest.

Slade remained seated. The gun muzzle looked no more angry and threatening than did the Deputy's
eyes.

The tanker nodded to her. "Levine" he said calmly, "you're going back to the ship right now. The mercs
are being delivered there dready." The tanker raised an eyebrow toward Brandt, who nodded curtly.
"You'l program the ship to Trangt from ground—"

"l can't set acourse done,” Levine brokein. "And aground Transt, the gravity well could kick us
seconds, minutes off course.”

"I'd rather belogt by five Trangt minutes" said the tanker dryly, "than belifting off on thrusterswhen the
Deputy here decides we're out of range for my handset.”



Brandt's gun trembled.

Levine looked warily from Sade to the weapon. Then he trotted back down the corridor, toward the
vehicle that had brought him. One of the power room crew started to follow.

"Hold it," said Sladein avoice that made gun muzzlestwitch.
The crewman turned to Slade. "But why do we got to stay here?' he whined.

"Because," said the tanker, "I know Captain Levinewon't take off with no crew. And I'm not quite so
certain that you al would be careful to wait for me to board.”

More guards and another group of crewmen clattered into the building. Slade looked at Deputy Brandt,
who had been surreptitioudy eyeing the open case. "Take agood look," the tanker said calmly.

The sharp-festured woman glared at him. Her front teeth nibbled her lips. "I need to talk to Delores,”
she said abruptly. Brandt took a stride toward the bound Mayor.

"Hold it!" Slade repeated, even more sharply than before. The Deputy turned. She pointed her weapon.
Everyonein the room tensed. " ou can talk with her," Siade continued, "but you do it doud so | can

"All right,mister!" the Deputy rasped. "I was going to tell Deloresthereld been afew adverse drug
reactions. What do you think ofthat?"

"Cde—" said the woman strapped to the stanchion.

"| think you'd better have the bodies brought to the ship,” replied the tanker in an even voice. "Nobody
days”

"Why?" Brandt demanded shrilly. "Bother you that wed roll them in with sheep-cop and use them for
fertilizer? That's al they're bloody good for! All they ever were."

Slade got up dowly. Hisface was placid, though hisjaw muscles bunched momentarily. The tanker held
his commo unit at his side as he walked toward Brandt. The Deputy took one step back. She locked her
left hand on the fore-end of her pointed weapon. No one in the room seemed to bregthe.

"That for red?' Sade asked gently. "Or isit atoy?' He stepped forward. The bell muzzle bumped his
chest. Another step. The woman tried to brace hersdlf, but the tanker's size and strength thrust her back.

"Cedéel" screamed Mayor Rodrigues.

With acry of fury, the Deputy dashed her gun down to point at the floor. Slade dapped her, knocking
the woman down with his open hand and dl his strength behind it.

One of the guards dmost fired at the gun-shot crack and Brandt crumpling sideways. Discipline held.
Thefinger lifted trembling from the trigger.

"Now," said Sade to the dazed Brandt, "1 think you and your guns had best get out of here. I'll wait to
hear from Captain Levine—" he nodded toward the phone— "that the ship's ready and the men are
aboard. Understood?!

He looked around the room at the women and at the crewmen edging back from the violence.

No onein the building would meet Slade's eyes, but they al understood.



"Touch her," said Slade to the crewman who reached for Delores lacy blouse, "and well lift short one
man more." The tanker did not bother to draw the pistol from hiswallet.

"Wadl, | don't see—" the crewman began as he snatched his hand away.
The phone on the stanchion purred its summons.

The Mayor jumped as her concentration on other things broke. Before she could recover, Slade had
stepped to the ingtrument and switched it live. "Sperm Bank," he said." Sade spesking." Thetal woman
strapped to the post was awarmth and odor.

"Sade, they want meto tell you that everybody's back at the ship,” said Levine. "Except me, they
wouldn't tring aline, so I'm across the creek at this curstphone.”

"Well, isit true?" the tanker demanded.” Are al the landmen back aboard?' Slade had great experience
in projecting afacade of tank-like solidity. Aswith tanks, hisinterior was complex and had away of
displaying frugtration a awkward times.

"Yes, yes," sad Levine, "but—" and the words tumbled out through the background hiss—" Slade,
therés deven of themdead, corpses!”

"Do you know away to bring the dead back to life, Captain Levine?' the tanker asked. He directed a
bitter grimace a Dclores Rodrigues. The captive woman had shrunk back when the phone spoke of the
deaths her plan had caused.

"Of course not!" snapped Levine. "What do you mean?

"l don't know away either,” Sladereplied, "so let's not worry about that. Get back aboard, and be
ready to Trandt the instant the hatch closes behind me." The tanker waited a moment longer, but the
phone popped with the sound of Levine switching off without further comment.

"Timeto leave, boys," Sade said to the men and the woman who had stared at him throughout the
conversation. "Let's see what kind of transport they've got for us." He waved the crewmen down the
corridor ahead of him.

Asthe men obeyed, Slade reached down and poised his knife over the strap holding Deloresto the
ganchion.

"Don't run," he said to the woman softly. "It'll be your lifeif you do, and I'd sooner avoid that.”

He cut across the band of tape and stood, looping hisleft arm through Delores asif they accompanied
one another formaly. She stared down at the tanker's left hand and his thumb on the switch.

Slade was amiling as she met hiseyes. Deloresraised her chin proudly. "Let's go, then, Mister Sade,"
shesad.

The building'sinterior had been so isolated that the drizzle outdoors was a surprise to Slade. The guards
whose hooded ponchos covered their gunswere no surprise at al. The crewmen were aready being
loaded on asmdll buslike the one Sade had driven the night before.

Deputy Brandt stared &t the tanker. Only her eyes moved in aface that shone white on one side, swollen
red on the other.



"Wait," Slade said as his consort started to walk toward the bus. He shut the door of the Sperm Bank
with ametallic crash. "Doesit lock?" he asked and tried the door again before anyone could make a
pointless reply to his question. The door was |locked.

"Careful,” Sade added, ill holding Rodrigues as he dipped his pistol out of the wallet with hisfree hand.
"What—" called Deputy Brandt behind him. Siade had areadly fired.

The pistol was one he had chosen as being smaller and more concedl able than an ordinary service
wegpon. It spat alight charge through a5 mm bore. The sound it made was more unpleasant than
threatening, like the squawk of a stepped-on kitten. Meta splashed from the key-pad of thelock. Three
more shots, sparksin the raindrops, followed to crater the pad's surface into usel essness.

Sade turned. He held the pistol muzzle-up because he could not return it to the walet until the barrel had
cooled. "There" he said to Deputy Brandt. "Y ou can cut through that easily enough . . . but | don't think
you're going to be inside the building before were the Hell off your planet—unlessyou'rewilling to blast.
Y our choice, madam.”

Brandt spat at the tanker's feet.

"All right, Mayor Rodrigues,” Slade said to thewoman at hisside. Y ou'll be released at the ship. Right
now, |'d as soon you rode with us. Just in case.”

Asthe bus drove off, Slade could hear the harsh timbre of Deputy Brandt's voice. The guards around
her were scurrying for hand tools with which they could bresk into the Bank—without risking its
contents.

The driver brought her busto alurching halt well short of the ramp. Redlizing thet, shelifted the vehicle
againinablast of dust and gravel, hopping twenty meters closer.

"Nowmove !" Slade snarled to the crewmen as the bus door tonged open. There were a dozen women
near the ship, but only one or two of them carried weapons openly. The men obeyed with aacrity
handicapped by the narrow aide.

"Fed like coming along yoursdf?' Sade added to Mayor Rodriguesin an undertone.

"Do you think you're that good, Mister Slade?' the Mayor answered. "Y ou're not, you know." She
swalowed angrily, asif she expected the big man to hit her.

"Guesswell never know," Slade said mildly as he stepped to the door behind the other men. "You're
probably making agood decison anyway."

The tanker did not look back as he pounded up the ramp to the bridge hatch. He held the commo unit
highin hisleft hand. The women watched the crew scuttle aboard with only the interest an event brings,
not a catastrophe. How many times had they used up and discarded the crew of afreighter? Y ou could
hate cultures, but that didn't help you any. . . . Evil wasn't the affair of aprofessona soldier.

By the Lord, though, it was the business of Don Sade.

The ramp was dready lifting to close the hatch as the tanker threw himself aboard. "Go! Go! Go!" he
bellowed down the corridor. The hatch sedled with a Sgh and a shock that reflection said was Transit
but clutching fear had identified as gunfire. GAC 59 was clear of Erlette; the Lord knew where, but clear.



There was chaos on the bridge. " Stationg!" the tanker shouted as he bulled hisway through smaller men.
"Firgt shift to Trangt sations, everybody esethe hell out of the operations areal™ He had briefed themin
the Sperm Bank. There was no time now for yammering indiscipline.

Crewmen scurried to their duty stations or out into the corridor again. That left Sade on the bridge with
Levine, Snipes, and one of the Meeting members—Rooks. Slade wondered if Rooks' partner,
Bourgiby, had been an overdose fatdity on Erlette. The tanker seated himsalf on the anaog tub which
had become his usud spot. Helooked at the commo unit which he ill held. Sighing, hereplaceditinits
belt sheath.

"Y ou shouldve taken your finger off just before welifted,” Levine said savagely.

"Wouldn't have changed athing,” said Slade. He rubbed his eyes. He had gotten no deep for over thirty
hours. "I'd cut the power lead to thisthing," he said, tapping the unit without looking down, *so they
wouldn't get ablip if my thumb dipped. That'd tell them it was afake."

"A fake?' Rooks repeated. "Y ou didn't really have abomb like you said?”

Slade stood up angrily. "Look," he said, "I'm atank officer, not atechnician. Sure, | suppose you could
rig abomb and acommand detonator out of even the gear available on thistub. Butl couldnt, notina
couple of hours. Vial | put something together that looked real to me. And | prayed to the Lord that our
friends down there—" he gestured toward a bulkhead. Only context could indicate that he meant the
Erlette authorities—"couldn't prove it wasn't real except by daring meto fireit." Sade smiled past his
restlessirritation. "Things couldve gotten interesting if they'd pushed.”

"l wasjust about to stick it in," said Rooks. His voice built by stagesfrom reflection to anger. " She
patted me on the back of the neck and | thought “The bitch ought to trim her nails." And then | couldn't
fed anything where she nicked me. Then my whole body. Couple hoursago | come around, my neck
hurts and my butt hurts where they'd jabbed me again. And they load forty of usin atruck like
cordwood, gill half zonked and bare-ass naked. | wish you'd blown up every bloody one of the bitches!"

Levine and Snipes were nodding, perhaps for different reasons. Slade said, "It's not the people, it'stheir
culture. And that's something their grandmotherslocked them into. Ever been on Eutyche?’

Blank looks greeted the question. The tanker shrugged and continued. "They lock women up there.
From birth. When she's sold into marriage, the father and brothers carry the girl to the husband under
guard. Let your daughter run on the street and shelll be stoned to death by your neighbors before they
burn your house down over you. It's not people there, and it's not people here on Erlette. It'sjust the

way peoplelive”

"Wadll, that may be, Captain Sade," said Levine. He was showing alittle more backbone than his
previous norm. "Buit it's a problem that has to be solved, this culture. And the only way | seeto solveit
was as Migter Rooks says. Blow them al up.”

"There's some might say the same about other things; like this ship, hey?' Sade gibed. Herang his
knuckles off aconsole for emphasis. "1an't true, though. Not about Erlette, anyhow.”

Sade struck agtance in the middle of the deck with hisleft fist raised. He extended the index finger.
"They don't need men, because they've got the Sperm Bank.” He extended the middle finger with the
figt. "There's enough traffic here to keegp the gene pool fluid and it ssemsto scratch any itchesfor
something beyond lips and prosthetics that may arise among the citizens.”



Sade'sring finger flipped up aso. " So mae infants go for the chop. Nobody could hide their baby boy
through puberty . . . and even then, it'd just be something to hunt for officidswho get into that sort of
thing. Y ou've got a society maintained by people like Deputy Brandt.”

"So blow it bloody up!" snapped Rooks.

Sade smiled. "No," he said, "blow up the bloody Sperm Bank." He folded hisfingers back into afidt.
"Then they've got to coddle every maethey've got, infants or immigrants. Or else their whole world goes
down the tubes when the population drops below aviable leve. Like alot of places did where there was
too small a settlement to begin with. Like Stagira, | suspect. That'sall it would take.”

"Thenitis too bad your bomb wasn't red,”" Snipes said. It was hard to tell if his sourness resulted from
the fact that a gynocratic society had not been smashed, or if the tone belonged to hisinteraction with
Sadeealier.

The tanker laughed as he seated himself again on the andog device. "Via," he said, "the bomb wasred
enough. It wasthe controls| had to fake."

The other three men stiffened. "The Cylobar was just asred aswhat we blew clear of Stagirawith,”
Sade explained. " So were the blasting caps. Just how redl, | guess they learned on Erlette when we
jumped and the Trangt fields generated a current in the leads.”

Sadeslips amiled like adog worrying flesh. "And | only hope Deputy Brandt and her crew had gotten
into the building by that time."

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

"He smashed the culture for spite,” thought Elysium. "Not because he believed the replacement
would be better."

"It will be better," the other current noted. Extrapolations flickering through the group
consciousness supported that view.

"But all that mattered to him was bringing down the structure around the ears of those who had
threatened him," pressed the flow that was too rigorous to be hostile, too chilling not to be
negative.

"What he did," closed the other current, "benefitted individuals and Mankind. If he acted from
instinct rather than belief, so much the better for him. . . and for his universe, which is our
universeaswell ... ."

* % %

"When it's somebody else's specidty,” Don Sade was saying, "and they've pulled it out every time
despite the disaster they're predicting, then it's easy to discount what they say the next time. It happens—
I'm told it happens—in military settings, too."

Those whoknew aswell as heard Sade were flashed a glass-edged vision: the doorway of a command
post, three men in gray uniforms pistol-shot on the ground and the neck of the fourth being
broken by Sade's bloody hands.



"They dwaysthink you can hold it if you've held before" Slade muttered. "They tdl me.”

The big man cleared histhroat. "So it shouldn't have been a shock when we popped out of Trangit only
akay abovethe ground thenext time. . ."

The buzzer went off. All the instrument consoles were bathed in red lights. Such warnings were
unnecessary, because only the dead could doubt there was an emergency when the starship flipped on
itsback in agravity well.

Slade was on the bridge as usud during maneuvering. He was not strapped in. GAC 59 had no facilities
to immobilize as many men asthe ship now carried. Besides, the hot LZs on which the tanker was
trained had no time for such frills.

Sade'slegs shot up because hisarms hugged the curve of the andog tub ingtinctively. Then Levine
righted the ship in acorkscrew motion through a massive forward thrust. Asaresult, GAC 59 was
moving a over ahundred kph when it plowed through the trees and into afield. Things began happening
inahurry. Slade probably lost his grip before the display unit shredded its clamps and flew into a
console. By then the question was academic, even to Sade himsdlf.

The srens of the emergency vehicles merged in Slade's mind with the screams. Some of the screams
werehisown. . ..

"Because," Sade said, and the speskers amplified hisvoice so that it could be heard by al the hundred
and three other survivors, "the authorities here think they're being exceptiondly nicein not standing us
againg awall and shooting us every one."

The tanker nodded toward the double doors of the hall. Many of the mercenaries turned to look also,
though they all knew what they would see there. The detachment of Rusatan police wore negt, white
uniforms. Some of them seemed unfamiliar with the submachine gunsthey had been issued for this detail.
Those were the only gunsin the room, however, and they were gripped the tighter when the local men
felt the mercenarieslooking at them.

"So," Slade continued from the dai's, "staying here on Rusataisn't an option. Unless you figure to Say the
way the folkswill who weretoo late for the medics.”

Men looked a one another, at themsalves. The Rusatans had given the crash victims excellent medical
treatment, but reconstruction had stopped with grafts of synthetic skin. Prosthetics, the locals had noted
bluntly, were the business of the mercenaries themsdves. The salvage value of GAC 59 would not cover
the cost of necessary treatment—and the necessary shipment of the survivors off aworld their presence
would disrupt.

"It'snotfair!" muttered Captain Levine. He sat beside Slade on the dais. " She wasmy ship. | ought at
least to have had al she brought for scrap.”

"That wasn't an option either, my friend,” said the tanker in alow, dangerous voice. Slade cut on the
amplifier again and continued, " So we have the choice of leaving on ether of the shipsin port right now.
That'sahuman tramp out of Barmaki; and an Alayan ship."

"Those're the ones that 1ook like bloody lightwands?' somebody demanded from the audience.



"The Alayans have exaskeletons, yes," Slade replied. Heraised hisvoice so that it would ride over the
disgust. "They have eight limbs, and they speak to humans through vocalizers. They also—" hisvoice
went up afurther notch; he rose to focus attention—"have extremdy well-found ships, athough they
don't operate on the same principles that ours do. Captain Levineis going to talk to you now about the
other choice."

Slade sat down. Levine glanced at the gathered men, then looked at hisboots again. "It won't—" he
began. Slade reached across the spacer and flicked the mike on his epaulette to "ON.' "I've been over
the ship," Levine resumed. "They want us bad, so they're making a price to Rusata. Doesn't do cop for
us..."

Helooked up. In astronger voice, Levine continued. "It won't get us there. Not one more landing, not
two or I'm the Messiah. They want us because they're worse-crewed than we were, and their captain
thinks he can make Barmaki with me and what's | eft of my people.” Levine nodded. Three or four of the
audience nodded back, the remnant of GAC 59's crew.

"But they can't,” Levine said. He stood up as Sade had done, but without the tanker's deliberation.
Levine's hands washed each other unnoticed. "1 don't know how they got here. One of their generators
has kicked out three times, and it's heaven's own providence they weren't actuallyin Trangt when it
happened. Their captain hoped | could help fix it. Youcan't fix agenerator except to pull out the boards
and replace them. They're trying to use jumpersto the other generators, heaven blast meif | liel”

Captain Levine paused, then sat down abruptly. In alowered voice he closed, "I—I don't want the bugs
ether. But well dl dieif we ship with the Barmacids. I'm sure of it."

"The Alayans offer passage for asfar dong their route asthe individua wants," Slade said over the
worried murmur. "They won't dter their course, but they'll disembark passengers at any point. So long
asthe ground authoritiesare willing. They say that eighty to ninety percent of the worldsthey touch are
human, and—"

"And that's cop!" roared someone from the audience.

"All right, maybeit ig" Slade shouted back with the support of the amplifier. "But we know theydo land
on human worlds or they wouldn't be here, would they?"

Breathing hard, but in amore reasonable voice, the tanker went on. "People, thisis no time to wedge
our heads. We can take passage to someplace livable with the Alayans—or we can jump straight to Hell
with the Barmacids. If anybody's that determined to die, there's people right here can probably oblige
him." Slade waved again at the police.

The tanker had risen to ahdf crouch during hisburst of anger. Now he settled himsdlf again in his chair
asthe audience buzzed. "Oh," Sade added, "there's one other thing. Some of you may have the notion
that going off in ahuman ship might leave the way open to—opportunities. Other than settling
someplace." He nodded toward the police detachment, thistime to explain why he had chosen a
euphemism instead of saying piracy. "No gunsleave here with us. Everything aboard GAC 59 except
your asses and mine became government property when we crashed. If you don't like the word
salvaged, you can say confiscated. It won't bother the locals ascrap, and it'show things are.”

The buzzing lowered despondently.

"Now," Sade concluded, "you were each issued a ballot and a stylus when they marched you in. Theré€'s
abox for your votesright here." He pointed to the foot of the dais. "We all go the way the mgjority
decides. You mark A for Alayans, B for Barmacids. Y ou drop it in the box. And if you want to live, you



mark an A"

Levine shut off hismicrophone. Asthe hdl rustled with men marking ballots, the spacer whispered, "1
wonder what they'd vote if they knew the Alayan ship drives people crazy?

Sade shut off hismikeaswdl. " A chance of going crazy's better than near certainty of being lost in
Trangit," he whispered back. " So they'd for sure vote the same way they're going to now."

Thefirg of the castaways were shuffling toward the box, clutching their balots.

"Just as sure as I'm doing the counting,” Don Slade concluded in avoice that did not move hislips.

The screams were attenuated by the hundred meters of corridor between Slade and their source. They
weredtill easily loud enough to identify. Thetanker was off his mattress and running for the sound even
before his conscious mind was aware of the occurrence it had dreaded.

The Alayan starship was an assemblage of globesjoined by tubes. The ship appeared to have as much
and aslittle geometric certainty as aspider'sweb. That is, the basic form was certain, but the location of
any single dement within the whole might well have been random.

There was no way the ship itself could land or take off in agravity well. Two of the globes carried
lightersfor ferrying cargo and passengersto the vessdl in orbit. It had concerned Slade to redlize that the
lighterswere of human manufacture though none of the vessdl's other apparatus was. The Situation
suggested absurdly that the Alayans had not touched down on planets before their scattered vessal's
encountered humans some centuries before.

The survivors of GAC 59 were in three connected globes. The decks and fittings within were of plastic
with evident mold marks. The globes themselves, like the tubular corridors which joined them, seemed
chitinoudy naturd.

Now men were running toward Slade down the corridor asif the screams were whips behind them. The
fugitives were an incident of passage to the big tanker, an impediment through which he trampled as he
would have adeet sorm.

There were no artificia wegponsin the human sections of the ship. The Alayans had segregated even the
dight persond effects the Rusatans had let the survivors take on board. Men played ball with wadded
sheets and played checkers with scraps of fabric on aboard scribed on the deck with fingernails. It was
boring as Hell, but it should have been safe.

Stoudemeyer legped from hisvictim, Captain Levine. Levine wasthe third, judging from the wrack in the
blood-splattered room. The pearly glow from the ceiling glistened on Stoudemeyer's face. The man from
Telemark now looked abestid caricature of aman. Someone had clawed out Stoudemeyer's left eye so
that it hung down his cheek by the nerve. Most of the blood on hisface and bare chest had come from
thethroats of hisvictims, however—Iike Levine, now in spraying convulsions benegth hiskiller.

Slade snatched the blanket from an abandoned bunk. "Easy now, sol—" he began.
Stoudemeyer grinned wider and launched himself at the tanker.

The blanket had been extended for amakeshift net. Sade was wholly confident in his strength. He
planned to wrap the madman in the fabric and hold him without further injury until more help dribbled
back to view the excitement. Stoudemeyer's furious attack was no surprise, but the madman's strength



was. Despite a conscious awareness of hysterical strength, Don Slade had met very few men who could
overpower him under any circumstances.

Asthe short, pudgy Stoudemeyer proceeded to do.

The madman's clawed hands swept the blanket down. Slade caught Stoudemeyer's wrists and held him,
but the blanket tangled both their legs. They staggered sdeways and fell asapair, Stoudemeyer on top.
His face was marked with streaks and bubbles of blood. He glared at Slade with his good eye while the
other bobbled on his cheek.

Sade shouted. He thrust upward against Stoudemeyer'swristswith al his strength. The madman giggled
and continued to force his claws down toward hisvictim. Stoudemeyer's bloody gape was lowering
toward Slade'sthroat inexorably.

Black with snarling madness himsdlf, the tanker bit at Stoudemeyer's scalp. It wasthe only part of the
shorter man Slade could reach with histeeth. They gouged hair and blood vessals aside before they
skidded on bone. It was a usdless attempt; but to Sade it was better than shouting for help that would
not come.

Something bathed him in cold light.

Slade had been wounded before. He had even been I eft for dead on afield with hundreds of bomb
fragmentsin hisbody. His flesh had chilled then and his mind had withdrawn to asingle hot spark
throbbing like an overloaded transformer.

He had never before beenice dl over, though with full command of his senses. Sade could fed the
tickling strands of Stoudemeyer's hair againgt the roof of his mouth. He could aso fed the edge of the
madman'sincisors, againgt the pulse of the tanker's throat and just short of dashing throughiit.

The membersthat lifted Stoudemeyer gently away were blue and they were not hands. Slade could no
longer control hisfield of vison. In and out of it drifted severd Alayans. There wereflickersof light at
the violet end of the human range. It could have been cross-talk among the diens. . . or synapses
suttering in Slade's own brain.

Sucker-tipped tendrilslifted the tanker upright. Something swabbed at the pesk of his breastbone. The
touch was cold momentarily asdl things were cold. Then natura warmth and control flooded back
through Slade's body.

"Weregret," purred the vocalizer of one of the three Alayans, "that we struck you aso, Mr. Sade.” The
Alayan waggled the device he held in one of his upper limbs. The object looked like petrified sea-foam,
but it was not difficult to connect it with the stunning chill that had ended the fight. "We could not be sure
in the haste of the moment which of you was the atacker.”

"Umm," Slade said. He spat to clear his mouth, then rubbed hislips. "Yeah."

The other two Alayans had lifted Stoudemeyer. The madman was il in astate of supple uncontrol as
the Alayan device had left him. The Alayans were carrying Stoudemeyer toward the opening through
which they had entered the passenger section. That passage was normaly closed to humans.

"Wait a—" Sade began. Humans were entering the compartment again. Late-comerstried to push aside
the earlier returnees who tended to conglomerate at the ends of the corridor instead of coming fully
within the spattered compartment.

In alower voice, the tanker continued. "L ook, we've got to talk. | need to know—" histongue paused



between two questions, settled on the short-term one—"where youretaking him."

"Come," said the Alayan's vocalizer as he touched it. There was aflash of violet light from one of the six
stalked projections—surely not heeds—atop the dien's cargpace. It might have been meant for anod.
"Wewill explain that to you. And now that you have more knowledge, we will explain again what you

can expect to happen on the voyage."

The Alayan moved toward the exit after his companions and Stoudemeyer. Hisfour lower limbs made
delicate, twinkling motions so that histall body seemed to roll rather than walk.

Sade wondered morosdly as he followed whether the Alayan had made alucky guess at the unspoken
guestion, or whether they could read human minds.

The corridor blurred in both directions as soon as the door to the passenger chamber spasmed closed.
There was no gpparent beginning or end to the tube, and there was no sign of Stoudemeyer or the dliens
who had carried him off.

"Y ouve dumped him into—" Slade waved a hand & the glowing bluewall of the corridor. "Dumped him
outsde. Didn't you?'

"Assuredly not, Mister Sade," said the soft, mechanica voice. "Hewill be cared for, be repaired
physicaly, asably as possible. Wewill keep him sedated, or co—"

"Y ou're going to use him to drive the ship,” the tanker broke in again. Levine had told him the scuttlebutt
about the Alayan drive, suggestionsthat the Alayans themsalves had not denied in discussions before
Sade made the survivors decision for them. A warping of real space very different from the human
technique of entering aseparate Trangt universe. A warping of space achieved through the warping of a
human mind, the rumorswent. . ..

"No, Migter Sade," replied the dancing fingers on the vocalizer, "wehave used him to drive the ship. We
cannot use hismind again, becauseit no longer has abasisin objective redity. That isawaysthe casg, |
am afraid. Y ou were aware of the Situation when you accepted our offer of transport.”

Sadeignored the last part of the statement. It wastrue; he smply did not careto dwell oniit. "They
aways go—qo berserk like Stoudemeyer just did?!

Light of no discernible hue played over one of the Alayan's—faces; ashrug of sorts. "Rardly that. We
gpologize. Generdly catatonia, sometimes other forms of aberration. We did not expect this—" Warmth
spread across the human's skin that implied the speaker had gestured in the infrared. " —but one cannot
be certain what the ash will look like when oneburnsalog.”

"And you cant—do this—travel—yoursalves," Sade asked through a grimace that reflected his difficulty
infinding words. Slade no longer believed he was smply in a tube connected to the passenger
compartment, though he had no better explanation of where the Alayan might have taken him.

"Any sentient mind will servethe purpose,” said the Alayan. "Any mind with agrasp of redity and the
ability to changeredity through—fantasy, if you will. We direct the fantasies so that they becomered . .
. and the vessdl movesin objective redlity through the—pressure of the subject's mind. Unforftunately,
that mind moves aswell, in apsychic dimension from which it cannot be retrieved. We could use
ourselves as subjects, but we do not do so while we have minds aboard which are not ours. That isthe
main vaue for which wetrade.



Thelistening human redlized that there would have been no hotility or even emotion in the words
whether or not they were the congtruct of avocalizer. The Alayans did not hate their passengers; nor did
they treat humans crudly, the way humans were often wont to do to their own species. It wasasmple
operation, liketriage :separating victimsinto those who would survive and those who would not.
Nothing in the processimplied adesire that some not survive. . . awish for Kile Stoudemeyer to bite
through hisfellows throats and to spend the rest of hislifein total sedation.

But better that than smilar destruction of an Alayan mind. The choice, after dl, wasthe Alayans.

"I knew," Slade said, aoud but more to himsdlf than to the exoskeletd creature before him, "that people
—some of us—might go nuts because of your drive. | mean, Trangt hits some people like that, the
sensation's different for everybody . . . and it makes some people snap. | didn't figure that it wasn'tmay
go nuts, it was like firing agun and watching the empty case spit out. | think wed better, ah, disembark
a the next landfdl. Unless—I mean, how many stops can you make on the—" Slade did not pause, but
hislips stuck momentarily in arictus as hefinished, "—present fud ?"

"Everyone who wishesto leave and is permitted to do so by the planetary authorities,” said the Alayan,
"may of course disembark on Terzia. Therewill have to be a second—impetus—to reach that world,
Mister Slade. More than that to reach any other planet which could be suitable for your purpose, for
your leaving the ship.”

Sade hammered hisfist into the corridor wall. Thewall absorbed the blow with amassve resliencelike
that of deep sod. The hazy light seemed to fluctuate.

"Y ou may do asyou seefit, Mister Sade," the alien went on. Hisfacesflickered, occasondly inthe
visible spectrum, "but | would suggest that you not discuss the Stuation in detail with your fellows until
you have landed. It would cause distress, and it would probably lead to violence and injuries more
serious than any the need of propulson will cause.”

"Who goes next?" the tanker demanded as he stared at his hand.

"The choiceisgenerdly random," the vocalizer said. "Not you, of course. Though if there is someone
you would like to choose for the next segment? Or however far you choose to prolong the association
after you have had timeto reflect.”

"Anyone?' Sade said. He turned and looked at the dien: the courteous, dim-bodied creature who was
discussing his human cargo like lambsin a pen. " Shouldn't be hard to find somebody dead worthlessin
thislot, youd think. . . ."

Not hard at al. Some of the outlaws were men Don Sade had been on the verge of killing atime or two
himsdf. There were others, afew, whom the tanker till did not know by name. They were without
persondities—to Slade. Without any of the factors that would have made them peopleinstead of
objects.

And there were those whom the crash of GAC 59 had disabled: paraplegics for whom no therapy could
do more than maintain life, limbless torsos who would be shambling wrecks even with better prosthetics
than they were ever likely to afford.

No problem for Don Slade. No problem for Captain Slade, who had hosed innocents with cyan fire
during more operations than he cared to remember.

"All right," the tanker whispered to his clenched fist. "Take me." He turned his back on the Alayan. Inthe
hollow distance, there was no sign of the door by which they had entered the corridor.



"Y ou mean, Mister Slade—" began the mechanical voice. Itstone could not be hesitant, but the words
pacing was.

"I mean use mein your drive, curseit!" Sade shouted as he spun around. "'1—"

He paused. The anger melted away from the fear it had been intended to cloak. Then the fear
surrendered itsdlf to the honesty of desperation. "Therée's none of them worth the powder to blow them
away," the tanker whispered. "And I've sent men to die, theLord knows. . . . But thesere mine, likeit or
don't. And it'sal too much like deciding who to butcher so that the rest of the lifeboat gets another mesdl.
I'm not going to do that."

"Your principles do you credit, Mister Sade," said the Alayan, "but as the leader—"

"I don't have any bloody principles” Slade said. "I'm just not going to axe one of my men for no better
reason than to save my ass. Besdes—" more camly, now; dmogt diffident— "I don't see. . . . | mean,
some of those fellows aren't bolted together red tight. Me, though . . . well, you'll see.”

The Alayan's exaskel eton dulled for amoment to an dmost perfect matte finish. Then the sheen that
Sade had equated with health, but which probably indicated something else, returned. "All right, Mister
Sade," thedien said. One of histendrils played over an object on the belt around his midsection. The
corridor beganto fdl inonitsdf. A door formed in the end of it as there had been when the pair entered.
"You will not fed anything. Therewill beno pain. I cannot tell you exactly when it will hgppen, though it
will not be soon.”

Slade nodded. He stepped to the door. It was aready opening onto the globe in which Slade had been
deeping when Stoudemeyer went berserk in the adjacent compartment.

"And Mister Slade," continued the voice which the tanker did not turn to face, "this passage will open for
you if you wish to reconsider your decision.”

"l won't," said Sade as he rgjoined the wondering humanswho cdled him their |eader.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Sade whuffled in hisdeep. The blanket covered him for itsfed rather than for need of warmthin the
controlled climate of the passenger globe. Slade's hands tugged the fabric closer and his body shifted
dightly. There was nothing to awvaken the men snoring in darknessto elther side of the tanker.

There was nothing to indicate to them that Don Sade wasin Hell.

Sade was not sure how he had gotten there thistime, though there was nothing unfamiliar about his
surroundings. 1t was night, and thirty degrees of the horizon bubbled and writhed with the inverted
orange funnel of afire-storm. Somebody had been caught without nuclear dampers. A fusion bomb had
gone off and had found fuel enough in the target areato multiply blast effect athousandfold with winds of
livingflame.

But where was histank? Whereinhdl was histank, Hdll washistank . . .?

There was nothing nearby but mud and shattered trees. Powerguns dashed the distance with blue-green
bolts. Occasondly they were answered or amplified by flares of high explosivesthat preceded their
shock waves by many seconds. The mid-level overcast reflected the spire of the fire-storm into a soft,



ghastly ambiance. It lighted the figure picking its way toward Slade across the mud and shell-holes.

Reflex moved the tanker's hand toward the pistol which should have been in his bet. The pistol was not
there, however; and his hand was either missing or not responding to control. Slade could not be sure.
Vision was no longer quite the accustomed process either.

"Sing out!" caled Don Slade in warning. It was what he would have done if he were armed, if he could
have dipped to cover behind a stump. What waswrong with his—

"What's the matter, Don?" caled the oncoming figure. The voice was a pleasant tenor that cut through
the hissng wind. "Therés nothing moreto fear, isthere?'

"Vig" sadthetanker."Vial Mgor Steuben!”

"Oh, cal me Joachim, Don," said the other figure. "Y ou did when we were dive, after dl. And anyway,
weredl equd here"

"Joachim,” the big man begged. "Where are we?'

There could be no doubt that it really was Joachim Steuben. The uniform that rustled like awhore's
undergarments; the boyishly-smooth face and the curly black hair, sgns of wedlth spent lavishly when
they could no longer truly be signs of youth. The pistol in acutaway holster high on Joachim'sright hip,
an ornamented bangle for amincing queen—until he choseto kill. Joachim Steuben, dim and dainty asa
white mouse. . . and the unit he commanded on the jobs for which no one e se quite had the stomach,
the White Mice. The Greeks, after dl, had called their Furies the Kindly-Minded Ones.

Major Steuben commanded the White Mice until he died.

"Why Don," thetrim figure said. "Were where peoplelike you and | go when wedie. Werrein Hell."
Steuben giggled, a sound that Slade remembered too well to mistake it for humor. "We're where

everybody goes."

Something passed overhead with afreight-train rush, an artillery salvo aimed twenty kilometers
down-range. The ground trembled to its passage.

"Joachim," Slade said. "I think we ought to get out of here." Hislegswould not move, he could notsee
hislegs. "1 think I'm going to need your help. | dont—"

"| thought loyaty was the answer," said Joachim. He spoke conversationally. The dead major was
ignoring Slade's words as one may ignore another'swords a a party, where there will be plenty of time
for the other to make hispoint later . . . and none of it makes any difference anyway. "Be perfectly loyd
to aman, answer his needs even when hiswords don't admit those needs.” Joachim gestured with a
dainty hand. "Do you know whét loyaty bringsyou, Donnie?*

"Joachim, | didnt—" Slade began. He respected Mgjor Steuben, but he feared Steuben aswell.
Joachim was like atank under the control of someone ese; not necessarily hogtile, but unstoppably lethal
if it was chosen to be.

"Loydty," Steuben continued in his smooth lilt and harsh amile, "brings you a shot in the back."
"I didn't shoot you, Joachim!" the tanker said.

"I know who killed me, Don," said the smiling figure. "And | know that nothing matters.” Joachim
reached out with hisright hand, hisgun hand, and made asif to stroke Slade's cheek. The smooth pam



did not or did not quite touch the tanker. "Do you fancy me now, Donnie?’ the dim man said.
Sadetried tolick hislips. "I don't think so, Joachim,” he said.

Joachim giggled. "It'sas good as any offer you'll get here, my friend,” he said. "And as bad, of course.
I'm not redl, you know."

The dim figure turned. The back of the sk uniform rustled. The cloth was tattered and charred around
the crater which acyan bolt had Ieft in killing the Mgor. "Nothing isred for you any more, Donnie,”
Joachim called as he walked back through the wasteland. The sky warmed the bright-work of his
pistol'sframe. "Nothing ever will bered," said thelilting voice asthewind swallowed it &t last.

"I'm going home, Joachim,” Slade cdlled. "Homeisred. Joachim Steuben! I'm redl!"
Acrossthe horizon from the fire-storm, a calliope began to rave at the sky.
"What's the matter, brother?' asked a voice behind Sade. "Don't fed like such abig man now, isthat it?"

Don turned his attention with the care of aman who needs afurther moment to think. Via, dol look that
old? Aloud hesaid, "Hdllo, Tom. | didn't expect to find you here."

"But it'sjust the place for Mad Dog Sade, isnt it, brother?' said Tom. He gestured &t the shattered
foredt, at the shot-split night. "So it's the place for me, too, now that we're the same. Now that we're
dead."

They werefraternd twins, not identical; but they shared some features, and they had the same deep,
powerful chests. Tom Slade was stocky where his brother was smply big; and the years since they
separated had not been kind to the man who had stayed on Tethys. The orange haze hid the changein
hair color, from fair to white; but theindividua strands were coarser, now, and they were strewn at
wider intervals across Tom's scalp than they had been twenty years before. Tom's face waswrinkled. At
the moment, the wrinkling was exaggerated by the bitter grimace into which Tom had screwed his mouth.

"No," Don said dowly. "I don't think it'sthe place for me, Tom. Or ether of us. Let's seeif we can't find
away out, shal we?'

"Why?" snarled Tom. He moved closer with his hands spread at his sides, asif to grapple with hisbigger
brother. A blade had entered beneath Tom'sribs on the left sde. The edge had been sharp enough to be
drawn up diagonaly through bone and the organs of the thorax. Tom's shirt flopped away from the gash.
The bloody stain on the fabric seemed glisteningly fresh. " So you could kill me yoursdf, Don? | know
you've always wanted to, dear brother. Well, you'retoo late. I'mdead.” Tom'sleft hand deliberately
spread the lips of hiswound. "And you're dead too."

The tanker tried to reach out for his brother's dripping hand, but he still had no control over hisown
limbs. "Tom," he said softly. "I maybe wasn't what you wanted in abrother, but | never hated you. And .
.. Via, Tom, if I'd wanted you dead, you wouldn't have had to wait around for it. Come on, help me and
well get the hell out of here.”

"We can't get out!" the shorter man shouted. "We can't! Don't you understand that?"

"No, | don't understand,” Don said smply. "L ook, | have been these places—" he would have gestured
to the waste around them— "that's no more than the truth. And I'm not interested in standing around in
another one, buck naked or whatever thehdl | am. Nowhelp me, curseit!"

The other figure dumped back from the tanker. "I can't even help mysdf,” Tom said. "Any morethan |



could help my jealousy of you when weweredive. And I'd tell you | was sorry, Don, but it doesn't
redlly matter now. Nothing—" and the figure turned, walking away from Don Slade as distant Srens
howled—"ever mattered. | seethat now. . . ."

"Tom!" thetanker cdled." Tom! ™"

"Shouldn't bother you that he doesn't listen to you," said another voice. "After al, you never listened to
anybody ese, did vou?'

The speakers aways gpproached from behind; but Don Sade noticed that however he turned, the glare
of the fire-storm was on hisleft sde. "Hello, Father," he said. "I guess| could have figured that you'd be
here

Councilor Slade |ooked much the same as he had when Don last saw him on Tethys. That was not
surprising. Though the Councilor had lived eighteen years after Don |eft home as arecruit for Hammer's
Slammers, he had dways seemed aged.

Aswith the son who had succeeded him, time and duties had taken aharsh toll from Councilor Sade.
Hishair was gone, savefor afringe, and his eyebrows were starkly white as they pinched together in the
angry expresson Don remembered so well.

"Then I'm sure I've given you some pleasure,” the Councilor snapped in reply. "Cherishiit, brat. Y oull
find no other pleasure ever again.”

"I guess| am glad to seeyou," the tanker said. "I've regretted the way we parted often enough. | don't
mean I'd have ever come back to Tethysif you were—" the swallow would not come—"4iill dive. But |
wanted a chance to apologize for my part in the way thingsworked out. It wasn't al my fault, but I'm
sorry for the part that was."

"Yourealiar! the Councilor screamed. He clenched hisfist and shook it. Hisfrailty would have made
the gesture ridiculous were it not for the fury that glinted from the close-set eyes.

Three shellsburst squarely overhead. They were so high that the pops of the charges were severd
seconds behind the red sparkle. Don cringed, equating the mild warning for the rain of fire and fragment
the pops presaged. Aloud he said, "Do peopletell lieshere, Father? | don't fed likeit mysdf.” Then,
"Why did Tom say hewasjedous of me? Hesthe onewho had it dl."

"Did he?' Councilor Sade said with agibing laugh. "Y ou're the one who had Marilee, though, aren't
you?"

"I knew the lady," Don admitted. He was surprised to learn that an anger hotter than mere frustration
was gill possblefor him in his present guise. "And she brought me down about as hard as | careto
remember. | don't say | didn't deserveit, but . . . shemarried Tom, heknew he'd won that one!"

"He knew much better than that, boy,” said Councilor Slade. "But you've lost here forever, now."

There was a deadly hush acrossthe wasteland. "Go on, brat!" Councilor Slade cackled. "Call mealiar!
Cdl mealiar!"

And the bomblets from the firecracker rounds overhead began to burst across the landscape like the
white heart of afurnace.

The scintillant blur was too bright and tota for there to be any other sound or shapein Slade's universe.
He should have fdt the shrgpnd gouging him gpart, but the circumstances that prevented him from taking



cover also seemed to shield him from the agony of dissolution. Slade rode on the white tide, buoyed up
by the blasts whose crackling merged into aroar which in turn became cotton-flock silent.

And toward him through the fluffy slence waked Marilee in high boots and aflame-colored body suit.
"Oh, Via, girl," Slade whispered. "Oh my Lord. Are you dead too, Marilee?'

The wasteland was gone. The light that bathed the cloud-top ambiance was a soft white instead of the
hellish orange of the previous scene. Marilee smiled. Shelooked older; but dear Lord, they al were
older, it had been twenty years. "No, Don," the tall woman said. "I'm not dead, any more than you are.”

She stretched out along-fingered hand. Slade reached ingtinctively to meet her, and hedid have anarm
that moved, abody he could see—

But their hands did not quite touch. Asthe big man took a step forward to fold Marileeinto hisarms,
sheraised afinger in warning and shook her head.

Sadefroze. "You'renot red," hesaidin aflat voice.

"I'mvery red," Marilee said, "but what you see now isn't my physica body, Don." Her grinflashedina
way that tore him with the recollection. "For that matter, you're not reallyseeing anything . . . but |
suppose you'd figured that out.”

"Moreor less" Sade sad. "What I'd mainly figured was | wanted to get out of this bloody place.” He
shrugged the shoulders he could now see and fed again. "That place, | mean. But I'd rather be on Tethys
than here, too, solong as.. . . well, you're fill on Tethys, Marileg?"

"The part of methat isn't in your mind, yes," the woman said. "We could use you there. But therésa
problem.”

"Shoot," said the tanker. He could not solve al problems, but he knew that he could solve most of them
if he had the time to mumble the details over in hisbrain.

Marilee lounged back onto haze that seemed to have no more solid redlity than any other part of the
surroundings. "Y ou see, Don," she said, "your mindisdriving an Alayan ship to aplanet cdled Terzia
And a the sametime, your mind is creating afdseredity for itsdf. Youll beincurably insane when the
ship reaches Terzia. Y ou won't be able to recognize redlity.”

Sade's tongue touched one corner of his mouth, then the other. "I won't be able to recognize you?' he
asked.

"Y our redity will bewithin your mind,” the woman said. Shewas amiling again. "Asthisis." Her soread
fingersgestured. "Asl am.”

"Then I'll make aredity in which I'm sane," said Slade. He stepped forward. Hisvoice rose ashe
added, "By the Lord, Iwill!"

Marilee'simage receded from Slade without losing itsinfinite clarity. Her smile was broader. "That's
right, Don," she cdled as she disgppeared. "Remember that we need you on Tethys. . . ."

Slade grunted and swung to hisfeet. The men deeping near him did not notice. The three Alayanswho
had entered the globe sprang to aertness like semaphore arms working. All the Alayans carried the



frothy apparatus with which Stoudemeyer and Slade had earlier been subdued. Theflickers of radiant
cross-tak were strikingly obvious since the globe had been darkened for the passengersto deep.

"Hey, stay calm," the tanker said. He raised his hands close to his shoulders, pdmsforward. It wasa
gesture of submission, but it was apretty fair posture to strike from aso. Siade knew he was not crazy,
but he did not intend to be frozen into permanent silence before he could explain that to the Alayans.

"We gpologize for disturbing you, Migter Sade," said the middle of the three diens, "but we are now in
orbit around Terzia Would you please come with us so that we can make arrangements with the
planetary authorities?"

Other humans were awakening in the compartment. The lights began to come up smoothly, though it was
some hours before they would have done so in the norma cycle. There was abuzz of conversation.
Somebody cheered.

"Ligten, that'sfine," said Sade with afalse smile. "But there's no problem, you see? I'm dl right. Why
don't you just drop those things for the moment?' He twirled hisindex finger toward the glove-like
sunnerswithout lowering his hands from their position of defense. "I'm fine, believe me.”

The Alayansdid not need to turn to look at one another becauise of their multiple faces. The chamber
danced with coded light for amoment. Then the dien in the center dropped his device on the floor. His
vocdizer said as his companionsfollowed hislead, "Of course, Mister Sade. If you'l just step thisway."

Thetanker was not surprised to find himself in a.corridor without termini, facing asingle Alayan instead
of the trio with which he had | eft the globe. "Now, | know what you're thinking," Sade said hatily, "but
it didn't work that way with me. I'm gtill sane”

"I will not argue definitionswith you, Mister Sade," said the Alayan. "If you mean that you percelve the
sameredlity that you did—earlier . . . theredity that | perceive—then | think you are wrong."

Sade gestured, tossing digtinctionsinto theair. "Look," he said, "it doesn't matter. The main thing isthat
you know I'm not dangerous. Right?”

A scintillant pattern played across al of the Alayan's faces. Slade did not understand what had happened
until the vocalizer spoke. With its mechanicad lack of humor, it said, "We know that you are not
dangerous, Mad Dog Sade?!

The tanker began to laugh. The tension of the past forty hours, while he waited to be driven mad,
released itsdlf in guffaws that doubled Slade over. "Via, Via," he wheezed when he could get his breath.
"Somebody's been talking to you, haven't they? Wdll."

Cdmer, but with asmile till cramping his cheeks, Sade went on. " Still, you know what | mean. | swear
to goodnessif it weren't for some of the things about your ship, I'd travel around with you just to get to
know you people better."

The big man sobered fully. He added, "After I'd taken care of some things back home. | hear they need
methere"

Hisface was as placid asagun barrdl.



CHAPTER TWENTY

"He led those who trusted himinto Hell," noted the dispassionate mind of Elysium. "He decided
for them, so that some died and some went mad without any knowledge of what they were being
sent into."

"He led them," responded the other current. "He decided for men who had chosen himto decide.
When it came to a clear choice, he was willing to sacrifice himself for those he led.”

"| thought it was Smple enough,” Sade said to the Elysansfacing him. "Wed disembark at the first
world we hit, Terziait was going to be. Now that we knew, | knew, I've got to admit—what salling with
the Alayans meant. And the tenders brought everybody down to the surface of the planet without
argument.

"But the trouble started when | formed everybody up between the tenders and the Citaddl to hear the
new plans. . ."

* % %

"Thismight be worth it for booze and women, muttered Bourgiby as he mopped sweat from his neck,
"but so far 1've seen damn none of them around.”

The landed castaways were watched over by native maes whose powerguns were certainly not of
native manufacture. The guards were not overtly threatening, but neither were they friendly. No one
could say for sure whether the locals spoke any human diaect.

Slade stepped forward so that the men he had formed in double ranks could see him. The guards were
watching closdly. They did not interfere. Neither did the trio of Alayanswho had come downinthe
tenderswith their human cargo. "Ten-shun!"the tanker roared. He hoped that past habit would silence
and focus the group on him, though few of them would have been from ouitfits noted for obedienceto
their officers.

"Excuseme,” said avoice. "Y ou will be dlowed to speak, but first | have an announcement to make for
the Terzia™

Slade turned. His mouth had been open aready to unload grim truths on the castaways. The speaker
was surprising enough that it was a moment before the big man remembered to reply.

The Spanglish phrasing had been human-standard, so far as there was such a standard, but the speaker
wasamae Terzian, an autochthone. He was alittle stockier than most of hisfelows, and his skin, while
swarthy, lacked the olive tinge underlying the others.

Besides his human trousers, the autochthone wore acommo helmet with adirectional amplifier. Eveniif
Slade had wanted to contest the local's right to speak, human lungs would have been hopelesdy
outclassed. The amp boomed out, "The Terzia, who rulesthisworld absolutely, offers greetings and
condolences to you who have been landed here. She offers honest employment to all who careto
remain. Our exports here on Terziaare mineras and forest products. There are collector's positions
open in both fields. A man who applies himsalf will be able to save the price of passage off-planet within
ayea."

The groan from the mercenaries needed no amplification to be heard.



Rooks broke from the ragged line. "Hey, what isthis?" he called as much to hisfellows asto Sade. |
thought the deal was—" he turned toward the trio of Alayanswho were waiting near the human ranks—
"we had passage asfar as we wanted to go. And this sure as bleedinghdll isn't where | want to go!™

The Alayan's vocalizer had avolume setting that permitted it to thunder over the chorus of support for
Rooks. "That is correct, Sir," boomed the machine voice. "Y ou are welcometo travel with usasfar as
you choose." Therewasabrief pause. "Our eighth landfal following thisone will be Desmo.”

The tone of the pandemonium changed. There were cheers and anumber of whistles. The ranks had
aready dissolved. Now there was amovement toward the Alayans. Men were demanding details of
time and circumstances from the coolly-erect diens.

Desmo was headquarters for ascore of relatively smal mercenary units. The planet acted dso asa
recruiting center for severa of the larger ones. The world was by no meansloosely gripped by the
Military Tribunate which ranit. Still, Desmo's entertainment was varied and was geared toward the
needs of young men in adangerousline of work.

It struck Slade that he had never seen more than three Alayans at atime. Part of the tanker's mind held
that thought and wrestled with it, while the reflexive part of him roared, "Hold up, curseyou! If you get
on that ship, itll drive you nutdl"

Not al the assembly could hear the words, but Slade's bellow gave up less than the diens might have
hoped to their machinery.

"Yeah, that'swhat | said," the tanker went on grimly. He had their attention again. Slade stood arms
akimbo, angry at the men for being fooled and angry a the way the Alayans and the Terzian authorities
had combined to that end. "Their ship moves by snapping peopleright out of their skulls. Just like
Stoudemeyer. That something you want to see happen to you?”'

The mercenaries seethed like the water of a stone-lashed pool. The sun hammered themin this
jungle-lapped clearing. Their skinswere pae from the voyage and near-confinement on Rusata. Neither
the Alayans nor the ground authorities had as yet provided protective gear. The series of assaults by the
sun and various figures of power left the men enervated and afraid.

In the bright sun and the confusion, it was hard to tell how much the Alayans had been talking among
themsalves. Now the vocdizer of the centrd dien called, "Mister Sade?

The loud question split the mercenaries between those looking at the Alayan and those looking at Slade
himsdlf. "Are you speculating?' the Alayan continued in the brief hush. "Or do you mean the voyage has
affected your own mind?'

"Y ou know what I've been through!™ the tanker shouted. "I won't have you doing that to these others, do
you hear me?'

Somebody in the crowd laughed. Slade took two strides toward the sound. He caught himsdlf as
mercenaries scattered or even braced themselves, secured by the armed guards.

"Listen,you people!"” Slade said. The grip he kept on histemper showed in the tremble of hisvoice.
"I'veled you the best | know how—"

He was interrupted by the amplified voice of the Terzian officid. "For those of you who will be transents
on our world,” the autochthone was saying, "follow meto the free entertainment center in which you may
stay while cargo is being transferred to and from your vessd "



Therewere femaeson Terziaafter dl. An even dozen of them issued from adoor inthetall spirewhich
seemed the only building in theregion.

Over the belows of enthusiasm, the autochthone continued. "Those of you who intend to stay, fdl in at
those trucks." He pointed toward a pair of scabrous-looking stake-bed vehicles. "They will carry you
immediately to the labor barracks.”

The Terzian turned. The rush of the human audience to follow him was so immediate that the men forced
their way past Sadein their haste.

The tanker bunched his shoulders momentarily. Then he smply got out of the way. The femaes had
dipped into the building again. The male autochthone led the surviving mercenaries toward the same
entrance asif they were the children of Hamdin—or therats. At the very door, one man paused and
looked back. Snipes, the Admin Officer. Then he sneered at Slade and disappeared with the others. The
porta clicked shut behind him.

Slade closed hiseyes. Hislips pursed and flattened in a sort of exercise to work the feding back into
them. It was not anger that weighed on him, but the crushing sense of failure. The sun felt good, likethe
clean sun of Tethysburning away fatigue on agravel strand. After aminute's stillness, Slade opened his
eyes and stepped toward the empty trucks.

"Wherewill you go now, Mister Slade?" asked the voice behind him.

The big man turned. The Alayan was aone. Hislimbs held no wespon, only the vocalizer on which his
tendrils expertly worked. The Alayan's six tiny heads goggled without human expression.

"I'm going to the labor barracks, | suppose,” said Slade. "'l thought about some other things | might do—"
helooked up and down the spindly aien, wondering again whether the chitin would have cut asthe
exoskeleton splintered in Sade's grip—"but | need to get home. They tell me.”

The dien mimed ahuman nod with his centra pair of heads. ™Y ou can travel with us, you know," the
vocdizer sad.

Sade smiled. "1 might," he said. "Would you use me for the fudl instead of the men? Now that we know
it doesn't bother me?"

"Y ou know we cannot,” said the flat voice. "Y ou are functiond, Mister Slade—obvioudy functiond. But
our need isfor redlity, not function. We will get you to your homeworld at least as quickly as any other
system of freighter connectionsislikely to do."

"Figured,” said Slade. "Wdll, I'm not going to watch that, my friend.”

Heturned and stared up the glistening flank of the spire behind them. ™Y ou kept your bargain, and you
didn't lie. Can't blame you for not wanting to lose your fuel supply, and | can't blame the folks here for
discouraging immigrants.” He shrugged. "Our sort of immigrants. But I'll work my passage out inamine
or anycurst place before | watch you burn up my men!™”

The Alayan nodded again. "I understand, Migter Sade," he said through hisvocalizer.
Despite the emotions wracking him, Sade was quite convinced that the dliendid understand.

"But please remember,” the Alayan continued, "that—men—are lost during any long voyage. Because of
our precautions, no one has been shot while gambling or been driven mad by adulterated stimulants.
Most of your men will disembark on Desmo, Migter Siade, in better hedth than they will have ayear



leter.”
"Whet'll you do then?' Slade said harshly. " Send yourselves to Hell? Or rot for want of fuel?"

The Alayan's faces danced with aradiance only hinted in the sunlight. "We transport intelligent life forms
among the stars faster and more cheaply than any riva,” the vocdizer said. "We never lie about the
terms, though we do not emphasize them ether. Wewill find acargo on Desmo, Mister Slade. And we
will find fud."

The Alayan waked back toward one of the tenders. He moved with the fragile dignity of an aged man.
Lord preserve those men who would sail again with the creatures. . . but Don Slade had done dl that he
could himsdf.

Do you haveto fed you have failed because outlaws won't take your word that a Situation is dangerous?
Cop!

A door snicked open at the base of the tower. Slade could not be certain whether it was the one through
which his men had entered or adifferent one. The Citadd was huge. Its smooth surface and relatively
small diameter to height tended to concedl itsred bulk, however.

A woman stepped toward Sade. She was flanked by two guards. The guards were male autochthones,
but the woman had to be human: the first human Slade had seen on this planet, besides the men with
whom he had landed.

The woman was beautiful, beyond any questions of need or abstinence. The dress shewore wasrich
and clinging, and her dark, honey hair fell across her shoulders beneeth afillet of green crysta. A part of
the tanker's mind was surprised that the woman's beauty and importance were not riding in avehicle,
even for the hundred meters or so which separated her from Slade. In fact, she did not even wear shoes.
Her toesflexed liquidly against the sward as she walked.

"Dear Lord have mercy!" the tanker muttered. He had been seventeen the last time he felt ashe did now.
"Captain Donald Slade?' the woman called. Her voice had the dto clarity of birdsong a evening.

"l once wasthat, yes," Sade said. He was suddenly aware of how swest-stiffened and prickly werethe
clotheshewore. "Y ou represent the Terzia? I'm hereto sign on asaminer, | guess.”

"| think we can do better than that, Captain,” said the woman. She was close enough to extend ahand to
grip Sadeswarmly. Sheamiled. "lam the Terzia"

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Don Slade dept in acomfortable room. If hewished, he could have opened it into aporch by cranking
the roof and west wall into recesses. There was no need for that. Thisnight on Elysium, Slade wastired
enough to deep on aheap of cinders.

No resdent of the planet above the age of six was adeep.

The mental netting that linked thefolk of Elysum was asred and asresilient asaspider'sweb, but it did
not change the fact that humans evolved as socidindividuals. 1t was asindividuasthat they talked now
infamily groupings before they joined again in the decision that the society would meke—asan individud.



Onander filled amug that he had thrown and fired himself in youth. He handed it to his daughter. Nan
aready spped from asmilar mug at the astringent blend of coffee, cacan, and milk.

"Wdl, we certainly can't keegp him here," said Onander. By watching himsdlf fill the third mug, he did not
have to catch the eyes of either woman.

"No, dear," said Nan in atone which was further from agreement with her husband than the words
themsdveswere. "That wouldn't be at dl fair to him, would it?" In adightly different voice she added,
"The Terziaactsin suchhuman ways on occasion. It'salittle hard to believe, sometimes.”

The surface of Risasdrink began to tremble until the girl set the mug down with athump. The blush on
her cheekbones clashed with the coppery tinge of her hair. "He's not something we have to be afraid of,
you know," Risasaid. "He'saone. And he's been acting quite nicely. Well? Hasn't he?"

"Wdll, he's certainly been acting,” said her father. His tone was sharpened by the rasp of Risa's demand.

"Now, dear, that isn't fair,” said hiswife before Risa could respond. That would raise the emotiona
temperature il further. "Everyonetriesto be pleasant to strangers. That's al Don's doing. But of
course, Riss—" Shelooked camly over to her daughter—"heisvery dangerous. And we couldn't allow
him to stay, even if hewanted to."

"Wel, whatis the mural inthe Hall?' the girl demanded, more in frustration now than anger. "What sort
of men—and women! —fought the mutants? Weren't they like him?Our ancestors. Why should we be
afraid of Don?"

"Oh, Risa," Onander said softly. He reached out a hand. His daughter took it willingly, greedily. "The
battle was no myth; but the mural isawarning, not atrophy. Those were our ancestors, yes. Some of
our genes. . . . And weall of us, despite the unity we've begun to achieve; al of us could be back in that
Hell of violence and daughter, very eesily.”

"But the mutants aren't here, Father,” Risasaid. "They're ill on the colony ship or they've died out. Or
maybe they landed somewhere after dl, have their own world—but they aren't on Elysum.”

Onander turned his daughter's hand palm-upward. He cupped his own much larger hand above it on the
table. "The mutants were half the war, my dearest. When our ancestors built the matter transmitter, they
|eft the mutants behind. But they couldn't leave themsalves behind.”

He paused, looking from the paired hands to the eyes of his daughter. "Don Sade isacredit to the race
in many ways,” Onander continued softly. "And no, if it hadn't been for soulslike hisamong our
ancestors, we would never have survived to settle Elysium, to make it what we have for the past
millennium. But there are thingsin uswhich if awakened would drop us back into chaos as suddenly as
our ancestors escaped it. And you know that so, my Risa”

"He wouldn't be happy, dearest,” Nan said sadly. It was hard to tell whether the sadnesswas on her
daughter's behaf or for more persona reasons. "Not even for alittle while, now that he's so focused on
getting back to Tethys. Heredlly does believe it will be hometo him after twenty years, you know."

"Yes" Risasaid with asharp movement of her head, anod or apeck. She dipped her hand from
benegth her father's. When Risa drank from her mug, it waswith loud gulping noises.

"| think," said Onander heavily, "that it's about time to make adecison." Nan met his eyes and nodded;
Risanodded to her mug of bitter drink.

Thetrio fell slent around the handsome kitchen table. The alcohol lamp burbled softly benesth the pot of



drinks. Occasiondly aloca equivaent of insects would be batted away by the repulsion field guarding
the open window.

Physcdly, thefamily was of three separate entities. . . but their minds were merging, and dl over
Elysum minds were merging to decide the fate of adeeping castaway.

"Captain Sade?' the voice whispered. "Don?"

Hours of tenson and a heavy med had drugged Slade as thoroughly as a deliberate anesthetic. The
reflexeswere ill there, however, even if they had to fight to the surface through meters of cotton
batting. "Roger," the tanker said, groping for the equipment belt that should have been closeto his head.

Risatouched Slade's hand with one of hers. Hefdt the edge of the bed give under her dight weight. "I
cametotel you," the girl said, "that they—that we are going to send you to Tethys."

"That's—" Sade sad. "Well, | don't know how I'll ever be able to thank you. But if Elysium ever—has
need for what | have or what | am, it'syours."

Sade had been momentarily blind when he rolled out of deep. Now the tanker's eyesight was returning
with arush. The door of hisroom was closed. Starlight through the window above the bed showed that
Risawore apastel garment, high-necked and frothy. The garment covered agreat deal more of the girl's
skin than had the suit sheworein theair car, but it covered that skin with little more than the shadow it
threw.

"Girl" was the wrong word. Dear Lord, but there could be no doubt but that Risawas awoman.

"Y ou won't be able to remember us, though,” Risasaid as she sat primly. "We—we're peaceful here on
Elysum, and they think that if word got around. . . ."

"Sure," the tanker said. He shifted so that he was upright with his back against the window ledge. His
legs were tucked beneath him and covered with the sheet. "1, well. . . . There's some placeslike yours
where| figure they wouldn't let astranger go at al. For the reason stated. I'll admit | haf thought. . . ."

Sadesvoicetraled off. The woman beside him had been in his mind, however. She knew that the
thought had been multiple, not partid.A door closing and the hiss of lethal gas from vents. Burly men
holding Sade on either side and the prick of an injection. A greeting, and as Sade turned, a blast
of gunfire. Thetanker had known too many situationsin which anindividud did not fit the
circumstances. It was never something he had liked; Slade preferred to think of hisenemies as gunmen
facing him. But he had heard the tories, sure he had.

Lord have mercy on the soul of Joachim Steuben; and on the soul of Donald Slade, who was headed the
sameway inthe Lord'sgood time.

"Ah," Slade added, "'| wouldn't have anybody think | wasin the habit of shafting people who'd done me
favors. | don't blame you folks for wiping my memory, but—it wasn't something I'd have talked about

anyway."

"Therewill be somethingsthat will remain;” Risasaid. Shetwisted dightly toward the man. Her knee
bumped Slade's. When he edged away, she twisted further. Y ou'll remember meals, probably, though
not where you ate them. Y ou'll even remember faces. A memento of . . . us here on Elysum.”

The tanker was frowning in concentration. Aloud he said, "The kindness you've done me will be that,
Risa That will stay, I'm sure. | don't forget help I've been given, or who gaveit.”



"Don, I'm not achild,” she said. Her left hand touched the sheet over Sade's thighs, then dipped with a
butterfly's delicacy to the man's bare torso.

Sade touched Risas hand loosdly enough for affection but not so loosdly that the hand could fumble the
way it seemed to want to do. "1 know that," the tanker lied. Then he went on fiercely. "Andyou know
that I'm not an adult, not like anybody here would recognize. | never will be. You know that!"

"Don, that doesn't matter," Risasaid. She tugged her hand, away now and not downward. It camefree
at once.

"Sureit matters, Risa," the tanker replied. "1t would matter to you if you saw afriend getting into
something that was going to do alot more harm than good. Wouldn't it?"

Risasat bolt upright again. "I think that's my decision, isnt it?" she said in avoice harder than any she
had used before to Sade. Her garment blurred away from her bosom like shock waves from bullets.

"No, Risg, it'snot,"” Sade said gently. "Not unless I'm—do you have dogs, here? Domestic animals of
some sort, anyway. Not unless I'm an animdl. If I'm ahuman being, then it does matter. That's your
decison, Risa. Am | ahuman being, to you?'

Thegirl burst into tears.
Slade wrapped her to his chest, safely now and alittle sorry of that fact, but. . . .
"l didn't mean,” Risagurgled. "l just didn't want you to, to leave and—"

"I'm not going to forget,” Slade whispered to the soft, curly hair. " Anything that leaves me mind enough
to remember mealsis going to let me remember you saving my life. And . . . you being you. Y ou being
here makesit abetter universe, Risa. And I'll know that too."

Risa straightened, sniffled, and stood up. "1—" she began. Then she said, "Y ou've been good for us here
on Elysum, Don. It doesn't usudly happen, but | think . . . it might bethat if you went traveling again,
after you've settled your business on Tethys, that you could find your way here again. I'd be alittle ol der
then, of course.”

Risaturned and walked out of the room. She closed the door softly behind her.

Blood and Martyrs, Slade thought. Sixteen going onforty. . . . And here he was, forty himsdf and that a
miracle the way he'd lived. He had been going to lay back on Tethys, held told himsdlf that. But Tom
with his chest split open and Marilee cdling for help, well. . . . Marilee knew the sort of help you got
from Hammer's Sammers. She knew what to expect from Don Sade when shetold him there was
trouble.

And if they were no more than fanciesin amadman's skull, Tom and Marilee and the others—then they
were Don Sade's fancies. Maybe there would be a chance to settle down afterwards, if he lived to be
forty-one.

Blood and Martyrs. Slade was smiling as he drifted off to deep again.

In aroom not far from Sade's, Nan and Onander held one another. The man was weeping softly.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Dawn awakened him with her rosy fingers.

Theair was brisk enough to be comfortable, and it had enough of a sdt tang to remind Slade of home.
He stretched in bed—and found himsdlf lying on gravel instead of amaitress,

"WhereintheHd| am I?" the big man grunted. But the real Hell of it was, he knew the answer before he
voiced the question. What he did not know washow he had cometo lie behind a spaceport warehouse
on Tethys.

"Via"Sade said in wonderment. He was wearing boots and a two-piece work-suit of neutral gray, not
livery. There was a hand-scrip in one pocket. It held about amonth's pay for alaborer in both Tethian
currency and in crystdline Frisan taers. There were identity cards aswell, three of them in three
different names. . . and one of them the card Don Slade would have carried had he stayed on Tethys
and succeeded to the Slade Councilorship.

The last thing Slade remembered clearly was boarding alifeboat on Terzia. That boat sure as blazes had
not landed him here.. . . but the only other thing in hismind was agirl'sface, fin cute and smiling
beneath atumble of red curls.

The tanker remembered what the phantoms of his mind had told him aboard the Alayan ship, aso. He
scraped asmdl holein the gravel and hid within it the card in his own name and one of the othersas
well. He kept only the one calling him Donad Holt. Into the same smal hiding place he dropped the sedl
ring from his hand. Thering was unremarkabletill itsweight indicated that it was of projectile-grade
osmium. It would look precisay the samein abath of molten stedl. It was the only thing Slade had kept
with him from the day he lifted from Tethys asa Sammersrecruit.

Hefilled in the hole with a gentle motion of his boot sole and noted the number of pacesfromiit to the
corner of the warehouse as he walked away.

Somebody had wished him well; the nondescript clothing and the fal se indentities were proof of that. The
memory of the red-haired girl followed Siade, but he could not get agrip on the thought. "1 sold my
clock, I sold my red . . ." the tanker sang to himsdf. But this Johnnie had come back from soldiering. . . .

A train of low-boyswere emptying at the front of the warehouse. The foreman of the crew glanced at
Sade sharply. The big man was not one of the warehouse team, however, and therefore not worth
worrying about. Slade noted that the foreman and the truck drivers al seemed to be in red-piped
clothing suggesting Dyson livery. The low-ranking cargo-handlerswore plain gray.

"To buy my loveasword of sted . . ." the castaway murmured as he smiled. He wiped hispamson his
thighs

It was gtill home. The sky to the west wasthe right pale gray with its hint of violet. The air had the odors
of childhood, though they were over-printed here by ozone from landing thrusters. Sade had never
spent much time a the Port when he was growing up, though it existed as an enclave in the family
estates. A neutra enclave, administered by a board gppointed by the Council asawhole. Now
everyone with rank seemed to claim dlegiance to the Dysons. Wdlladay. . . .

It was acity, now, the spaceport. There had been housesfor the permanent staff and their families, a
few hundred households at the time Slade had left. From the look of the barracks—some of the
buildings very new, still under congtruction—there were many times that number present now.



Of greater concern were the shanties spreading beyond the forma buildings. Some of them seemed to
be rigged out for entertainment of one sort or the other. Certainly they did not house workers. Men and
women lounged among the shanties now, while the bustle of business continued on the field.

There were three huge starships down and anumber of intra-system ferries and tenders. One of the
latter had landed recently enough that steam was venting from its hull asthe thrusters cooled. The cargo
bay was il closed, but ahandful of passengers had disembarked. Humans were dways fringe cargo,
savefor the occasiona new settlement—and, more often, the transport of a mercenary regiment.

Nothing like that here. Mogt of the passengers were entering alarge air car in Krueger colors. They
seemed to be ahoneymoon couple and their servants, returned now with subdued expressions. Sade
had never thought that the uncertainties of along journey were agood way to begin married life; but
then, he had never been married.

There was one man apart from the Krueger party. He wastalking to the driver of a utility van outside the
port office as Slade approached. Though the man's back was to the tanker, Slade could hear him saying,
"...to Sade House?'

"Muchintheway of luggage, then?' the driver asked.

"Pardon me, magter," said Don Slade as he stepped dmost between the two men, "but | couldn't help—
Blood and Martyrs!"

"Cameto look for you, my man,” said Danny Pritchard with adow, tight grin.

The driver was blinking from one ex-soldier to the other. Pritchard touched Slade's jaw to silence him
and said to the driver, "A standard cubic-meter caseisdl. In the office. And an extra—"

"Thirty libra," Slade said, cued without either partner's conscious awareness of the question.
"—if you fetchit to the truck yoursalf."

The driver shrugged. He took the scribbled claim check and sauntered into the building.
"Been back long?' Pritchard asked as the two men sized each other up.

Danny looked alittle more gray than Slade had remembered him. Fit, though, the Lord knew. Sade's
exercises had not included walking. He was sure that even the kilometer he had just strolled through the
Port village had raised blisters on hisright sole and hedl. "I don't think so," he said doud. "Say, did you
have anything to do with that?"

"With how you |eft Terzia, you mean?' Pritchard asked.
"No, I—oh, never mind," the tanker replied. "There's other things to worry about now, | guess.”

Hisfriend frowned and nodded hishead. "Look," said Pritchard, "how much do you know about what's
going on herethe last while? Anything?'

"Is my brother dead?" Sade asked.
Pritchard nodded.

"Yeah," Sade muttered, aloud but to the part of his mind which believed in Hell. "Wéll," he continued, "I
guess|'m not color-blind." He nodded toward a Port officid in full Dyson livery, caling ordersto agang
of laborers. "l suppose there's some things to straighten out back at the House, too.”



"Don, | don't know how bad itis," said Danny Pritchard. "But it seemed like | ought to take alook. With
the Colond'sblessng.”

"I'm not asking anybody in to fight my fights" Slade said sharply.

"And I'm not offering to," Pritchard snapped back. "I'd have thought you'd seen enough with the
Slammersto know that blowing people away's a curst poor way to settle things anyway—unlessyou
figureto get them dl. How many people do you think you and | can kill, Don?"

"Via, I'm sorry," the big man said. He chuckled. Clasping his comrade on the shoulder very lightly, he
went on. "Y ou know the only thing | was ever fit for wasline command. Got any bright idess, staff

mogul?"

"Yeah," said Pritchard. "Got the ideathat you lie low for a couple daysinstead of barging right into
things. The Council's going to meet at Slade House, you know?"

"Arethey now?' said the tanker. He squeezed the knuckles of hisright hand between hislips. "Look," he
went on, "have your driver drop me a one of the processing plants on the way. Number Six, that'sthe
oldest one and it's close to the House. Nobody ever went hungry if he stopped by one of our plants
whenl wasakid."

"All righty! cdled the driver as he wheded out aplain, rectangular case. "Luggageit is.”

Slade and Pritchard moved to either side to help shift the case to the end-barsto which it would be
strapped. "Y ou fellows figured out where you're going yet?"

Don Slade laughed. "In the short term, at least,” he said. His muscles bunched as he did the heavy case
into poagition. "In the short term.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

The stedl door of the food-processing plant was not only unlocked but gjar. "Hello the house!” Slade
caled as he swung the door fully open. He waited outside for afurther moment. The air car had aready
disappeared into the eastern sky. The sea sounded a dense background, loud without being obtrusive.
The gasp of the pumpswithin the long, concrete building was by contrast rdlatively mild.

"Hello there," Slade caled again as he stepped inside. He closed the door behind him.

There was adoor to the right which would lead to living quartersfor the crew during their month-long
tours. Beside it was a bright a cove glassed off from the rest of the pump room, the foreman's office. The
multiple vison blockswithin flashed their images to one another with no human to watch them. Tubing
and crates moving beneath the tubing on conveyors covered the long, left-hand wall. Therewasa
dideway leading from the office to the bright splotch which was the open, seaward end of the building.

As Sade watched, ablur grew against the brightness. It accelerated toward him. When the blur dowed
to abrutally-sudden stop, it took on shape: adide bucket holding a hard-looking man in faded Slade
coverals. Therocket gun he rested on his right thigh happened to be aimed squardly at the intruder's
chest.

"And just what mightyour business be, buddy?' the man asked Slade. He was not young, but hisvoice
quivered aslittle as did the gun he held.



"My name's, Don Halt," Sade said with only amoment's hesitation to remember it. "I was hoping you
might have somework for me." Thefact that the foreman was leaving the office empty to check thelines
implied the crew was short, but Slade would have said the samething in any case.

The man in Sade livery snorted. "I'm the foreman, my name's Pretorius," he said. "And | guessthat
meansyou're looking for ameal. Well, | guesswe can find you that, sure.” He swung hislegs out of the
bucket and stepped toward Slade. His weapon was now aimed at the roof.

The tanker frowned. "Guess | could use somefood, sure,” he said. "But | haven't forgot how to catch
that for mysdlf, either. | said, I'm looking for work."

"Areyou?' sad Pretorius without inflexion. "Y ou'd be from around here, then?"

"Been awhile, though,” said Sadein dliptica agreement. "When | wasakid, | thought al mercenaries
got rich. | spent the past twenty years proving | waswrong and acurst fool." He smiled in near humor,
then touched his|eft earlobe. It was ahaf centimeter shorter than the right one which had not been fried

by a powergun.

Pretorius dipped his gun momentarily, like the neck of abird bending to drink. He arrested the motion
beforeit was an actud thresat, but there was no particular warmth in hisvoice ashe said, "Isthat afact?
Then I'd think you'd have found work at the Port, boyo. And just maybe you did, hey? And they sent
you hereto see what you could learn.”

"Could bel got an offer,” Sade said. "Could bel didn't like the color of suit they were going to have me
wear, too. Look, if I'm unwelcome here, I'll just walk on out. My daddy ran a catcher boat from South
Three until aknife-jaw got him. | guess| can find some kin down that way if a strong back don't interest
you." Heturned away from Pretorius and the gun.

"Blazes, man," the foreman cdled. "Don't leave me short-handed as| am.”

Slade looked back at the foreman. Pretorius was holding out his weapon by the balance. "Here," the
older man went on. "Y ou know how to use one of these?"

Sadefrowned. "Guess| canlearn," he said.

Powerguns would have been usdaless against the sub-surface life forms that were the bane of processing
plants. Ingtead the crews used short-barreled rocket guns like thisone. They fired low-ve ocity missiles
which were unaffected by the media through which they lanced toward their targets. The bursting charge
was much bulkier than a powergun wafer liberating comparable energy; but the charges went off in their
targets, not on the surface of the sea.

"Come on, then," the foreman said. He pointed to the second dide-bucket. "Weve got a ten-meter
wriggler giving fits on section two. Isn't big enough to take anip out of theline, but it kegpstripping the
adarm. Come on—you want to learn, I'll teach you."

And what have we got here?' asked the leader of the men who strolled toward Danny Pritchard asthe
ar car took off again.

Pritchard looked them up and down with alack of expresson which wasitsdf significant. All but one of
the four men wore belt knives. The leader instead toyed with anunchaku, apair of short flails chained
together at the dim ends. None of them wore guns, which had been for decades proscribed on the
Council Idands of Tethys save for certain jobs and locations. That scarcely made Danny safe et this



moment.

The men were among those who had been lounging against the shading wall of the courtyard when
Pritchard arrived. There were ascore of othersin various liveries present, but no one seemed to pay any
attention to what was going on. The leader of the men moving in on the visitor wore Sade Blue defaced
with a crimson stripe down either leg. The other three were Dyson retainersin full scarlet.

"Friend of thefamily," Danny Pritchard called cheerfully. He sidled away from hisluggege so that it did
not block him if he had to jump back suddenly. Hidden at the small of the ex-soldier's back was a
glass-barreled powergun. Hewould useit if he had to—but theillega wegpon's single charge would il
leave three opponents. "I'm here to visit the Widow Sade, at her request. Y ou're of the House?'

The man with the nunchaku flipped hisweapon out toward Pritchard's trunk. Thelid clacked asthe
further baton touched it. "Can't have any contraband coming in here," the man said. "Think well check it
right here.

"What thehell's going on here?' demanded avoice shrill with tenson.

Men who had been covertly watching as the visitor was baited now glanced up in open surprise. The
four men who had approached Pritchard now fanned away asif Hammer's man could be safely ignored
if they werewilling to leave him done. Not the smartest possible assumption; but they were not praos,
only bullies, and not the cleverest bullies Danny Pritchard had metin his career ether.

The man who had shouted from the House doorway was young and thin. Pritchard had seen a cube of
Marilee—as she was—Dorcas. The youth's features were a near double for those of the woman twenty
years before.

It was an open question how Teddy had expected to stop the troubleif hisrighteous indignation were
not enough. The fat old man a step behind him and to the right had anotion of his own, however. The
old man's gun-hand was hidden within hisloose-fitting jacket.

"Checking for contraband, Master Teddy," said the man with the nunchaku. The wegpon twitched in his
hand likethetail of acat which lay otherwise motionless.

"Durotige," said the old man behind Edward Slade, "get your butt out of here. Out of the yard.Now ."
"Y ou don't scare me, Blegan!" snarled Durotige.

"Good," said the old man, obliviousto his presumptive master. "Because you'l try something if | don't
scareyou, Durotige.”

"Timéell come, old man,” said Durotige. Hiswords were bluster, however—as Blegan's had not been.
The man in crimson over blue spun on his hedl and marched toward the gate. 1ts hinges were rusty but
they squeded open when Durotige tugged with the fear of death behind him. The trio who had
supported him drifted away aswell, though they pointedly did not walk toward the gate.

Edward Slade joined the visitor. The young man glanced angrily about the yard at the liverymen who had
not intervened in the trouble. They were now insouciantly directed on their own affairsagan. "Sir, |
apologize for the boors you've met in my House," Teddy said. Someone chuckled from behind a.car at
thewords. "Leavethe trunk. I'll have Housemen bring itin."

"No problem," said Danny Pritchard as he swung the gear handle from one corner of the trunk. He
began spinning the handle with an ease that belied the trunk's weight. Coon Blegan had grimaced when
his master spoke of leaving the trunk. The old servant knew as Pritchard did himself that if |eft



unguarded, the luggage would surely be ransacked.

Whedlslowered from the four corners, jacking the trunk up by smooth degrees. Powered units were
smpler while they worked; but they stopped working when your traps were off-loaded into a swamp, or
somebody turned avalve that flooded the cargo bay with nascent chlorine. Most mercs got along, as
Pritchard did, with muscle-powered come-alongsfor their hold baggage.

Thistimethe trunk held clothing along with a submachine gun, three spare barrels, athousand rounds of
ammunition, and asuit of body armor. Pritchard had not been going to leaveit in the courtyard if the only
dternative had been to lift the full hundred and eighty kilos on his back.

The one-time officer extended the lever into a T-handled tow bar. " Shal we?"' he suggested to the others.

But as Danny followed Blegan and young Slade, he swept his eyes around the courtyard. It wasfilled
with men and equipment and arrogance. Pritchard had been a staff officer for adecade and Hammer's
heir apparent for over ayear. It was still easy to recdl the days when he had been only ablower captain
himsdlf. The daysin which Danny Pritchard's decisionsinvolved no more than how to kill the most men
in the shortest time.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

"And with one shot hekillsit!" said Pretorius to the men who shared the dinner table with him and Sade.
"Bam! Right into the gill chamber.”

Chesson and Ledf, the other two members of the crew, smiled. The men maintained thefilter lines,
programmed the extrusion circuits depending on what the filters were bringing in; and more than
occasiondly disposed of the larger forms of sea-life when the rhythm and scent of the filters drew beasts
to the gation.

On Tethys, asamogt universaly on water oceans, the vegetation was mostly one-celled and the
herbivores scarcely more complex. Virtudly every life form big enough to be seen with the naked eye
was carnivorous. Those carnivores ranged very much larger indeed, and not al of the Tethian varieties
were toothlessfilter-feeders like the largest whales of Earth.

"Look," said Sade in more embarrassment than pride at the subject, "it was one shot after the beggar
surfaced; but it was three before that had missed him under water. Don't know about you, Piet, but |
was getting amite nervous about afive-round clip and no reload.”

"You'l get used to the angles, Soldier,” Leaf said. He waved arock-cruncher limb with aflag of muscle
dangling from thejoint. "I remember when the shells didn't have guidance units and you had to dlow for
deflection aswell asrefraction.”

"Via, but it'sbeen along time since | ate one of these," said Sade as he forked another mouthful of
cruncher himsalf. He wanted to change the subject; and besides, what he was saying was no more than
the truth. "My old man aways said nobody esats like a Councilor except the men who fish for the
Coundilor.”

"I tell you, Soldier," said Chesson morosdly. He was the youngest of the four by a decade; an edl-like,
sharp-faced man. "Y ou're eating a curst sight better than anybody's sending to Slade House this month

past.



Leaf and Pretorius|ooked askance at their fellow, but Chesson plowed on bitterly. "Nobody minds
sending a prime catch to the master, do they? Always been proud to, we have. Master Thomas knew
he'd never had a better crew than the boys at Station Six. Isn't that s0?"

Chesson glared around the table. The others nodded. "But there's no bloody good to that now, isthere?
Master Teddy can't take care of himsalf, much less us, and the Mistress—well, she's got some choice as
to where shewantsto sdll herself, and no curst other choice in theworld. That'safact.”

"Dyson, | suppose?' Slade said asif he were still concentrating on hismedl.

For amoment, the only sound was that of the equipment washing itself down in the pump room. The
filter lineswere flushed and closed down at night. There was no safe or practica way to police them
after dark. Temporarily-increased production would not make up for the certain damage when adult
orcsor knife-jaws decided to make amed of thelines.

Pretorius said, "No, it'snot just him." The foreman took a second helping of potatoes in white sauce.
"It'sthe whole Council, dl forty of them.”

"Thirty-nine," Leef corrected.

"Whatever," the foreman snapped. More soberly, he continued. "Took 'em all together. Could easy
enough have let Master Teddy take the Council seat when Master Thomas was killed. But no, set up a
guardianship—the boy's nineteen! Vial | was captain of a catcher boat when | was nineteen. And then
they hand the guardianship to Dyson, and every bloody thing to bloody Dyson.”

"Bastard squeezes his people,” said Chesson ashe glared at hisplate. "They say, blazes, what's it matter
who sitson hisbutt in the House? Y ou see them maybe twice in your life, so who careswhat dl they do
to each other? But it's not true. If thiswas a Dyson plant—" he waved around the room and toward the
packaging units beyond the wall—"thered be a guard sitting with us to make sure we ate common
rations. And none of the equipment out there'd have been replaced in thirty years."

Slade |ooked at the hard, weather-stained faces around the table. "Never heard much good about the
Dysons mysdlf,” he said. He was trying to control the shudder of anger that swept him as he thought of
the past. "But that strikes me as crazy. Bad business, let done being ason of abitch. | may notveruna
Council House—" bardly true—"but | don't guessit'salot different from acompany of mercs. Y ou don't
have to spring for every bit of hardware comes on the market. But if you run your plant down, buy junk
or don't replaceit, you aren't competing anymore."

Slade amiled, an expression as grim as anything anger had brought to the faces of the other three men.
"Of course," the tanker concluded, "the business| wasin you got your ass blown away too. | guess
that's different from sea products.”

"Might be a change Tethysd be better off seeing,” said Chesson. He gave ablack look at the rocket
guns racked by the door, ready in an emergency.

"Folks aren't bastards because that's profitable,” said Pretorius, "though they may tell themselvesthat's
why. They're bastards because they were born that way. And—" he looked around chalengingly— "as
long asl'velived, | don't know of anybody who was better off for being abastard in the long run.”

"Nor me," echoed Leaf. Even Chesson nodded agreement, though there was nothing in the younger
man's face to suggest that he fully understood hisforeman's point.

"So sure" Pretorius continued, "Dyson isn't abusinessman the like of any Sade right back to the



Sattlement—and it isn't that the Sades couldn't show a hard hand when the need was."
Nodsal around, Don Sladejoining the others. Hislipswere stiff and hisface ill.

"But Dyson hasthe Council," said Pretorius, "and | suppose that means he has usin afew daysor so.
After dl, who isthere to stop him?"

"Who indeed?' muttered Don Slade as he clenched his gresat right hand.

"Well, Mgor Pritchard,” said Marilee Siade, " Coon Blegan—you've met him, my son's. . . companion—

"Nothing wrong with the word bodyguard,” said Danny Pritchard mildly. He had seated himself when the
woman offered him achair, but she continued to pace the Trophy Room. Even flat-footed, she wastdler
than he was anyway.

"Theword implies that we need bodyguards," Marilee said. "That Tethysisno longer acivilized world."
When Pritchard made no response but asmile, the woman continued. " At any rate, Coon says| should
hire your Colonel Hammer to clear undesirable e ements off Tethys. | suppose you agree with that?"

She was not redly hogtile towardhim, Danny decided. She wasjust very frustrated in generd. Very
possibly Marilee had watched his arriva through the window now behind her, and her subconscious
preferred to over-compensate for the embarrassment she must fedl.

Aloud Pritchard said, "Well, | might disagree on mora groundsif | thought it would work, ah, madam.
But sncel neverhave known it to work in circumstances like yours on Tethys, I'll pretend to bea
practica man and disagree on practicd termsinstead.”

The tall woman paused in mid-stride as her brain correlated the words her ears had heard a moment
before. She looked a the man who lounged at ease, smiling at her. "Mgor—" she began in atone more
diffident than that of her angry assurance an instant previous.

"Please," said Danny Pritchard. "That was Alois little joke, I'm sure, when he announced | was coming.
Migter Pritchard. Or Danny, which I'd prefer. But I'm not a soldier anymore.”

Marilee sat down with the abruptness of agun returning to battery. She laughed as she looked out the
window through which she could see nothing but sky from her present low angle. "Well," shesad,
"Danny, | suppose you'd better explain that. | hadn't expected to hear from a mercenary that force
doesn't accomplish anything.”

"Ex-mercenary,” Pritchard corrected. The smile was back. "And force accomplishes alot of things. They
just aren't the ones you want here. Bring in the Sammers and we kick assfor aslong asyou pay us. Six
months, ayear. And wekick asseven if the other side bringsin mercs of their own—which they'll do—
but that's not a problem, not if you've got us." Unit pride lasted even after the unit'swork became a
meatter of distaste. Pride beamed now from Danny Pritchard's face, and his hand caressed atank that
only hismind could see.

"S0," the man went on. He got up without thinking about the action because he was focused on plans, on
possihilities. "Thereswhat? Three hundred thousand people on Tethys?"

Marileg's eyes narrowed. "On the Council 1dands, about. Therésalot morein little holdings on the
unclamed idands, but | don't think anyone can be sure of numbers.”



"So," Pritchard repeated. The word was his equivaent of the Enter key when his mind was computing
possibilities. ™Y ou want to kill fifty kay? Fifty thousand people, let's remember they're people for the

"I don'twant to kill anybody!" the woman snapped. She siwvung abruptly to her feet again. Her boots
rapped on theinlaid floor over which her visitor's hedls had glided unheard. "1 don't even want to kill Bev
Dyson. | grew up with him, after dl, I . . . maybe he did kill my husband. But | don't want to know that
for sure. And | don't wanthim killed.”

"You see" said Danny Pritchard, asif he had not heard his companion expose apart of herself that she
had not known existed, "if we go in quick and dirty, the only way that has a prayer of workingisif we
get them dl. If we get everybody who opposes you, everybody related to them, everybody who called
them master—everybody."

"They aren't all dangerous!" Marilee shouted. She turned to the wall of trophies and went onin nearly as
loud avoice. "They aren't any of them dangerous, except maybe afew. What are you talking about?’
She spun back to Pritchard.

The ex-soldier nodded in agreement. "They're not dangerous now, but they will be after the killing Sarts.
Bdieveme—" heraised ahand to forestall another protest— "I've seen it often enough. Not al of them,
but onein ten, onein ahundred. Onein athousand's enough when he blasts your car down over the
ocean ayear from now. You'l see. It changes people, the killing does. Once it starts, there's no way to
gtop it but dl theway to the end. If you figureto still live here on Tethys."

"M—Danny!" thewoman said. "l told you, | don‘twant killing. Why do you keep saying that?"

"What do you think the Slammers do, milady?" asked Danny Pritchard. His grin was wide asademon'’s,
as cruel asthe muzzle of the guns he remembered using so well. "Work magic? Wekill, and we're good
atit,bloody good. Y ou call the Sammersin to solve your problems here and you'll be able to cover the
Port with the corpses. | guaranteeit. I'vedone it, milady. In my time."

Hewas dill grinning. Marilee Slade gasped and turned away. The blast-scarred skull of aknife-jaw was
on thewall behind her. The yellowing skull wastwo meters dong the line of the teeth, arecord even for
the days of the Settlement when the creature had savaged a guard tower and three men. For amoment,
the knife-jaw looked less ruthless than did the man who had seemed so mild until he began describing
options.

"All right, Mister Pritchard,” Marilee said to her clenched hands. "My son sayswe're better off |etting the
law take its course, even when that courseisagaingt us. |—I don't think | believe that. I know Tom's
death wasn't, wasn't chance. But | didn't mean to bring in an army, either, even without what you just
said. | suppose welll let Bev have hisway, then, and—hope for the best.”

She shook hersdlf. “I'm sorry,” she said. "'l didn't mean to be ungracious. Will you have refreshments? A
stim cone?" She stepped toward the refrigerated cart resting against asidewall.

"No, I'mfine" said Danny Pritchard. Hisface had loosened from itsrictus. Now he sat again in the chair
from which thought had propelled him. ™Y ou see" he continued mildly, "using the Slammers on your
problemislike settling atank onanut to crack it. | . . . I'm not the sort to say, roll over and play dead to
injustice. Even when injustice has the law behind it. Y ou were hoping Don would come home. It'sfor him
—and for me and for the Colonel, theré'salot of uswho owe Don—it'sfor him | came here. We pay
our debts. But what did youhavein mind for him, for your—brother-in-lawv?"

Marilee continued to face her visitor. Her hand crept up unconscioudy to caress the trophy skull above



her. The cranium between the two eyesockets had been punched away by the shot which killed the
creature. It had been a 10 cm bolt from agun like those on the drones in the courtyard, anti-tank
weapons redlly and the only medicine that could dependably put paid to the monsters which disputed the
Settlement. Nothing like them threatened the Council 1dands anymore. The beasts bred and hunted
elsawhere, now, the progeny of the creatures which had survived. Natural selection had proved to the
most savage natives of Tethysthat Man was till more savage.

Marilee thought of herself and of her son. The awareness was not a happy one.

"| thought perhapsif they saw him," the tall woman said doud. She wastrying to find wordsto answer a
question she had hersdf avoided asking. "I thought, they can ignore me, ignore Teddy. They could even
ignore Tom because he was toogood, too curst good to treat them the way his grandfather would have
done. Maybe even hisfather."

Marileetook her hand from the skull and laced her fingers together. She bent them back against one
another fiercely. "But they couldn't ignore Don, could they? And besides. . ." she added, her eyes
drawn to the window but her mind drifting far beyond the present, I never redly wanted him to leave.
Whatever | said.”

"Widl, knowing Don," said Danny Pritchard from hischair, "I'd expect him back just about any time

"He mustn't come now," the woman blurted. "I1t'stoo late. The Council's committed. They'dkill him."

"Theywould?' said Danny Pritchard. "Those down in the yard?' The professional began to laugh.
"They'll learn something about statusin Hell if they try, milady. They will that."

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

The dideway rose and fdll like atank racing over broken ground. Danny Pritchard had only aplastic
bucket and not the hundred-odd tons of tank armor between him and danger, however.

The sealifted and ebbed beneath him at no fixed period; or rather, at a period set by as many variables
as asun-spot sequence, theoretically calculable but for human practicelost in uncertainty. The water was
alucent gray-green, metdlic. In it moved blurs of other colors, jetsam sucked from the current to be
filtered and compacted by type in the tubes running back to the building on the shore.

The concentration of microlife and the leakage of juices from the processing drew larger beasts
upstream. They could be seen playing as black shadows about the tubing—two meterslong, three
meters, one of them five meters at least, Danny would swear. It |looked as dippery asaflameand as
ravenous. No danger to thefilter lines, perhaps; but sure degth to any landsman who dipped from the
bucket into the water.

Don Slade looked up, mildly startled asthe bucket did to ahat at his guard station. Therails and the
catwalk supporting them stretched further out to the posts manned by Chesson and Leaf. Each of the
men were responsible for five hundred meters of line. Slade had been bending over therall. Hehdd a
rocket gunin hisright hand asif it were agiant pistol. In Sade's | eft, when he straightened o thet it
could be seen, was alength of twelve-centimeter tubing. He had been prodding it down into the water.

"Hey, snake," Sade caled cheerfully. "Come watch meimprove my technique.” The tanker bent over



therail again.

Pritchard walked carefully to the bigger man. Thefilter lines, with the platforms and dideway above
them, did not attempt to remain rigid in the sea. Strong asthe lines were, the seawas stronger. If the
gpparatus did not give and flow with the moods of the water, the water would smash it with the casud
ease of avandd with a shop window. Knowing the necessity for flexibility did not prevent the motion
from making Danny Pritchard queasy. "All right, trooper,” the Adjutant said as he joined Slade at the
ral. "What've you got—Via"

The thing that twisted up through the water had along nose-spike and ragged teeth the color of blood.
Likeatragp damming, it struck the tube Slade used as alure. The tube sprang upward. It was dmost
wrenched from Slade's grip. At the surface of the water, refraction bent the white tubing sharply. A
meter below that hinge, the jaws were grinding the tough plagtic into drifting motes.

Sade fired. When the shell struck it the seafountained, reaching for the gun muzzle with lambent clarity.
Then the water boiled red as the charge blew apart the carnivore's head. The nose-spike and part of the
upper jaw lifted from the explosion, then splashed back into the water.

The creature's body began to drift, till writhing, beneeth the filter line. Part of the cloud of blood
preceding the carcass had been sucked into the line already with the plankton.

Slade pulled up hisragged-ended lure. "You see" he said, "I know where the end of thetubeis" He
tapped the plastic with the muzzle of hisgun. "So | shoot for that, where I fedl thetubeis, and that
teaches me how much to hold off when there's only what | can see the next time."

"They hit on this?' Danny asked, tapping the white plastic. He had expected the tube to have a soft,
greasy fed, but it rang like stedl benegth hisfingernail. Thiswas pressure tubing for repairsto the
compaction segment.

"They do when | wire some mesat onto it," the tanker said with agrin. "Hungry as some of those beggars
act, they might anyway. Shows you what greed gets youl.

"And—" hisface cooled—"that brings usto the question of Bev Dyson, doesn't it? If they say anything
as bad about him at the House as they do down here, then | regret nobody called me home before. |
gtarted ajob near thirty years ago with awrench, and it sounded likeit's past timeto finishit.”

Pritchard stretched. He laced hisfingers behind his back and lifted hisarms as high as he could. With his
eyes closed againg the hugeness of the seg, thelift and fall of the platform was even soothing. “I'm the
honored visitor touring the estate,” he said while il bent forward. "Y our Sster-in-law loaned me acar.”
Pritchard straightened and looked at hisbig friend squardly. "Tough lady, but she needs help. What she
doesn't need isyou barging in and getting your ass blown away, snake."

"l said you werein charge, Danny," Sade said mildly. The big man scanned the sensor read-outs on his
board. One of them was flickering orange, abeast rippling to and from adistant portion of filter line,
nothing to be concerned about as yet. Sade's fingers pulled arocket from abandolier loop and did it
into the loading gate of the wegpon. "Tell me what you think needs doing, and I'll see about getting it
done."

"Theresa Council meeting intwo days," said Pritchard. "They're gathering in person a the House, the
whole Council. Going to decide on the guardianship of your nephew Teddy."

"Council'sin Dyson's pocket,” Slade said without emotion. He nodded toward the station, though two of
the men were actudly downline of Slade's post. "Wheat the crew here saysisjust what | saw mysdlf. The



Port's supposed to be neutra ground. Dyson put his own men in and my brother—"

Sade's big hand squeezed fiercely on the alloy barrel of hisgun—"let him do it, the. . . . Well. So now
they'redl afraid to burp for fear their cargo'll get looted or degp-sixed, inbound and out both. He's got
the votes he needs, just like he did on that stupid business of me being the redl heir. Cop!”

Danny looked at the bigger man sharply. "Y ou could be, you know," Pritchard said. "Marilee swears
that your brother told her that the night your father died. That your father had whispered it to him, just at
theend."

"Andl swear, my friend,” replied Don Slade, "that it's cop even if it'strue. Look, what do seventeen
minutes one way or the other matter, for running this, running Tethys —that's what we Slades have done
for ax generations, Council be damned. Y ou think if I'd redly wanted it, that I'd have let afew minutes
stand in the way? Blood and Martyrs, snake,you know me better than that!"

Pritchard laughed. "Well, you were younger, then,” he said.

Slade grinned back. "Y eah, and meaner'n aknife-jaw, my friend. Via, remember that bar on Emporion?
The bouncer thought | was just blowing air till my tank came through thewall!"

Both men laughed and linked arms. "Well," said Pritchard, "let's say you rodein to the House on a
supply truck tomorrow. 1've seen what you looked like before you left Tethys: hair to your belt. I'm
willing to bet that without that and the beard, maybe alittle dye and editing, there's nobody you'll see
who's going to recognize you thislong after. Not if you got through the Port. Now, thereslikely to bea
problemintheyard itsdlf, but I think . . ."

Danny Pritchard continued to talk in acam, professiona voice while the big man beside him nodded.
Overhead, fairy skimmersfolded their gossamer wings and dived into the rich sealife around the
platform.

Sade smply noted their delicate motions. He knew that he could handle moving targets without any
need to practice on these.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Fadel Buckaew, a Steward's Assstant, drove his provisions truck with a hard-handed determination.
He managed to ground the stedl skirtsjarringly on the shingle anumber of times, though without
achieving more than a moderate speed. Slade had never claimed to be much of adriver himsdlf, but at
least the tanker did not regard air cushion vehicleswith an angry hogtility the way the young Houseman
did.

"S0," Buckalew said, "old Piet tells me you met the Mad Dog and that's why he's sending you to the
House. That afact?'

"Something close" said the tanker. He knew that Pretorius had never referred to his"Master Dondd" as
Mad Dog Sade. "Camein on the same ship asavisitor to the House, guy named Pritchard. In Transit
I'd mentioned meeting a Captain Slade of Hammer's Regiment on hisway back to Tethys himsalf. When
Pritchard got to the House and heard how things were, he thought | ought to go tell the Mistress my
gtory. The foreman thought so too."

Thetruck ground its|eft Sde againgt the rocks benesth the layer of creeping native vegetation. Though



some of the nastier forms of sealife bred on Tethys scattered idands, there was nothing native to the
land which was significantly devel oped, even the plants. Terran vegetation had been imported, but it
grew over therocky soil only where encouraged: around the manors of the Councilors, and in small
plots, anong the dwellings of lesser folk.

The sea supplied roughage asit did protein through processing plants like the one Sade was leaving.
When people grew vegetables, it was for the sake of luxury or whim, not need. The grass plots, though,
served aneed: that of Earth-evolved humansto see something green that was not synthetic nor the sed's
metallic choice of dressfor the moment.

"Wadl, it'snone of my business,”" the Houseman said, "but if | wasyou, 1'd go back to sucking seawater.
Not thatl would," he added hagtily as he redlized that he had just suggested a position of basic |abor was
not benesth him.

"But | mean," Buckadew went on, "you're safe back there—" He gestured. The truck dewed and grated.
"But if you go up to the House, meddling with Council affairs, well . . . the Misiress may be glad to see
you, | don't say she wouldn't be. But there's some wouldn't, and you'll meet them before you do her.”

"Yeah," said Sade, "1 waskind of hoping you might drop me around in back.”

Sade was uncomfortable with the conversation and with his outfit. The Station Six crew had been
adamant that nobody in coveralswould be allowed into Sade House now unlessthe Mistressled them
in by the hand. Master Thomas had been a stickler for proprieties, Pretorius said. Chesson was young,
but even he could remember the free and easy days when labor was nothing to be ashamed of and
working for the Sadeswas al you needed to talk to the Councilor.

Don'sfather had not been a gun-toting brawler like his own progenitor, a throwback to the harsh days of
the Settlement. Neither, however, had he stood on ceremony with those who served him. The tanker
found it interesting that his brother had ingsted on such punctillio, when according to that code—and his
own belief—he had no right to be called Councilor at al.

Wéll, people did strange things, and tanks did strange things. Don Slade had learned to dedl with some
of the strangeness without bothering himself too much with causes.

Dedling with the problem meant, in this case, wearing the non-service clothes Danny Pritchard sent long
for Sade to wear. The tunic was russet, with puffy deeves gathered at the wrists. It was big enough for
Slade's shoulders and would have held two of him at the waist. The dackswere doe-skin, again ample
inthewaist and thighs—»but so tight when his calf muscles bulged that the tanker had consdered ditting
them up from the cuffs.

Slade wore the boots he had awakened with at the Port. They fit; and he might soon have need for
footwork.

Buckaew had taken histime about answering his passenger'simplied question. "Well, | tell you," the
Houseman said with asidelong glance which shifted the truck, "I'm sorry, and you not used to the House
anddl ... but it'd be worth my teeth a the best if | got smart about where | pulled in. Especidly with
theload I'm carrying from your buddiesin Six."

"What'sin theload?' Slade asked in surprise.

"Nothing, that's what's in the bloody load!" the Houseman snapped. "' Cans of process, that's what we've
got. Vial | know and everybody at the House knows that they're bringing in crunchers and that they're
taking heart fillets out of duopods—all the good stuff, just like aways. But what do they sendme back



with? Process! Compressed protein. Compressed flotsam! One of these days aload of boys from the
Houseis going to come see your buddies, and they're going to wish they'd changed their ways before.”

"Wadl, | don't know," said the tanker without emphasis. "1'd say the crew a Six would be easier folksto
talk to than to threaten. True of alot of people, of course. Been reminding myself of that for going on

twenty years."

"You seehow itis" said Buckaew. He waved—Slade cringed and the truck rasped—toward thetall
outline of the House on the horizon. "'I'm in enough trouble, coming back with nothing but turtle cop. If |
drop you a Service, they'll be sure | off-loaded anything worth esting there too. Y ou see.”

"They will," the tanker repeated. He flexed hisfingers, one hand againgt the other. "Well, | guessI'll see
pretty soon."

"Come on, Bucky," crackled the voice through the dash spesaker. There was arush of static or laughter.
The voice then continued, "We know it's you, but come on up where we can watch.”

The Houseman was shivering. Thetruck hovered at idle, millimeters off the ground. Its cab was pointed
at the closed gate in the three-meter wall.

Buckaew touched the key of the microphone/speaker, abolt-on set not integra with the vehicle.
"Master Hensen," Buckaew said, "you know I'mnot . . . could you maybe let mein by the gate this
once? You know | don't. .. ."

Buckalew let histhumb dip from the key. The spesker roared, "Get your butt up here, goon, or well
come and find you!"

"They make you jump thewall to get in?" Sade asked.

Vehiclesbuilt for use on Tethys normdly had enough extrafan capacity to fly without depending on
ground effect, the bubble of air trapped between the ground and the vehicle's skirts. Otherwise they
could not be driven over Tethys omnipresent seas without the likelihood of disastrous attack by the
larger predators. The supply truck was heavily laden, however. Theride from Station Six had made it
clear that the Assistant Steward did not have the greater skills needed to safely lift the truck fromiits
cushion.

"Well .. ." muttered Buckaew.
"Via, man," Sade said, speaking the obvious. "Y oul'l kill usboth if you try that!"

Buckaew nodded miserably as he fed power to thefans. "1 know," he said. "I've been buying my way
off theserunstill today." The truck took atentative hop and yawed its|eft front into the gravel.

Slade closed the throttles. His hand gripped the knobs and did them back asif the Houseman were not
trying to fight the pressure. "Get out,” Sade said. Hisvoice wasthick and irregular, like bubbles boiling
through tar.

"Comeon, Bucky, werewaiting for you," the speaker called.
"W-what?' Buckaew whimpered.
"Getout !" Sade repeated. "I'm taking this mother in!™



The tanker reached past Buckaew for the door, unlaiched it, and thrust the Houseman out of the cab.
Slade moved his own big body under the controls. The speaker started to make another demand.
Sade'sright forearm crumpled the box into hissng somnolence.

Throttles, attitude adjustments. The Houseman was backing away from the vehicle with afrightened look
on hisface. Sade dialed up the thrust. Fan pitch and nacelle attitude were not crucia safety factorswhen
operating by ground effect, because the air cushion balanced irregularities and averaged the tota power.
Ontruelift, however, thefansrequired individua settings unless the load were perfectly balanced. This
truckload of supplies assuredly was not balanced.

Slade boosted ten centimeters on instinct, over-corrected for abump on thetail skirt, and lifted over the
wall in acurvethat was graceful but considerably faster than he had intended. Slade wasn't much of a
driver, that wasthe Lord's smpletruth, but he was the right man at the controlsjust now.

"All right, Bucky!" crowed the loud-hailer on the helmet of aman in crimson. There were dozens of men
in the courtyard, backed cautioudy against the walls and the line of parked air cars to watch the show.
Most of the observerswere clapping, though the sound of that and their hooting was|ost in the rush of
thefansat high load. Slade had neither the time nor the inclination to check the varied liveries below, but
there was one man in Slade blue—with adash of crimson down ether leg.

The tanker was even with the upper windows of the House and the Council Hall. Histruck was
quivering in polarized reflection to either sde. The man with the loud-hailer was againgt the House door,
where an armored drone protected him to either side; a pity, but—

"Well, comeon, Bucky," theloud-hailer caled. "All you've got | eft's the easy part, right? Chop your
throttleand | promise you'll come down!"

"Right, fella," Sade muttered as he cut power fifteen percent to the four front fans and cocked the left
rear nacelle to the sde. Adrenalin made the tanker's arms tremble, and hismind wasicy with rage.

Thetruck did down a column of thrust. Itsrear end was dewing around a pivot point just forward of the
cab. Slade could till not hear the hangers-on nor could he see the men among the parked air cars asthe
truck rotated down toward them with the mgesty of Juggernaut's Carriage. The drooping left skirt
caught first with a ping and a shudder. Then the whole laden back end crashed adong the line of cars.

Thelightly-built luxury vehicles disntegrated at theimpact. The truck's skirtswere sted, flexible only at
the edges. They were meant for the sort of rough work on the shingle that Buckaew had been giving
them an hour before.

At theend of theline of cars, Slade twitched up histhrottles and hopped awkwardly aoft again. The
crumpled back end of the truck brushed the corner of the House asit turned. He shouldn't have been
greedy about the last car or two . . . but it was with less damage than Slade had expected that he
thumped the truck down at last in the center of the courtyard. One of the fanswas singing whereits
blades touched atwisted duct.

Sade shut off al power. Hefdt for the moment—only the moment, and he knew that—as if he too had
been shut down after a successful operation.

There were blue and orange flickers in the shadows which the lowering sun cast across the courtyard.
Electricd fires had started in severa of the mangled vehicles. With hisfans shut off, the tanker could hear
the screams of the men pinched and battered when the cars did from the metal-rending impact of the
truck.



There were screams of rage aswell, from those who did not have their injuriesto occupy them. The
Dyson minion with the loud-hailer had lost his helmet and was cowering againgt the door. A group of
men were rushing toward the truck from the other side, however. Three of them wore knives and Dyson
livery. The fourth was the one Danny had warned about, Duratige, though his nunchaku was hidden for
the moment benegth the tail of his blue tunic. Durotige was abig man and hugely aroused a the moment.

"The Lord eat youreyes, Buckaew!" Durotige shouted through the dust which still cavorted around the
truck. "Or | will!"

Slade opened the cab door before the other men could reach it. He stood on the entry step, gaining from
it aheight advantage he would not otherwise have had over the turncoat. "Buckaew's not here," Slade
said. "You want to eatmy eyes, friend?'

In Sade's right hand was alength of control rod, half ameter of chrome sted brought from the Station.
It rang as he dapped it againgt hisleft pam.

The four men pulled up very abruptly. One of them made amotion toward hisknife. He thought the
better of it.

Durotige did not lose his mental balance for more than a second or two. "Sure, you're tough with that in
your hands," the turncoat said. "But you're not man enough to fight me without it, are you?”

It was adangerous gamble. . . but the Stuation was dangerous any way you diced it, and that was
nothing new to Sade.

"Just you and me?' the tanker asked. He waved the rod in aglittering arc, taking in the men with
Durotige and the others moving from cover now that the danger of the truck had passed. "And you don't
pull aknife?'

"Hey, buddy," called someonein green and lemon ydllow, "you'rein enough trouble aready. Don't get
your head bashed besides.”

A pair of Dyson retainers from the clot around Durotige moved in on the man who had spoken. He
backed, but not quickly enough to keep the men in crimson from seizing him from either sde. One of
them snarled, "Buttout, fishbrain,” and punched the speaker in theribs.

"Just you and me," Durotige promised loudly. He spread his arms wide and waved his bare hands
toward Slade. "And with nothing we don't carry right now—soon as you throw down that rod. Just what
we stand in. Guess you've got afew years on me, but you look fit enough. Anyhow, it was your idea.”

Sade smiled. Herolled the rod back and forth on his pam for amoment. Then he dipped it behind him,
onto the seet as he stepped down from the truck. "Y ou're on," Slade said, knowing that in thisingtant al
four of them might pile on him to wash hislife away in the dust with their knives and their numbers.

The House door was spilling out far more people than had been in the courtyard when the truck set
down. Not liverymen alone, but Councilors, at least adozen of them. The Council Members were
notable for their studied avoidance of any form of dressthat might be taken for livery. House colors
werefor retainers. Many Councilors affected ancient formal wear: stark blacks and whites, and
garkly-uncomfortable cuts.

The shattered vehicles drew some of the attention, but that would keep. The two big men now moving
from threats to action focused the eyes of both Councilors and retainers.

The Dyson men did not jump Slade with Durotige. They hopped away, well aware of the amount of area



which the nunchaku commanded. One of the liverymen guffawed.

Durotige backed from Slad€e's advance also. He obvioudy wanted hisvictim to be too far from the rod
to recover it when he learned how he had been tricked.

Just for amoment, Sade thought that his opponent really might intend to settle matters with hisfigs.
Then Durotige reached back, under the flgpping tail of histunic, and did out hislinked flailswith the air
of asuccessful conjuror. "Just what we stand in,” he repeated. The Dyson retainerscackled in gleeat a
safe distance, though they were closer to the action than were the other spectators.

"Why Durotige," Slade said. "'Y ou didn'ttell me about the numbchucks."

Durotige blinked as he redlized that his opponent knew hisname. Before dl the implications of that could
penetrate, Slade threw himsdlf into abroad imitation of akarate stance.

Thetanker's views on personal combat were those he had heard from his grandfather thirty-odd years
earlier. Y ou don't hit aman with your bare hand unless you're naked and they've nailed your feet to the
ground. No onein the crowd knew that, however, least of al Durotige. The turncoat grinned and moved
inwith hiswegpon flickering.

For the benefit of hisaudience, Durotige executed a series of passes back and forth between his
straddled legs. The nunchaku shifted, spinning, from hand to hand in perfect rhythm. It was the sort of
nonsense that could have cost Durotige hiswegpon . . . except that the men in crimson were ready to
tossit back should adip of the hand send it skittering loose.

Sade shouted, "Hai!" and stamped hisright foot. It was smply an effort to end his opponent’s posturing.
The tanker carried his hands up, with the fingers extended asif they were capable of smashing bricks.

He had sometimes vaguely wished that he did have the training for formal unarmed combat, but it had
never been worth histime. There were dedge hammers for smashing bricks, and for more serious matters

Durotige made his move. Hisright hand fed the nunchaku behind his back and over hisleft shoulder
wherethe left hand took it. Instead of executing another shimmering bit of jugglery, the turncoat lashed
out in an overarm cut at Slade's skull. He held one wooden flail by the base. The dashing attack
extended the paired flailsthe length of both and of Durotige'slong left arm. It was virtualy too fast for
Slade to have dodged, had he wanted to.

Instead, the tanker blocked the whirring club with hisright forearm.

The blow cracked like lightning close enough to touch. The outer flail rebounded as it was supposed to
do. Because the link was not rigid, none of the shock was transmitted to the hand in which Durotige held

his weapon.

The turncoat smiled in the certainty that he had shattered his opponent's arm. The sound had been
wrong, but there was no time now for nuances, the blowhad to have been effective. Durotige recovered
and struck precisdly the same swinging blow again.

The pain of Sade's radius splintered among the blood and soft tissues should have left the tanker open
for the follow-up, despite itslack of finesse. Sade was grinning. Durotige noticed that only asthe
nunchaku cracked again on the right forearm which reflex should have protected at any cost after it was
broken.

Sades|eft hand caught Durotige's and clamped it firmly to the baton it held. The tanker's snatching



motion had started as the nunchaku swung. The motion did not disintegrate in pain as expected when the
second blow landed. The turncoat found himself held, face to face with his opponent. The flails dangled
uselesdy beside them.

Grinning like Heilgate, Don Sade sivung hisright forearm asif it were aclub. Durotige caught the blow
with his own free hand. The hand-bones crackled. All the strength went out of the turncoat'sarm. The
blow, only partialy blocked, chunked againgt his skull. Durotige sagged forward with abloody welt
across hisleft temple.

Sade's grip would not let the turncoat fall. The tanker hit him again, still with the forearm and not afist.
Durotige's skull rang like an imploding vacuum-bottle. Sade thrust his opponent away to fal, the body
liquid, the head Staining the dust.

With aquick motion, Don Sade retrieved the nunchaku which had falen with their owner. None of the
onlookers had moved closer when the fight climaxed. The nearest faces, those of the Dyson men, gaped
in amazement. To Slade's hormone-hopping glance, the men werelittle more than pale blurs on crimson
blurs, the status they would retain until they moved toward him themselves.

The tanker gripped the base of aflall in either hand. He twisted the weapon againgt itsalf so that the three
links of chain weretaut. "Wdl?' said Sade. His voice echoed despite the size of the courtyard. "Whao's
next?'

Using torsion to do what no human muscles, not even hisown, could do in astraight pull, Slade parted
theflaillsand hurled them in opposite directions. One of them clacked above the door of the House.

"Bring that man to me," ordered a cold voice from the sllence. Lights pinned Sade, though they were not
really necessary in the present dusk.

Sadeturned. Time had not robbed Beverly Dyson's voice of its familiarity, nor of the swelling ragethat it
fedin Sadeshbdly.

Councilor Dyson and atrio of liverymen had come from the Council Hall. To seethefight from that
angle, the quartet had to walk around the truck grounded in the middle of the yard. Two of the retainers
now flared handlights at Slade from ten meters away. Sidescatter showed that the third liveryman
gripped acase. Not even the most ignorant could imagine the case held an information system and not a
gun. Dyson himsalf was behind the lights and shrouded by their glare. Hewas adim figure, ascool ashis
voice.

Sade'sright deeve wastorn from the blowsit had taken and returned. He jerked the dangling fabric free
with hisleft hand. The length of pressure tubing which covered the right forearm gleamed in the sirong
lights. There was a smear of blood near the wrigt, but the nunchaku had not marked therigid plastic. A
sngle toothmark winked just above the line at which the tanker had cut the section from hislure.

"l saidbring him," Beverly Dyson repeated in avoice with more life than before. Sade, who was
expecting the next wordsto cal aspray of gunfire, was amazed to hear the Councilor continue, "Don't
worry, my good man. | have an offer for you."

"No," said Sade. He turned quickly, smoothly, a shark twisting against afool who would grasp itstail.

The gunman might be ordered to fire or might not. It did not matter whether Siade faced the blast. The
men who had accompanied Durotige were two paces closer, now. Their confidence had been in their
master's promise of good treatment, not in their own numbers. Now they scuttled back so quickly that
one stumbled on Durotige's outflung hand. Theturncoat till lay in the dust. He was bresthing



gertoroudy. Blood oozed from his matted scalp, hisnose, and hiseft ear.

"No," repeated a clear voice. Sade's own refusa had been the rumble of abeast. It had been intelligible
only by itstone and theright fist clenched to grip the armoring tube.

A party of four was striding from the House. The lights now silhouetting Sade fdl brightly acrossthe
newcomers. Marilee was half astep in front. Her face was as firm and clear asthe denial she had just
spoken. Shewas not the girl Slade had left on his brother's arm at the Port, but she was perfectly the
woman from hisdream of Hell.

The youth must be Teddy. He walked to one side, tight where his mother was whip-supple. Danny
Pritchard was on the woman's other side, with Coon Blegan beside him. Blegan pushed away one of the
crimson toughs who had not moved intime; but it was Danny Pritchard who carried the submachine gun.

He did not attempt to hide the weapon. Pritchard'sindex finger lay beside the trigger guard, not init. To
Slade's practiced eye, that was sure proof that no bluff was intended. There was one up the spout, and
the safety was off.

Dyson's men might carry guns. despite the law, and as asymbol that their power was beyond the law.
The Sammers used their gunsto kill, with afrequency no one could keep track of, and with an
effectivenessthat Danny Pritchard himsalf would as soon have forgotten.

"Thisman came asavidgtor to my House," said Marilee in the same clear voice as before. She spoke
toward Dyson but loudly enough that every onein the courtyard could hear her. "I won't have him
harassed.”

The woman stepped past the tanker to one side while Pritchard passed to the other. The principle, not
theindividud, wasfirg in her mind.

And dear Lord, didnone of Slade's closest acquaintances recognize him after twenty hard years?
"That man hasagun,” said Councilor Dyson in genuine surprise.

Sade turned to watch the confrontation of which he was no longer a part. Dyson was pointing to
Danny's wegpon. The Councilor himself had not moved, but his three retainers were edging backward
so that light played acrosstheir master aswell asthemsdlves.

"And hisclothes aren't red,” retorted Marilee. "What's the matter,Bev?"

"In the future, no truckswill land in this courtyard,” said Teddy. Hisvoice was high and on the edge of
control, but it wasaman'svoicefor dl that. "It's dangerous. And anybody interfering with trucks
unloading properly will be expelled from the Estate. Do you hear?'

"Put that away!" Dyson ragped to hisliveryman, the one who had half opened the case holding hisown
gun. "And put those curgt lights off!" the Councilor added as angrily to the other pair.

Dusk was darkness in the aftereffect of the glare. Dyson stepped forward, beyond his men but not so
closeto those facing him that he could be thought to be holding anorma conversation. "I don't know
what you think you're about, Marileg," the Councilor said, "but it won't work in the Hall. Do you
understand? There will be no gunsin the Hall. None!™

"The Hall isthe Council's business, Dyson," the woman replied. Her words cut through the twilight like
lyre notes. "The Houseismine. Y ou and your rubbish are not to enter the House again. Good evening.”
Her hed and toe gouged the dust as she turned. " Gentlemen,” she added coaly, "let usgoinside.”



Therank that Marilee had led to the confrontation returned as afile behind her to the House. Slade was
the last man. He fought the impulse to throw back his shoulders asif better to absorb the shots that might
dill arive.

Slade had found a good group of people back here.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Theinterior of Slade House had shrunk in the years he had been away. He would not have expected
that. When Don Slade |eft Tethys, he had hisfull growth; but he had long been divorced from the life of
the House in which helived. The memoriesthat lived when the earth spouted around him and the sky
screamed hellfire were those of his childhood.

In memory the corridors were high and dimmed by mystery, not neglect. Rooms built to house the
warriors of the Settlement now stored mementos of that harsh, vivid time. And through al the memories
blazed the figure of Sade's grandfather, Devil Don, the Old Man; the craggy, powerful mode for Sade's
life

The Old Man had surrendered the administrative duties of House and planet to his son as soon asthe
son could handle them. But while the duties had been his, the Old Man had performed them with the
fierce ill he displayed whenever he forced himsdf into abusinessthat he hated. In retirement, he fished
and hunted across the seas of Tethys, brawling with men haf hisage. And he carried with him the
grandson who bore his name, and whom he swore had been minted from the same die as himsdlf.

The odd thing was that as Don grew older, he resembled his grandfather in no physical respect but his
gze...andfor dl that, the Old Man was right, was dead right. To copy his grandfather, Don let hishair
and beard grow—into ablack mass as different from the Old Man'swhite, silken locks as could be
imagined. Brother Thomas cut hisown fair hair short, but only surgery could have kept every
acquaintance from remarking that he looked just like the Old Man.

Asthe party turned up the hdlical staircase just within the entrance, Coon Blegan paused to speak to the
doorkeeper. "If you had any guts,”" Blegan whispered—Sade could hear him, but Teddy and surely
Marilee could not-"you might even be good for something.”

"Up yours, old man,” said the natty-looking doorkeeper. He gestured with his shock rod, red aswell as
symbolic power.

Slade reached from behind and plucked the shock rod away. It was a baton of thumb-thick plastic haf a
meter long. Electrodes winked at either end. The doorkeeper yelped and tried to snatch the instrument
back. Sade'sleft arm blocked the servant with no more effort than awall would have displayed.

The doorkeeper's kiosk was cast concrete like the rest of the House's construction. Slade held the baton
at itsbalance with equa portions extending to the thumb-side and hedl-side of his hand. He punched
upward toward the corner of the kiosk doorway, where the integral post and lintel met. The two ends of
the baton took the impact. The instrument crunched into halves.

The tanker handed the pieces back to the doorkeeper with a courteous nod. "Yours, | believe, sir," he
sad.

Coon Blegan watched with alook of surmise that Slade had not meant to arouse. Pritchard had paused



partway up the dairs, just in Sight. Waiting, hisweapon was unobtrusively a hissde.

Most of those drawn into the courtyard were il there. They were fulminating over the damage to their
vehicles or gazing with secret delight at the wreckage of someriva's car. The few who trooped babbling
back within the House passed the tableau without noticing it. Even Slade'sarm could have been a
handshake from the angle past his body.

The doorkeeper took his baton back with alook of amazement as silent as the deftness with which it
had been stripped from him. Slade gestured to Blegan. The old retainer grinned and proceeded up the
dairs. The tanker followed, without alook back at the open-mouthed doorkeeper.

Thiswasthefamily staircase. The door from it to the second floor on which the guests were lodged was
locked. Sade had spent very littletimein the family gpartments on the third floor in the last years of his
youth on Tethys. The tanker subconscioudy expected changes. There were none, none he recognized,
savefor thesze.

The staircase debouched into awalled entryway with adoor to the corridor serving the remainder of the
floor and a separate door to the Trophy Room which engrossed the quarter of the floor facing the
courtyard and the Council Hall beyond.

Teddy was holding the Trophy Room door for Danny Pritchard. From within the room, Marilee said,
"Migter Pritchard, Danny. | appreciate your presence tonight and the risk you ran. Y ou were invaluable.”

Danny did not move forward. When Sade reached the top of the stairs, he could see that the woman
stood not beside the doorway but within it to block passage. "But you'll understand that | want to speak
aoneto the man who met my—brother-in-law returning.”

"Of course," Danny said with aneutra smile. "I'll fed better for ahot bath after dl that." He turned When
his back was to the mother and son, he winked at Slade.

"I'll stay, though," Teddy was saying. The anteroom was crowded. Slade and Blegan were big men,
Pritchard not asmall one. All of them were trying to keep a courteous distance from the family quarrel
brewing.

"No, Edward,” Marilee said. The edgein her voice was dight, but it was till out of line with anything
which was overtly going on. "Y ou have your duties. I'm sure many of our guestswill be demanding
compensation for damaged vehicles.”

"Yes, I'll take care of that,” the youth said with adismissing gesture, "but Mother—"

“Teddy!"

Teddy's head jerked back as the tone dapped him. "Y es, Mother," he said in asubdued voice. "I'll be
down in the Audience Room if vou need me."

He squeezed past the big men at the stair head without noticing them asindividuas.

So softly that even Slade could barely hear him, Blegan whispered in the tanker's ear, "I'm afat old man,
friend. But | wouldn't want anything to happen to the Mistress.” Then the retainer turned to follow Teddy
down the sairs.

Pritchard was dready gone, toward his own suite among the family rooms. "Come here, Mister Holt,"
said Marilee as she stepped aside.



The Trophy Room had been intended as a museum of human valor rather than of the dangerous sealife
of Tethys. The result had made it both. Because the only light in the room at present was the red glow
through the west window, the skulls merged with their own shadows. That did not matter to Sade. He
could have drawn every piece from memory, have labeled it, positioned it on thewall of hismind. Slade
was a child again, waking softly in front of romance.

The glow-gtrip under the big window was not bright, but its light shocked Slade out of hisreverie. His
hand was extended, dmost touching one of apair of screw holes. They were below thelevel a which
most of the trophies were mounted. The holes had been filled, and in the ebbing twilight they should have
beeninvisble

"Y es, there used to be another one there,” said Marilee with detachment. She seated herself in the chair
from which she had switched on thelight. "A larva argus. My husband had it removed. He said it didn't
fit with the others, only alarva™

"Yes" said Don Slade. "Not a—thing worthy of ahunter.” He had squeezed shut his eyes, but that did
not help. The pressure of the eydids and muscles only forced the welling tears up fadter.

"It wasn't exactly ahunting trophy,” the woman said to Slade's back. "My brother-in-law—Captain
Sade—was edting lunch with his grandfather on one of theidandsin the Random Star. The argus must
have just hatched. It crawled out and stabbed the Old Man in the small of the back. He just happened to
be there, you see, but the defensive spines are quite dangerous. They pardyzed him."

"Y es, the spines can be nasty," said Sade thickly to thewall.

It had been ameter long and gleaming with the pearly iridescence of the eggshdll il dragging behind it.
Its eyes were broad patches on the exaskeleton, the color of fresh bruises. The spines along the lower
edge of its cargpace squirmed like athorn hedge in awindstorm. Most of them were dripping yellow
with venom, but some aready were smeared with the Old Man'sblood . . .

"Don killed it with hishands," the woman was saying. "He pulled it off his grandfather and pounded it to
death on the ground. For weeks after that, they thought he might lose both his arms from what the spines
did to him. Hewas seven years old, then."

"Yes," Slade repeated, "the spines can be nasty.” He turned away very dowly. Hisface was under
control again. Theleft shoulder of histunic was damp whereit had hunched to mop away the tear which
had escaped. Not for ahusk of lacquered chitin, and not for Sade's past youth. For the Old Man, who
had mounted the larvawith his own hands and, stiff himsdlf with the aftereffects of the venom, had
carried his delirious grandson into the Trophy Room to seeit. ™Y ou wanted to question me, Mistress,”
said Don Sade.

"Sit down, Halt," the woman said with abrusgue gesture. "I'm told that you've seen Captain Slade more
recently than Mister Pritchard has."

Slade moved to theindicated bench. It was alow one at a discreet two meters from the seated woman.
"Yes, Midress," he said. "He was on Desmo, landed there from an Alayan ship.”

"The same Alayan ship that brought you and Migter Pritchard to Tethys?' the woman interjected.

Sade looked up sharply. The trophy wall had stunned him into a quiescent state which fit very well the
personaof alaborer in private conference with one of the planet's great. The question brought the tanker
to dertness again. He had not known that Danny had been carried by the Alayans. "Y es, Mistress,”
Sade sad. "That is—they don't land, you know. Tenders carry you to orbit. | suppose it was the same



ship. Ah, Captain Siade had business on Desmo, seeing to some of his men. But he told me heldd be
home soon and—Iook me up.

"Hewas redly looking forward to getting home," the tanker added softly. Hisleft hand was absently
working loose the tubing from hisright arm. The sawn edges were sharp enough to have cut his skin near
the elbow, and the battering given and received by the armor had despite its protection caused the
tissuesto swell.

"l suppose,” said Marileein atone that supposed nothing, "that Captain Sade will have afamily by this
time. Fromwhat | recdl of hisyouth, presumably he will have aharem. | don't supposelocd srictures
on marriage apply to off-planet mercenaries, even when there are such—sdrictures.”

Thetubing did loose. Sade extended his right hand with thumb and little fingers touching so that they
would not catch the front edges of the plagtic. The air wasthrilling on the film of sweet and
sweat-thinned blood.

"Theres mercswho settle, and mercs who move," Sade said with hishead lowered. "The Sammers
moved. Nobody could afford to keep them long enough for it to be the other way.”

Heturned the length of tubing, looking at it from one angle and then ancther to have some ostensible
focusfor hiseyes. "Y ou don't carry women along unlessthey're part of the unit. There aren't so many of
them, and fewer gill who'd beinterested in aman. | didn't notice anybody traveling with Captain Slade.”

The tanker risked a glance toward his hostess. She met his eyes abruptly, but it was not hisface at which
she had been staring.

Slade looked down again and cursed. He twisted his bloody right arm so that its underside was no
longer in thelight. Benesth the stains and dicknesswere till the scars the argus had |eft on achild. The
skin had stretched and filled with muscle over the years, but the unpigmented keloids would remain till
the grave. Sade licked hislips and said to the woman, ™Y ou wanted your brother-in-law to come home,
Migress."

"No!" said Marilee. She had been leaning forward. Now she thrust hersdlf against the back of her chair.
"I wanted him, and that may have been amistake even then. But | don't want Don to come home now.
Itstoo late. They'd only kill him."

"They'retrash, Midiress" said the tanker. The emotion in his quiet voice was not anger. Y ou cant live,
worrying about trash.”

"My husband was agood man,” said Marilee, "agood man—"
"l know that."

"—but he let Beverly Dyson build his organization for two years. All very careful, taking over the Port
that was too much work for any of the other board members to bother about. L oansto some, help of
other kinds and blackmail besides to some who needed more than money.”

The woman swept to her feet again. She stood like awarrior queen. Her voicerolled out in challenge.
"All very quiet, Mister—Holt—and none of the thugs, the gunmen, till dl that had been taken care of.
But the thugs are here, they killed Tom. And they'll kill anybody else who threatens Dyson's plans, | see
that now."

"Look," said Slade as he stood aso. Half his mind would have taken him nearer to the woman, but
instead he walked back toward the trophy wall. They were part of what had forged him, those mongters,



and beyond that, he felt a certain kinship with what they represented. ™Y ou knew that—Migtress,” he
sad, "when you caled your brother-in-law home. Nothing's changed, except your nerve's giving out.
And it's not your nerve that matters when h-he getshome."

"That's nottrue about nothing changing!" the woman cried. She raised both hands. "It was a chance for
the Council to back astrong leader againgt Bev Dyson. All right, not Teddy . . . and not me either, some
of them because they're fool s and some because they didn't see the skills for this—kind of busness—in
my background. Man or woman. But | thought somebody they could respect, and somebody whocould
organize them, lead them—Bev doesn't have any army, and al the Council together could muster enough
men to, to get him away. | thought they'd al jump at the chance not to be bullied by Bev Dyson, but . . ."

Marilee sagged in on hersdlf without completing the thought.

The flaring pectord fins of the orc had been razor sharp when Don Sadefirst grew tall enough to touch
them gingerly. That edge had long been worn round as awe was dowly replaced by ritua. Sade touched
afin now. A part of him visudized the creature dive, forty meters of it spirding up toward the platform
on which the Old Man waited with arocket gun.

Memory of his grandfather was by no means out of place to current needs. "And Councilor Dorcas,
your brother?" asked Slade as his hand caressed the deadly fin.

"The present Councilor ismy nephew, I'm afraid,” said the woman. She paced to the window. Through
it now gleamed only the lights of those trying to deal with the wreckage in the courtyard. Asgeneraly on
Tethys, the haze of clouds blocked any but the brightest stars.

"He's even younger than Teddy—ian't that amusing?' Marilee continued. "But well-advised, | gather.
The vote to put the Sade Estate in guardianship was unanimous. | don't expect there to be much change
tomorrow when the Council determines who the actua guardian should be.

"So you see," the tall woman continued as she faced her visitor again, "why | no longer believe that any
possible ralying point would make—" she sniffed— "men out of the Councilors. Except perhaps for me
to retain amercenary regiment. | was amost willing to consider that course, until | talked to Mister
Pritchard the other day. | will die before | bring that to Tethys. | will die."

"Yeah," sad Don Slade to the window. "Well." Seconds after she thought he was finished, the tanker
continued. "1 suppose the Old Man's room's been cleaned out years since. | mean, Counc—"

"I know who the Old Man was," the woman said. "Even during Council sessions, there has been space
to sparein this House since it ceased to be a barracks. My husband would never enter—his
grandfather'sroom, Holt, but he never permitted anyone else to enter it either. Would you liketo, to. . .

?l

"Yes, Midress" said Sade. "Very much."

Slade stretched. The musclesthat rippled across his arms and shoulders gave thelie to his dyed,
razor-thinned hair.

"And—" nervous again, but soft as she paused—"youll be staying tonight in the House?*

The tanker shrugged. He touched the orc again. "I'll get back to Number Six, Migtress. Itll causeless
trouble. If you can arrange transportation when you get someoneto let meinto the Old Man'sroom?|
doubt the truck I camein will run me back." Sade's smile was as bleak and distant asthat of the orc.

"Of course," said Marilee. Her voice was normal, but it sounded thin in her own ears as her world



shrank down to apoint. "1 suppose you can understand why Don can't appear now?"

The man did not speak. He stood before the trophies. He looked as massive and powerful and inert asa
ddled ox.

"Perhaps," Marilee went on, "things might change. Soon. And it will be safe for Captain Sade to return
to Tethys"

"Tethyswon't be safe forany man, or awoman,” said the tanker flatly, "until there's enough men or
women—to make it safe. I've heard what | need to hear, Mistress.”

Marilee turned and bent over the chair-arm controls. She gave quick ordersto the Under-Steward on
cal. Then, in aclear voice, she said to the man behind her, "That will be dl, then, Holt."

Only when the door closed solidly did Marilee open her eyes again. Shefdt asif the maglstrom had just
swept past her last hope of survival.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

The pumps were dready duicing the lines again in start-up mode, testing the system for leaks which had
opened during the hours of darkness. Theirhoosh announced Slade as he entered the crew area, then
closed the door behind him.

"Hey, it's Soldier,” caled Chesson as Leaf was saying, "Via Look how he'stogged out!"Slade wore a
Steward'stunic, blue-green with slver piping. It fit him no worse than the garment he had worn to the
House.

"Fried potatoes with your breakfast?' asked Pretorius. He shook the skillet.

"Vig, yes," Slade said as he sat down beside the fourth chair at the table. He took the plate the foreman
handed him. Raw fries, nothing processed about them, gleamed beside afilet of shdlotte or some smilar
fish. "Y ou guys teaching potatoes to swim, then?' the tanker asked. There was certainly no garden plot
at the station, swept asit was by tides on an average of once amonth.

"My wife growsthem,” said Chesson as he took another mouthful. "Well, we both do every other month
when I'm off, but | can't take much credit.”

"No trouble at the House, then?' Leaf asked.

"Y eah, what did the Mistress say?' Chesson added as he recollected the circumstances in which the big
man had ridden off in the truck.

"L et the man eat hisbreakfast,” said Pretorius. Hetook his own place at the table. Even in the foreman's
eyes, however, were questions dancing to be answered.

"There was abit of trouble," Slade said. Instead of eating, he eased his chair back and looked across the
other three men. "Nothing that couldn't be handled. What happens this afternoon, though, that's going to
be harder. They're going to give Bev Dyson guardianship of the Sade Edtate.”

Unexpectedly Leaf said, "l wasn't but aboy, not so much as Chessie's age." Chesson, who was agood
thirty yearsold, bridled but did not interrupt. "The storm of 161 it was, the Great Storm. Y ou remember



thet, Piet?'
Pretorius shrugged. "Before my time," he said.

Leaf nodded asif to pump up hismemory. "There was never anything to matchit,” the old man said.
"Fifteen days of wind and waves. There wasn't alet-up till the end. The eye missed Main Idand
atogether, just curled through uslike the blade of acircle saw. But you know, lads—it did pass. Master
Teddy isof agein two years?'

Chesson and the foreman were nodding dowly in agreement. Sade said, "'If Bev Dyson takes over—"
he raised hisleft hand, pam up and fingers extended— "in Sx months, Teddy will bein afish'sbdly.”
The hand clenched with the suddenness of jaws snapping.

The three other men looked at Slade, at thefist and at the face set as hard asthat fist. "This planet's been
run acertain way since the Settlement,” the tanker said. ""Some mightn't likeit, but it seemed to suit most
pretty well. If Dyson takes over, the system isn't going to change, not redly . . . but the way it's applied
won't ever be the same. The Council Idandsl| toe the line set from the Main, from Slade House or
Paraclete, whichever Bev decides should be his capital.”

Sade's voice was getting louder, but he did not move from his chair. " Councilors won't decide anything
but who they screw on agiven night. And al right, that doesn't bother you or me either. But the
rock-hoppers, the independants, they'll all be pulled in and settled if they'll come—or hunted down if
they won', youknow Bev Dyson. And when there's nowhere to run, helll start squeezing every laborer
on Tethys. . . and heélll squeeze you the worst, my friends, because he hates every soul and thing that
ever wore Slade Blue"

The clenched fist opened again asif it bore the future on aplatter.

Pretorius shook his head with alook of sad wonder. "Ican't leave, Holt," he said. "Maybe you can go
back asamercenary, but they wouldn't have me at my age. And | wouldn't have them! Thisisthelifel
want, right here. And if that means Dyson and dl the things that Dyson means, then it'll have to be that

way.
"It'snot what Mistress Sade wants," said the tanker softly.
"It's not whatwe want," Chesson burst out, "but what bloody difference does that make?”

"A good question,” said Sade. He grinned as the pieces came together, working hisfingers closed again
without haste. "Y ou know, | used to wonder why the Old Man put us so heavy into food production.
Theresten gationsjust about like thisone, right?”

"Sure, but that's business," said Ledf, watching Slade with puzzlement.

The tanker nodded. "Business, sure," he agreed. "The Slades feed most of the planet from these stations.
But therésalot more profit to cost of plant and maintenance in mining operations, which iswhy weve
pretty well got food stations to oursalves. Right?"

The crewmen gaped or frowned. The economics of the Situation had never conscioudy affected them.
They were Slade retainers, and they did the jobs their forebears had done before them.

"Right," said Slade gently. " So what's the difference between mining and food extraction?Besides what
you'retrying to bring out of the sea?"

Pretorius saw where the conversation was directed. He said, "No."



The otherslooked at him. The foreman nodded to the weapons racked beside the doorway. " The mining
rigs have guards, too. Any time you work men near the sea, you need sensors and guards.”

"Right again," said Slade. It was good to be sure he could trust the men he was with. Trust them to think
aswdl asact. "But amanganese dredge doesn't bring them halfway around the planet the way the juice
doesfrom your rig, doesit? How many critters—how many monsters, they'd call them back at the
House—have you put down, Piet?' He gestured. "L eaf ? Chesse?"

Chesson snorted. "1 remember my first, though not red well," he said. "It was when Pops was on thisrig,
s0 | must have been maybe five. He let me pull the trigger when a networm surfaced right under the
plaform.”

"All right, friends,"said the tanker as he rose to hisfeet. He stood, arms akimbo, facing the crewmen.
"Thisisn't your job or that of the crews off-duty and at the other stations. But if it isn't done by you, it
won't be done at dl. For yoursalves, and for the Mistress—and for Master Teddy, who can just maybe
st things straight again, like they were when | wasakid. If hejust getsachance and alittle help. Are
youuptoit?'

The pumps gentled the silence with their background of hoosh, hoosh. At last Pretorius spoke. "It'sus
you'll want to call the others, | suppose, Soldier?’

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

"Mark," said Beverly Dyson to key histhroat mike. " Subiyaga, bevery careful with that one. Takethe
detector down to duminum spray if you have to to make sure he doesn't have athrowaway derringer.
Mark."

"Mark," said the civilian-suited specidist responsible for the detection unit. ™Y es, milord." Subiyaga
nodded toward Councilor Dyson, halfway across the courtyard on the roof of hisvan. Dyson had
moved the vehicle ostentatioudy into the courtyard the night before when he was ordered out of Slade
House.

A sguad of Dyson retainers had been told off specifically to support Subjyaga. Besides them,
representatives of five other Council 1dands observed the detector. Coon Blegan glowered at the
equipment on behdf of the Sades. The newness and tailoring of Blegan's blue livery could not disguise
the old man's paunch; but the pistol beneath his left arm was to be surmised rather than seen with clarity.
Whatever might be the ingtructions other Councilors had given their observers, it was quite certain that
Blegan would object forcefully if anything irregular occurred during the weapons checks.

Councilor Dyson did not care. He and those of his retainers whom he chose to bring within the Hall
would submit to the same careful vetting as the others. For this mercenary from Friedand, however, the
search had to be extraordinary.

"Bastard,” Dyson whispered. The three men of his persona staff stood behind him on the van roof. They
looked sidelong at one another in concern.

Ten Dyson retainers were playing music opposite the detection station. Danny Pritchard did not
recognize their wind instruments. Allowing for local conventions, Pritchard did not think the musicians



were particularly skillful, either. Certainly the pair of Slade Housemen who accompanied Pritchard to the
Hall did not seem to appreciate the music any better than did the ex-mercenary.

Indl likdihood, the musicians were there to divert atention from the indignity of search; for even
Councilors and their families had to go through the detection loop.

As Danny stepped into the loop, he smiled at Subiyaga. The specidist's brief conversation with his
master was easy enough to guess, though Pritchard had heard neither end of it. Subiyagalet the unit run
its pre-programmed settings without result. Then he began to punch additional commands into the
cabinet.

Pritchard watched the apparatus with professond interest. The unit was considerably bulkier than the
best of Hammer's smilar equipment, but it appeared to be fully as capable once it was set up. The
subject within the ground loop was adancing outline on the screen. A line swept up the image, then
down again, for aslong as it took the cabinet to run its program. The color of the sweep varied
according to the eement which was to be detected on a given pass.

Danny had ddliberately worn asuit scintillant with fine wire to determine how sensitive the gpparatus
might be. The threads of stabilized auminum remained on screen as an orange glow across hisimage
after one of the sweeps. The circuitry of hisstylus, his mastoid implant, and the heavy remote unit & his
belt, were separate blotches. Their greenish tinge on the screen reflected the close mixture of metals
within the e ectronic mechanisms.

Nowhere on the screen was there evidence of iridium; or sgnificant amounts of iron; or acylindrica blur
of meta deposited to mirror aglass wegpons-tube.

Subiyagaignored Pritchard's sylus. "Mark," he said, so that his master could hear the details. "Sir, what
isthis, please?' The specidist pointed to a blotch on the screen, but his eyes were on the back of
Pritchard's jaw which the blotch indicated.

"That'san implanted radio link," the ex-mercenary replied. He tapped the spot with hisforefinger.
"Keyed to abase unit, it's very useful. On Tethys, of course—" the smile became momentarily
carnivorous— "and without the Regiment, it serves no function. Except to fill the hole cut in the boneto
holdit."

"And—" the specidist began, hisfinger diding to the lower blotch.

"And thisisaremote unit thatdoes function on Tethys," Pritchard said, amost anticipating the question.
He spoke with the cool good-nature he generdly maintained around things wearing crimson. "It'slinked
to the Port, where amessage capsule is already cleared for Friedand. Colonel Hammer wished to be
informed immediately if anything untoward occurred during today's deliberations.”

Heturned. The clothing Pritchard now wore was nothing like the battle-dress he had doffed for good,
two years before. No one could look at him at that moment, however, and doubt his military
background. " Do you object to Colond Hammer having that full report?”

"Mark," said Subiyaga, clearing hislink.
The man who met Danny's eyes from the van across the courtyard spoke briefly, sharply.

"No, Migter Pritchard,” said the specidist to the ex-soldier's back. "We have no objection. Y ou may
enter theHal, gr.”

"| gppreciate your courtesy,” said Pritchard as he faced the specidist again. Danny's eyes swept like



gunsights across the retainers, noting their stance, their dertness; where they set or carried the gun cases
which were their badges and power. "And in thanking you," Pritchard went on, "I speak for Colone
Hammer."

Pritchard strode toward the massive doors of the Hall. The Councilors and attendants whom the delay
had forced to queue now began passing through the checkpoint aswell.

Councilor Dyson stared at the empty doorway for some seconds after Hammer's man had passed
throughit.

"Mother!" said Edward Slade when he saw how Marilee was dressed. "It's—you know you can't wear
blue, they'll say you look like a servant!”

His mother snorted. Teddy blushed at the patent absurdity of what he had just said.

Marilee's garment flowed from aloose-fitting stassto follow its wearer's movements with its own dow
grace. The garment's color was indeed blue, Slade Blue, but pulses moved up it with the inexorable
polish of color in heat-trested stedl. The pulses did not, however, so much change the color of thefabric
asthe saturation of that color. Marilee could no more have been mistaken for aservant than Slade
House could have been mistaken for amining station.

"Besides," the woman said, amplifying the rebuke she had not needed to voice, "there won't be any
servantswith us. Though—" awrinkleflitted across her face as sherecalled— "I did send two
Housemen with Danny since he wanted to enter the Hall early. | suppose they may stay.”

"Mother," the youth repeated, thistime in irritation rather than surprise.

Teddy himsdf was agiff ensemblein black and white. From his outfit, he might have stepped from a
subordinate position in Late-Nineteenth Century diplomacy. Housemen in fresh livery glanced from one
to another behind the youth, wondering how Marileg's stlatement would affect them. "I redlize how you
must fed," Teddy said without even cons dering whether hiswords had meaning or were merely sounds,
"but we mustn't givein to frusiration. Were Sades, and even if we're beaten we mustn't dink away into
acorner. That is, |—"

Teddy's breath caught and strangled the next wordsin histhroat.

That was by no means soon enough, but it hated the arm Marilee had raised to dap her son. Thetall
woman's face was white with blotches as the muscles drew back over her bones, "Will you say | am no
Sade,boy?" she whispered. Her right arm dipped forward so that the fingers of her left hand could
knead some of thetension out of it. "I was a Slade before you were conceived, Edward. Don't you ever
forgetit.Ever."

Shelooked back at the servants. "Get out of herel" she shouted.

The Housemen scattered down the corridor. There were more of them than Marilee had redlized, at
|least adozen.

"Edward, comein herefor amoment,” the woman said. Her voice trembled around expended emation.
Mother and son had been standing near the door to the Trophy Room. Now she opened the door and
waved the nervous youth within.

The corridor had skylights and, along the baseboards, glow-strips. The Trophy Room's great window



was vivid with ambient light and the sun reflected from the facade of the Hall. Marilee could have chosen
to polarize the glazed expanse, but she did not. The light bathed her, and the warmth massaged the
shuddering from her muscles.

Marileelooked at her son. He braced himsdlf defiantly, but she was no longer angry. She had assumed
that Teddy did not know how soon he was going to die, to be killed like hisfather. Now Marilee
redlized that the youth was not afool and not too young to recognize that Beverly Dyson had made
murder an instrument of policy. Edward was keeping up the gppearances of the world in which hisfather
had raised him to believe. The youth did so for the same reason that adrowning man findly breathes the
water that will kill him: thereisnothing elseto do.

"Edward," Marilee said dowly, "I decided—about the Housemen—when we were discussing who we
should put at the checkpoint to make sure that everyone was checked even if they worered.”

Her son nodded. He wasrdlieved but still uncertain about his mother's change of tone. "Coon Blegan,”
hesad.

"Yes, Coon," Marilee agreed. "Because there was no other member of this House we could redly trust
with thet duty."

The woman sighed and put a hand on her son's clasped hands. " Something went wrong, Edward,” she
sad. "Somewhere dong theline. I think my husband would have been good for Tethysif he had been
alowed to be. But not for Slade House."

Her voicerose. "Three times as many servants here as when | was married, and only one holdover that
we can trust with our lives. That shouldn't be. All the bowing and sharp dressin the world doesn't make
up for that, doesit?"

Teddy squeezed his mother's hand. He took a deep breath. "I'm sorry, Mother," he said. He was neither
willing nor fully able to state the subject of hisapology. "WEell have to do something about the
Housemen. As soon aswe—can." It would not be their House after the Council met, as surely asthe
seas washed the shores. "But for now, | think we had best get to the Hall. We are Slades.”

They waked formaly, arm in arm, the few stepsto the door. Edward then preceded his mother down
the narrow, tightly-coiled staircase. His head was high, and his pace was as measured asif he had
scores of attendants.

Marilee was close to tears, though there was nothing in her quizzica expression to suggest that. Perhaps
if he ran? Fled Tethys, became—became amercenary soldier, with hisuncle easing hisway in that dien
culture, watching over him. And thenin afew years, when it was safe to come home—

Don wasright. It would never again be safe on Tethys.

As her feet patted againgt the Sair treads, Marileg's face drew itsdlf into asmile astaut asatetanic
rictus. Each tap of sole on stone put her and the House and the planet twenty centimeters closer to
disagter. She should have hired the Sammers, curse the expensein dl its meanings.

Dear Lord, she should not have ordered away Don Slade. Not now.

And not twenty years before, either.



CHAPTER THIRTY

The doors of the Hal were four meters high and proof against more than storms when they were closed
and locked from the insde. The trunions on which they swung inward ran in trackways grooved into the
base dab. Open, the doors gaped as wide as they rose in the concrete facade. For the symmetry of the
occasion, the leaves were fully open now; but asolid line of Dyson retainers across the threshold made
sure that none of those entering failed to go through the security check firgt.

Two of the red-clad men had stepped aside with perfunctory smiles. Councilor Roosevdt, hiswife, and

fourteen assorted members of hisfamily and saff were passing into the Hall. The youngest child madea
curious attempt to pat a crimson trouser leg. His nurse snatched him back immediately. The adults of the
entourage preferred to act asif the guards did not exist.

At least that rascal Dyson had shown the decency to leave his squad unarmed. The remainder—amost
fifty—of hismen in the courtyard flaunted their cased gunswith aparticular rdish this afternoon. The
deliberations of the Council would be sedled by custom against interference; but there was only the
sngleexit fromthe Hall.

"Passage, gentlemen,” said avoice from within the door acove. The guards were bored and unprepared
for someone who wanted to leave a this moment.

"l said," snarled Danny Pritchard, "get your butts out of the way, turtleheads!”

The line clotted as Dyson's men wheeled to face the ex-mercenary. Those in the queue waiting to be
checked began craning their necksto see what had happened. The music tangled to amomentary halt
before the leader of the musicians snapped his group back to attention with a nervous look toward
Beverly Dyson. The musicians were supposed to cover, not join, awkward incidents of this sort.

Danny Pritchard stood with a sneer and hisfists on his hip bones. He was not a scarred tough like many
of the men he now faced; but he was acommander glaring a men who knew they were only vessdls of
power. The guards would be discarded without hesitation if they overstepped bounds of which they
were only hazily avare.

"Subiyagal Vial" shouted the leader of the squad on the threshold. Subiyagawas not even in the blurred
chain of command, but he was the only one present with alink to the source of power. "Arewe
supposed to let people out?"

"Blood, McKinney!" Subiyagasaid. "Areyou crazy? Of course they can get out. What do you think
youredoing?"

"Let himgo! Let him go!" the shaken squad leader said. His men were dready reacting like dollops of a
fruit hit by aprojectile. They were not there to dienate Councilors whom Dyson wished for thetimeto
coddle.

Danny Pritchard strolled out with anod toward the specialist. The guards at the detection cabinet had
fumbled with their cases during the tension. It was only now, however, that they saw who the source of
the incident had been.

"Hey!" cdled Ahwas, the leader of that armed group. "Mister! Y ou got to go through the loop again
before you go back insde!”

The man from Friedand grinned broadly. "I hear you talking,” he said. He continued to walk toward the



House from which he had come so recently.

Subiyagawatched him walk away. The specidist's face was troubled, but he could not be quite certain
of what he saw.

The courtyard was not particularly hot. The bright sun which had been a caressin the Trophy Room was
here adap in the face. Perhaps that was because of the way the light danced with such frequency from
crimson livery. There were numerous groups led by Councilors at one stage or another of their progress
to the Hall. Even so, Dyson's retainers seemed omnipresent. The man himsdlf siood on hisvan ten
meters away, asif he were on areviewing stand.

Marilee paused in the doorway. Behind the Slades, Councilor Picolo squeaked as her way was blocked
by her hostess and son. Marilee murmured an gpology to her, one of only two women who were
Council membersin their own right. As Marilee did so, she drew her son into the shade of one of the
armored drones flanking the doorway. She needed to take stock.

"Midtress, | wastold to escort you into the Hall," said the man who had waited patiently beside the same
drone. "Told by Mister Pritchard.”

Hislivery had blended well enough with the blue shade; and until he spoke he had been as motionlessas
the 10 cm gun above him. For that matter, Don Slade was no longer the flamboyant hell-raiser who had
left Tethys twenty years before. Like the gun-drone, he was scarred and stolid now; but not to be
ignored.

"Youfool, youmustn't be herel" the woman said in avoice that was as much a curse as awhisper.

"Midress," said the big man camly. "I'm going insde as your escort. Nothing you say will have any effect
except to call attention to—us"

"Mother, heshould go," interjected Edward. "Y ou said we had no one except Coon we could trust.
Wéll, this man, this Halt, proved yesterday that he wasn't afraid of Dyson or Dyson's men. Didn't he?"

"T—," Marilee began. Then, "Edward, there are thingsyou can't . . ." She paused again when she
redlized that thiswas neither the time nor the place to explain. Anyway, the explanation would not matter
inany red sense.

Not when Don Slade said, "Iwill enter the Hall thisday, Mistress." One did not have to know the big
man as Marilee Dorcas had known him to realize that he would do just what he said, though it killed him.
Asthistimeit surely would.

"l think," said Marilee carefully, "that Mister Pritchard's own presence within the Hall will prevent
anything—untoward. |—truly appreciate the solicitude, Holt, but | don't think it'swise under the
circumstances.”

She and her son could amost pass for sister and brother, Slade thought. His dry mouth made it hard for

him to speak. He felt asif he were strapped in and waiting for insertion, desperately afraid asaways. To
those who heard him, his dow speech was only obsequious. Possibly Edward thought the speech wasa
symptom of adow mind, the sort of mind that befitted a powerful body as hisfather might have said.

"Midtress," Slade explained, "Mgor Pritchard had other businessto attend. He's | eft the Hall, and he's
told me to accompany you." When the woman hesitated with her mouth open but the words not quite
ready to come out, Slade added, "We're al adults, you know. We can't live any lives but our own.”



"What?" said Edward.

"All right, Holt," Marilee sad crisoly, unemotionaly. ™Y ou will follow us at two paces, and you will not
speak unless spoken to.”

"Yes, Migress," the big man said. The bill of the cap he wore nodded submissvely.

"Come dong, then, Edward," the woman said. There were only afew people waiting yet to be passed
through the check point. "It'samost 1500. . . and | very much doubt they'll delay the door closing
because we aren't yet present.”

She glanced up asthey began waking toward the Hall. "Of course," she added dryly, "we can be sure
the doorswill remain open until the President of the Council deignsto enter.”

The man behind her kept hisface blank, but Marileg's expression at that moment would have very well
fit Mad Dog Sade.

"Them," said one of the men stlanding behind Beverly Dyson.

The comment had been as much as anything an attempt to drag areaction, even arebuke for speaking,
from the Councilor. Dyson had not spoken for the past quarter hour, as the queue shortened and more
and more people waited within the Hall for his coming triumph. Presidency of the Council was nothing.
The Slade Edtate was and dways had been Tethysitsdlf.

Dyson was erect behind the rail on the van'sroof. He had intended to move the vehicleinto the
courtyard at thistime even if—the Widow Sade—had not ordered him out of the House the night
before. Now he rotated his head very dightly to watch the trio striding toward the Hall . . . the youth
fashionably archaic, the other pair in Sade Blue.

As Councilor Dyson wore crimson.

Sheunderstood, the bitch. What it meant to be a Council family, to share Main Idand with the Sades, to
be as wedlthy as the Sades—and to be ignored, whenever a difference arose, because you werenot
Sade. Ever since the Settlement.

Until now.
"Thebigone" said theretainer. "Hestheone. . ."

"Baucom,” whispered Beverly Slade as his eyestracked those crossing beneath him, "shut up or I'll have
youkilled."

It could not be. Every man aboard every ship which landed was checked. Whether they were
passengers or crew, whether they planned to disembark on Tethys or were only staging through. The
gunman, Pritchard; he had been noted. A mercenary, very likely acourier from the Mad Dog. But not
the man himsdlf, not by ahdf.

Don Slade had not come home. There was no such money in the gaaxy that would preserve the man
who took it to hide Slade on Tethys from Beverly Dyson. Everybody on Tethys knew that. And Sade,
even the madman Dyson knew him for, was as sure of that aswere any of the guards searching incoming
garships. Don Slade would never even try to walk on Tethys.



And yet—

More or lessaudibly, the Councilor said, "'l can't remember hisface." The men behind him strained to
catch the words, but the words would have meant nothing without a context thirty yearsin their master's
past. "1 hadn't redlized that. When | try to remember hisface, | see the wrench instead and | seethe
wrench when | look at that—"

Dyson broke off. He had not realized that he was speaking aloud. "Baucom," he said. The brief tremor
in hisvoice sounded dangerous to the men who stiffened to attention.

"Sir?' said Baucom. His eyeswere wide, but he was ddliberately staring past the Councilor.
"l was going to use theradio,” Dyson said, again fully composed, "but | will not. That man, the large one."

"Sir." Marilee Slade had passed through the detection loop without incident. Her son was preparing to
follow with an expression of cool indifference.

"l want you," the Councilor continued, "to take the squad leader—it's Ahwas, isn't it? At the cabinet?"
"YS, s'r.ll

"Take him asde beforeyou join usin usin the Hal. Tel him that when that man comes out again, after
the Council meeting or before, heisto be shot. Immediately. Isthat understood?

There was nothing in the Councilor's voice which permitted any question. "Yes,sir," said Baucom.

Asif hewere amachine switching frequencies, Beverly Dyson said, "Mark. Subiyaga, | want that man
with the Slades checked the same way you did the mercenary. Mark.”

The specialist looked up and bowed toward the van. In Dyson's ear, hisvoice said. "Yessir, I'm aready
doing that. There don't seem to be any wegpons, but he has the same kind of communications devicein
his jawbone as the other one did.”

The man, the Slade retainer—if he were aretainer—stood in the loop with his back to Dyson. He
seemed to be oblivious of the hushed conversation of which he was the subject.

"Mark," said the Councilor. "Very good, Subiyaga. Carry on. Mark."

Dyson turned to face the trio accompanying him. "When they kill that one, Baucom," he said, "they are
to avoid injury to Mistress Siade and her son if possible.” He paused. In ameasured voice, he
continued, "I expect that mercenary gunman, Pritchard, to come out of the House carrying his wegpon.
If heis present when the—other—iskilled, | want him treated the same way. Ahwas can pass the word
among the other squads.”

"Yes, dr," Baucom repested. He wasterrified that his master was about to add some final order which
would be suicide for the retainer to execute persondly. An order to personaly provoke a confrontation
with Blegan, for instance, to get the old gunman out of the way aswell.

But ingtead, Dyson said mildly. "They think to threaten me with some jumped up mercenary twenty
Trangt minutes away. Not here. Not on my world."

Then he added, "Come. It'stimefor usto open the meeting.” Lithdly, the Councilor swung down the
ladder to the ground.



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

The door leaves rang heavily againgt their stops. Then the crossbar dotted home with a sharper note,
and the tension in the courtyard was released. The Council might think it was separating itself from
external distractions. Those outside knew that they were temporarily preserved from the screwy whims
of their employers.

All but ahandful of the men in the courtyard wore crimson.

One of the exceptions was a kitchen assstant. He trotted from the House carrying on ayoke apair of
large insulated canisters. It was food and drink for the musicians. Their leader, Codell, had shown the
foresight to lay on the refreshments ahead of time. There was no question of the musiciansrelaxing in the
vans outside the walls which acted as barracks for most of Dyson's men. They were till on duty. They
had put up their instruments and were openly belting on the sSidearms which were to be part of their
regaia henceforward.

Ahwastook off hisgold-billed cap and wiped his forehead with his deeve. The sound the gunman made
reminded Subiyaga of the gurgle of recovery following anear drowning.

The guard leader looked around him. His own men were aready uncasing their submachine guns.
Ahwas nodded approva. He motioned Subiyaga nearer to him and whispered, "Y ou keep an eye on
things here, huh?Y ou saw Baucom give the word to me? Right from the top, that was. | got to gotalk to
some people.”

The specidist grimaced. "Via," he said, "your goons aren't any business of mine. Do what you please,
but leave me out of it."

Four of the men who had formally observed the checkpoint were now clustered alittle apart. They were
talking while their eyes roved nervoudy. None of them seemed disposed to notice the guns appearing al
around them.

When the Hall closed behind Councilor Dyson, Coon Blegan stalked lumpily away from the detection
cabinet. He stood now by the shaded south wall of the yard, not far from the outside gate. Hisarms
were crossed and the sole of hisright boot was planted againgt the wall at knee level. The old man wasa
brooding threat which drew Ahwas eyes even though whispers could not carry that far.

"Wdll," the guard leader said.

Subiyaga had begun disassembling and packing hisrig. The specidist had served on adozen planetswith
asmany different varieties of security forces. That gave him aprofessona familiarity with wegpons. The
ignorance of many of the liverymen around him was gppalling. The sooner he had his equipment packed
and had carried it out of this courtyard, the happier he would be. Incompetence could make the
enclosure akilling ground, even without the orders Ahwas seemed so proud to be passing on.

"Blood! Look at that!" the guard leader said. In case his tone were not demanding enough, he snatched
at Subiyagas deeveto turn him toward the House.

The specidist bit back a curse as one of the sideplatesrattled out of the groove in which he had just
inserted it. Nervous fools with guns were dangerous enough without having their emotional temperature
raised dtill further. "Wdll, | see him,” Subiyaga said. "The mercenary, Pritchard. And if he'sgot agun, it
isn't anything as big as the one he backed you boys down with the other night."”



"Don't matter,” muttered Ahwas, "don't matter cop. We got him thistime.”

The guard set hiscap in place firmly. He began trotting toward Dyson's van. There the liverymen who
had blocked the Hall doorway were being issued their own automeatic weapons.

Subiyaga paused for afurther moment to watch Pritchard. The ex-mercenary had climbed onto the deck
of one of the drones. He was relaxed, hisarm resting loosaly on the gun tube. Hard to tell his expression
at the distance, but it did not seem to be too concerned. Too bad. Subiyaga liked to work with other
professionds, but thistime the few such around were dl on the other side.

The detection loop was held rigid and afinger's breadth above the ground by its own internal charge.
Subiyagareversed the polarity with apop. The loop collapsed. He began to red it in. Onething
Subiyaga had seen for sure: Pritchard still wore his remote unit, the one Subiyaga had thought he must
haveleft behind inthe Hall.

Or another one, of course; but why would the mercenary have carried two identical commo unitsto
Tethys?

Balenger wasin charge of the van. He aso acted as Councilor Dyson's steward when the Councilor
wastraveling. The pudgy man considered himself acut above Ahwas and the other gunmen, though
Dyson had never formdized lines of authority. Everyonein crimson livery wasDyson's subordinate. The
Councilor believed that lack of certainty beyond that fact kept hisretainers nervous and aert. It dso
madeit unlikely that Dyson's men would make any mgjor decison without persondly clearing it with
their master, which suited hisstyle very well.

The ten-meter van looked larger from the outside than it was within, what with the drive units, the
equipment that made it the Councilor's command station—and especially because of the squad of armed
liverymen now babbling in the main room.

"Y ou have no business herel” cried Balenger in apowerful voice. It was asurprise coming from asmdl
man who looked soft from any angle. "Take your—" he made shooing motions with the backs of both
hands, trying to dismiss the submachine guns he had just been required to issue— "things and get back
where you belong. | don't knowwhat the Councilor isgoing to say when he seesthefilth you've tracked
into his compartment.”

"Via, that's easy foryou to say, piggy," said Ahwas, still puffed with the orders he had delivered to the
chief of the other squad."\We've got to blast that merc and the other just as soon as they come out of the
medting.”

"Right when the doors open, Rag?' the other leader asked. He was toying with the safety of hisown
wegpon in away which would have terrified anyone in the van with better sense.

“Well, I .. ." Ahwas began.

"Of course not, you buffoons!" snapped Balenger. "Isthis Slade going to be thefirst person out the
door?" Severad guards frowned in an attempt to answer the question. " Of course not!" the steward
repeated in fury. "So if you shoot this one when the doors open, you'll warn the other, won't you?Won't
you? So wait till the other one comes out of the Hall, then kill themboth."

Balenger paused, breathing hard.

"Right, that's just what the master told me to have done,” Ahwaslied. He took off his cap and wiped his



face again, darkening the bright scarlet with his sweat.

"Sir," cdled the driver who monitored the instruments from the cab. " There's a couple supply trucks
comingin.

"That's correct,” the steward said primly. "There'sto be a celebration banquet in Sade House this
evening. They'll be bringing additiona specidties.”

The armed liverymen were beginning to file out of the van. Ahwas watched them with a glum expression.
"Won't help usahit, though, will it?* he said. "Now that we aren't dlowed in the House anymore.”

Bdlenger opened his mouth in an amazement that was only partidly feigned. "That isn't aproblem
anymore, don't you see?"' he said to the guard. "After the meseting,we own Slade House. We ownTetkys.
Injust afew hours."

He continued to shake his head in wonder asthe last of the gunmen trooped out of the van.

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Even the Hall had shrunk, thought Don Slade. That was not because of how he had grown since his
memories of the building, but rather because of what he had seen on other worlds.

The Council Hall was aferro-concrete A-frame thirty metersto the roof peak and afull hundred meters
along that beam. It had been designed to hold the origina population of Tethys—had done so for aday
and two nights during the Swarm of Y ear Three. The Hall remained the planet's largest building now
because it was an anachronism—and in hisyouth, Slade had found very little use for anachronisms.

Communications among the estates scattered across the planet were excellent and trustworthy. Physical
assembly of the Council was needless. Because it was a0 relatively dangerous, the practice had been
abandoned by the time the twins were born. Sade's father had reingtituted the practice on an occasiond,
ceremonia basis. Tom had apparently amplified ceremoniesfor his own reasons. The Council, with
increasingly little of substance to debate after the life and death decisions of the first generations, was
willing and moreto fal in with the practice.

Beverly Dyson would have seen to it that this occasion was face to face, no matter what had been the
practice of theimmediate past. His triumph demanded that.

"Mistress," said a Sade Houseman. He bowed low as he never would have done under other
circumstances.

Don'sfather had filled the great room with auditorium-style seating at an expense the Old Man had
sneered at. All that was gone, now. It had been replaced with wooden benches and wood-paneled
enclosuresto waist height. The panel s separated the areas assigned to the various Council 1dands,
formaizing a practice which had some historical support.

The wood, however, was amatter of insanity rather than nostalgia. What Tom—it must have been Tom
—was thinking about was wholly beyond histwin. The only trees on Tethys were those carefully
nurtured from imported stock, and the gravelly soil tended to stunt even those. Every scrap of these
fittings must have been shipped from off-world. Gold would have been chegper. Sea-mining at least
produced an indigenous supply of gold.



Asthe Houseman draightened, he swung inward the low gate of the enclosure and collided with his
fellow. Thiswas not the sort of thing they had practiced often enough to get right. The whole business
was alittle pathetic. The Slade enclosure would have seated two hundred. The five of them werelost in
it.

Some of the other Councilors had as many asforty in their present entourage, but even those enclosures
looked empty. The day for which the Council Hall was built would never return. If Don Siade had more
affection for the old barn than he ever in youth had thought probable, it was because he now redized
that he too belonged in the Settlement, two centuries before his birth.

The Houseman looked askance at Slade when he followed Edward and Marilee into the enclosure. The
big man smiled at the liveried pair and asked, "I believe you boys have something for me? Mgor
Pritchard left it with you.”

Marilee looked back to see why Slade was not immediately behind her. The servants had started to
whisper to one another. One promptly turned to the woman and said, "Mistress, your guest left a, an
object with uswhich this—person—saysisfor him.”

"Wl then,give it to him," Marileereplied in avenemoustone. It was the first evidence Slade had seen
that she wastight as a cocked pistol herself, ready to blast petty officiousnessfor fear of thered dangers
that had drawn her so tauit.

The Housemen scrambled to obey. They collided once more and amost got into atug of war over the
remote unit, hidden under one of the empty benches.

Marilee looked puzzled. The object was nothing she recognized. Edward was not so much bored as
anesthetized by—fear was too blunt aword, but fear would do to describe the emotion.

"Yeah..." thebigman sad, "thanks.

His head il fdt light, airy, as he hooked the unit onto his belt. There was a surge of warmth aso,
however. Sade had grasped afloating spar; and while that did not itself preserve him from the
maelstrom, it at least made preservation conceivable. He was beaming as he sat beside Marilee on the
front bench of the enclosure, facing the podium across another low wooden barrier.

"What isthat?' the woman whispered. "Holt?"
"Oh," said Sade. "A, well, commo unit, you'd say."

He could have carried the remote unit into the Hall himsdlf; it was genuingly no more of awesgpon than
was hismastoid implant. It was barely possible that somebody would have recognized the object,
however. If there were trouble, it was best that Danny be the oneto field it. His status as representative
of Friedand did not give him total immunity, but it would carry him further than anything Don Sade had
to offer.

The doors shut with the solidity of anatura force. A riffle of air was driven before them into the Hall.

Whigpering by less than athousand people could no morefill the Hall than sunlight could fill a bucket.
Still, hushed voices hissed and quivered between the danted concrete dabs which were roof and walsin
one. Through the whispers rapped the boot hedls, Beverly Dyson's and those of the three menin lock
step apace behind him. A squad of crimson liverymen guarded the doors they had just closed from the
insgde. Twenty more men roseto their feet in the Dyson enclosure. These retainers were unarmed, a
least in s0 far as the detection cabinet had shown; but they were scarred, solid men.



When Dyson's own men stood, there was ahasty clatter throughout the Hall. Rising for the President
had been no part of the plan. The Council was by history a gathering of equals—in form. But no one
wanted to be the last to honor Beverly Dyson, especidly when the toughsin the Dyson enclosure were
turning to stare back into the Hall.

The two Slade Housemen popped to their feet from where they sat by the central aide. Marileeheld to
anicy indifference. Her eyeswere on the podium and the President’s chair only two metersin front of
her. Edward caught the movement, however. Hisface blotched angrily and he started to lunge toward
the servants.

Don Sade touched the youth's shoulder and held him down without effort. Slade was smiling at the
Housemen. One of them glanced around surreptitiously. He saw the smile and edged back onto his
bench. The first servant tugged at hisfellow's deeve. The other man looked back in surprise. He dso
sagged asif shot, just as Dyson strode down the aide past him.

Sade released his nephew.

Someone began to clap. The sound was nervousin the great building. Dyson's liverymen did not take it
up, and the attempt collapsed savefor itsrustling echoes.

Beverly Dyson mounted the four steps onto the podium with gtiff-backed grace. It was four paces more
to the President's chair, off-set asit was to the Dyson side of the aide. The three liverymen of the
Councilor's persona staff looked clumsy by contrast asthey followed their master onto the podium.
They arranged themselves behind the chair, standing formally asthey had before on the roof of the van.

A handsome bastard, Slade thought as he watched his enemy st down. Cold asiced stedl, but with the
sort of dim good looks that aged better than fuller features did.

Dear Lord, who stood with our forefathers through storm and beasts, be with us now.

Beverly Dyson laid the commo-control board across the arms of his chair. He touched a switch, his
own, the red one second from the upper |eft corner of the forty possibilities. Staring past the Slades and
out over the Hall like ahawk sighting prey, hesaid, "AsPresident, | call to order the Council of Tethys
inthis, itsthird forma meeting in the two-hundred and twelfth year of settlement.”

Dyson'svoice rang out through over ahundred speakers mounted overhead on the doping walls. The
lag between the nearest speaker and those further away created a dynamic echo throughout the Hall.
Because the units were in phase, however, the result was clearly audible and not cacaphonous.

"The business before this Council today," the man in crimson continued, "isthe choice of guardian for the
Sade heir until hismgority. No other busnesswill be considered & thistime.”

It was one of the paradoxes of formal Council meetings that the Hall was too big for face to face contact
and hugely too big for unaided speech. When they were scattered across the planet, the Councilors
could see each other and speak simultaneoudy, using satdllite rlays and large split screens. Inthe Hall,
Councilors could only be glimpsed when they choseto rise. All discussion was channdlled through the
board in the President's lap, which in turn fed the speakers overhead. Marilee and the thirty-eight
Councilors, dl but Dyson himsdlf, held short batons. Thumbing the end of abaton would set a
corresponding switch in the President's array dight. Not until the President threw that switch, however,
would the baton glow and the Councilor's words be broadcast to the Hall. There was one exception to
that generd rule,

"I will now entertain amotion on the stated question,” said Beverly Dyson. Hiswords marched through



the Hall with the sonorous majesty of a coronation parade.

Marilee wasfurioudy pressing her baton. Dyson looked directly at her for thefirst time since he entered
theHall. He smiled and said, "The chair recognizes Councilor Hauksbee."

Clipped to the | eft epaulette of Sade's tunic was what looked like a standard microphone/loud-spesker,
the sort of miniature unit issued to troops where the expense of mastoid implants was not justified. It had
asmple mechanical key which Sade clicked home as he stood.

Who the hdll did they think hadbuilt this place, anyway? Dysons?

"By custom of thisHall," the tanker said, "the first speaker on any question isaSlade. That'swhat my
grandfather taught, and | never heard anybody call the Old Man aliar.”

Hisvoicerolled through the building. There was no immediate consternation, for the audience expected
words. Theimport of the words which came was not immediately absorbed. The Old Man had liked
hardware. He never presided over ameeting in the Hall, but it was with glee that he had demonstrated to
young Dondd the override which locked out the commo-control board. The override had till beenin
the Old Man'sroom, waiting for Don's need with the pair of remote units.

Somewhere toward the back of the Hall, Councibr Hauksbee's unai ded voice was being swallowed by
the space around it. Beverly Dyson was stabbing at the control board. His expression was one of furious
incredulity.

Slade swung over the waist-high panel before him. He cocked hisright knee, then, and mounted the low
podium without bothering with the steps.

The Hal came aive with nervous exclamations, but the big man rode them down with the amplifiersas
he said, "Today I'm the first speaker. And if there's anybody out there who hasn't guessed by now—I'm
Don Sade, and I've come hereto get justice for my nephew Edward." He paused. Very faintly through
the facade of the Hall came the sound of what was happening in the courtyard.

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

"Hey, what'd those trucks do?' demanded one of Ahwas men. "Give usthe dip and go round the back
way?'

"Bloody well better have," said another with anod back toward the north wall of the courtyard. The
wrecked cars had been removed, but the gravel was still enlivened by scorch marks and bright debris.
The van had been parked outs de the complex until the present dawn. It was easy enough to imagine the
effect another out-of -control supply truck could have on Dyson's expensive scarlet vehicle.

The gate squed ed inward before the cab of atruck. The leaves scraped as the vehicle edged them open,
but that did no gpparent harm to the battered skirts.

"Thought those gates were supposed to be locked,” muttered Ahwas.

He wished the Master would give an order about this.



Danny Pritchard's mouth wasfilled with adry vileness, asif someone had stuffed a used tennisbal into
it. Hewastoo old for this. He had been acurst foal to give up the body armor which aone had been his
chance of living through the next hour. He was atanker, by the Lord, and he went into the battle wearing
only tinsd that would burn like atorch when he waskilled!

Blood and Martyrs. Dyson's liverymen were in scattered clumps across the enclosure. They were either
gtill gossping among themsaves or watching a second truck follow the first through the gate. They knew
the meeting would last aminimum of two hours. The only business had been transacted months before,
and the formalization required only minutes. All the Councilors would speak, however, both to praise
Beverly Dyson out of fear and to hear the sound of their own voicesin public.

There were forty-five Dyson liverymen in sight, plus one or more additiona within the van to Pritchard's
left front. The five observers were still loosaly grouped where the detection cabinet had been set up. The
specidist waswhedling his gear toward Slade House at something more than anorma pace.

There was Coon Blegan; and Danny Pritchard; and the Lord bepraised! men in blue coveralswere
climbing out of the back of the leading truck asit halted near the gate!

No rest for the wicked. Danny gripped the safety switch at the back of the gun housing. He swung it live
in ahundred and eighty-degree arc. The drone quivered in a puff of dust and gravel asits systems came
up. Pebbles pinged the skirt of its mate across the doorway. No one noticed because of the commotion
at the gate.

Pritchard stepped away from the quivering drone. It was dready beginning to drift becauseits drive fans
were out of alignment. A bit of rock spanged from the second drone and rapped Pritchard'sinstep. He
ignored it as he jumped to the second drone's back deck and threw its safety also. Then he dropped to
the ground again asthe air around the House doorway filled with grit and the sound of fans.

Somebody had noticed after al. Subiyagaflattened himself beside his equipment, twenty meters short of
the House and safety. Pritchard did not have to see the specidist's expression to know it for one he had
worn himself often enough, when it was about to drop in the pot and you could only hope the splash
would missyou.

Both supply trucks were disgorging men, dozens of them. Each man gripped the bulky rocket gun of his
trade. Liverymen who had started toward the trucksin curiosity now scrambled away. Submachine guns
were being pointed from al around the yard.

When the drones were switched on, Danny Pritchard had no reason to stand in the open. He gripped
the yoke handles of the remote unit, knowing that the hologram display it threw up for his eyeswould be
the same whether he stood in the courtyard or behind the concrete facade of the House.

But what the Hell. The droneto his right moved as he twisted the controls. The orange pipper on the
display skidded across a monochrome landscape to its target. Don Slade was home, but alot of Danny
Pritchard was home again dso.

Balenger flung open the side door of the van. "Hey!" he cried. Hisloud-hailer had aremote link and belt
hooks, but he had not taken time to arrange them. ™Y oufishermen,” hisvoice boomed.

"Get thosefilthy trucks out of here a once! Don't you realize that the Council will be processing through
herein—"



The anti-tank gun on Pritchard's drone ripped the van the long way.

The cyan flash was narrow and intense, but its reflection seemed to fill every angle of theyard. The
high-intensity 10 cm gun could knock out the heaviest tanks. On Tethys, it had been used for single-shot
kills on crestures large enough to be mistaken for idands when glimpsed from the air. Like any
powergun, it liberated most of itsenergy on theinitia impact, but the charge was heavy enough that a
hole puffed in the back wall of the van even as the cab exploded in the flames of its own vaporized
components. Thefirebal pitched Ballenger onto the shingle. The skin of the Steward's back was
unharmed, but hishair and livery were ire.

"Now listen up," roared the loudspeakers on the drone. The vehicle did away from the spot in which it
had been parked for ageneration. There were occasiona sparks where the left skirt continued to drag
the gravel. "All Dyson servants, drop your guns. Y ou will not be hurt. Drop your guns a once.”

Severd cases of ammunition in the van went off. Seams leaked blue-green light for an ingtant asthe walls
bulged. Then the rear of the vehicle sucked itself flat so aruptly that even the fire in the cab was beaten
down for amoment. Subiyaga swore and began to scuttle toward the moaning steward.

The gun drone pivoted onitsaxis. "You will not be hurt,” the loudspeskers repeated dissonantly.

The muzzle of the cannon glowed white. Heat waves above the barrdl rippled the image of Sade House.
The station crewmen were as surprised by the steel monster as were the Dyson retainers they had come
to fight. The blue-suited crewmen were moving cautioudy to keep the supply trucks between them and
the drone.

Asthe gun rotated past him, Ahwas saw the ex-mercenary standing fifty meters away in the entryway of
Sade House. Ahwas did not recognize Pritchard's voice through the drone's cracked amplification, nor
was hefully aware of what Pritchard was doing. Still, he knew enough, and cowardice was not one of
the guard leeder'sfailings. Ahwasllifted his submachine gun and thumbed off the safety.

Coon Blegan fired twice from the gate leaf againgt which he braced his pistol. The second round was
from training, not present need, because the first had blasted Ahwas cap and skull. The head shots were
deliberate because the submachine gun was already aimed.

Ahwas spun. His weapon raked the House facade. The window of the Trophy Room dissolved into
hair-fine diversthat winked and danced in a cloud drifting down on the courtyard.

"Dyson servants, drop your weapons!™ the drone snarled asit threw itself Sdeways at the pace of afast
walk. The dragging skirt bumped against Ahwas body, then lurched over and through it. ™Y ou will not
get another warning! Slade men, prepare to gather up the weagpons.”

Men were throwing down their automatic wegpons. One guard stripped off his crimson tunic and flung it
away aswdll. Like sheep, others began to pull off their livery dso. Crewmen strode forward with
burgeoning enthusiasm, dapping at one another with wegthered hands as their nervousness dissipated.

Then the second drone, the one Danny Pritchard did not control, pulled away from the doorway. A
frozen bearing screamed asit galled its shaft, but the heavy vehicle continued to gather speed. Subiyaga
wastrying to carry theinjured steward to a place of relative safety beside the House. The drone
swivdled around them, dragging its skirts instead through the molten wreckage of the van. Asthe drone
continued, atrail of blazing plagtic followed it toward the armored doors of the Hall.



"Thismanisanimpogter!" Councilor Dyson shouted in avoice that only the handful nearest him could
hear over the pandemoniuminthe Hall.

Sadeturned. "Bev," he said, "you know me." He gestured with hisleft hand, palm down and fingers
splayed. Again hisamplified voice rocked through the high-pitched clamor. "But there doesn't have to be
any trouble

Dyson flung away the useless control board as he jumped from the chair. "Get him!" he screamed as he
backed through hisretainers. "Get him!™

Baucom hesitated, then lunged as the big tanker glanced down at the remote unit he gripped with both
hands. Slade dammed his|eft elbow into Baucom's chest, hurling the liveryman back with cracked ribs.
Hisfelows grabbed Slade from ether side.

Instead of legping to the podium himsalf, Edward Slade caught the nearer liveryman by the ankles and
jerked. The man squawked as he fell, banging the point of ahip on the edge of the podium.

Marilee chopped at the liveryman's eyes with the top of her baton. “"Comeon you bastards!” she
screamed at the Slade Housemen. She had no leisure to notice that one of the frightened servants
actualy did clamber onto the podium to face the score of men swarming from the Dyson enclosure.

Sade kneed the third of hisimmediate attackers in the groin, then shrugged loose from the crumpling
man. He looked up from the hologram display. Beverly Dyson was five meters away, flattened against
the outside wall. His hands were raised against the wrench which shimmered in hismemory. Sade
grinned and squeezed the trigger built into the right handle of his remote unit.

The doors of the Hall rang like agod's anvil when the ten-centimeter bolt struck.

The doors were built to be proof against the largest and most vicious monstersthat Tethys spawned, but
it was only the thickness of the crossbar which kept the anti-tank round from penetrating the Hall asajet
of directed energy. Instead, the great room lighted with awhite flash that painted sharp shadows across
the wall beyond the podium. Blazing steel and a plasmathat had been stedl bulged across the squad of
Dyson retainers still hesitating near the doors where they were stationed. None of them had timeto
scream asthey shrivelled.

"Dontmovel +' shouted Slade and the speakers as the echoes crashed.

Half the crossbar till sagged against the door benegth the glowing cavity in the center where the leaves
met. The other haf had been ripped from its bracket by the gout of gaseous metal. The powergun bolt
had no kinetic energy of itsown, but itsimpact created enormous secondary kinetic effects.

"Don't movel" Sade repeated, wheding on the Dyson liverymen whose rush the flash and blast had
frozen. The armored drone Slade controlled dammed against the doors, bresking the fresh welds which
sedled the panel s when the bar was shot away. The doors recoiled open. Thefighting vehicle waddled
into the Hall.

Husks of liverymen near the door powdered as the skirts touched them. They whipped around the drone
as bitter smoke.

The aide was wide enough for the drone's deliberate passage, but the long-ignored running gear required
more than an inertia guidance mechanism to keep the brute in astraight line. When Slade looked up
from hisdisplay, the drone's back end swung enough to splinter panels of the Hauksbee enclosure. Not,
perhaps, the least fortunate of accidents.



"All of you, back out of here," Slade ordered. He gestured with the remote unit toward the red-suited
retainers who now cowered at the edge of the podium or just beneath it. The drone had no turret. The
whole vehiclerotated in the aideto enforce Slade's will with the muzzle of the gun.

A number of the liverymen were ducking so that they could no longer see Sade. It was acommon
misconception. 1ts converse made drones difficult to manipulate. Slade's own line of sight did not control
the cannon'sfire. The pipper on the remote display did, and its sending unit was part of the gun mount.
Slade and Pritchard had decades of experience guiding heavy armor with no view but that from remote
pick-ups. Handling the drones was second nature for them, asit would have been to a settler of the first
generation.

Edward Sade stood to hisuncles|eft, Marilee to Don's right. The Houseman who had jumped to the
podium was now standing upright and wondering what to do with his hands. Dyson retainers dunk away
from him and from the podium. The broad lighting stripsin the roof till seemed dim after the firebal
which had blasted clear the doors.

"Thisisn't aplace for people anymore,” said Don. The drone did to the end of the aide. He grounded
the vehicle there, dmost touching the podium. Its armored skirts sang and sparked asthey settled on the
concrete. "Well go outsde—Via, well go to the, there'sroom for forty in the Trophy Room and we can
tak—"

"Don!" screamed the woman to hisright.

Edward wasfast, very fast for ayouth with neither training nor experience. He jumped toward Dyson.
But Don Sade was the pro, the Mad Dog, and he was fast enough to catch his nephew by thearm and
fling him out of thekilling zone.

Beverly Dyson was till backed against the wall three meters away, but his hands no longer covered his
face. He amed aglass derringer, the only metd in it the atom's thickness which mirrored the interior of
the barrel.

Not amilitary wegpon at dl, Slade thought fleetingly, but neither isaman atank. Aloud, forgetting the
link that threw his voice out over the speakers, he said, "Go ahead, Bev. | don't think you've got the
quis”

Sade'slast thought before the derringer fired was how the Hell had he mistaken Dyson for a handsome
man. Theface glaring over the muzzle could have come from deep wat—

The bolt made alight popping sound in the air and a crash like bresking glass when it struck the middle
of Slade's chest. The big man staggered backward. There were screamsfrom severd pointsin the Hall,
though why, one more shooting onthis day . . .?

Dyson tossed the gun away like aman snapping aspider from his hand. The discharged piece wastoo
hot to hold. It clattered against the wall and back to the podium.

A plate-szed patch had been burned from the center of Sade'stunic. Its edges were still asmolder. The
breastplate of the ceramic armor beneath the tunic was blackened. Crinkle marks at the center of the
pattern indicated that the plate would have to be replaced. It had been degraded to uselessnessin
absorbing the single balt.

Guess| owe Danny for achicken suit, Slade thought as he raised the President's chair in one hand. His
laughter boomed out over the speakers and he added aloud, "And my life. . ." No oneinthe Hall
understood the words, but by that point no one particularly expected to.



The chair was wooden, like the benches, and probably as uncomfortable for al its smooth curves. It
weighed fifteen kilos, aclumsy bludgeon but a massive one. Slade poised it overhead. "Thirty years,
Bev, hasn't it been?’ he said.

Councilor Dyson turned to thewall. He began trying to claw and bite through the concrete.

Marilee touched Slade's shoulder, the left one, the one that held the chair poised. "Don,” she said very
softly. "No."

"He'sfaking that," said Sade and the speakers.

There was blood where Dyson's fingers scratched. The sound of histeeth on the age-darkened concrete
was more hideous than a scream.

Sadeturned. Hetried to set the chair down gently, but his musclesfailed him and let it crash to the
podium. "Dear Lord," he said. "Dear Lord."

Men and women had aready begun to move toward the door. They stepped gingerly or with the set
expressions of feigned ignorance as they crunched through what had been the guards. Already the
shadows of armed men waiting in the courtyard darkened the doorway. Councilors and their
vari-colored retainers paused, trapped between death and uncertainty.

"Go onout,” Sade caled. "You won't be harmed. No one will be harmed. Were men here on Tethys,
not animds."

Besde Sade, Beverly Dyson mewled againgt the wal he was beginning to scar.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

"I'll have the Trophy Room readied,” Marilee said. She took a deep breath in reaction to the past
minutes. Even on thisend of the Hall, the air was bitter with ozone and sweetened by death. "The House
doors have probably been locked," she added wryly. "I don't doubt you canget in, but . . ."

Sade let the remote unit fall, asif hisright arm no longer had strength for its burden. He clicked off the
speaker control pinned to hisleft shoulder aswell. "Yeah,” hesad. "I'll—be dong. Have to take care . .
" Hisvoicetralled off as he glanced back a Dyson.

"That'sdl right," said Edward unexpectedly. The youth had along pressure-cut on hisforehead. Both
deevesof hismorning coat had ripped loose at the armpits. ™Y ou two—" He pointed at the pair of
Dyson liverymen trying to creep off the podium. "Y es, you—Baucom, isn't it? Get back here and
restrain the Councilor. Well take him to the House medicomp. He needs trestment.”

Edward turned to hismother and uncle. Marilee nodded very briskly. She scrambled off the podium and
over the silent gun drone as quickly as she could. She wanted to prevent the fact that she was crying
from being obviousto her son, no longer aboy.

The Houseman who had joined her on the podium now looked around. "1'm coming, Mistress," he caled
loudly as he bolted after the woman.

Y ou never know, thought Slade as he walked dowly up thelong aide. Y ou never know about other
people, and you never know about yoursalf. Don Slade was anything on Tethys now that he wanted to



be...

Many of the spectatorsin the Hall were only now beginning to leave. Shock and fright had kept them
hunched behind partitions that would have been of no more account than fartsin whirlwind, had the
fighting really rolled their way. Now these folk ducked back out of the aide or scudded ahead of Slade's
progress with fearful looks behind them.

Home? Blood and Martyrs! But that would pass, and Don Slade was home indeed.

"| was getting ready to comelook for you," said Danny Pritchard. The ex-mercenary lounged again
beside the gun of hisfighting vehicle. Thistime it was parked beside the shattered doorsto the Hall, as
gill asit had been when day broke. "Marilee said you'd be dong, though, so | figured | could wait."

Hedid off the drone. "Here," he said, holding out one of the submachine guns gathered from Dyson's
thugs. "Y ou might want this"

Slade took the weapon, checking the load and safety by instinct. He gazed around the courtyard. The
pool of orange flames and bubbling smoke took amoment to connect with Dyson'svan. There didn't
appear to have been the carnage he had feared and expected, though.

There was acrowd of what had surely been Dyson's guardsin acorner between the House and the
enclosurewall. Mot of them had logt their livery aswell astheir wegpons for some reason. Fishermen
were pointing guns at their captives from the ground and from the roofs of the supply trucks. There
would probably be accidents, but Slade was not disposed to worry about the despondent liverymen at
thismoment.

Chesson, atop one of the trucks, waved and shouted when Slade appeared from the building. "We got
‘em, Soldier," hecalled glegfully.

"Just alittlelonger,” the tanker shouted back. "By the Lord, it won't be forgotten.”

"Y ou know, Danny," Sade said to hiscompanion, "I don't think | want this after al. Not right now." He
handed back the gun he was holding. A stream of people was passing across the courtyard from the
Hall, but only Council members seemed to be entering the House. Marilee had matters under control

there already.

"Let's go tak to some people about the Slade Edtate,” said the big man mildly. "And about Tethys, | do
suppose.”

Together, the ex-mercenaries began walking toward the House. Danny Pritchard till cradled the
automatic weapon.

"Everyone's gone upstairs, D-don," said Marilee from the bottom of the staircase. The name had come
s0 smoothly from her memory that she ssumbled when she paused to consider what she was saying.

Sade smiled. "I thought at least afew of the Councilorsd figure the going was good,” he said. "Marilee.”

"They may be afraid of what you've got to say," noted Danny Pritchard from the palitical background
which had absorbed him since Hammer took Friedand. "But they're going to be alot more afraid of not
being therewhen you say it."



He chuckled. In adifferent persona he added, "Want some company while you talk?' Pritchard did not
have to gesture with the gun to make his meaning clear.

Sade punched him gently onthearm. "Hey," the big man said, "that'smy line. | think—" He paused, then
went on. "UpdtairsI've got to handle mysdlf. I'm the guy who's going to live here, right?"

Pritchard grinned. "Via, you're learning,” he said approvingly. "Come back to Friedand and I'll find you a
jobin Admin. Hang in there, snake. I'm going to organize some of those people—" he gestured in the
genera direction of the hidden prisoners— "into aclean-up crew. Crispy critters are likely to offend the
tender sengbilities of your peers.”

Whistling, Hammer's heir strolled back toward the courtyard. Slade watched him for amoment. Then
the big man cleared histhroat and offered his crooked elbow to Marilee. "Shal we?' he said.

Thewoman's mouth quirked in afashion that could have broadened into asmile. "The sairsare alittle
tight, aren't they?'

"Via, hasit been so long?' Slade said with a chuckle that loosened his muscles and histaut, turbid mind.
"Come on, my dear." Hisarm looped out to circle Marilegswaist. It was, he thought asthey climbed in
step made awkward by the wedgeshaped treads, avery long time. And it felt as good now as ever it
had.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Every Council member was standing, though there were seats enough in the Trophy Room for at least
haf of them.

The room's width between the trophy wall and the shot-out window was enough to keep the gathering
from being cramped. No one wanted to bein the front, however. Asaresult, the Councilors were strung
out dong the window transom asif awaiting afiring party. Their faces bore out that suggestion, Slade
thought as he strode to the center of the room.

"All right, now everybody move closer,"” Sade said. He raised his voice of necessty but avoided harsh
modulations. "We're going to talk like human beings, that's dl.”

He had done thisjob before, many times before. Every time histroops set up in a populated area, the
local leaders had to be called together. Frightened; the timid ones sure they were about to be shot, the
smart ones aware that theycould be shot at the mercenary's whim, whatever might be the orders of a
distant headquarters. These faces were the same, though Slade recognized at least a dozen of them from
his childhood.

The Councilors moved in from either end. Most of them shuffled, but two or three stepped firmly and
kept their shoulders squared. Jose Hauksbee was one-till short, still pudgy, but willing to meet Slade's
eyes. Dyson had not chosen a sycophant, then, to move histriumph but rather atrue aly or afoe, now
broken to obedience.

"I returned from fighting,” the big tanker said as sullen faceswaited in ashdlow arc around him. When
he swayed, he could fed the skull of the knife-jaw at his shoulders and the warmth of Marilee beside him
again. "What happened today | regret, it's not what | came hometo do. | didn't come back to run the
Sade Edate, ether.”



He paused and emphasized hiswords by staring at the men and women around him. "That was for my
brother,"hewent on, "and it'l befor hisson . . . but right now, because you've decided Edward should
have aguardian for the next two years, | think it might be agood ideait you appointed me."

Therewas ahiss of conversation with one clear voice wondering, "Whereis the boy, then?"

"I move," cried aCouncilor whom Sade did not recognize, "that Donad Slade be confirmed by
acclamation as Councilor and heir of hisfather in accordance with evidence presented at our last
mesting." The man who spoke was old and dender with disspation rather than hedlth. Histeeth were
perfect. Only the way his face moved when he grinned suggested they were rotten.

"No!" Don Slade was shouting. Marilegsfingers were tight on hisleft arm. What he heard was a
nightmare, ademon repesating words that Sade himsdlf had spoken only in hisown mind, over and over
as he paced through the courtyard he had won by force of arms. "No, | don't—say that. Guardian for
my nephew Edward, Councilor and heir of the Sade Estate. To hismgjority. That, Via, only that."

"So moved," said Councilor Hauksbee, "by acclamation.”" He continued to meet Sade's eyes.

Therewas arattle of agreement and clapping, even some cheers. If there had been aforma second, it
waslost inthenoise. . . asthe problem would belost in the formal record.

"One other thing," said Sade, raising hisvoice over the babble that followed the action. "Thereé's some
problems at the Port. If you'll give me six months and afree hand, there won't be problems anymore.”

"So moved!" cried the Councilor who had earlier tried to make Sade Councilor in hisown right.

"Wait aminute!” the big man added as concern again blanked the faces of many of those around him.
"The Port isan enclave, not part of the Slade Estate. Nothing's changing except thateverybody's goods
are going to be moving through again without screwing around.” Slade raised his handsto keep the
slence while hiswords marshaled themselves. "I don't want what you have. | don't even want what
Dyson has. His estate will pass by law, wherever. But I'm Don Slade, people. Whatl have, | hold!"

The hush that followed was broken by Hauksbee's dry voice saying, "I second the motion of Councilor
Gardiner."

Therattle of agreement which followed was again whole-hearted.

Sade put hisarm around the woman beside him. "That'sdl | haveto say,” heremarked. Therdief and
eation hefdt softened hisvoice. "I suppose whatever arrangements were planned for after the meeting
aredill on."

There were ahdf dozen cheers. Councilors surged forward to clasp the hand of the man from whom
they had edged in terror moments before. Through the chorus of flattery and congratulation, Slade aone
redlly noticed what Councilor Hauksbee was shouting. "Wait aminute!” the tanker roared. Heraised his
handsagain. "Wait aminutel”

Hauksbee had not stepped forward, though he had been the nearest to Slade of the Councilors when the
meeting began. With the background noise low enough for everyone now to hear him, Hauksbee said,
"What happensto Dyson, Councilor Slade? What happens to the people who supported him? | was
nominating him as guardian, you know."

And by the Lord! Dyson hadn't picked acoward for that task, Slade thought. Aloud the big man said,
"Bev goesinto exile. He can't be here and me be safe, it'sthat smple. Or any of you safe either.”



Sade glanced sternly around the gathering. "Most of the servants held gathered up, they'll go too. Lot of
them aren't from Tethysto begin with, and we sure as hell don't need them around. For the rest—"

Therewas a collective intake of breath from the Council. Even Hauksbee swalowed as hetried not to
look away from the tanker.

"For theredt, I'm not asking questions and I'm not listening to tales. Weve dl donethingsin our past we
don't want to be reminded of. Forget about—Via, the past twenty years on Tethys, if you like. | will."

"Why of course—" and "l dways said the Sades—" were the only phrases the tanker could hear clearly
in the sycophantic chorus. Hauksbee pursed hislips and nodded acceptance, not joy.

"Josg, dl of you!" Sade said, using hisvoiceto hammer its own path of silence. Men were grasping his
hands. He did not snatch them away, but the dighter fingersfell away from Sade's scarred, powerful
ones as he spoke.

"I'm not asaint,” Slade went on in the new silence. "I've doneterrible things." He swallowed.

Only afew of the faces turned toward Slade understood the sort of things he meant. The profession of
daughter, like others, hasits arcana. No one could doubt Slade's sincerity when hewent on. "I don't
need to lie, people. If somebody's going to be shat, I'll tell you. Bev isn't, and neither are his boys."

There was another roar and surge of agreement. Thistime Slade responded to every hand, every
enthusiadtic greeting with the comment, "I gppreciate that. Y ou'll want to get down to your peopleright
away and explain that the troubl€'s over."

He himsdf was walking dowly toward the door. Marilee paced just ahead of the tanker to boost
Councilorsto escape velocity with her own handshake and grim smile. She had not promised to forget.

Councilor Hauksbee wasthelast. "I owe you an gpology, Mister Slade,” the pudgy man said. He
extended his hand but did not snatch at Slade's the way so many others had done.

"It was Don when we were kids,Jose," Slade said with asmile. They had not been friends, but each boy
for hisown reasons had acircle of enemieswhich often overlapped. "And you needn't apologize for
honesty. Not anymore."

The handshake was alittle more than formal. The trio poised by the door out of the room. "Not for
being honest,” Hauksbee said, "but for assummg you weren't. |—just wanted to be sure of therules.”

Slade nodded. His hand was now touching Marileg's again. "Therésan Alayan ship in orbit,” he said to
Hauksbee. "The—Bev and therest, they'll go aboard. Some may be released on Friedand, if Danny and
the Colonel think they'd be useful. Most'll stay with the Alayansfor—use." The tanker cleared histhroat.
How inthehell had the Alayans known there would be a cargo for them on Tethys? " They won't be
mistrested, but they won't leave the ship.”

"Well tak later,” Hauksbee said as he stepped through the door. When he was aready out of sight of
the anteroom, he called back, "I'm glad you've come home, Don.”

"Areyou glad, Don?" Marilee asked coolly. She stepped to the door to closeit. She did not move back
into hiswatingams.

"I came home because | wanted to be on Tethys," Slade said. He spoke as he would have walked
through aminefield, dowly and with the greatest care. "'For various reasons. And if you mean “glad |
came just now'—yeah, | suppose | am. Somebody needed to put things straight. | guessit'sworked out



aswel| as anybody was going to makeit."

"Guns do makeit easier to run things, don't they?' the woman said in the same brittle tone. She began to
walk back aong the trophy wall, skirting the man as she passed him.

"Ligten, curseit!" Slade said. He paced behind the woman, fists clenched, the image of acarnivore at
hedl. "The guns were there before | was born. The only difference now isthere's aman behind them
again. I'm not going to melt down those gun-trucks, but they'll stay parked till they rust away for anything
| do in the next two years."

Marilee spun. "Can | believe that?' she snapped. Her blue gown had not torn in the fighting, but there
was a bruise showing aready on her |eft cheekbone.

"Anything weve got | eft isan adminigtrative problem,” Slade said quietly. "I'm not real good at those, but
| know how to recognize people who are. Y ou don't use guns to solve admin problems.”

He took a deep bresth that trembled with the emotion he was trying to keep out of hisvoice. "But
there's gun problemstoo, Marilee. Don't ever forget it. And don't blame me for seeing that there are.”

She moved dightly, away from the wall. He saw the trophy that her body had screened as they walked
back from the door. The argus larvawas no more than the length of Slade's adult arm, but its spines il
bristled with the vicious intensity of life. Old Man Slade had replaced each one of those which the boy's
bare hands had shattered.

"I don't blame you," said Marilee as she extended her arms. "Welcome home, Don."

AFTERWORD: Wherel Get My |deas

If you decide to write about far-famed Achilles, make him active, hot-tempered,
inexorable, and fierce; let him deny that laws were made for him, let him think his
sword rulesall.

Horace, The Art of Poetry (lines 120-2)

My undergraduate double mgjor was history and Latin, and | continued to take Latin courseswhile |
wasin law school in alaughable attempt to stay sane. Reading Latin centers me. (Note "laughabl€e” in the
previous sentence.)

A story doesn't depend on the language in which it'stold, and astory that's been around for severd
thousand yearsislikely to be avery good story. While rereading The Odyssey (in trandation; Ben
Jonson would be even more dighting about my Greek than he was about Shakespeare's) | remarked to
afriend that the story would make an excdlent Western.

And as| said that, alight dawned: The Odyssey would make a heck of a space operaaswell, though
trandating Homer's story to an SF idiom would take some subtlety if | were to avoid being absurd. For
example, | couldn't just have my hero land on aplanet of one-eyed giants who shut him and hiscrew ina
cave. But what about an automated city that . . . ?



| did aprecis of The Odyssey and plotted my story around that armature, focusing aways on situations
that would serve the same structurd purposes that Homer had achieved in his medium. Then | wrote
Crossthe Sars .

By the way, the Cyclopes appear twice inThe Odyssey : oncein direct conflict with Odysseus (which
everybody remembers) and once as the creatures whose savage attacks drove the Phaecians out of their
origind home. If you'vejust finished readingCross the Stars , you may recall apassing referenceto giant
one-eyed mutants. The latter, like thelocd creature called the argus and other asdesin my novel, is
homage to the marn/men/woman who wroteThe Odyssey ; and who is, for my money, the grestest
literary geniusof dl time.

As| waswritingCross the Sars | commented to the same friend that whileThe Odyssey trandated
eadly to other media, The lliad (perhaps an even greater achievement) wastoo fixed in itsown cultura
idiom to be used the way | did the other. For along time | believed that meant | couldn't useThe lliad a
al inmy fiction.

Oneday | was rereading Horace'sArs Poetica and came to the quotation I've trand ated as the epigraph
to thisessay. Homer isthe only sourcefor the character of Achilles (which Horace summarizeswith his
usud succinct brilliance), but thecharacter can have alife outsde the culturd confinesof The lliad .
There are and aways have been men (and here | mean "mae human beings’) like Achilles; Alexander
the Great made a conscious atempt to modd hislife on the character (and succeeded, in my opinion,
only toowell).

So | thought about the problem for along while, then wroteThe Warrior . | set the piece (ashort novel)
inthe Hammer universe, as| hadCross the Stars beforeit, butThe Warrior was draight military—as
aurely asThe lliad is. | used the milieu of modern warfare, of tanks rather than armored spearmen, and
the background has no connection with the Siege of Troy.

But remember, Homer didn't say he was writing about the Siege of Troy:1 sing the wrath of Achilles . .

Not al of my plots come from classical (or even historical) sources, but most of them do. That's not only
because of my personal taste, but because | believe (with Shakespeare) that literature which survivesthe
buffeting of time isworth a second or thirty-second look.

| opened with aquote from Horace. I'll close with another one:l have builded a monument more
lasting than bronze . . . . Horace did; and Homer did, and Apollonius did, and so many othersdid. I'm
proud to be able occasondly to stand on their magnificent structures.

—DaveDrake

Chatham County, NC



