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I

Picture a man, or, if you will, a woman, standing in an enpty room
a plain hall lit by slowglass panels and green gl owstone fl oors.

The person standing there wears a black junpsuit with a four-pointed
star on the left collar and wi de silvered wistbands. The bands contain
mcrocircuitry.

Suddenly, the man, or, if you will, wonman, is gone.

The sl ow gl ass panels still light the hall.

Sonme tine later—a few units, a few days, rarely |onger—the travel er
reappears in the sanme spot and wal ks out of the hall.

That is all there is to it, the base action of the Tenporal Guard at
Quest, the single city of the Immortals of Query, that hidden pl anet
circling a very ordinary yellow sun in a very ordinary gal axy.

There's no such thing as a race of tine-divers, you say, Imortals
who ride the paths of tine a mllion years or nore, who nani pul ate
cultures in their corner of the gal axy?

Let us lay that question aside for a tine.

Call nme Loki. It's as good a nane as any, better than nost, and
besi des, that's what ny parents naned ne.

VWhat better nanme for the grandson of Ragnorak, for the child of
fall en heroes, funbler in the conplex intrigues of the Inmmortals,
sonetime god, tine-diver, and idiot savant par excellence?

The dom noes of tinme have toppled, shoved into new patterns by the
wi nds of change, those chill w nds that how down the corridors of
time, those black rays of tinme-path tossed carel essly out by each sun
and vaulted and trod by the tine-divers of Query in their ceasel ess
efforts to maintain their precarious position on the top of tine's
t ot em pol e.

A too-florid description, perhaps, but accurate for all the
verbosity.

| am serious. Queryans are Immortal, but nature balanced it nicely
since the genetic interlock required for fertilization and the tine-
diving ability kept births | ow—Il ess than one per couple per
m |l ennium And accidents did happen, tine-diving ability or not.

Queryan tinme-divers ranged through tinme, and since tinme is space, so

to speak, through space as well. As a precaution, all children were
| ocator-tagged at birth, although the talent didn't usually devel op
until later, nor fully until puberty.

Only a few of us had innate navigational senses, and nost Queryans
never went far from Query. Back-timng on Query itself is out. The Laws
of Tinme are inflexible. If you dive at all on Query, you dive planet-
cl ear.



It all starts with the Test.

The Test, that trial that determ nes whether a Queryan gets advanced
trai ning, nenbership in the Tenporal Guard, or whether he or she stays

a planet-slider for along, long life—that was my first turning point

On that norning that may never have been, the sky of Query was bl ue,
wi th overtones of green that made the hills circling the city of Quest
and the peaks behind those hills stand out in even sharper relief than
the cl earest holo could project.

The norning was cl oudl ess, as so many nornings in Quest are. | had
pl ace-slid to the park surrounding the Square, breaking out of the
undertinme with the thought-chill that always ends a planet-slide or
time-dive.

The Tower of Immortals stands in the center of the Square,
surrounded solely by grass and the low fireflowers that flicker scarlet
under the gol den sun. The gl owstone wal ks | eading to the Tower are
edged by the firefl owers.

Al t hough four portals open fromthe Tower, Queryans not belonging to
the Tenporal Guard enter only through the South Portal.

The Tower soars fromits rectangular base into a dome which clinbs
to a spire. The Tower is out-of-tine phase, and the spire flares with
the fires of a thousand suns captured in the tineless and untouchabl e
dept hs of the faceted sl ow glass facing.

The ol dest holos of the Tower fromthe Archives show no change, even
t hough the nmountains in the distance are a shade sharper and the hills
a trace harsher. While Quest has altered in little particulars, the
Tower of Immortals has not.

As | stared at the Tower on that norning that may not have been,
none of this crossed ny mnd. Too young to note the changes in the
vegetation in the park fromcentury to century, and filled with the
el ation of becoming a Guard, | studied the Tower as a present | was
about to receive.

| f you see a good holo of the Tower, you can see how the edges bl ur.
That's because the walls of the Tower proper, except for the
rectangul ar wings, are partly out-of-time phase, which renders it
i ndestructible, as well as unchangeable. That's unless the Tenporal
Guard were to pull it down stone by stone.

| stood and stared, convincing nyself that, red hair and all,
woul d be the first of ny famly in eons, that is, since ny grandfather,
to pass the Test and join the Tenporal Guard.

W shi ng woul d not make it so, and clutching ny illusions, | began to
wal k up the glowstones to the south portal. | could have slid right up
to the entrance, but cerenony nmeans nuch to all Queryans, particularly
when a youngster elects to take the Test.

The portals were dark, but the interior of the Tower was bright with
sl ow gl ass panels, glittering and lit with the |ight of not only gol den
suns, but red suns, blue suns, orange suns, and white suns. Yet for al

the light, as | entered the Tower, | felt a sense of cool ness, quiet,
and peace.

Not that | hadn't been there before. Wth ny parents, tutors, and
friends, I had wal ked all the public corridors, the neeting halls, and

the Hall of Justice.
Before | realized it, | was at the archway to the Testing Hall in



the west wi ng of the Tower.
A tall woman, with white-blond hair and deep bl ack eyes, waited.

| had heard all the Guard participated in routine functions, and |
concealed ny surprise with a curt nod and a sinple statenent.

"Counsel or Freyda."

Query made no distinction between civil and mlitary, between
conmpul sory and voluntary. The Tests determ ned who could join the
Guard, and the Guard was the government. Ability determ ned position in
the Guard, and the Counselors directed the Guards to inplenment the
policies laid down by the Tribunes.

So | was surprised that Counsel or Freyda, runored to have been a
close friend of ny departed and possibly | ate grandfather, whom many
had said | resenbl ed, would be ny exam ner.

"Loki," she responded.

It was not a lack of warnth, | felt. Rather we are a | aconic people,
except perhaps for nme. That's what comes fromliving until somne
accident in a planet-slide or a tine fluke does you in.

When you contact the same people over centuries, tight speech and
good manners prevail, and the Counsel or had al ways been i npeccably
correct.

"You need not take the Test." Her eyes smled, knowi ng | woul d.

The formal statenment was necessary. Sonme Queryans never took the
Test, used their talents only to travel around Query.

Counsel or Freyda had al ways been an attractive wonman, though in ny
yout hful exuberance, | thought all Queryan wonen were attractive,
beauty being a matter of degree.

She rose fromthe sinple straight-backed chair and I ed the way to
the Travel Hall.

The Travel Hall is nothing nore than a long, high, slowglass |it
roomat the end of the West Wng of the Tower. A series of snal
equi pnent roons flanks the Travel Hall. They open directly onto it
through small arches. In practical ternms, the Travel Hall is actually
outside the main tinme-protected walls of the Tower. So is the
Infirmary. |If you think about it, it nakes sense.

Most Immortals can't planet-slide or time junp fromw thin the out-
of -time phase walls of the main Tower. That's why the Infirmary and the
Travel Hall are "outside."

Freyda conducted nme into one of the equi pnment roons, the
Counsel ors', where the slowglass wall panels were flanked with heavy
gol d and bl ack hangings. Fromthe drawers of a carved chest, she took
four wistbands, slipped one over each forearm and handed t he renai ni ng
pair to ne.

| put themon, not having the faintest idea what they were for.

"The first part is sinple. Go undertinme as far as you can, or until
| squeeze your arm When | squeeze, relax, and I'll bring us back.
Under st and?"

| was all too aware we nmade a strange pair, she taller and in bl ack
so sinple and stark next to ny red. If | succeeded, | would wear bl ack.
No actual |aw, but those who serve or have served in the Tenmporal Guard
wear black. My father said it has been so since before his great-grand-
father's tinme.

Real i zing | had been daydream ng, | nodded abruptly.



Freyda nodded back and grasped ny left wist. | ducked understream
I nstead of latching onto the ground | just concentrated on trying to
force nyself full back-time, trying to turn the universe bright red
like nme. | could feel the redness flashing against the black of the
ti me- pat hs.

Fl ashes of blue alternated with the sense of back-tinme red | was
seeing, and | began to feel like | was draggi nhg sonmeone. Freyda was
signaling. I went linp, blanked ny mnd, and |l et her carry us back to
the Travel Hall.

"l doubt we need other tests." Her voice was level, but with a trace
of strain, it seened to ne.

WAs there any question? |'d been confident of passing for as |ong as
| could renmenber. |'d been practicing fore-and back-timng on Query at
| east as long as | could read. Not that | could actually break out,
given the Law of Non-Interference, but oh, how | had practiced.

Freyda | ooked carefully away fromne toward the far end of the Hall.
"Custom however, requires two other phases.™

| tensed. What el se was necessary?

"Next, slide off Query as you back-tinme."

"I'n any direction?"

"How do you determ ne, Loki?" The question was sonewhat poi nted,
per haps because custom again the unspoken, indicated that | should not
have experinented with off-planet tine-slides.

Enbarrassed by ny gaffe, | tried not to flush, and stammered, "I'm
not sure ... there nmust be four. | nean, red and blue and gold and
bl ack, except that you could call gold and bl ack, cold and hot. Sonehow
gold ought to be hot, but it's cold.”

"So you' ve experinmented on your owm. | mght have guessed. Have you
followed a black line out-systemand tried a break-out there?"

Was there a trace of a smle on her face?
“I"ve followed the lines a little way, but never tried a break-out."

That was certainly true. The Tenporal Guard keeps its secrets.
wasn't about to break-out sonewhere or some-when that wasn't favorable
to ny continued existence. | had followed the black tinme-paths both
blue and red directions just up to break-out on a nunber of worlds. At
that time I had no way of know ng whether they were cold asteroids,
noons, or planets. | thought | knew, but when you're experinenting on
the edge of the forbidden, you hold back. At least, | did then.

“"All right. W can skip phase two. Follow any bl ack |ine back-tine,
red direction, as far or as near tine as you want. Pick a favorable
break-out. If it's dangerous and you have trouble, I'll recover you."

| picked the strongest tinme-path till it branched, took what seened
about a Queryan-sized trail to break-out.

Now, it's easy to say "followed," or "took," but unless you' ve been
a time-diver, the words don't nean rmuch. You can nove your body, but
the work is all inside your head.

When | first started tinme-diving, | actually tried to wal k through
t he undertime not hingness. That's a bad habit, |ike nouthing words when
you read. Unless you break the habit you' |l never get any distance. You

mentally "see" the paths and visualize the shade of red or blue. That's
your accel eration back- or fore-time. Mst divers can't slide or dive
off the planet's surface except along the black force |lines, the arrows
of the stars.



Sonme of the ol der races specul ated that the suns throw tine rays, as
wel | as other energies. They do, and the black arrows, paths, call them
what you will, are what we follow You have to know when to get off. If
you follow the strongest path to the end, you'd wind up in the mddle
of sonme star. Not that you'd get that far. The distortion is so great
even in the undertinme that you' d have to force yourself beyond the
mental abilities of all but the strongest Tenporal Guards to approach
cl ose enough to injure yourself physically.

A knack, that's what it is.

A CGuard can feel the "hone" sense of the Tower of Immortals if he or
she is near Query. Being both in and out of tinme, it acts like a
beacon. Even if you | ose your path you can hone in on it.

Wth a quick shiver through the mind | popped out, catching a
glinpse of stars in a frozen sky, eyeballs bugging out. Gasping for
breath, | ducked back understream thinking what a dunce |'d been.

That's it. Pick an easy path, stick your nose out w thout even a
guestion as to whether there's any air out there to breathe.

| fired nyself back to Query and the Travel Hall.
Freyda arrived a nonent | ater

"Li ke your grandfather. Rash. But stronger. Wth training, you'l
do."

That was ny Test.
Sounds sinpl e—but either you can or you can't.

After passing ny Test with Counselor Freyda, | slid hone to wait the
days or seasons before | was called for training.
"l passed! | passed!" | shouted, plunging onto the porch where ny

parents were eating their m dday neal

"I didn't doubt you would for a nonent," said ny father, scarcely
| ooking up fromhis fruit.

"I hope you'll be happy, dear," added ny nother.

"But ... | nean ... not everyone ... " | couldn't understand it.
They were the ones who had told nme the | egends of the CGuard.

Al of them fromthe terrible |osses of the Frost G ant/Tw | i ght
Wars to the heroic deeds of Gdinthor, the Triumvirate, mny grandfather
Ragnorak—al | the sacrifices made by the Guard to restore Query to the
glory that had preceded the devastation of the Frost G ants.

|"d gone to sleep so many nights as a child | ooking up at
father's shining gold hair, listening to himtell about the hardships
that his father Ragnorak had endured on mssion after mission for the
Tenporal Cuard.

"You don't seemparticularly pleased,” | charged.

“If that's what you really want, dear," answered ny nother, "we're
bot h happy for you." She smled so faintly it wasn't a smle and turned
back to her lunch, a wild sal ad she'd gathered fromthe woods behi nd
t he house.

Even ny father didn't neet ny eyes after the first fewinstants. He
picked at his fruit silently.

| thought about sliding out into the nountains to be al one, but what
difference did it nake? | was apparently al one even at hone.

My room was on the second | evel at the back, overlooking the snal



gorge which separated the neadow where the house stood fromthe woods
covering the hills. In the distance on a fair day, | could sonetines
see the heights of the western Bardwal| over the evergreens.

| slunped into the hanmock chair on the shady side of ny snal
bal cony and stared at the trees.

There was a tap at the door. Doors weren't really necessary, but
were there as a matter of custom and courtesy. Once when | was about
ten, | guess, ny door stayed |ocked for a nonth. It didn't seemto
matter. That was before | realized ny parents could slide around it if
t hey wanted to.

"Cone in," | called, knowing fromthe sharpness of the knock it was
Dad.

He opened the door quietly, came out, and sat in the high-backed
stool closest to the hammock chair.

“You don't understand, Loki, and you're confused." He waved ne to
silence and went on. "How could your father, the son of the great
Ragnorak, hero and Guard, be so casual about your ability and your
decision to join the Guard? | can tell fromyour face. You re about to
say | couldn't make it, didn't pass ny Test."

He smled gently. "That's not quite true. | never even tried to take
the Test. Nor did your nother. She's the great-granddaughter of Samm s
A on. | suspect, |ooking at you, we could have passed. That wasn't the
guestion. My question was: Wat's the Guard for?"

What was Dad diving at? And why had he chi ckened out of taking his
Test? Who was Sammi s O on?

"To protect us," | answered automatically.

"From what ? Nobody's seen a Frost Gant in over a mllion years."
H s voice never |ifted.

"That doesn't nean there aren't any. And what about the rest of the
uni verse?" He just didn't seemto understand.

"What about it? There's no danger in it, particularly to you."

| couldn't understand him "Then why did you tell ne all those
stories about the Guard? They were true, weren't they? Weren't they?"

"Yes, Loki, they were true. My father, your grandfather, destroyed
prom sing civilizations, changed history on a dozen planets that were

no real threat because of a mllion-year-old fear. Wien | told you
t hose stories, | thought you woul d understand the Guard is a grubby and
unnecessary business. | tried to portray the dangers, the horrors, and

the arbitrary nature of neddling with Time and the lives of innocents.”

"I nnocents? What about the tine the soldiers of the Anarchate bl ew
off his wist?" | remenbered that one vividly. "Or the tinme he stopped
the Perrsions fromusing a planet-buster on Kaldir? O—"

"Everything | told you was true," he interrupted, "or what ny father
told me. Lying wasn't one of his many vices."

"You were jealous of your own father! That's it!" | was seething.
He backed away fromnme with a strange ook in his eyes.
"That's enough, Loki," he said calmy, alnobst gently. "I don't think

we have nmuch nmore to tal k about. Your nother wanted ne to ask about
your deci sion once nore. Passing your Test doesn't mean you have to
join the Guard, but | can see that your mnd is nade up."

He held up his hand to stop ny objections and continued. "The entire
nature of the Guard is subjective. Your nother and | have tried to



beconme as self-sufficient as possible here. W built the house with our
own hands, harvest what we can fromthe | ands and the woods. In the
Guard you'll find machines to supply everything ... "

He went on and on and on, telling me over and over, way after way
that the Guard was wong in this, wong in that. And he'd never been in
the Guard. | wondered if he hated his father for being such a hero.
Qobviously | wasn't going to have that problem

| listened and didn't try to say a word until he finished.

"Thank you, Dad. |s there anything around here that needs to be
done?"

He | ooked at ne as if 1'd clinbed out fromunder a rock.

"You really don't understand, do you?" He flexed his forearnmns,
ridged with the nuscles devel oped fromhis years of manual self-
sufficiency, and kept staring.

What was there to understand? For sone strange reason, he was giving
the Guard a trial and judging it guilty w thout any firsthand
experi ence.

W sat there for maybe twenty units, neither of us wanting to say
anyt hing. An odd picture—a young man and a youth al nost a man, yet one
was father, one son. On Query you can't tell age by physical
appear ances.

Finally, Dad slipped off the stool, brushed his |ongish hair back
of f his forehead, and wal ked back into the house.

"You' re wel cone here as long as you want to stay, son.”" And damm it,
he sounded |ike he neant it.

| kept watching the trees, as if | could see them grow or somnething.
They didn't. Only thing that grew was their shadows.

The first few days of summer were like that. | couldn't take the
sitting. Thought about Dad's comments on the Guard, the harsh
conditions, the struggles, and | got scared. Just a little.

Why shoul d | have been scared? | didn't know, but | Started in with
the ax and split a winter's worth of wood in a ten-day.

Next canme the running. |If the Guard wanted toughness, | intended to
be ready. |'ve got heavy thighs and short | egs. Do you know what
runni ng over sandy hills is like with small feet and short |egs?

| tried to chase down flying gophers. Never caught one, but within a
ten-day | was getting pretty close before they di sappeared into their
sand hol es.

At first, the tenptation to cheat on the running, to slide a bit
ahead undertinme, was appealing, but | figured that wouldn't help ny
conditioning nuch. Besides, | could already slide fromrock tip to rock
tip without |osing ny bal ance.

Once when | was sprinting back across the neadow to the house,
caught a glinpse of Dad watching through the railings. | don't think he
knew | saw him and the expression on his face—pride mxed with
sonet hing el se, confusion, sadness, | don't know.

Through all the quiet nmeals we shared those |ong ten-days, | knew
they didn't understand, coul dn't understand.

One norning a Guard trainee in black arrived with a forma
invitation fromthe Tribunes for me to begin training.

Along with the invitation was a short list of what | was to bring
with the notation that nothing el se was required.



That made packing pretty easy.

Ten of us were ushered into a small Tower roomw th confortable
stools, a podium and a wall screen.

Si x young wonen, four young nen, girls and boys really, we sat and
wai t ed. None of us knew each other, and with the reticence conmon to
Query, no one said anything.

| couldn't stand it.

“I"mLoki." | glared at the tall girl. She had her black hair cut
short, and, surprisingly, it suited her.

"Loragerd," she said gravely.

The ot her wonen were Hal cyon, Aleryl, Shienl, Patrice, and Cani ne.
The men were Ferrin, GI1l, Tyron. | thought wonmen and nen, but we were
all at that age of being neither youth nor adult.

Li ke rocks on the beach, waiting, we sat.

Through the open archway marched a small nman dressed in the bl ack
singlesuit of the Guard. On his left collar was a four-pointed silver
star. His hair was so black it was blue, and his dark eyes glittered.

"Good nmorning, trainees. I'mGInesh, and this will be your
i ndoctrination lecture.” He settled hinself behind the podium studied
each of us for a fraction of a unit, cleared his throat, and went on.

"First and forenost, the Guard relies on voluntary subjection to
absol ute discipline. The rules are few and absolute. But why do you
think we have to do it this way?"

Dead silence. No one was about to volunteer anything, which was just
as well because G I nesh rushed on as if he hadn't expected an answer.

"The Guard is a small organization with a big job. W don't have the
personnel to coddl e discipline problenms. Mnor offenses nerit specia
wor k- assi gnnents or dismssal. Major offenses normally result in a
sentence to Hell and dismssal. Hgh Crinmes lead to a sentence to Hel
and a chronobot onmy. "

| understood everything but the last term Most of us nust have worn
t he sane puzzl ed expressi on because he stopped and expl ai ned.

"Chronobotony—t hat's a condensation of a nedical termI|' m not
certain | can renenber, |let al one pronounce. Means surgical renoval of
all time-diving abilities.” At that point the roomseened a whole | ot
colder. "Well ... what does the Guard do?" asked G I nesh, ignoring the
chill he had created with his casual revelations. "The Guard is charged
with the mai ntenance of civil order on Query, the elimnation of
possi ble threats to Query and ot her peace-loving races in our sector of
t he gal axy, and the encouragenent of peace. That's it." G| nmesh
surveyed the ten of us.

"Any of you may drop out of the trainee programat any tinme in the
next three years before we get to field traini ng—and probably half of
you will. If you decide to | eave the Guard after that, you're
responsi ble for two years of administrative duties or an equival ent
sentence on Hell. Adm nistrative duties are routine clerical or
mai nt enance functions. In return you'll receive restricted time-diving
privileges to a nunber of systens. |Is that clear?”

It was quite clear, even to a group of m xed-age youngsters.

G I mesh went on outlining nore guidelines, rules, regulations,



wi t hout arousing nuch interest until the end of his spiel.

"Academ c training will take four years roughly, and diving training
will start about two years fromnow. You will not, | repeat, not,
attenpt any tine-diving on your own during this period until you are
cleared by the Guard. Here's why."

The screen flashed on again, and the narrator began catal ogui ng the
possi bl e dangers of diving by untrained personnel. Inpressive—airless
pl anets, planets wi th poi sonous atnospheres, predators, black hol es,
everything that could possibly go wong.

It ended with a condensation of the Last Law. "No tine mani pul ation
by a nenber of a species can undo the death of any other species nenber
fromthat sanme base system"™ Transl ated | oosely, once a Queryan dies,
no amount of time-fiddling by the Guard can undo that death. If you
blowit and die, you stay dead. Dead is dead.

As | recalled fromschool, the casualties anong the earliest tine-
di vers had been fantastic ... well over eighty percent. | was begi nni ng
to see why. You don't think about it as a child. You slide where you
want to on the planet, and even if you back-tine or fore-tine on Query
itself, you can't break-out. You feel safe.

G I mesh ended the indoctrination |ecture by giving room assi gnnents
in the West Barracks. He dism ssed us after telling us to | ocate our
roons, drop off our gear, and report back in one hundred units.

W did and when we returned were directed to Special Stores for
uniformfittings. W each got four black single-suits and a green four-
poi nted star to go on the collar.

That was the begi nning of the routine.

The classroomwork didn't seemall that hard, not to ne, but within
weeks Shienl and G Il had |eft.

| enjoyed the mechanical theory class, taught by a blond giant of a
man called Bal dur. Oten he was units late or held us, and his
expl anations of the inportance of nechanics in culture could be | ong-
wi nded.

Bal dur asked questions—l ots of them—in a quiet |ight voice that
penetrated, made you listen.

"Tyron, | know you're not the nost mechanically inclined trainee,
but you do have the capability to understand the basic outline of
sonmething as sinple as a generator."

Tyron flushed and munbled, "Is it that inportant?"

Bal dur didn't raise his voice, didn't seemflustered, just asked
anot her questi on.

"Tyron, nost cultures have a ruling class or elite or power
structure. That elite's position is normally based on its control of
the avail able technol ogy, directly or indirectly, and its ability to
direct the use of resources. Control and direction are maxi m zed when
that elite understands the technology it directs. Wat happens when an
elite loses its collective ability to understand the basis of the tech-
nol ogy it control s?"

"I don't understand. \Wat does that have to do with generators?"

| didn't understand either, but both Loragerd and Hal cyon nodded as
if they did, and Ferrin grinned.

"Loragerd?" Bal dur asked.
"They begin to lose control. They aren't the elite anynore."



"What about the Guard?" countered Ferrin.
| thought it was a dunb question.

"I't's all dunb,” protested Patrice. "Ruling classes don't just
di sappear. And the Guard's no elite.”

Bal dur never let it go with a sinple resolution. "Is the Guard an
elite?"

Tyron suppressed a groan, | could tell, but I didn't see why. Sure
the Guard was an elite. Pretty obvious.

"Yes," | burst out.

"Why don't you finish the logic for Tyron, then, Loki?"

What logic? | didn't have any, but | decided |I'd better bunble
t hrough as well as | could.

"If the Guard is an elite,” | started slowy, "then it must control
sonme technology. If Guards don't understand technol ogy, then the Guard
will lose control." | paused before the i nmedi ate objection cane to

mnd. "But the Guard has its powers because Guards can time-dive, and
that's not based on technol ogy."

"I't's not?" responded Bal dur. "How can you power stunners w thout
generators? How can you stay warmand dry in storns wthout heat or
housi ng, wi thout becom ng a rootless society that shifts with the
weather? |'lIl admit the line is harder to draw for Query, but it's
still valid."

He stopped, cleared his throat, and continued speaking. "That's
sonmet hing you all ought to think about. In the case of a md-tech
culture like Sertis, the exanple is clear "

He |l aunched into a description of how the |ocal nonarchs rul ed
t hrough control of the water supplies—the water enpire nodel, he
called it.

W got back to generators before too long, and this tine Tyron paid
attention. Wiy the digression would have notivated himl didn't see.
That was because | thought generators were nore interesting than al
t hat specul ative stuff about elites and control.

We had ot her courses, too, on the adm nistrative | aw of the CGuard,
on neteorol ogy, EQ biol ogy, conparative weaponry—a whol e m shmash.

The first year was a sort of crash backgrounder.

In the second year, along with nore advanced nechani cal and
technical training, Baldur started us on sinple equipnment repairs in a
side area of the Maintenance Hall.

Patrice protested.

"Why do we have to know how to put all this tangl ed junk back
together? I'"'mnot going to be a nechanic. I'ma diver."

Bal dur just smiled. "Do you want an answer, or are you angry because
it's difficult?"

Patrice glowered at him "An answer."

"As a diver, you will be using this equipnment, and you'll use it

better if you understand it. Understanding only conmes when you have a
feel for it. Knowng howto repair it gives that feel.

“Incidentally, Patrice,” he finished in a mlder tone, "no one in
the Guard is just a time-diver. W all have support jobs as well. If
not in M ntenance, then in Linguistics, Medical, Assignnents,
Research, Archives, or what have you."



| remenbered G| nmesh nmentioning that, but hearing it and starting in
with oily metal and dented wist gauntlets was sonething el se.

Not that it was all work, by any neans. Less than half our day was
taken up with academc training those first two years.

Every so often | saw Counsel or Freyda. She had ne over to her
gquarters in Quest for dinner two, three tinmes, and told ne about ny
grandfather. | guessed she followed ny training because of old
Ragnor ak.

v

In the third year the pace stepped up. Not only was the acadenic
| oad heavier, but we began full-scal e physical training. Not just
condi tioning, but physical flexibility, hand-to-hand conbat, weapons
fam liarization, even life-support equipnent training, which included
deep space gear.

Carrine resigned a ten-day into the third year, |eaving seven of us.

One of the nore interesting courses was taught by a Senior Guard
called Samm s. "Attitude Adjustment” was the title. That didn't convey
hal f of it.

The day we started, Samm s lined us up in a field on the edge of
Quest. W stood in the center of a series of posts of different
hei ghts. Each post had a tiny platformjust big enough for both feet
nount ed on top.

Sammis waited in front of us until he had our attention.

"In this course you |learn by doing. The first exercise is to slide
fromthe top of one post to the top of the next. Like this."

He wi nked out and appeared on the platformtop of the first post.
Li ke a jagged bolt of black Iightning, he slid frompost top to post
top and reappeared back on the ground in front of us.

"Now you try it." He pointed at Ferrin. "You start."

Ferrin slid undertinme to the first post, broke-out with only one
foot on the platform lost his balance, tried to slide, and fell to the
gr ass.

Hal cyon giggled. Samm s turned on her.
"Hal cyon, you're next."
She made it to the third post before tunbling off.

Eventually it was ny turn. | took it carefully, and outside of
wavering on the fourth or fifth post, made it through all fifteen
pl at f or ns.

Samm s was frowning when | finished.

"Did | do sonething wong?"

He shook his head. "No, no. Just ... nothing."

He left me standing there while he watched Loragerd fall off the
pl atform on the second post.

No one el se got past the fifth post that day.

Tyron called it a pointless exercise, but it wasn't. As Sanm s
expl ai ned after watching everyone (but nme) fall off the tiny platforns,
"This is to get you ready for real diving. In a lot of dives, where you
end up could spell the difference between staying in one piece or
becom ng several. Sone divers"—and he seened to have sonmeone in m nd—
"are gifted enough to dive out of the mddle of a waterfall while being



t hrown head over heels. Mdst of you will find you can't dive except
froma relatively stable platform™

Oh, it nmade sense, all right, and so did all the "attitude
adj ust mrent s" exercises that Samm s introduced in the weeks that
f ol | owed.

We each had a different "final"—supposedly based on what Samm s
t hought we shoul d be able to handl e.

Samm s trotted, or slid, ne out to a site on the western cliffs.

"Loki, this could be nore than you can handle. | want to make it
clear. This isn't a test for passing and failing. It was designed to
denonstrate what you can and cannot handle. If you get into trouble,
just slide clear. Do you understand?"

H s face was kindly, alnost worried.
| nodded.

"The course is set up in increasing order of difficulty, but it's
blind. You won't be able to see your next breakout stage until you
reach the stage before. You are not to break-out except next to the
| ocator flags."

"You nean, sonmehow when | reach the first point, 1'll see the second
one?"

"Tougher than that. At the first stage flag is a vector direction
arrow for the second stage. The sane is true for the next, and so on.
You may have only a nonment to absorb that information before sliding.
There are ten |landing points. After the last, or when you stop, return
here."

| wi ped ny forehead. The nore | heard about this test, the |ess
liked it.

Sammis pointed to a flag fluttering belowthe top of a cliff
over hangi ng the beach.

| nodded and slid, but I didn't break-out imediately. Even though
it's difficult, you can get sone idea of what a | anding point involves
fromthe undertinme, like | ooking up frombeneath the water at tw light.

The | edge was narrow. Sonething white fluttered fromthe rock.
oriented myself undertine to break-out facing the white object.

The | edge was even narrower than |'d anticipated, and the w nd
gusted around ne. The pernaflex vector arrow attached to the flagstaff
i ndicated a point on the rocks offshore. Even fromthe cliff tops |
coul d see the surf crashing over them In between the waves, | could
see anot her banner. Belatedly recalling Samm s's injunction not to hang
around, | slid again.

Fromthe understream | watched the breakers and tried to | ocate the
vector directions before | broke-out on the rocks. 1'd never tried
del aying a slide consciously before, but it seened to work. The vector
arrow was attached to the flagstaff.

| appeared on the wet and very slippery rocks right after a
substantial wave, hoping the area would be water-free for at |east a
unit or so, and concentrated on the vector. The arrow poi nted back to
the cliffs further down the coast. The course pattern was apparently a
zigzag along the coast line in order to conceal the next point fromthe
previ ous poi nt.

From the undertine, point three was on a thin spike of rock jutting
out fromthe cliffs. The spike wavered as the flag fluttered in the
wi nd. Was the rock wavering, or was it nmy undertine perspective? |



decided to see if |I could flash by it.

|"d never done a slide that way before either, but | didn't like
that flag placenent.

| actually put a little weight on the stone for an instant and felt
it give before | ducked back undertinme. The vector arrow pointed to the
base of the cliff bel ow

Samm s be dammed. This course had been set up for keeps. But | was
going to finish it and find out why.

Poi nt four was established on the rocks protruding into the surf, a
fragnmented peninsula. Fromthe undertime | could see the white flag and
t he vague form of the vector arrow, but not nuch el se.

What was the catch here?

Was there a tidal blow hole? A rock-sucker flattened out under the
flag waiting for ne to step down? Physical reactions are an illusion in
t he understream but | felt | shuddered as | hung there, thinking about
the acid touch of a giant rock-sucker snapping up around ne.

How about coming out next to the flag at a slight angle in order not
to be where the course designer planned for me to arrive? | was
supposed to touch each point. How cl ose?

Finally, and the noments hung like icicles while | decided,
ski pped through. My second guess had been correct. One of the |argest
rock-suckers |I'd ever seen was draped flat over the rugged rocks, with
a tentacle loosely circling the white flagstaff.

| was back undertinme virtually instantaneously, but even so, the
rock-sucker's sting-arns whi pped through the space where |1'd been fast
enough for nme to sense a sudden rush of air as | slid undertine.

The fifth flag was not at sea, nor high in the cliffs, but straight
along the beach Iine to a | evel space on the sand.

| studied the flat circle around the flag fromthe undertinme, but
couldn't see anything out of order. | junped onto the sand as close to
the flagstaff as | could nanage, focused on the vector arrow, and tried
to | ocate point six.

| didn't get that far before | was tossed head over heels into the
air by a blast of wind. | felt strangely |ight.

|"d managed to nenorize the directions, although | hadn't seen the
flag for the next point. | slid undertine fromny mdair tunbling and
reoriented nyself.

The farther along | got, the |l ess happy | was about this test. The
air blast generator or whatever wasn't a test. Deliberately designed to
see if | could slide undertine after I'd been bushwhacked.

| put it behind me and slid half-blind in the direction the arrow
had poi nted. Seened | onger, but since it's all subjective in the
undertine, the unseen exam ners couldn't tell nmy funbing so long as |
| ocat ed the seventh point.

The obstacle for point seven was clear. They, whoever "they" were,
had | owered the flag froman overhanging cliff, letting it float in
mdair, a good fifty feet above a |loose talus pile. No way in the world
| could obtain nonentary footing, let alone a firmstance. | hovered
there, though that's not precisely howit works, in the undertine,
trying to figure out howto get a | ook at the vector arrow.

| could give up, but sonmehow, soneway, |'d be damed if the unknown
"they" were going to get the best of ne.

Well if | could hang in mdair while undertinme, why not in real



time? Not exactly the sanme, but it was worth a try. Maybe | could | eave
nmy heels sort of undertime as an anchor.

| tried it ... and dammed if it didn't work. | wasted no tine and
studi ed the | ocator diagram glanced along the vector path, saw the
glinmer of white and junped back underti ne.

As | slid on a | ow angle back down to the surf line, | wondered what
was next. The white flag was there, all right, and | reached it before
| thought | woul d.

Agai n—f or sonme reason—I| hesitated on break-out. DimMy fromthe
undertine | could see the flag whipped by the spray and wi nd, |ocated
as it seenmed to be in the mddle of an overactive surf line. If |
broke-out there, 1'd be pounded by the surf and tossed onto the rocky
shore. But was that the test?

| wanted to kick nyself when it penetrated. No snmall white rectangle
where the vector arrow should have been. A phony point eight, short of
where the real point eight was.

The actual point eight was in the mddle of the waves farther out,
the tall flag anchored from beneath the water with no place to break-
out. | did the split-entry trick a second tinme, |eaving nmy heels | ocked
in the undertine, and studied the vector arrow pointing to the ninth
flag as quickly as possible. It pointed up the coast and right into the
m ddl e of the lava cliffs.

Right in the nmiddle of the cliffs was an understatenent The break-
out point was a small cubical room hollowed fromthe solid rock w thout
any wi ndows or doors. | could tell as | circled the space in the
undertine that it was surrounded with machi nery of sone sort.

Beginning to feel nore than normally nervous about the |ast stages
of the dammed test, | becanme nore convinced than before it wasn't any
ordinary test.

Fromthe undertinme | could sense the power of the machines buried in
the walls of the rock chanmber. Even though |I couldn't determ ne

anything, | was betting they would be focused on ne the mnute |
appear ed.
They were bending the rules, and so would I. | slid back undertine

to the beach below 1 didn't exactly break-out, but |I did nmanage to get
a good chunk of rock, shuttled back undertine to point nine, and
studi ed the chanber.

By wandering around the |inp flag and straining to pierce the

uncertainty that separates the "now' fromthe undertine, | could see a
vector arrow sheet attached to the rock wall behind the staff.
Still skeptical, | pitched the rock into the chanber. For a | ong

nmoment, not hing happened. A greenish light filled the other side of
time, the "now, " pervading the space in the rock.

Gas! If it were a test of capabilities, nothing fatal would be
enpl oyed, only sonething painful or humliating.

Wil e the gas swirled around and cl ouded the chanber, | decided,
perhaps foolishly, to flash-slide by the vector arrow and get a peek at
t he directions.

| made one pass, less than a unit in real tine, and nanaged to
absorb the direction and approxi mate di stance. The al nost i nstantaneous
slide still left nmy face stinging.

That's a di sadvantage of time-diving. You' re left suspended with
what ever hurts until you break-out. True of pleasure as well, which



| eads to sone interesting pernutations, |I'd been told, but that was
| ocker-room gossi p.

Point ten took awhile to pin down, subjectively, that is. The
directions were confusing, and dammed if | was going back for a second
| ook and nore gas burns.

The | ast point, once found, was sinple enough. Location was what
took the time. The vector arrow had indicated an incredibly |ong,
virtually vertical direction. If the scale was correct, and | had no
reason to disbelieve it, ny last point had to be well above Query's
surface.

In the dark above Query, | located an orbiting structure. Through
the silver haze that divided the undertinme fromthe objective "now, " |
coul d sense that the space station, if that was what it was, had been
there for eons, if not |onger.

The outer spokes of the wheel were gouged and pitted, and one of the
arms was hol ed through.

Groping around half-blind in both the space darkness and the hazed
undertine, the subjective time dragged out before | pinned down the
elusive tenth flag in a snmall conpartnment with heavy netal doors at
each end.

| hesitated. Every other spot had been trapped. By then, of course,
the gas burns were getting to ne. Subjective feelings, because the
intensity was constant. | just wanted to get the test over wth.

| knew whoever set the course was playing on ny inpatience, and |
was tenpted to sit up there in orbit for what seenmed subjective hours
until | figured out the latest catch. | snooped around as well as |
coul d, discerned no equi pnent, could sense no energy concentrations.

Finally, | decided it had to be the | ocation and the airl essness
which were the tests. | nade a flash-through appearance in the chanber
| ong enough to register if anyone had |left any device to record ny
presence, and slid back down to the beach where it had all started.

Samm s was waiting, sitting on the sand with his head in his hands
and his knees drawn up, a norose | ook on his elvish face.

Sonme of ny pent-up anger | essened on seeing himin the unguarded
position, strengthening my suspicion that he had not been the sole
architect of the test course.

"Sanms," | said, ny resolve to keep nmy nouth shut evaporating
rapidly, "who the Hell designed your little course?”

He scranbled to his feet. | had the feeling I wasn't supposed to be
back yet.

“"Are you all right? How far did you get?"
"All ten. At least, if that airless hulk of a space station was

nunber ten, | got through all of them™
He made nme recite all of them and | did, rather inpatiently.
"Look," | snapped as | finished responding to his grilling, "if I
said | did all ten, | did all ten. I"mnot about to lie to anyone about
it. Damed if 1'll lower nyself by lying."
"What ?" he asked. He paled slightly, | think.
) Abruptly, | realized | was still a trainee, and fairly junior at
t hat .
“I"'msorry. I'ma little keyed up."

"l can understand that, Loki."



He still hadn't answered ny question. Tried once nore. "Samm s, who
desi gned t hat course?”

"The final responsibility for evaluating the attitude adjustnent
skills of his trainees rests with the instructor."

_ That, or some variation, was all he said. | knew soneone el se was
i nvol ved.

| just didn't know who.

\"

There's a Hell of a lot to Tenporal Guard training. Advanced
training is practically always on a one-on-one basis. It has to be.
Abilities vary so greatly fromindividual Guard to individual Guard
t hat a standardi zed program woul d fail

Freyda stayed on as ny field diving instructor. She wasn't as good
as | was even then, but she was well-acquainted with the inpetuousness
| displayed, acted as a brake on ny |lack of caution. Freyda was nothing
if not cautious.

She was so cautious | was stunned to find out through casual gossip
that she'd spent a short contract with ny grandfather Ragnorak before
he had di sappeared on a long-Iline, back-tine dive.

Later, it made a bit nore sense, when other trainees hinted that the
Counsel or was cautious in all areas but one.

On Guard matters, however, she was all business and didn't hesitate
i n using whatever or whoever was best for the CGuard.

"You're going to Sinopol with Baldur. Procurenent. Requires a
conpl ete cosnetic," Freyda announced one norning as | entered the
Tr ai ni ng Roons.

"Si nopol ?" 1'd never heard of the place.

"Hunters of Faffnir, high-tech, a mllion back. Get a briefing from
Assignnent and a full |anguage inplant. | nean full, with conplete
fluency. Then report to cosnetics. You two | eave tonorrow. "

| got the picture. | was the porter for the heavy technol ogi cal
gadgets. Could be interesting even for a coolie. | buttoned ny lip and

mar ched over to Assignnents, where Heindall notioned ne to an end-
console with, a single abrupt gesture.

After | had the briefing tapes firmy in mnd, Heindall shoved ne
out the archway toward Linguistics. There was | laid out under the
Gubserian | anguage tank to absorb a conpl ete dosage of Faffnirian.

The | anguage tank is an experience in itself. Wen | tottered to ny

feet after an afternoon of high-speed inplantation, | nuttered ny
t hanks i n gi bberi sh—gi bberish to anyone in the Tower. It would have
meant "thank you ... | think" to a Hunter of Faffnir.

Recal | ing the el aborate code duello of the Hunters, | belatedly

noted that the doubt in my voice woul d have earned an i medi ate
chal l enge fromany full-fledged Hunter in Sinopol, but the young Guard
tech, Ordonna, just smled. She was used to the disorientation.

It was late by the time | reached Cosnetics, and | hoped everyone
had di sappeared. No such luck. Two Guards were waiting. They popped ne
into a conditioner, pulled ne out thirty units later, and shoved ne in
front of a mrror. | had dark brown skin.

After covering ny hair with gunk, they stuffed ny head under sone
sort of electronic gadgetry. | canme out with hair so black it was that



i ncredi ble tinge of blue.

| trudged to the east portal of the Tower and slid straight to ny
roons in the West Barracks. | collapsed on ny couch, barely renenbering
to set the wake-up for the next norning.

Bal dur was waiting for nme at the Travel Hall.

"What did they tell you?"

"Standard briefing."

Bal dur shook his head. "How s your hand-to-hand? Any good with a
kni fe?"

"Nix on the knife. Al right on the hand-to-hand."

| was being nodest. | was good on the hand-to-hand, partly because |
cheat. | can't explain it, but | used ny diving/sliding ability to
speed up mny reactions and notions. Never met another diver who could do
it the way | can. Sanm s could anticipate, and he was the best | knew.

"I hope you're better than that. The odds are a hundred percent

you'll have to fight at |east once on this trip."
“I'"l'l do all right."
He pulled nme over into a corner.
"Loki, 1've heard you're the hottest Guard since Odinthor or before.

|"ve also heard that you forget to listen. Listen, please, and save us
both sone trouble ... "

He was off and running about the fantastic technol ogy of the Hunters
of Faffnir, their ultra-courteous social structure, and their nasty
habit of challenging each other to fights on the slightest pretext. |
tuned it out because |I'd already gotten it fromthe briefing tapes.

Bal dur neant well, but he went on and on.

"Loki, | give up. You know it all. | hope you don't have to pay for
it like Mnris did. You ready?"

"Sure." Who was Mnris? | wanted to know, but after that sernon
wasn't about to ask.

"We're sliding to the objective 'now site of Sinopol before diving
straight back. I'll need a breather in between. As it is, | can barely
reach High Sinopol. That's one of the reasons for the trip and your
presence." Bal dur grimaced and brushed his |ong blue-black hair out of
his eyes. Usually it was white-blond.

| knew | was diving along as a glorified porter, but why the rush?
Hei ndal | and Freyda hadn't said a word, just pushed the buttons and
sent ne off. Baldur was bluntly admtting this dive was al nost beyond
hi m

| | ooked at Bal dur again, as if he were a different nman.

"Beginning to wonder, aren't you?" He smiled wyly. "I should have
started with our politics. Renenber, we're a totally parasitic society.
W're noving into a time phase where the average diver can't reach nany
hi gh-tech cultures. The Guard is reluctant to nmeddl e and create artifi-
cially spurred high-tech systens. In the neantine, Terra and possibly
W eren may develop into high-tech cultures. Predicting is chancy,
especially when our own lights could go out if we're wong."

"What |ights?" Baldur's words nade sense, but not too nuch.

"Loki, can you build a generator, nake a gl owbul b, even forge a
kni fe?"

“No, can you?"



"As a matter of fact, | can. But | spent four years on Ydris
| earni ng how before old thunderbolt Cdi nthor decided to undo the place.
As far as | know, I'mthe only one on Query who can build anything from
scratch, and that's the point. W beg, borrow, and steal."

"But we have the copier."

"We stole that, too." Baldur cut off the philosophy with a sm|e.
"I"d rather not have to go to Sinopol. It's at the fringe of ny
ability. W need a certain conpact generator, and you're the only one
who can lug that nuch netal a mllion years. So we're going. Please
keep your lip sealed and act insignificant."

| nodded. What el se could | do? Bal dur was overdranmati zing, but who
was | to dispute it? He'd convinced the Counsel ors and the Tribunes.

Besides, | |iked the thought of being indispensable.

"We' || break-out in a small rooml rented on a long contract. W'l
round up enough stellars to pay for the generator, pick it up, and
return to the Travel Hall. Hopefully, you'll return to regular training

better equi pped to understand than before.”
| nodded politely again.

We wal ked over to the Travel Hall and suited up with outfits Bal dur
had obvi ously brought back on a previous dive.

| dressed. Soneone had taken the tine and care to tailor the gear
for me, and | wondered who. Either that or it adjusted to the body size
of the wearer. Basically, the Hunters wore a bl ack bodymesh suit which
covered everything but hands, feet, throat, and head. The naterial was
a flexible synthetic patterned in octagons. | tried to knick the stuff
with the razor knife that was part of the equi prent and couldn't even
peel a sliver fromit.

A pair of shorts, a sleeveless overtunic, a w de equi pnment belt, and
boots conpleted the uniform Qur wist gauntlets were disguised as
cerenoni al bracel ets.

"You | ook |like you've worn that all your life," comrented Bal dur.
| couldn't say nuch to that, and didn't
Bal dur gestured, and we slid to Sinopol "Now. "

Si nopol of the present is nothing nore than a handful of hovels
crouched around a shallow inlet of the Sea of Tarth, a pile of brown
heaps perched on a pl ateau above the choppy black waters of the dead
sea.

The Hunters of Faffnir had founded Sinopol a mllion and a half
years earlier. Then the high plateau was | ower, the air clearer, and
the water dark green and filled with fish.

For five thousand centuries the Hunters hunted and conquered the
systens of the Anord Cluster. In the Five Thousandth Century, the
Hunters overran the Technocracy of Llord, and there were no nore
conquests left in the cluster. Anord Cluster is isolated by the Rift
and inpassable to large fleets.

Wt hout conquest, the Hunters turned on thenselves, first on the
fringes, then at the capital, and in the end, the tallest towers of
Si nopol were fused flat into a silicon bl ock.

Sinopol the Fair in the Five Thousandth Century, the G eat
MIllennium was ringed with the eight glass blue towers of dawn
guarding the corners of the city. For all the brightness of the towers
and walls, for all the arned strength represented in the steel gl ass
battl ements, the city |aughed, breathed with the | aughter of happy



peopl e who sold the tools of war with a smle, their hair, that
uni versal bl ue-bl ack, cropped short, and their eyes flashing as they
tal ked of the art of war and, sonetinmes, the war of arts.

Strangers were prey. The slightest of fense under the el aborate code
duello led to a public challenge at any one of the nmany corners arenas,
where smiling Hunters chose one of the two parties and |aid bets on the
out cone.

Strictly speaking, the Palace of Technology wasn't. It was a city
within a city, surrounded with a force screen shimering green in the
dusk and gold in the sunrise. Kilos of closed and cool arcades, scented
year around with the snells of a sumer evening, were lined with store-
fronts.

Did a Hunter want battle arnmor? The nearest information corner
cont ai ned conputerized directories of the enterprises located in the
Pal ace.

After this build-up, arrival in Sinopol cane as a shock. Baldur's

rented roomwas a hole in the wall, a clean hole in the wall, but a
hole in the wall nonet hel ess.
Bal dur wasn't in any shape to discuss the matter. | could see why he

wanted to get it over with. Under the body-dyeing job, he was pale. |
insisted he lie down on the single couch. He did and was out in |ess
than a unit.

The room coul d have been anywhere on a dozen planets. Just a
synt hetic-veneered roomw th a couch, a table, a chair, and a separate
roomw th funny-looking facilities for hygiene.

| sat down in the chair for a while, hoping Bal dur woul d wake up,
but he just kept snoring away.

| stood up. Sonmehow the straight-backed chair didn't feel right. |
studied it, but couldn't figure out why.

| checked the | ock and bar on the doorway. The security equi pnent
was dusty. Bal dur rolled over, stopped snoring, and stayed asl eep.

|'d had it. The mssion's first step was to get sone stellars, a
pile of the local currency, in order to buy the generator.

Bal dur hadn't said, but there was some reason why we couldn't or
shoul dn't steal the equipnent outright. | accepted that, and checked ny
outfit over carefully.

| made ny first break-out into a quiet corner of the Pal ace of

Technol ogy and popped out when no one was | ooking. As | began to strol
t hrough those endl ess halls, | put a few pieces together.

Item Only the biggest and toughest nen wal ked al one.
Item Wonen could and did wal k unescort ed.

Item The smallest of the nmale Hunters were taller than ne. Most
were at |east Baldur's size.

Item Stellars were carried in sealed belt pouches |ike m ne,
attached with the same synthetic as the bodynesh.

Not much chance to liberate the coinage of the real mthrough cut-
pur si ng.

A pair of young Hunters canme out of a netal-mrrored enporium their
eyes swi nging across the hall. The flow ng script above the door they
| eft proclainmed the store as "The Refl ection of the Honorable Pursuit."”
A snoot her translation would have been "War Refl ects Honor."

The two Hunters didn't seem nuch ol der than nme. They wal ked qui ckly.



| noved aside, recalling Baldur's recommendati ons to avoid trouble.
They noved in the same |ine.

| started to avoid them again, then saw the pattern. If | kept clear
of them 1'd be called for cowardice or its socially unacceptable
equivalent. If | didn't, one or the other would brush ne and claim|l
had i nsulted his honor by not recognizing his passage.

The corridor was wi de, well-lighted, noderately travel ed. The
Faffnirians could snmell a fight. People were turning in anticipation
before the two bully boys started their final approach. Unl ess ny neck
was really at stake, sliding undertinme with a crowd wat ching wasn't the
best idea. All we needed was an entire high-tech culture | ooking for a
stranger who di sappeared in full view Baldur, not to nention Heindall,
woul d have ny hi de.

If I'd been Heindall, or Freyda, or even Baldur, | mght have been
able to plan a graceful way out. But | wasn't. | just kept marching
strai ght ahead until the thinner one, and both were whipcord |ean, |ike
a Hunter of Faffnir should be, brushed ny shoul der.

"Honored young Hunter, | do believe you have conducted your passage
with less than the requisite discretion,” intoned the thin one. The
el abor at e phraseol ogy sonmehow underscored the deadli ness of the gane.

"Honored old Hunter, | do believe you have contrived a | ack of
cl earance in your own passage nerely to reaffirmyour past glories.”
responded. Better to be hung for an eagle than a dove.

H s eyes widened slightly. H s conpanion smrked, | thought.

"I regret," he retorted, "your passage fromthis veil wll provide
such an opportunity, for the Hunters need young hounds of spirit."

The "corner" arena was not far. Too close. After the first flush,
|'d been tenpted to disappear and try to reason with Bal dur and
conpany, but the thought of all the high-tech goodi es of Sinopol being
brought to bear on Bal dur and nme di ssuaded nme, as did the thought that
Hei ndal | just m ght have recomended a tour on Hell for calling atten-
tion to the Guard.

No. Better | fought out of it—if | could. I could always dive at
the last mnute before the I ean Hunter tried to cut ny throat—I hoped.

He folded his cloak and noved into the circle etched on the stone
gl ass pavenent. All the pavenents in the Pal ace of Technol ogy pul sed
with a faint light, but the "arenas" gl owed reddish while the corridor
floors glowed faint yell ow

| folded ny own cl oak, studying himas | did.

The knife would be nore of a hindrance than help. | decided to throw
it as soon as convenient.

"I favor the one with the spotted face."

| scanned the tanned snoboth faces around the circle before |
understood the voice neant ne. Damm! My freckles hadn't been covered
totally by the cosnetic job. The two bullies had i medi ately gone for
the difference, just |ike Bal dur had said they woul d.

"He's smaller.”

"But to reach his age with such blotches ... "

"At three-to-two."

The conpani on Hunter stepped into the mddle of the circle and began
a spiel.

"I's there no other way for the two honorable individuals to



reconcile their differences?"

"I would accept only a profound apol ogy, and that with difficulty,"
replied the one I would have to kill or dive from That was right. No
honor abl e bl ood-1etting, scratch-on-the-shoul der, old-chap stuff. One
victor, and one body, would result.

"An apology wll not suffice, not for one who provokes for enpty
reason," | snapped, not thinking.

That didn't sit well with the crowd. The nutter that went around the
circle turned opinion against ne. These peopl e expected pointless
duel s.

| was experiencing cultural shock. | was not standing in a bl ood-
stai ned arena, on sand baked by a sun burning overhead, with a bl ood-
thirsty crowd jeering and cheering.

No, | was waiting in a wide, cool, and spacious corridor with the
scent of trilia flowers, or sonmething simlar, wafting around ne, with
wel | - cl oaked weapons shoppers stopping for a casual look, as if it were
t he nost comon sight in the world to see two young nen getting ready
to kill each other.

Maybe it was in Hi gh Sinopol in the Five Thousandth Century of
G ory, but as a young, tine-diving Tenporal Guard from Query, | had a
few reservations about the matter.

Al too soon the formalities were over, and the Hunter was circling

inon me. At first, | counter-circled, trying to ignore the running
corments fromthe bystanders. | felt slippery under the nesh arnor.
"See ... the nongrel backs off."

"Perhaps he is an inposter.™

| couldn't help a shudder at the last. Inposters were dispatched
beyond the veil on the spot—if discovered. Shuddering was a | uxury,
and alnmost nmy |ast one at that. Seeing the distraction, the Hunter cane
in quickly, light on his feet and perfectly bal anced. His knife was
like silver fire.

Sonmehow | avoided it and circled back.
"The young dog has speed. Mst woul d have been gutted on the spot."
"If he is so quick, why does he let the other control the circle?"

Tactics were becom ng clearer as we circled. Gven the bodynmesh
arnor, slashing was virtually inpossible. Any successful use of the
kni fe woul d have to involve a clean and incapacitating thrust.

Now, critical jeers came fromthe crowd, and not all were ained at
ne.

"Can't you hunt down a dog, proud Hunter?"
Sooner or later, he'd get careless with ny |lack of offense, | hoped.

Sooner it was. Perhaps enraged by the crowd, perhaps thinking ne an
i nposter, he canme in with his knife too high. I threw ny own bl ade at
his face, and hal f-ducked, half-slid, blurring alnbost into the
undertinme, right around his arm | snapped his knife wist with the
noves Sammis had drilled into me so nmany tinmes and crushed his throat
with an el bow thrust.

For a noment, | guessed | nust have | ooked at the body stupidly.
"Have you ever seen a Hunter that fast?"
"So fast ... "

"The knife was a decoy ...



The murmurs buzzed around the circle. The bets were paid, and the
bul Iy boy remaining, pale under his dark conpl exi on, approached.

"Honored young Hunter, | apol ogize and regret any inconveni ence you
may have been caused."”

| nodded curtly, choking down the nausea that was clinbing up ny
t hr oat .

Under the custons, | got the dead Hunter's weapons and his coin
purse. The rest went to his clan or wfe.

"I would be honored, Hunter of Honor," | managed, after receiving
the dead man's knife, weapons belt, and purse, "if you would convey ny
under st andi ng of the honor and bravery of such an esteened Hunter to
t hose who woul d be npbst concerned. "

The ritual saved ne. | wasn't sure | could have said anyt hing
original. The sanitary disposal flitter appeared before |I had even
crossed the red pavenent back into the yell ow corridor.

A few ol der Hunters were standing at a distance and specul ating. |
took the path toward the nearest narrow corridor, and the instant | was
al one, slid undertinme and straight for Baldur's room

| made it to the funny-Iooking hygiene facilities and thoroughly
| ost the contents of ny stonach

Two bl ows, delivered as taught, and a young man was dead on gl ow ng
red stone gl ass. Everyone had smled, especially the ol der merchant-
type who had bet on ne.

| recalled |looking up fromthe crunpl ed body on the pavenent to see
hi m chuckling and collecting froma dour Hunter. \Wat had triggered the
nausea | didn't know.

Had it been the winning smle of the young | ady after my glorious
victory? O the laughter? O the realization that | had used techniques
nmy opponent had no idea were possible? |I'd cheated. Cheated himof his
life, and no matter how | rationalized it, nmy own failure to avoid the
confrontation played a big part in his death.

Bal dur was standing at the door to the facilities as | washed up.
He understood, all right.

He nodded at the weapons belt and purse |'d dropped in the m ddl e of
the floor.

"Just |ike you, Loki. Had to snoop around and get in over your
head. "

"How coul d they? How could I?" | hadn't had all that much choi ce,
but still ... "I kept thinking that you or Heindall could have avoi ded
it. But me, no, | had to get into a situation where either everyone in
Si nopol woul d be | ooking for ne or where | had to kill someone.”

| sat down because | realized | was shaking.

Bal dur seated hinmself on the other end of the couch and | eaned back
agai nst the wall.

"You know, Loki, you're probably the first Guard in centuries,
besi des Samm s maybe, who's killed sonmeone bare-handed. | assune you
used hand-to-hand."

| munbled an affirmative, and he went on.

"Most of the Hunters of Faffnir retire after a single tour or die in
some sort of conbat. Don't put too nmuch guilt on yourself. You seemto
show sone appreciation of life."

| was afraid Bal dur m ght start preaching again. The feeling nust



have showed. He | aughed.

“No, young killer, no sernons. One point. You killed one man, who
possi bly deserved it, and you feel the inpact. Freyda, Eranas, Martel
make decisions which kill, or |eave unborn, mllions. Qdinthor, for al
his heroics, never killed anyone face-to-face with bare hands. He j ust
stood back and roasted them Think about it."

| didn't want to think about it.

| opened the purse. Surprisingly, it was stuffed with stellar notes.
Sur prising, because | had not thought such a young Hunter woul d have
carried so nuch. | handed themto Bal dur.

"That's enough for us to go into phase two."

Phase two was ganbling. Sinple when | thought about it, and anot her
reason why Bal dur needed a good diver with him

Casi no-style parlors were scattered throughout Sinopol. W settled
on one, Rafel's Bazaar of Chance, |arge enough so substantial w nnings
wer e possi ble and not overly conspi cuous, plain enough that m nor
breaches of etiquette wouldn't be picked up.

My part started there. | junped forward and recorded the payoff
nunbers on a chance gadget, |ogged them against the |ocal objective
time. Basically, the gadget was a gil ded random nunber generator, the
kind that | could have gi mmcked. It was honest.

"Of course, it's honest,"” pointed out Bal dur when | re-turned back-
time with the information. "Under a duel -based society, how | ong would
a crooked operator |ast—unless he were the best fighter? Even then
someone woul d eventually kill him"

Bal dur had a point.

Since | couldn't occupy the same space-tinme twice, after 1'd given
Bal dur the information, | junped ahead over ny tinme in Rafel's and
wai ted for Bal dur on the corner outside. Qut of habit, | left nyself
wi de-unit margi ns on both sides.

Seened |i ke forever before Bal dur | unbered out of the casino, blue-
bl ack hair hangi ng over his eyebrows, but ny enthusiasmfor |one
exploring was | ess than before.

He didn't say anything, just pushed on. W took a nobile slideway
toward the Pal ace of Technology, drifting through the early evening
i ke quiet ghosts anong the |aughing Faffnirians.

Two things struck nme. Sinopol was clean. Even the term i nmacul ate
coul d have been applied accurately. Second, establishnments seened to be
open around the cl ock.

Like all inperial cities, Sinopol reeked of noney, reeked of power—
fromthe fountains that bent |ight around falling water which tw sted
in mdair, to the nen and | adies of |eisure who paraded the streets
fl anked wi th bodyguards dressed in nmatched gol den nesh arnor and little
else, to the clean air scented wth trilia flowers, and overlaid with
t he i npression of absolute bodily cleanliness.

In a nomrent when no one was close, | asked, "How can a society with
such person-to-person dueling run an Enpire that spans an entire
cluster?"

"How woul d you keep a society |lean and able to function over five
t housand centuries?" he asked back.

Hi gh Si nopol contained nore people than all of Query, it seened, and

probably had a hundred tines the creative spark. For all the wealth and
technol ogy applied to the streets and corridors of the city, for al



the fantastic decorations, | saw nothing of the overel egant, nothing of
t he decadent, of the Sertian. Not exactly austere was Sinopol, but not
ostentatious either.

In the mddle of a narrow corridor in the Palace of Technol ogy,
Bal dur stopped abruptly. The script over the slit door stated "The
Power Pl ace."

Bal dur faced ne.

"Renmenber, nothing is perfectly safe. Once | verify that the
generator is conplete, be ready to grab it and dive, if you have to.
Renenber the generator. The generator is what counts, not ne."

He sounded so dammed gl oony.

"You're what counts,"” | responded. "Query can al ways get anot her
generator."”

"No we can't. This is a special order, and for sone reason, none of
these battle generators appear at any tinme later than this, and this is
as far back as | can dive."

He made it sound like the last chance, like the Tribunes were
serious about it. Just for one suitcase-sized fusion generator.

What a Hell of a ness. Only one man in the Guard able to identify
and find the need, and only one place in reachable tinme where it could
be found, and only a trainee wth enough diving strength to cart it
back.

The slit door to the generator shop remai ned seal ed until Bal dur
pl aced a black disc in the slot. He shoved ne inside before the knife
edges of the portal snapped shut behind us.

We stood in a bare roomw th a nunber of weapons nozzl es pointed at
us. The walls shimered netallic blue, devoid of features beside the
weaponry and five closed portals.

"Bal dra, Hunter of the Quter Reaches, returns for what he has
ordered, Honored Craftsnman." Bal dur practically grovel ed before the
bl ank wal |l screen. | grovel ed too.

Energy fields crackled around the room so much power concentrated
that it probably bent the undertine. | could have nmade it out through
the undertine before being fried—maybe—but there was no way Bal dur
coul d have.

The flow of energy waned, and another portal opened into a snal
show oom Again no one was present in the room but a blocky object,
hal f - man-si zed and covered with shimering black cloth, rested on a
table. Next to it was an open case with an attached shoul der harness.

"You nay enter, Baldra of the Quter Reaches. Wth your friend."
Bal dur stepped forward. | kept a pace or two behind him

As the situation devel oped, | began to see why we coul dn't have
stolen the generator. | could have lifted it clear, but | wouldn't have
had the faintest idea of what to | ook for. Baldur couldn't time-carry
it, for all his superior physical strength.

What a tenuous web the power of the Guard rested on—a generator
from Si nopol, a copier from Windre, a food-synthesizer stolen from who

knew where, and the Guard al ways reachi ng, always searching out the
gadget s necessary to keep Query functi oning.

Bal dur made a qui zzical gesture as he lifted the cloth that
glittered wwth a light of its own.

| caught a glinpse of what was under the black cloth. It wasn't any



fusion generator. The unseen observer reacted. The energy fields around
us began to build.

| grabbed Bal dur by the armand slid undertinme, diving forward.
| brought us out into real tinme near dawn in Baldur's room
"That wasn't the generator, was it?"

"No. | don't understand what went wrong."

| did. Since it mght have been nmy fault, | avoided the question.

"Bal dur,” | began hesitantly, "I may be able to salvage this. | may
not, but I have an idea. I'll be back in a fewunits."

| slid out of there undertinme before he could protest. If | were
right, the actual generator had been on the table under the cloth until
a fewunits before we arrived.

My recovery was going to be tricky because | had a limted wi ndow to
work with—basically the time |I'd skipped over while Bal dur had been
gaming. |'d left the gaps there nore out of habit than anyt hing.

Hopeful ly, the operator/craftsman at The Power Place had set up the

real generator before we'd won the stake at Rafel's. If not, 1'd have
to try another approach.
| lucked out. Fromthe undertine, | could tell that sonething had

been set out. But | didn't break-out—not then.

| needed a replacenent. Searching fore-tine a couple of days, after
about thirty units subjective, | found a chunk of a light synthetic
scul pture roughly the same size as the generator. It was piled in the
back of what | judged to be a warehouse. No one was likely to mss it
i mredi ately.

Toting the synthetic contraption back-tinme to The Power Pl ace,
| ocated ny time wi ndow and stored the scul pture nearby in a closet even
further back-tine.

Next, | wandered around the area undertime until | |located the
command or control center of The Power Place. Back fore-tine | dived
until the room was vacant, perhaps several days. \Wen | broke-out, the
whol e place was a shanbles. | fiddled around until | found the Iight-
control levers on a side panel.

Wth anot her dive back to the scul pture and forward to my w ndow, |
| ocated the control room and with a quick flash-through, flicked off
the lights for the entire Power Pl ace.

| slid into the showoom where the generator—I hoped the real
gener at or—was di spl ayed, and lifted the shiny black cloth. It | ooked
real enough. | made the switch and hoisted the real power equi prent

undertine just as the lights cane on.

The dammed fusion generator nmay have been trunk-sized, but | could
barely hang onto it with ny arns and hands for the instants of
subjective tinme it took me to struggle back undertinme to Baldur's room
right after dawn.

| was staggering as | broke-out, but Bal dur picked the generator out
of ny arns as if it were a toy.

| collapsed with a question. "Is that it?"
"That's it."
| explained how |'d nmade the switch

"You nade the switch before we got to The Power Place, but in
subj ective terns, it was afterward?"



| nodded.
Bal dur was no dummy.

"That nmeans that because you nmade the switch before in real tineg,
you had to rescue nme, which neant that you had to nmake the switch.”

| wanted to get away fromthe circular |logic. Because |'d nmade the
switch, | had to make the switch. Fine.

"Bal dur, 1've got to go back and grab that carrying case. | can't
possi bly hand-carry the generator back to Query without it."

"Hold it, Loki. You say The Power Place was a shanbl es after you
went fore-tine?"

"Yes. VWy?" What difference did it nmake?

"We'd better make sure that happens, too." Bal dur handed nme a silver
cube the size of ny foot. "Energy reflector. Drop it on the floor as
cl ose to our back-tinme departure point as you can. Diverts energy back
to the source. That's an oversinplification, but after it works, you
woul d be able to pick up the carrying case at your |eisure.”

| sighed, squared ny shoul ders, took a deep breath, and dived.
Managed to get within a few units of the tine we'd left the night
before, made a fl ash-through break-out, and dunped the cube.

| waited for the energy flows to settle and broke-out maybe thirty
units before dawn.

Bal dur had understated the inpact of his little cube. | doubted a
single circuit in the entire Power Place would worKk.

Back in the room Baldur |oaded nme up with the damed generator.

"See you later," he remarked as he dived. For a nonent, | wondered
what he nmeant. But | recalled a bit of theory that Freyda had
menti oned, and it nade sense. Bal dur had spent |ess subjective tine
away from Query than | had. Al ny doubling back and forth counted,
whi ch neant that Bal dur would arrive back at the Travel Hall sooner
than I woul d.

As | vaulted fromtinme-path to tine-path back toward Query, |
couldn't hel p wondering about the inplications of the tine-twists |I'd
created in Sinopol.

The reason there weren't any suitcase generators later in Sinopol's
time-line was sinple. W'd tried to get one when we did because they
didn't appear |later. Because we'd tried to get one, we'd destroyed the
possibility of |later generators by destroying The Power Place. Baldur's
energy reflecting cube had probably destroyed the inventor/craftsman,
and with the secrecy of The Power Place, none of the other Hunter techs
tried such a small generator

So we had to do what we did because we did what we did.

| tried to figure out what cane first. Had | caused the switch by
i magi ning the energy build-up? O had | reacted to an actual energy
bui | d- up/ possi bl e doubl e cross and thus set in notion the entire set of
event s?

| gave up attenpting a solution. In real terns, it didn't matter.

By the time | broke-out in the Travel Hall, Baldur had a small cart
waiting for the generator. It went straight to the mech section.

| went back to ny roons and straight to bed.

Vi
Dealing with Time, diving season after season, and know ng you coul d



be tinme-diving objective centuries later has a certain effect.

No Inmmortal had ever died fromold age or fromany disease, bodily
mal function, or infection. The rate of spontaneous abortions was high.

Al the same, outside of Qdinthor, I'd never nmet a Queryan ol der
than a half-mllion-plus, not that | knew, anyway, but training kept
all of us fromexploring past history or anything el se to any degree.

My personal theory was that with the weight of menory, Imortals
becanme nore and nore preoccupied with their personal pasts until they
negl ected the present. And accidents killed Imortals as easily as any
ot her race, nore easily than sone.

If it hadn't been for the Tenporal Guard, the |ast Queryan could
have died mllennia ago. The Guard babied Query, and at the sane tine
it toughened and chal |l enged the nost able, intoxicated themw th power,
and cast them down when they used it against the Guard. That was the
way | sawit, the way it was.

The rules were few, strict, and generally unwitten.

Theft was an automatic sentence to Hell. Had to be. Any Queryan
could slide into any place big enough to hold him A few of the Guard
could do better than that. So there was no real way to physically
saf eguard bel ongi ngs.

Some conpensating nechani sns did exist. My diving equipnent, for
exanple, was stored in a chest which was keyed only to nmy aura. The
chest was | ocked, too heavy for nost to carry on a planet-slide, and
too small to get inside.

Qur personal possessions were small and few. Living quarters were
simlar. As a matter of custom we respected each other's private
pl aces, although sonme of the early histories cited a period of
| awl essness after the initial appearance of the tinme-diving ability.

Al that didn't nmean theft didn't exist; it nerely limted it
because the stakes were high and the rewards few

Who wanted to be an Immortal and chained to a rock on Hell with
eagl es swoopi ng and ripping at your guts, grounded by a tenporal
restraining field and fed by a bodily sustenance field that woul d not
| et you die? That, or worse, was the lot of the convicted thief.

Wth the Tenporal Guard doubling as the police force, for nost
Queryans escape was i npossi ble. Wen or where could a crimnal flee?
The successful crinmes were those that went undetected.

Only the craziest, or the nost desperate, stole. In practice that
translated into idealists or anbitious Guards with. abilities good
enough to avoid detection.

In a nutshell, Query could have been described as a form of
socialismor maternalistic famly, but a relatively affluent famly
That affluence was reflected in both Guard training and Guard
functions.

Wth little violence and few property crines, other Guard functions
in the donestic area becane nore inportant on Query than in other
cultures. As part of field training, we were assigned to functions such
as weat her observation, |ocal Guard duplicator offices, and to Donestic
Affairs, with a longer stint in the Locator section. Locator was the
peopl e-traci ng aspect of the Guard.

Locator and Domestic Affairs are two functions of the Guard not

| ocated within the Tower, not even in the wings. Wwen | thought about
it, it nmade sense. The Tower is out-of-time-phase, and few Queryans can



slide or dive into or out of the Tower from points on Query.

If a child is mssing, or another domestic crisis crops up, time can
be inmportant. The Tribunes felt that a direct slide into either the
Locator or Donestic Affairs sections would speed up the resol ution of
t he problem

Basically, in Locator, four or five Guards sit on their stools
behi nd plain black consol es around an open stage, waiting for upset
Queryans to appear and pour out their Locator problens—usually a
m ssing child, a childish prank, occasionally a m ssing parent.

Two or three of the Guards who sit and wait are trainees. That was
how I found nyself staring at a blank Locator screen one afternoon.

VWhat a cone-down it was—to spend the norning in advanced field
dive-training, diving into a nowhere between stars and trying to orient
yoursel f enough to dive back to Query w thout using the hom ng
equi prent and then to find yourself propped in front of a blank
consol e, waiting, sonetinmes for nothing.

"GQuard Loki!" the woman called urgently, breaking into nmy reveries.
She knew ny nane because it was on the desk nameplate. "My daughter's
di sappeared. | can't trace her anywhere."

"Her name?" | asked politely. "Kyra Dierdre."

"Birth date?"

"16 Jove 2,115,371 Orange."

| keyed it all into the console. Then | punched in the seeker
control s.

"Back-tinme, One Red, South 34-337-45. EPB ... Astarte.”

| fed the coordinates into the mcrocircuits of ny wist gauntlets
and time-dived right fromny stool. For a ten-year-old to have gotten
that far nmeant talent, and talent neant trouble.

The Guard didn't |ose many, but it could happen. If the kid broke-

out on an airless planet, |1'd have to be there for the pickup within
unit fractions to prevent physical damage.
O her things canme into play. 1'd heard lots of tal k about | ooping

time to undo death, but you can't do it. Dead is dead. The netaphysics
of it consunme pages of theory, but dead is dead.

Rescui ng Kyra was standard. Under the Tine Laws | couldn't make
physi cal contact until after break-out, but I swept in behind her on a
narrow bl ack time-branch that led to the airless noon called Astarte.
canme out right behind her, grabbed, and dived straight undertine. She
didn't even have tinme for a breath of vacuum or a chance to see the
bl ack ash and the stars spilled |like sugar across the sky. Kyra's
not her may have been surprised as we popped into being before her, but
she didn't show it. True Queryan stoicism—perhaps a touch of mst in
the nother's eyes, but no tears, no visible enotion.

She did reach for the girl.

| forestalled her. "I'"msorry, madam but she'll have to be
debri ef ed before she can cone hone."

Once nore, the stoicism "When should | cone back for her?"
"Two hundred units."

Al that time, the girl hadn't said a word. They sel dom do
i medi ately after an experience |ike that.

| slid Kyra and nyself to the training center stage. W had to wal k
t hrough the narrow stone archway. It wasn't in the Tower either, but



across the main Square of Quest fromit. The roomwe entered was out-
of -time-phase. | let go of Kyra's armonce we were inside.

She tried to slide. She faded slightly, but that was all she could
nmanage.

"Sit dowmn." | pointed to a confortable stool facing the blank wall
screen. She sat.

| triggered the series. Basically, it was simlar to the briefing
G I nesh had given ne the very first day of ny own training, but worded
nore sinply. Most children don't show any tinme abilities until puberty.
They pick up planet-sliding by the tine they can wal k and tal k co-
herently, which is why sone Queryan hones with small children have
inhibitors. The static patterns are enough to stop smaller children—
nost of them

Kyra was caught by the screen. No great surprise, since a hypnotic
field was focused on her to intensify the material. Standard hazard
list was the basi s—the dangers of suns, airless planets, black holes,
blizzards, radiation, etc.

Sinmplified, but the Guard's indoctrination series for wayward
children laid it on thick. Designed for the extraordinarily headstrong
chil dren whose will had outpaced the devel opnent of their rational
facul ties.

Two hundred and one units later, Kyra and her nother left the
Locator section, presumably for hone.

| smiled and sat down on ny stool in front of the console. |I keyed
her name into the records as a |likely prospect for the Guard. Wile she
m ght not pan but, anyone that strong at ten was |likely to be one Hel
of a diver in another five or ten years.

My watch tour for that day was about up when Frey marched in and
presented hinmself before ny consol e.

He wasn't swi nging the black |ight saber, and he was decked out in
formal blacks, with his Senior Guard's four-pointed silver star
positively glittering. My insignia was the gold and green of a senior
trainee. At the end of the year, when I finished wth Locator and
Donestic Affairs probation, | was eligible for pronmotion to full CGuard
status, and | could wear the solid gold star.

The ranks were really quite few After you becane a Guard, centuries
coul d pass before the next pronotion. The Senior Guards wore the four-
poi nted silver star. Counselors wore black stars edged with gold, and
the three Tribunes had bl ack stars edged with silver.

When | | ooked at the Guards | came in contact with, | wondered who
was sel ected, by whom and why. Freyda was a Counselor, and likely to
be a Tribune whenever Martel stepped down, or so the gossip ran. Bal dur
was a Counsel or, but G I nesh, who had nore service than either and was
in charge of Personnel, was only a Senior CGuard.

Frey had been pronpted to Senior Guard a few years back and had been
assigned to run Locator/Donestic Affairs when Wl flen hadn't conme back
froma scout run to Atlantea.

Frey was in a hurry. "Report to Donestic Affairs as soon as you're
relieved. Need a second stand-by Guard with hand-to-hand skills."

He was gone. No expl anation. No questions about nmy availability.
Just report to Donestic Affairs,

| wondered if | were getting a reputation as a stand-by mnmuscler as a



result of Baldur's report on the Sinopol dive.

| was curious. I'd only had | ectures on Donmestic Affairs and wasn't
schedul ed to do ny probationary work there until nuch later in the
year. Wiy had Frey ordered nme as a back-up Guard? For what?

By the tine Ferrin arrived to relieve me at 1050, | was itching to
go.

Ferrin picked it up. He catches everything. Mght not have been nuch
of a diver, but if anything were in the wind, his long thin nose and
keen ears were the first to find out.

"Know what's going on in Donestic Affairs?" | asked with a straight
face.

Ferrin smled, and his smle and too-big teeth lighted his face |ike
a gl owbul b.

"Heard Frey needs nmuscle. Didn't want to turn to Heindall for it.
You were sel ected, shining star.”

| grinned back at him Even though he was snoopy, and his |ank bl ack
hai r hangi ng over his forehead and his | ong nose gave hima vul ture-
like ook, I had to like Ferrin.

"So why does Frey need ne?" | had another question, stupid, but
Ferrin could answer it, and I didn't need one of Gl nesh's sarcastic
answers. "And why does he run both Locator and Donestic Affairs?"

"Do honey and soda bread go together?"
| thought for a mnute, then shook ny head.

Ferrin, ready to explain anything, plunged in. "Look, Loki, at what
Locat or does. Locator tracks people. Now what does Donestic Affairs do?
Handl es the police functions. And how could it handl e the police
functions w thout being able to track people?"

It made sense. | hadn't had to track soneone wanted by Donestic
Affairs, but Loragerd had told ne the story of her second watch at
Locator, when the Guard's special Domestic Force had gone out with
stunners after a man who had tried to storm Martel's house with an ax.

Usi ng an ax agai nst anyone or his home is bad enough, and it doesn't
happen very often, but to lift it against the Hi gh Tribune ... the
wetch deserved a termin Hell for sonething |ike that.

Only problemwas he didn't get it.

The Donestic Force finally cornered himon a cliff edge under the
Bardwal | s, right below the Garthorn, but before they could stun him
he'd junped off, and there was no way to match fall velocities,
especially on Query. Besides, who'd want to for a nut |ike that?

|'d asked Loragerd if she knew nore about the incident, but she
didn't, only that the man had yel |l ed sonethi ng about the "tyranny of
time" and screaned he was tired of being a "poor, dunb sheep.”

No trial. The matter was cl osed.

"What's so hot that Frey needs nme?"

Ferrin stopped smling.

"I have not the glimrer of an idea, nor even the inkling of a
conceptual hypothesis. Unfounded runor would indicate that he requires
sormeone with outstanding sliding skills and of a physical nature,
sonmeone who is not beholden totally to Assignnents.”

Whenever Ferrin used the double-talk, he nmeant he couldn't verify
what he said, that he was guessing. Hi s guesses were better than nost



Guards' know edge. And transl ated—Frey needed a juni or goon who m ght
be expendabl e, and he wanted to round the goon up w thout asking
Hei ndal | ' s hel p.

| reported to Donestic Affairs at 1103 and was pronptly greeted by
Frey, Glnesh, and a Guard |'d never net.

"Loki, this is Hightel," noted Frey.

H ghtel was stocky, broader than ne, with rock-sandy hair, brown
eyes. He seened ready to burst out of his black junpsuit. He smled
pl easantly. | decided he was the kind of Guard to be polite to.

"Greetings,"” | acknow edged, and bowed slightly. | couldn't resist
pushing Frey a bit. "Could you explain what |'m here for?"

"Fairly sinple," began G| nmesh as Frey stood there without uttering
a sound. "W have to nove a mscreant fromdetention to the Hall for
Trial. H ghtel would normally handle the situation, but there is the
faint possibility that those synpathetic to the m screant may attenpt
tointerfere. You are present to insure that no one interferes with
H ghtel . "

At that, he handed nme a stunner, deliberately setting it on "full."

| didn't understand, but buttoned my lip. None of it made sense. If
the m screant was so dangerous, why drag a trainee, even a senior
trainee, in as a second Guard? Frey was all too nervous, and G | nesh
too plausible. | took the stunner.

M screant was the official termfor those non-Guard Queryans who
violated the Code. This particular m screant nust be sonething.

Wil e sonme detention cells were in the Domestic Affairs buil ding
across the Square fromthe Tower, nost cells were in the | ower Tower
| evel s. Made sense, because the construction of the Tower inhibited
sliding and diving. The power was there for the restrainer fields.

The field s a rather el aborate gadget, and how it worked |'m not
certain. They'd been around as |long as the Guard had. Wat they did was
to scranbl e thought enough to prevent time-diving or sliding. Wthout
something like that, it would have been inpossible to confine any

Queryan.
The four of us marched across the Square to the Tower, out of step,
but who cared?

Hi ghtel hadn't said one word. W nmarched down the ranps to the
detention levels and still he said nothing. Frey pointed out the cell.
Except for the restrainer fields, the thick walls, the wi ndow ess and
barred room m ght have passed for a confortable, if austere, apartnent.

"The executioners arrive, with a young one to be bl ooded as well.
Lead on, servants of tyranny,"” declared the prisoner. Even w thout the
flowery speech, he didn't look |ike a m screant.

Al t hough we all had youthful builds and did not age physically, the
man in the cell gave nme the inpression of mddle age—tiny lines in the
corner of his eyes, a spade beard, faded green tunic and matching
trousers, and hand-crafted | eather boots |ike nmy father made. He had
IigEt brown hair and a reddi sh beard, and his eyes sparkled as he
spoke.

Neither G |l nesh nor Frey said a word. | did not either
H ghtel did.
"Let's go."

He took the man by his arm The prisoner couldn't slide or dive



because he couldn't carry Hightel with him If he did, H ghtel would
subdue him after break-out.

| f anyt hing happened to H ghtel ... but that was why | was there.

| noticed ny palnms were sweaty. | didn't know why, The trip had to
be routine—just up the ranps and across the center of the Tower to the
Hal | of Justice. W didn't go outside.

In the Hall of Justice, the Tribunes were waiting—all three of

them—which indicated it was inportant. Only took one to deci de nost
cases.

| breathed a sigh of relief when the prisoner was settled into the
red "Accused" box and the restrainer field was adjusted and trained on
him He didn't | ook dangerous, wasn't as big as nme, but what do
appear ances i ndi cat e?

| eased nyself into a corner of the section reserved for the
Tenmporal Guard. The Hall of Justice is a magnificent place, lit with
sl ow gl ass panel s brought fromevery type of colored sun in the gal axy,
wi th seats enough for thousands, the whole Tenporal Guard and nore, and
with the crystal dais for the Tribunes, the black podiumfor the
Advocate of Justice, and the red stone box and podium for the accused.

Martel was the Hi gh Tribune, flanked by Eranas and Kranos. They sat
quietly, waiting. The Advocate, silver mantle draped over her forma
bl ack junpsuit, stepped to the podi um

| drewin nmy breath as | recognized Freyda, the Counsel or and ny
advanced time-junp instructor.

"Honored Tribunes, honored Guards, honored citizens," she began.

| | ooked around the Hall. A handful of Guards and a hundred ot her
spectators were scattered about.

The nane of the accused was Ayren, and he was charged with civil
di sorder, personal violence, and treason. To ne, that seened |like an
odd conbi nati on.

Freyda offered the evidence—the testinony of a dozen w t nesses,

what holo records there were—w th a | ow key approach. Al the
testimony of the witnesses was taped, but they were on call should the
accused contest the factual content of the testinony.

Ayren chose not to chall enge anyt hi ng.

According to the evidence, the frail man in the red stone encl osure
of the accused had enpl oyed crude expl osives to destroy the Donestic
Affairs regional office at Trifalls, used a stunner stolen fromthe
wr eckage of the office to stun the first Guards who arrived to
i nvestigate, and had stood on the ruins preaching the overthrow of the
Tenporal CGuard and asking every citizen to nurder the next Guard he
saw.

Fortunately, no one had taken his adnonition seriously.

Finally, Ayren tired of stunning Guards and when the foll ow up
Donestic Force arrived attacked themwith a crossbow taken fromthe
Hi storical Miseum

One Guard, Dorik, had taken a bolt through the arm but as Ayren was
attenpting to rewind the weapon, he had been stunned by the two
remai ni ng Guards, who carted himoff to the Tower for detention

As the Trial progressed, | becane nore and nore confused. Ayren
scarcely seened crazy, but with each daming charge, each report of an
assaul t, each violent action, Ayren either nodded agreenent or failed



to contest it.

At the sane tinme, Freyda inputed no notives, just cited each action,
t he corroborating evidence, and the applicable section of the Code.

Her summary was brief and concluded with the harsh statenent that
"Ayren Bly, Geen-30, did destroy the property of the people of Query,
di d advocate the overthrow of the governnment by force, and did attack
with intent to nmurder. The evidence is clear and undisputed.”

Not terribly eloquent, but sufficient, considering the wealth of
evi dence she had di spl ayed on the screens.

Ayren declined to offer counter-evidence and rose to offer a closing
statenment, as was his right.

Ayren stood behind the red podium In the light fromthe sl ow gl ass
panels that lit the Hall, his eyes held the glitter of a madnman's, and
his voice was filled with the bitter fire of hate—or sonething, |
guessed.

"Thank you, Advocate, Tribunes. My tinme here is worthless, a coin of
gold buried in a charade of counterfeits.

"My speaking will not save ne fromHell, nor will ny words alter one
iota the orbit of this doomed planet. But | nmust nake the gesture,
feeble as it mght be, against the winds of tinme. For the winds of tine
do not die, but sleep, drowsing in the afternoon, waiting for the God
of Time to wake them and change the face of this hapless orb. There
will be a God of Time, and you will know H m though you know H m not.
And He will know you, and not all your power will stand against Hmin
H's anger. He will sweep the mghty and the proud, and they will| break
into I ess than the dust of tinme ...

"Do not condemm ne to Hell because | violated the Code. Do not
condenmn ne because | assaulted your agents of repression. If you nust
condenm ne, condemm ne for speaking the truth. You have yoursel ves
condemmed t he people of a once-mghty planet to be your sheep, herded
by a few blacksuits, beguiled by an easy life and neani ngl ess toys,
while you tear down the gal axy to protect your poor pastures and
preserve your wani ng power. For it wanes ...

"Send ne to Hell for trying to save the sheep fromthe shepherds who
are no nore than black wdlves. Send ne to Hell, if you nust, but do not
call it justice ... "

There was nore, but pretty much in the sane vein—ranting and raving
about the CGod of Tinme who would put down the tyrannical Tribunes and
the awful evil CGuard.

Poor bastard—didn't seemable to see the nmountains for the
boul ders.
No one listened to him Wuo woul d have, himspouting such nonsense?

After Ayren finished, he bowed politely to Freyda, to the Tribunes,
and sat down.

The fire was fled fromhis eyes, and once nore he was just a frai

and tired man. For a single nmonment, | felt sorry for him
The bl ack curtain rose around the Tribunes from beneath the dais,
but not for long. | didn't tine it.

When it dropped, everyone stood for the verdict. Less than twenty
spectators remai ned.

The sl ow gl ass panel s were danped, except for those focused on the
Tri bunes. Martel picked up the black wand fromthe hol der and pointed



it at Ayren.

"Ayren Bly, Geen-30, the Tribunes and people of Query find you
guilty as charged and sentence you to thirty years on Hell, and on your
return to a full chronol obotony, to enable you to serve Query as you
are best able.™

One of the spectators, a wonman, maybe his daughter, contract-mate,
col | apsed. No one paid any attention to her as two Guards | didn't know
joined H ghtel. Al three grabbed Ayren and marched hi m out.

Still no one noticed the fallen wonman.

| wal ked over. She was clothed in a bright green junpsuit which
flattered her tan and gol den hair.

| picked her up and laid her out straight on the bench, wondering if
| should cart her over to the Infirmary. She seened to be breathing
normal |y, but was pal e underneath the tan.

She recovered before I'd decided what to do, stared at me, and sat
up, shaking slightly.

"Are you going to send ne to Hell, too?"

"What on Query for?" | stammered.

“"You're one of them Isn't that what you do to everyone who doesn't
agree with you?"

"Only those who blow up buildings and try to kill innocent people."
"No Guard is innocent."
| was getting fed up with the conversation. |I'd been worried about

her, and she, whoever she was, was treating me like | was the crimnal.
"So it's all right to blow up people you don't like if you can just
pin a |label on then? That justifies it?"

It didn't even register. She glared at ne, practically hissed, "D d
you ever wonder what the past was really Iike? Did you ever ask
yourself why we don't have heroes any nore? Did you ever ask yourself
why you do what you do? Not you! Not your type!"”

She marched off and | eft ne standing there.

VWhat could | have said? That | intended to be a hero? | didn't. So
really, what was there |I could have sai d?

viI
The first independent m ssion the Guard di spatched nme on was a
search on Heaven | V.

Although I'd finally gotten ny four-pointed gold star and the status
of a full Guard, as a rule search m ssions weren't assigned to such
junior Guards. 1'd thought Freyda m ght know and had hunted her up to
ask the question.

She was | eaving Personnel when | caught up with her.
"Why a search on Heaven |V for nme?"

"It's not for your charm dear Loki. You're the only young Guard
| eft who can handle a split-entry. Anyway, it's a sinple mssion."

She gave ne a wy smle as she left ne standing there. Freyda could
al ways | eave ne speechless in those early years.

| headed for Assignnents. Heindall, the Counsel or who ran
Assi gnnents, had carefully placed his console on a low platformwi th
two lines of smaller consoles radiating out fromhis.

Gstensibly the arrangenent all owed Guards consoles to study the



briefing materials while being close enough to Heindall to draw on his
experi ence.

| nterestingly enough, the access keys to the briefing files could
only be actuated in the Assignnents Hall, or by the private codes of
t he Counsel ors or the Tribunes.

Hei ndal | pointed to one of the consoles at the far end of the row
"Heaven V. "

| pulled the stool up to the console screen and attenpted to absorb
the information on Heaven |V. The briefing was sinple enough.

A periodic sanpling of the "religious" literature from Heaven |V
nmenti oned mracul ous appearances and di sappearances fromthe skies.

To the suspicious Tribunes, any strange di sappearance indicated the
possibility of time-diving or planet-sliding which needed further
i nvestigation. Because of the lag in reporting, the reputed events had
t aken place sone three hundred years earlier. My job was to confirm or
deny.

Heaven IV is at the edge of the area regularly searched by the
Guard, closer in to galactic center, and an odd planet to boot. The
angel s had a | oosely held social structure, basically non-tech, and for
good reason, since they were peak dwell ers.

They shared Heaven IV with the goblins, who were surface dwellers in
the hot, and it was hot, |ower |evels. Heaven IV is a netal -poor,
rugged planet with a thick, graduated atnosphere.

The rest of the briefing was technical.

After struggling through it, | headed down to Special Stores, where
the techs fitted ne with a full-seal warmsuit and supplied me wth a
mniature tinme-discontinuity detector. Supposedly, the giznmo was
designed to point toward sudden changes in tine fields, which would
enable me to track down the case of the nysterious di sappearances.

How did a population of ten mllion people support such high-tech
gadgets? W didn't. W bought or took themfromvarious tines and
pl aces, like Sertis, Sinopol.

Stealing takes effort, information, hard work. For exanple,
scattered throughout the Guard were |inguists who knew virtually every
formof every |language in use in each high-tech humanoid world in our
sector.

Whenever a new one turned up, the Guard di spatched sonmeone with
skills to learn the Iingo. On the linguist's return, he or she was
hooked into the input side of a |anguage tank, and the information
becane available to the entire Guard.

The busi ness of getting specific technology can be cutthroat at
tinmes, like when Gdinthor wanted a series of mniature weapons and
mani pul ated the warriors of Ydris frommd-tech to high-tech with back-
time tanpering. After he obtained the supplies and the production
equi pnrent he needed, Gdinthor went back and bl asted the culture into
savagery, partly with the assistance of his brand-new pocket
t hunder bol t s.

~The thunderbolts were handy, but | wondered about the purchase
price.

When | had all the gadgetry in hand, | pulled on the warmsuit,
taki ng the standard diving equi pnent out of nmy chest with care. In the
m d- af t ernoon, the equi pment room we junior Guards shared was enpty. So
was the Travel Hall. | liked it that way.



The tine-dive back to the Heaven |V of three hundred years earlier
was uneventful, snooth as silver, and breakout was on the dot. |
expected that of nyself, tried to avoid sloppiness. | always have.

The sky of Heaven is blue, bluer than the bluest sky of Terra, bluer
than the bluest sea of Atlantea. And the pink clouds tower |ike foaned
castles into the never-endi ng sky.

Angel s on wi de spread wi ngs soar fromcloud to cloud, half-resting
on the sem-solid cloud edges on their flights to and fromthe
scattered nountain citadels that rear tall into the domain of the
angel s.

| | ooked down, and | could see a hell under the dark clouds bel ow—
the sullen heat, the red shadows of the surface, and the squat bl ack
cities of the goblins.

| had the split-entry technique down pat, and | hung there with ny
toes tucked into the undertine, poised in mdair.

After long units just soaking in the feel of the unlimted skies, |
studied the tinme-discontinuity detector dial which | was wearing above
my wist gauntlets. The needl e was supposed to point toward any
di scontinuity.

Every once in a while it would quiver, and |I'd duck understreamto
narrow t he di stance. \Woever or whatever was causi ng the disturbances

was doing it in short bursts, like a planet-slide. After having wasted
nore than a hundred units, | still hadn't succeeded in narrowi ng the
ar ea.

So | marked the real-tinme coordi nates and set theminto ny
gauntlets. Then | dived back fore-tine to Query.

The Travel Hall was deserted. | packed up nmy gear and started out of
the Tower to get a hot neal and a good night's sleep. Hanging in chil
mdair, warmsuit or not, was tiring, even for ne.

Freyda intercepted me as | was heading for the West Portal.
answer ed t he unspoken questi on.

“"No. Took ne all this time to get within a revolution or two and
hal f a planet. The detector's pretty rough."

She nodded, inclined her head questioningly.

| knew what she neant. We wal ked out of the Tower of Immortals
together. It was against customto slide out. Only a few Guards coul d,
anyway, and for sonme reason, | didn't want to let on that | was one of
t he few who coul d.

So we wal ked out onto the ranps |eading through the fireflowers that
sparkled in the late twilight.

Freyda stretched out her hand, and | took it, and we slid to her
city quarters, high in the Ctadel

She insisted on cooking, and for being a Counselor, Freyda's a good
cook. Very little fromthe synthesizer. She used sinple food, sinple
reci pes.

A contract wasn't in the offing, not between a junior Guard and a
Counsel or. Not age differences, but power-of-position differences.

Sonetinmes we tal ked together. Sonetines we slept together, but nost
times we went our own ways. W never tal ked policy, and it was probably
a good thing for me we didn't.

For all her apparent gentleness, Freyda believed in the Tribunes and
their powers, the Guard, and the systemas it stood with heart, soul,



and body.

"Heaven |V, Loki?" she asked as we lay across from each other on the
two | ow couches. The view of the Tower from her roons in the G tadel
was picture perfect. The spire of the Tower glittered |ike an arrow of
light poised in front of the hills.

The G tadel was one of the few nultiple-dwellings left in Quest and
dated as far back as the Tower itself. Many Guards kept roons there, as
well as retreats el sewhere on Query.

| had two roons on a nuch |lower |evel with no view. Too cranped for
nme, and | knew |I'd have to get a nore private place. But | had all the
time in the world and was spendi ng ny days exploring the tangles of
time. | put things off.

Spent a lot of tinme on nountaintops, in the quiet high forests under
the Bardwal ls. |I've needed al one-places as far back as | could
remenber, and before that. My nother told ne | was sliding into strange
corners around our isolated nmountain home even before I could conplete
a full sentence.

| was retrieved five tinmes by the Locator section before | could
talk, or so |I've been told. Sone of that nmi ght have been parental
exaggeration, but | doubt that. They didn't exaggerate much. Maybe |
was a |l ate talker.

"Loki ?" Freyda asked again. | realized |I'd forgotten where | was,
with nmy thoughts out on the enpty needl e peaks of the west continent.

| picked up a fistful of nuts before answering her question.

"Bl ue. Never seen such blue,” | nunbl ed whil e chonping.
"I renmenber it," she said softly. "Years ago, Ragnorak took ne.
You're so like him Loki. | couldn't hold a split-junp, and he held ne

there in the air so | could see it—the cloud towers, the angels. If we
were only angels, instead of the tenporal adm nistrators of the gal axy

"Just part of it," | rem nded her.

She shook her head, and her eyes seened | ess deep.

"How do you |ike being a god, Loki?"

"No god, just a sinple Guard.™

She | aughed, with a tinge to her voice like a harsh silver bell and
a sweet one at the sane tinme. "No guard, just a sinple god is nore |like
you. "

"Then you're a conplicated goddess."

Times, she was all flane, like nme, and tines she was col der than the
i ce computer on Frost. Never knew which would come, fire or ice, but
that night was fire, perhaps foreshadowi ng the future.

Freyda was gone when | got up the next norning, and that was
strange—for her to | eave her roons to nme. On those few tines when
had stayed the night before, she'd at | east awakened ne before she
left.

As | thought about it, | realized that she'd never been to ny
guarters, nor had I ever been to her retreat, not even when she'd had
nme for dinner back when | had been in basic training.

| knew she had a place in the hills overlooking Quest. 1'd heard
Hei ndal | saying it had a fabul ous view, but |I'd never been there at
all. You can know so little about your lovers, | guessed, even your



very first.

| had to get back to the Travel Hall, back to Heaven |V, before
Hei ndal | rattled nme for goofing off. After gul ping down a few sw gs of
firejuice, some cheese, and a piece of fruit, | cleaned up and pulled
on a new bl ack junpsuit Freyda had brought back from Textra for ne.

Hei ndal | was checking the logs in the Travel Hall and smled, that
brilliant and neani ngless grin of his when | wal ked in.

"Back to Heaven, or fromit?"

| shrugged. We all had to put up with his crass mannerisns. He was
good at trend projections and organi zi ng assi gnnents, but was a | ousy
di ver. The older CGuards called him™"all-seeing,” not quite nockingly.

| thought he tal ked too nuch and too sharply, but that could have
been because | disliked him

"Heaven IV," was all | said.
He didn't respond, and | went into the equi pnent room and suited up.

| f anything, the blue sky was bluer, and the cloud towers pinker.
Al inthe mnd. 1'd dived back to a point just a fewunits after I'd
| eft the day before.

| was in the right real-tine. The needl e on the detector kept
twitching and junpi ng.

After fifty units sliding around the blue skies, feeling col der and
col der, warmsuit or not, watching angels soaring, occasionally
fighting wwth those black ice |ances, ducking under the darker shadows
of the pink clouds, | decided | was nmaking little or no progress.

| back-timed and broke-out far enough earlier to see if | could
di scover when the time-discontinuities started. So wapped up in ny own
t houghts was | that | slipped out under a cloud shadow right next to a
pai r of youngsters of opposite sexes, engaged as such youngsters are
often wont to be.

After the shock passed—nme seeing them and them seeing this

wi ngl ess being | ooking much |ike them standing in mdair—I shrugged it
of f and decided to confuse the issue. | threw a thunderbolt from ny
wist gauntlets at a passing bird. Perhaps it was an eagle, but I
vaporized himw th one bolt.

Then | smled at the pair and slid el sewhere—nore carefully. No one
woul d believe themif they reported, | hoped.

| dived back up to Query and popped out in the Travel Hall. After

storing ny gear, | located Heindall. Not difficult, because he was
reigning over the Assignments Hall fromhis central console.
| expl ai ned.

Heindal| called in Freyda, Frey, G| nmesh, and Kranos.

| expl ai ned agai n.

"Sterilize the whol e atnosphere,” reconmended Hei ndal | .
Freyda frowned at that.

Frey—Freyda's son by her fourth or fifth contract—was wal ki ng
around the consoles twirling the light saber. He'd picked that up from
some obscure group of galactic-w de do-gooders from near the end of
back-tinme limts. Watching his nervous gestures, | wondered who his
father m ght have been. For that matter, | wondered how Freyda had
entered four contracts. | couldn't see her in one.



Frey stopped pacing.

"How about a gene-trace?"

"What ?"

"Go fore-tinme. If the trait expands, you could |ocate a | ot of
angels with the trait. You aren't trying to find a dianond in a swanp.
Stun one. Take a tissue sanple and bring it back. The gene | aboratories
on Weldin ought to be able to synthesize a virus that's fatal to that
one gene."

"I ngenious,” nuttered Heindall, "but how do you propose to isolate
that one gene fromall the others? You all nay be going to el aborate
l engths just to exterm nate the race.”

"If the biological engineers on Wldin can't discover the right
gene, no one can," Frey pronounced dognatically.

| thought there were holes big enough in Frey's plan to march the

whol e Guard t hrough, but no one was asking my opinion. | decided not to
vol unteer it.

"See what you can do, Loki," announced Hei ndall .

| hadn't had nuch to eat before 1'd left that norning; so before
headed back to the Travel Hall, | slid out to Hera's Inn for a bite or
t hr ee.

| picked out a scanpig filet fromthe synthesizer and wolfed it down
with a beaker of firejuice.

Patrice was the only one in the Guard equi pmrent room when | got back
to the Travel Hall. She was finishing her suit-up.

"Destination?" | asked casually.

"Sertis. Wiere else? Do they ever send junior Guards anywhere but to
pi ck up machi nery and delicaci es?" Her blue eyes were cold.

"It'1l get better,” | said inanely.
"It better." She left w thout another word.
| couldn't figure some people out. As | strapped on ny warmsuit and

ot her gear, | wondered, Didn't everyone have to start at the begi nning?
But did I? Wthin a year of getting full Guard status, | was on an
i ndependent search. Patrice was still being a porter. Sonetines | was,
t oo, though.
On Heaven IV, the sky was still blue, a thousand years fore-tineg,

t he cl ouds pink, and angels flew.
Fewer angels than centuries before, it seened, but plenty.
| checked the time-discontinuity detector. Not once did it quiver.

| quartered the planet, spent another fifty units, but not even a
twitch on the detector.

There was a different feeling about this tine, a feeling of

aftermath, but | couldn't pin it down. Sonething had happened, | was
convi nced.
| dived further back-tinme, the real-tine equival ent of Query "Now "
On break-out, | found plenty of angels, plenty of pink clouds.

Sonme of the pink cloud towers struck nme as angular, regular, as if
t hey' d been shaped.

| slid into one, found it hollow and filled with angels bearing pink
ice lances. | dropped undertine before nmy presence registered,
t hought .



Sonet hi ng was brew ng. The discontent, if | could call it that,
per neat ed the endl ess ski es.

Hal f the angels had the pink ice | ances, and half were carrying
bl ack ones. The bl ack | ancers and pi nk | ancers avoi ded each ot her.

| ducked undertinme and energed about a year later, nore from
curiosity than anything. Everything was over, but the npbans. Damed few
angel s anywhere.

| back-tinmed about a half year and broke-out in the mddle of a
pitched battle of the pink | ances agai nst the black |ances.

| didn't believe it. Al the information on Heaven |V stated that
the angels were pacifists, and that only the goblins bel ow had warli ke
traits.

But believe it or not, | was hanging in the mddle of a war raging
across the skies of Heaven.

| studied the tinme detector and found not hing.

| had a good idea | wasn't going to find a thing, but | coppered ny
bets by trying a good doubl e-dozen tine/local es for spot checks.
Not hi ng.

That's what | told Heindall and Freyda.

"So now what should I do?" | asked.
"Drop it," ordered Heindall.
| had a funny feeling that the whole ness was self-fulfilling, but

wasn't sure | could explain why | didn't try, either.
"Loki, Athene needs another Guard." Heindall dism ssed ne.

As a very junior Guard, with no permanent assignment, | was shuffled
frompillar to post. Oten it was Mii ntenance, sonetinmes Assignments,
where Heindall had nme help prepare briefing tapes, but nost often it
was Speci al Stores.

Not just for ne, but for all the unassigned Guards. Special Stores
was in charge of procurenent, responsible for getting the itens we
couldn't make by sending Guards off to buy, beg, borrow, or steal
what ever was necessary.

Not that it was a bad section to work for, although the planets and
times we saw were all stable and settled, and the junior Guards |like ne
all dealt in cash transactions, but after a while | wondered.

The nore senior Guards canme up with the cash and did the "steal"
operations. Mst non-tine-diving peoples store valuables in | ocked
enclosures. It's very sinple for a trained Guard to dive directly
i nside and renove a portion of what passes for currency.

Usual ly we don't take much. What with our sinplified culture, |ow
popul ati on, and the use of the duplicating technol ogy, we don't need
too many itens.

After nmy fifth or sixth trip to Sertis to buy power cells, however,
| had sone questions. Sone itens don't duplicate. Power cells are one,
and the Guard who tried it was likely to end up with a few hol es bl own
in him

Per haps because it was so late in the afternoon, perhaps because |

was unhappy with the outcone of the Heaven IV mssion, | wondered a bit
too loudly for Counsel or Athene.
"Can't we ever make anything?" |1'd asked Hal cyon.

We'd just finished checking the posting sheets to discover we'd been



assigned a trip to Sertis for power cells.
"What do you nean?" asked At hene.
| nmust have junped. | hadn't realized anyone el se was around.

"Wl | -uh-seens |ike we have to gather a ot from everywhere, and
t hat we nake nothing."

"There is that," Athene said.

Hal cyon stepped back and said nothing. The twinkle in her eye told
me | was on ny own. Not nastily, Halcyon's not like that, but sort of a
now you' ve-stepped-into-it ook with mschief init.

| decided I should have foll owed Hal cyon's exanpl e and kept ny nouth
shut, but it was too late.

"Who do you think ought to nake all the naterials we inport, and
how?" At hene asked in her gentle voi ce.

At hene was one of those deceptive-looking Guards. Taller than ne,
slender as a willow, with softly curled hair |ike spun gold, a snal
nose, together with a soft voice, a stubbornness harder than the
Bardwal | granite, and slate-gray eyes that could burn hotter than a

nova—t hat was Athene. | didn't think she ever forgot.
"Do you have any suggestions, Loki?"
"Mai nt enance, " | suggested |anely, forgetting nmy resolve to keep ny

nout h shut .

"Not a bad idea. | wonder what Bal dur would think about it."

| didn't care for the tone of speculation in her voice.

"After you make your pickup this afternoon, Loki, I'd like to talk
to you again."

| noted the rest of the details fromthe posting sheet, signed for
the Sertian currency, and trudged down the ranp toward the Travel Hall.

From nowhere, Hal cyon joi ned ne.

"You had to open your head, didn't you?"

"Wasn't too sharp,” | admtted. "I wonder what she's got in store
for me when we get back."

W didn't say much as we got ready to dive. What was there to say?

Sertis is high md-tech or |ow high-tech, that is, the tinme |ocale
we were posted for.

Once during training | asked why we nade so many trips there, but
G I mesh answered ny question with a question: How rmuch can you carry on
a dive? And that's the problem So far the Guard hadn't run across any
nmechani cal time-diving equi prment. Just people, and that neant that
anything that got carried across tinme was carried by sonme poor Cuard,
usual |y some poor junior Guard or trainee.

Needl ess to say, that |limtation had a profound influence on the
culture | grew up in.

The dive was uneventful, boring, in fact.

Hal cyon and | made the pickup, turned the two cases of power cells
over to the Special Stores supply desk, where a Senior Guard naned
Quet zal | ogged themin and shooed us away.

Hal cyon deci ded to have dinner. | wanted to face the nmusic with
At hene before | eaving for the day.

| presented nmyself at the archway into her corner of the Speci al



Stores Hall.

"Loki, our talk will have to wait. Martel has announced his deci sion
to step down."

| didn't understand, and ny face nust have mrrored ny |ack of
conprehension. | just wanted to get it over wth.

She strai ghtened and expl ai ned.
"If Martel steps down, we need to select a new Tribune."

Everything clicked. The ten Counsel ors and the Counsel or-el ect
proposed by the Senior Guards woul d determ ne the new Tribune. The
three Tribunes would then sel ect anong thensel ves the new H gh Tri bune.
That was an oversinplification, but a rough explanation w thout going
into the various ballots and classes of ballots or the single right of
refusal by the two remaining Tribunes.

The Seni or Guards balloted for a Senior Guard to becone a Counsel or.

Then the el even Counselors and the two Tri bunes deci ded t he new
Tri bune.

At hene was getting prepared for her part in the selection so she
didn't have the tinme to put a junior Guard through her |ogical winger,

for which |I should have been grateful. | wasn't. | wanted to get it
over wth.
More to delay her than for any other reason, | asked, "Have the

Seni or Guards sel ected the new Counsel or ?"
“No. | suspect Heindall will be the one they pick."

She didn't el aborate. | couldn't see Heindall as Counsel or, but
since | wasn't a Senior CGuard, it wasn't any of ny business.

The Counsel or sel ection process was over in a couple of days. How
couldn't it be? O the two hundred Senior Guards, all but a handful
were on Query. The others were recalled quickly, and with everyone able
to nmeet in the Hall of Justice, they picked Heindall, just as Athene
had predicted, within a few hundred units.

In the neantine, the Guard functioned. Wile it didn't happen too
often, picking a Tribune wasn't such a big deal to the average Guard.
At least, it wasn't to nme. The office, rather than the hol der,
generated the respect.

Wth all ny rationalization, | wasn't particularly happy to see
Hei ndal | pi cked as the new Counsel or.

| did not know all of the Counselors, and sone | knew as Cuards,
wi t hout knowi ng they were Counselors. | was famliar wth Freyda,
At hene, Bal dur, who'd taught us Mai ntenance as trainees, Cdinthor, and,
of course, Heindall.

Bal dur had never said a word to indicate his position, and |
couldn't recall himwearing the gol d-edged bl ack star of a Counsel or.
Maybe he did, and | hadn't noticed it.

The second day of the selection, while the el even Counselors and the
two Tribunes were holed up picking a successor to Martel, | had |unch
with Loragerd at Hera's Inn. It's always been a favorite with the
younger QGuards.

"What do you hear about the selection? How do they narrow it down
fromthirteen?"

"Loki, sonmetines you're so naive." She smled and reached across the
table to ruffle my hair. | liked it when she did that.

"What do you nean?"



"Not a real choice at all. Probably already narrowed down to one or
two. |I'd say Bal dur or Justina."

"Justina?" The name was famliar, but | couldn't place her.

"You know, the stern, let-us-do-what-is-right-for-the-people type
who runs Cbservation? She gave us the indoctrination on the Wat her
Service, but left all the training up to Pertwees."

| had a hazy nental picture of a dark-haired woman, stiff, cold, and
full of herself, a female version of Heindall, in a way.

"Didn't know she was a Counsel or."

"“Can you i magi ne any Guard runni ng such a tedi ous operation w thout
sone rewar d?"

"Sone of the satellites are pretty run-down,” | nentioned, recalling
the one Sanm s had stuck into ny Attitude Adjustnent test. "Were did
t hey ever get them anyway?"

"Loki, sometimes | think you do your best to forget history,
especially if it doesn't square with | egend. They predate the Guard,
relics of our owmn nmid-tech past. Can you inagi ne us buil di ng one now?"

| couldn't, but I was nore interested in the selection. |I changed
t he subj ect back

"Whi ch one do you think they' Il pick?"

Loragerd took a sip of the dark ale she |iked so nuch before
answering. She was still wearing her hair as short as the first day we
met as new trainees.

"Bal dur. He's fair and doesn't pick fights."
Made sense to ne.

W were both wong. When we reported back to Assignnments, after
lingering at lunch, Heindall was back in his high stool on the
platform w th his brand-new gol d-edged bl ack star.

"Who?" we asked in unison.

"Freyda," he answered, understanding the question. He seened
pl eased, but who wouldn't after having been el ected Counsel or.

@ anmis was sitting next to him smling broadly. That was one of
the fewtines I'd seen her smle, not that | ran across her very often.
She was the assistant supervisor of Mintenance, usually quite
reserved. She and Heindall spent a lot of tinme together, but Loragerd
had told ne that they'd never been contract-nmates or even shared
quarters.

Hei ndal | nust have been in a good nood. He beaned at d amm's, even
smled at us.

"Loragerd, you can take off the afternoon. Loki, as far as |I'm
concerned, you're free also, but | understand Athene wants a word with
you first."

| didn't think the Senior Guards or Counsel ors ever forgot anything.
At hene was expecting ne, and she didn't waste any tine.

"Loki, |'ve been thinking. I've had a chance to talk it over with
Hei ndal | and sone of the other Counselors, the Tribunes, and we all
agree you need a pernmanent assignnent.”

| waited for the other boot to fall. Except for Ferrin, no one el se
out of ny trainee class had been nmade permanent. Maybe it woul dn't be
too bad. | felt | could take Special Stores, Assignnments, even the



Weat her Service, or Archives.
"Mai nt enance. "
| nmust have cri nged.

"It's not that bad. Bal dur says you're one of the few newer Guards
wi th any nechanical aptitude at all."

Wiy was Heindall so interested in keeping ne out of trouble?
"When do | report?"

"I"d say today, but it's the nearest thing to a full holiday. Mke
it first thing in the norning."

| bowed and said thank you. | was a bit dazed. Like Patrice had said
years ago, divers didn't work in Mintenance, especially not
crackerjack divers. And | was becom ng a dammed good diver, if not the
best. Everyone said so. So why had they all decided to stuff nme away in
Mai nt enance?

| ran down Loragerd at Hera's Inn and asked her the sane question.
She wasn't terribly synpathetic, but that m ght have been because she
and Hal cyon had been conparing notes, and |I'd burst in.

"You're favored with one of the first permanent assignnents, while
Hal cyon and | cart perfune and power cells around, and i medi ately you
run here to tell us what's wong with it. Wat did you want? Speci al
assistant to Freyda in view of your past services?"

Loragerd was high on the dark ale, |I figured, but the crack hurt.

"That's not it at all."

"Not conpletely, anyway,"” chipped in Hal cyon.

Loragerd brushed Hal cyon's coment away with a wave and turned ful
face to ne.

"Sonetinmes you're so dense. Don't you see? Al support jobs are
dull. Do you want to lug supplies across tine and keep records for
At hene? How about keeping reports for Gl nmesh in Personnel? O would
you rather listen to citizen conplaints at Donestic Affairs in between
hearing Frey's boasts?"

| had to chuckle at the last. Loragerd al ways nade so much sense.
Why couldn't | see it that way?

She reached over and touched ny armbriefly.

"Qther things will have to change, too, Loki. Renenber that."
What did she nean?
Loragerd switched the subject to the selection process. | didn't

have a chance to comment. Hal cyon | ooked peeved for a nonment, but
rel axed as Tyron and Ferrin wandered over.

"You know," began Tyron, dunping gossip on the table |like a chunk of
rockwood, "there's a runor that the first person selected to be Tribune
refused the election.”

"Who was it?" | snapped.
"Was it Justina?" asked Loragerd.
"Cor bel | ? At hene? Bal dur ?"

Tyron shrugged. "I don't know. No one's saying, but it's never
happened before."

"But that sort of thing wouldn't be in the Archives," protested
Ferrin.

| sipped ny firejuice and let themdiscuss it. Despite the furor
over the runor, | was thinking about reporting to M ntenance. No one



real |y understood. What diver really wanted to stand ankl e-deep in oi
and grease?

| left early, while the others were still singing and talking.

First, | slidupto alittle |Iedge under Seneschal, high in the
Bardwal | s, and stared at the silver rivers in the canyons bel ow. That
| edge was the sort of place where | intended to have ny own private
retreat sonmeday. A place where the only sound was the occasional hiss
and flap of a night eagle or the whistling of the wind. In ny thin

junpsuit, | soon grew cold and slid back to ny own quarters in the
Ci t adel .
After a solid night's sleep, | reported to Bal dur the next norning

with nmy heart in ny hands, so to speak.
He didn't let nme voice ny msgivings, and, sitting back in his plain
stool, he started right in.

"A lot of Guards have the feeling that Mintenance is grubby, that
we work ankl e-deep in grease, oil, grit. Now take a good | ook around

Bal dur stood a good head and a half taller than me, and with his
light blue eyes and silver-blond hair, |ooked |like a gentle sort of
giant. H's voice was md-toned, a light baritone that cut through noise
and distractions w thout being raised and w t hout annoyi ng. Bal dur was
instantly |ikable, yet conveyed solidity. But somehow no description
really did himjustice.

That norning, as he outlined Maintenance, | w shed they'd sel ected
him Tri bune, forgetting that if they had, he wouldn't have been running
Mai nt enance.

Bal dur led the way to a corner area, well lighted, with a clear
wor kt abl e and a confortably padded, high-backed stool.
"Here's your space. The work you'll start with is replacing or

repairing mcrocircuitry in wist gauntlets and stunners. They get
banged up so often it's sinpler for us to repair than replace. Wthin
the year, you will be able to rebuild any mcrocircuitry you can see
fromscratch. Then we'll go into nore el aborate work."

That sounded el abor ate enough.

The technical side was straightforward. Bal dur denonstrated the
consol e reference guides for the information on gauntlets and stunners,
the m cro-nmagnifier and step-down nmicrocircuit wal does, and poi nted out
the bin where what | had to handl e woul d be pl aced.

Next canme a guided and detailed tour of the Hall, and we ended up
back in his spaces.
"Sit down." He pointed at a vacant stool. | sat.

"Why is an understandi ng of machinery and electronics inportant to a
Guar d?"

"Because a Guard can't use to its fullest capabilities equipnent he
doesn't understand." That's what he told us in training.

Bal dur | aughed.

"Wl l, you do renenber those lectures. But there's nore. | my say
some things which will surprise you or shock you, but try to keep them
i n context.

"First, the Guard is conposed generally of a group of polite
bar bari ans. Second, barbarians have a tendency to destroy what they
don't understand. Third, nost past Tribunes have historically
understood that, from Samm s O on on. Fourth, nost Guards don't. Now,



do you know what | nean by a polite barbarian?”
| didn't have the faintest idea, but decided to guess.
"Soneone who is polite, but doesn't understand.”
"What's polite? Understand what ?"
| shrugged.

"Look at it this way, Loki. Mst Guards know that if you push the
stud on a stunner and point it at soneone, it knocks them out. Wy?"

| shrugged agai n.

"Then how di d soneone di scover how to build one—by trying every
possi bl e piece of electronic gadgetry in the universe?"

| must have | ooked as blank as | felt.

Bal dur grinned. "Pardon ne if | get on ny podium but | can get
intense on this subject.”

| nodded, wondering where he was headed.

“I"l'l cut it short for now It takes an understandi ng of physiol ogy
and electronics to build a stunner. On Query we don't have that
knowl edge. Do you understand the sinple chem stry behind a projectile
gun? A linguistics tank? That's what | nean by barbarians. Every
culture has its barbarians, but in the average culture when there get
to be too many barbarians and too few individuals who understand the
technol ogy, the culture coll apses.

"On Query, no one understands the nechanics of everyday |ife. Nor
that the Guard structure is all that really maintains our way of |ife.
In the Guard, basically three functions are critical —Mintenance, the
dat a banks of the Archives, and Special Stores.

"One of the reasons | give trainee-lectures is to enphasize that
point, but it's gotten harder and harder to get across, even in ny
lifetime. Arelated problemis power. Stored power can't be run through
a duplicator. So we inport generators, as you may recall from our
epi sode on Sinopol, and power cells. Miintenance has to repair that
equi pnent . "

Bal dur paused, studied ne, and si ghed.

"I can see |'ve just about overl oaded your rational faculties. W
talk nore later."

That was nmy first day in M ntenance.

Vi

W apped in furs and cl ose against a young |lady with snooth, cool
skin, | was dream ng, flying Iightnings across a twlight sky. Though
Loragerd lay by me, she was not within the dream as | strode across
massi ve bl ack nountains to pull down night.

Fires streaned fromny fingers and the stars paled to nothing
against the light I welded ...

A faint humcame fromthe clothes strewn behind the couches, | eading
nme fromthe dream | wondered if someone were calling, but let nyself
slip back into the clutches of sleep, drawi ng Loragerd cl oser.

Her bl ack, pixie-cut hair was fluffed slightly, and the warm
fragrances of trilia and cinnanmon drifted from her body and enfol ded us
in the early norning.

Suddenly, two Guards | didn't know were shaking me out of ny sleep.

Instantly awake, | threw the smaller Guard off ny shoulders and into



the wall. I'd seen himbefore, a brown-haired ferret who usually
foll owed Heindall around the Tower.

The other Guard had plucked Loragerd out of the furs and had his
paws all over her. She was white-faced and wearing nothing at all.

The first Guard was still crunpled in the corner, trying to regain
his feet. The pawi ng one saw ne com ng and dropped Loragerd |ike a
| ava- st one.

"Hei ndal | —needs you now—i n Assi gnnent s,

"So—was this necessary?"

| wanted to take both bastards and drop them over Sequin Falls.

"Hei ndal | sent us," apologized Ferret-face, as if that excused
anyt hi ng and everyt hi ng.

"And how did he know where we were?" | asked w t hout thinking.

Nobody answered ne, and | realized what a stupid question |I'd posed.
Hei ndal | had sent them over to Locator to get the coordinates and in
they'd slid.

he stammer ed.

Looking at the pair, | noticed they were both bigger than | was—
much bigger, but | hadn't even noticed it before.

"So scram” | growed. "We'll get there when we're dressed, and that
will be sooner if you get out of here."

The two exchanged gl ances, | ooked back at nme, and w nked out as they
slid, presumably back to Heindall.

| put ny arnms around Loragerd, who was shaki ng. Though the room was
warm | could feel her shivers and the goose bunps on her nornally
sat i n- smoot h ski n.

We didn't say anything. What was there to say? W' d oversl ept when
we shoul d have been on duty. Junior Guards have very few rights.

As we dressed, | thought Loragerd gave ne an appraising | ook, a
strange sort of glance, but | could have been inagining it.

She went to Linguistics, which was her permanent assignnment, and |
made for Assignnments.

As | marched up the ranp fromthe Wst Portal of the Tower, | could
sense a tenseness that tightened as | approached the Assignments Hall.

| could have cut the silence with a |ight saber, Frey's or anyone
el se's. Heindall was slunped in his high stool, and the bl ackness
poured fromhimlike a river.

As he caught sight of ne, he straightened, opened his nmouth as if to
shout, then clanped it shut. He waited an instant, then began curtly.

"damms was on Atlantea. Fifty centuries back. Locator tag wavered,
j ust went bl ank."

That nmeant the Locator consol e was receiving a signal, but not
linked to damm s's thought pattern, which nmeant she was dead, deep-
stunned, or near death.

| stared at Heindall. The whol e norning nmade sense. If there'd ever
been anyone Heindall was close to, it had to have been Gamms, the
slight woman with the stern face and dark curly hair. Way had d anm s
been on Atlantea? She usually presided over the machine shop's daily
operations with an iron hand. Bal dur supplied the philosophy, damms
t he work.

She seldomwent into the field, but Bal dur had nentioned that she'd
once been considered a crack diver, centuries ago.



"You want ne to bring her back?"

He nodded. | understood. Heindall wanted ability, not just any
diver. So Heindall had sent his troopers after ne.

"Information?" | snapped. | had a couple of units, if that.
"End console."

If I hadn't known Heindall better, | would have sworn the iron
Guard's voice was ready to crack

In a funny way, | had to admire him If it had happened to Loragerd,
|'d have gone off hal f-cocked no matter what. Heindall knew his limts,
understood he couldn't rescue damm s, and had to stand by hel pl essly
as he tried to round up help.

@ anmis's mssion had been sinple, according to the console. The
m d-i sl and people of fifty centuries earlier had devel oped a broadcast
power transmtter. The results were strange, to say the |east, since
the output at the receiver was greater than the input. But for reasons
unclear in the surveillance reports, the project had failed when the
generator quit produci ng power and | ater expl oded.

@ anmis had been so intrigued with the possibilities, considering
that power is one of our main problens, that she had deci ded to make
the dive herself. Wasn't too surprising, when | thought about it.

Di vers who understood nechani cal theory were few and far between.

| got the directional output fromthe console and headed for the
Travel Hall.

No waiting for |anguages, cosnetics, or special equipnent—I| threw
on a stunner, equipnent belt, and wist bands and dived.
A fast recovery, if at all. | wasn't happy about it. Messengers who

confirmbad news are likely to beconme the recipients of gratuitous
vi ol ence.

Atl antea was a strange pl anet, although every planet has sone
peculiarities. Atlantea has shallow seas and netal lic deposits, with no
noons and no tidal forces to speak of.

The conbi nation's not supposed to occur, but that's the way it was.
And d amm s was down.

| red-flashed the back trip, homng in on danms's signal from her
Locator tag and power packs.

Sonetimes the |ine between death and unconsci ousness is terribly
fine. If Aamms died, subjective tinme, before | had dived clear of
Quest, she was dead, but if there was any spark, she had an outside
chance.

| was aimng for a break-out point right at the instant her Locator
signal had shifted fromactive to passive. A risk, but probably worth
it.

Undertinme doesn't really have a color, but it feels gray, and your
vision is limted. You can see "outside," the real objective tine, but
it's nuddl ed, like |Iooking up frombeneath the water, silvered over and
wavering, with flashes of |ight darting across your field of vision
i ke m nnows.

Time tension, like water tension, exists at the nonent of Dbreak-out
when you are showered with a spray of nonents that slide off you with
t he enotional shock of icy rain.

Except this time | bounced back undertime as soon as | broke-out, ny



head reeling with the inpression of tine mrrored in tine. | slid
si deways fractionally and cane out in a corridor.

The stench was ozone. The buil di ng at nosphere spell ed out
"power pl ant."

The directionals on the wist gauntlets pointed toward a door cl osed
and barred. The bar had nelted, in effect welding itself to the frane.

No one was around.

The feeling of tine being warped grew as | wal ked up to the door. |
grabbed the crossbar and dived. The bar came with ne; the doorfrane
didn't. That's how the Law of Discrete Particles works. If the bar had
been the sane material as the frame, nothing would have happened.

| still couldn't slide or dive into the room for whatever reason. |
br oke-out, dropped the bar, forced open the door—it was a sliding type
that had a tendency to jam—and wal ked into the generator room

The place was a nmess. Two control stations were a fused mass, and |
didn't need nore than a quick glance to see that the two controllers
wer e dead.

Wth the currents of tinme swirling around nme, it took every bit of
concentration to wal k across the ceramc floor to the dark-haired wonman
spraw ed on her back. She was alive and breathing. But her nouth hung
open, and her w de green eyes were enpty.

| picked her up, hoping she didn't have any physical injuries, and
caught the tine-tide swirling out of the generating equipnent to throw
us undertine and fore-tine toward Quest.

| suspected that amrms had literally lost her mind, but 1'd | eave
that determ nation to the nedical techs.

Rat her than trying to make a dive and a separate slide, | broke-out
with Gamms right in the Infirmary. | staggered into the critical care
section as Hycretis cane running.

Hycretis devoted his attention to Ganms, as if | weren't even
t here.

| stood there dunbly for a | ong noment, wondering why the room was
vi brating, before | understood ny |egs were shaking. | plopped dowmn on
the edge of a vacant bed at the end of the ward and cl osed ny eyes.

"Dam you, Loki! Damm you!"

| felt nmyself being shaken like a rag doll. Was it a nightrmare? |
tried to roll over in the bed, but the buffeting wouldn't go away.

"What did you do? God you woul d be, Loki, and deprive nme of ny only
joy! Torment nme, would you, young god, with an enpty shell?"

Li ke a slowi ng top, the universe began to settle, and I woke up
fully to find Heindall grabbing ny harness, shaking ne, and scream ng,
tears streaming fromhis eyes, and saliva drooling fromthe corners of
hi s nout h.

"Answer nme! Answer nme, woul d-be god!"
Hei ndal | sl apped ny face, and this tine it hurt.

He had nme just by the harness. | slid behind himw th a quick dive
barely under the tension of the "now " He was still holding an enpty
harness and staring at the vacant space where | had been when | cracked
hima solid one from behind. He went down |ike a breaker, foam ng at
t he mouth, but out. Qut cold.

"Wbul dn't you say that Heindall was suffering fromstrain?" | asked



Hycreti s.

Both Hycretis and the two stormtroopers hol di ng hi m appear ed
stunned, for sone reason

"Let himgo." | gestured at the two CGuards.

They rel eased their hold on the nedical tech, but he didn't say
anyt hi ng.

"I think Heindall was under too nuch stress,” | announced, "and that
all he really needs is a good rest."

| turned to the two thugs. "You two watch Heindall and nmake sure his
rest isn't troubled by anyone—except maybe the Tri bunes."

That woul d occupy them for a while.

"Hycretis, give Heindall a nuscle relaxant or whatever you deem
suitable, and maybe a mld sedative."

This time ny words regi stered, and he nodded.

| checked the objective tine. Seened like |I'd been gone forever, but
the wall clock said one hundred units el apsed fromthe nmonent |1'd |eft
the Travel Hall. I'd have bet ninety units had been ny sleep recovery
tine.

"damm s?" | asked Hycretis.

"Physically, fine. Her mnd s wi ped clean. How | don't know. Thought
patterns of practically an unborn child."

The d ammi s we knew was gone. Heindall had been right.
"Did you tell Heindall?"
"How could I not tell hinP"

| thought about the two thugs guarding Heindall's bed. Ri ght. How
coul d he not?

Anot her question was why | hadn't noticed how Hei ndall was enpl oyi ng
his private arny. That could wait.

| knew the answer to the power problem d amr s had been
investigating, | thought. Baldur would know if | was right.

| went down the ranps to Maintenance not quite at a run

Bal dur glared at me as | stood respectfully outside his area, taking
deep breaths, waiting, and refusing to go away.

“"All right." He touched a stud on his console. "Wat is it?"

| recounted ny travels to Atlantea, fromthe funny generating room
where 1'd rescued Gamms to the tinme currents and ny diving
difficulties.

" and | don't have a thing to go on, but if |I had to guess, I'd
say they're tapping the time-tides and wenching tinme out of its flow"

When | began, Bal dur had a hal f-benmused, |et's-hunor-Loki | ook on
his face. By the tinme | finished, he was running his stubby fingers
t hrough his white-blond hair. He did that when he was excited.

"Fasci nating concept, fascinating, but dangerous. Let ne think about
it, Loki. Let nme think about it."

As far as he was concerned, | had ceased to exist. Bal dur was back
in his world of nunbers and concepts.

While | was deciding what | ought to do, | wal ked back over to ny
own work space and began to finish cleaning and runni ng nai ntenance
checks on a faulty copier that Frey had brought down fromthe Donestic



Affairs weapons storeroom

The duplicator wasn't faulty. Frey was. He'd tried to copy sone sort
of hand weapon with power cells in place. Luckily, the power pack had
been al nost drai ned, or Hycretis would have been scraping Frey and his
| ight saber off the nearest wall.

Boring—that's what it was. In spite of the light pouring in from
the 1 ong wi ndows and the airiness provided by the high ceilings,

mlling out the nelted junk and replacing the circuits one by one was a
t edi ous t ask.
Al in all, | enjoyed being able to fix things, seeing a pile of

metal turned back into a functional machine. As Bal dur had pointed out,
repairs were usually nore efficient than sending trainees and junior
Guards all over time to pick up nore and nore hardware.

As | finished the copier and rolled it back to the front where
Frey's flunkies would pick it up, | realized someone was standing in
t he shadows.

Loragerd. After the damm s pickup, the incident with Heindall,
Bal dur's comments, she'd slipped ny m nd.

“"Are you all right?" she asked as | cane up.

| could feel ny throat tighten. Here she was, waiting for nme, after
havi ng been pawed, assaulted, and forgotten—asking how | was.

What could | say? | just shook ny head and held her, tightly.

"Loki." She | eaned back and wi ped ny cheeks. "I'mfine, just fine.
Hei ndal | was after you, worried about damm s. You handl ed everything
except you. Freyda cane and told ne to take off early and find you. |
did."

| couldn't say anything. Wiat could | say?

After nmy first fling with Freyda, our relationship had cool ed, but
she still worried. |Imagine, sending Loragerd to | ook after ne.

| magi ne, Loragerd caring how | was. Me?

Ri di cul ous. Except | stood there in the afternoon shadows of the
ancient and tine-protected nachi nes hol di ng Loragerd and shaki ng.

W had a short dinner at Hera's before going back to my roons.

Al'l night long, | kept waking up, wondering if someone woul d appear
out of nowhere and grab ne. Loragerd slept better, | think.

On that long night, with ny arns around Loragerd, wondering about
the chain of tonorrows that | oomed ahead, | kept recalling the shock of
t he norning. Seenmed | onger before than the sane norning.

| was going to get a place, even if | had to build it stone by
stone, that no one could slide into. Thinking that, knowing it would be
so, in the early norning silence, | drifted into sleep and did not wake
again until the wake-up chined.

Loragerd and | had sone juice, sone fruit, and dressed.

She left for the Linguistics Center before | was quite together, but
within units I was headed for M ntenance. | nmade the Tower in a quick
slide and hustled down the ranmps fromthe Wst Portal to see what
Bal dur had conme up with

Fromthe | ook of his area, he'd been there all night. The circles
under his eyes were blacker than ever, but he gave ne a smle. "Mst
intriguing problem nobst intriguing, Loki, but |I suspect a self-
resol ving one."



"What do you nean?"

"I"ve checked the files. Aamrmis |ocated this device fifty centuries
back, and the records show the station was abandoned. Cbviously, it was
unsuccessful. The Atl anteans succeeded in transferring sonme energy

across time. |'ve postulated a theoretical basis for the mechanism"”
"I"'mlost," | admtted.
He beanmed faintly because |I'd pursued the question. "If your

conjecture is correct, and | suspect it is, the total of mass and
energy, energy really, since mass is a stabilized formof energy, and
that's sinplifying it grossly, does not need to be constant.

"The Atl antean powerpl ant was diverting energy fromthe nearer tine

| evel s. That was why you couldn't dive into the area i nmedi ately around
t he generator.™

Bal dur stopped and gestured an end to his response, lifting his
bushy bl ond eyebrows as if the conclusion were evident.

| didn't feel |ike guessing.

" And?"

"There is a definite limt to the energy easily available to the
generator. Wthin a few years, seasons, perhaps days, the generator
will stop delivering power. It's really an energy concentrator nore
than a generator."”

"The dammed thing will quit by itself?"

"Right. And ... " Baldur l|aunched into a detailed explanation of how
and why which I listened to with nmy thoughts el sewhere. I'd have to go
back and check the Atlantean generator over a period of years before
maki ng a final report.

|"ve always disliked | oose ends.

After that | was going to discover the location |I'd visualized for
my private retreat—where Heindall and his thugs couldn't track ne
down.

Bal dur wound up his technical dissertation.
“"Then |I'I1l dive back and check out your theory."
"You doubt everyone, don't you."

| grinned. He'd caught ne out.

Bal dur dism ssed me, and | marched up the ranps to the Travel Hall.
| shoul d have checked in with Assignnments, but | could claimI| was
acting under Baldur's orders if anyone conpl ai ned.

Ten years fore-tinme frommy pickup of the dismnded damms, | cane
across not a nmal functioning power plant, nor an enpty structure, but a
fused and | eveled pile of rubble, glazed over as if by a trenmendously
hot energy source.

| tried to |locate the exact point of destruction, but couldn't. In
one instant, five years objectively after @ anm s's near dem se, the
conpl ex stood, vacant and nonfunctional. In the next unit renained only
the gl azed pile of junk.

No matter how | concentrated in the undertime, | couldn't identify
that fraction of a unit when the destruction occurred. Between two
instants in the undertine, | could only sense what I'd call a vortex, a
whi rl pool of tinme, an instantaneous unl eashing of power striking from
between the threads of tine, yet a power totally separated fromthe
Ti me surroundi ng those instants.



| recorded the results on the portable holo unit 1'd carted al ong
for the purpose and dived back to the Travel Hall.

A few trainees were popping in and out of the Hall, but no one | had
to account to.

| took the holo unit and cornered Bal dur, not that it was hard
because he seldom | eft Mintenance during the day.

“Not surprised," he coomented tersely, for once trying to get rid of

nme. He'd solved the problem | was the doubter. "Tine recoil, show ng
the limts to which energy can be transferred."”
| wandered back to ny owmn area, thinking it over. | didn't

understand the why of it, but that's the way tine is. You can only bend
it so far before it strikes back.

Ferret-face was waiting for ne.

| glared at him He cowered. Dammed if | knew why. He was an
experienced Tenporal Guard with the power of Heindall behind him

"Hei ndal | woul d appreciate seeing you in the Assignnments Hall."

| wondered about Ferret-face's politeness, but that's not the sort
of question you can ask.

Hei ndal | was back behind his desk, as if nothing at all had happened

the day before. Hi s eyes were a bit bl oodshot. That was all. Intent as
| was on Heindall, | overl ooked Freyda at first. She was standing a few
steps to the left of Heindall.

"Honored Tri bune, Counselor." | gave them both a half-bow

Hei ndal| pointed to the chair on the platformnext to his console. |
pl unked nyself into it. Freyda sat down next to Heindall.

Hei ndal | nodded at Freyda, deferring. She accepted whatever
invitation it was and began. "Comrendati on for your recovery of
G anmmis. Wile she will need a total reeducation, there was no | asting
physi cal or genetic damage.

"Second, the Counsel ors have recommended that you be assigned to
t ake over as assistant supervisor of Mintenance. Aamis will not be
able to resune her duties for sone time."

Brother, was that an understatenent. G amms would take years to
recover her skills, and there was no guarantee the stinuli of her
second chi |l dhood woul d | ead her down the sane nmech-oriented path as her
first.

Al t hough Bal dur woul d continue as the overall supervisor of
Mai nt enance, |'d have nuch wider |atitude—and nore to do. The whol e

t hing al so denonstrated the thinness of the pool of Guard with
nmechani cal tal ents.

| thanked both Heindall and Freyda for their confidence, vowed to
foll ow the high standards of tradition, bowed, and was dism ssed.

Back down the ranps to Maintenance | anbled, nusing over the | atest
turn of events.

The first thing to do was to nove into Aamis's old spaces. Severa
days passed before | was satisfied with the results. By that tinme the
repairs had piled up, and that neant working late for a good ten-day. |
didn't feel that should be a pernmanent state of affairs.

Bal dur agreed. "What do you suggest?"

"That you request the trainee with the best mechanical aptitude from
the current third-year class for a hundred units a day."

"Fifty," replied Baldur.



"I"d al so suggest nore routine nmai ntenance help fromthe second-year
trainees, |like you used to require.”

“If you want to run the operation, fine."

Surprisingly, Heindall agreed.

Nar ci ssus was the third-year trainee, and | ended up by giving him
the sane spiel Baldur had fed ne—except | wasn't quite so successful.

"You seemawful ly sure, Loki, and | guess | believe you," was
Nar ci ssus's reaction.

| nmust have had sone reaction to his doubts. He gave ne the
st rangest | ook.

"I believe you. | believe you."

| admtted to nmyself that | wanted to tweak himw th a thunderbolt
to get nmy point across, but | didn't believe |I'd considered such a
drastic alternative seriously.

That spring plodded along into sumrer before | got things running
the way | wanted, before |I had nmuch free tine for ny second and nore

personal project—locating a site for nmy own personal retreat.

| nmust have | ooked at every cliff ledge in the Bardwalls before |
settled on a location. I'd figured out what |1'd needed before doing ny
surveying. The location had to be physically inaccessible except
t hrough an undertinme slide right inside the structure. | intended to
build the exterior stone by stone in order to put it out-of-tine-
phase—Il i ke the Tower of Inmmortals itself. That way only soneone with
innate directional senses and the ability to dive into an out-of-phase
bui |l ding coul d get there.

| settled on a site under the peak call ed Seneschal, a snmall | edge
jutting froma sheer cliff. Al though Seneschal is a quarter of the way
around the planet from Quest, | figured |I could cope with the sun and

time differential.

Construction wasn't what |'d expected. My father had built his own
home, and if he had, | knew | could. But | mght not have been so
eager, not if I'd known the years it would literally take.

Each heavy chunk had to be quarried, cut, and transported by hand
with a tine-slide to the site of ny Aerie. Aerie, that was what |
decided to call it, perched as it was over a sheer drop fromthe needl e
peaks to the canyons deep bel ow, nestled over the lightning storns that
bl asted the | ower |evels of the deep vall eys.

During the days, | worked at trying to increase the ability of
Mai nt enance to do nore repairs. Wiile it was too early to draft him |
had nmy eye on a second-year trainee naned Brendan, who had a sense for
mechanics. In the interim | struggled with the overflow ng repair bin,
and wi th Narci ssus, who had the unnerving habit of polishing netal to
| ook at his reflection, rather than to clean it for repairs.

Bot h Mai nt enance and the Aerie struggled al ong.

| wasn't building a castle on the heights. The Aerie was scarcely
that —just two levels, three roons, plus a kitchen and a hygi enari um
The structure was what took the effort, especially warping each stone,
each beam out of time. It was worth it. On the evening when | noved in
the last of the furnishings, stood on the gl owstone flooring, and
wat ched t he sunset below, | swallowed hard to try to push down the |unp
in ny throat.

| had built something |lasting, sonmething of beauty, and with ny own



hands. My own hands—t hat was i nportant.

IX

In the m dday sun, a dwelling crouches in an overgrown neadow, its
back to a dry creek bed. On the far side of the dry gulch, a forest
begi ns.

The bl ot chi ness of the unfinished wood and t he dusty pernagl ass
testify that the dwelling is vacant. Tattered lynia flowers droop their
violet fronds across the barely visible stones of the wal k, those that
t he noss has not already crept over.

A breeze whispers its course across the open ground with the
restrained promse that it will whistle when the clouds now huggi ng the
horizon arrive later in the afternoon.

Fromthin air, a young man wearing a one-piece black junpsuit
appears in front of the structure.

He gawks at the building, at the dust-streaked panes, the overgrown
stone wal k which | eads nowhere, as if he had not expected the
desertion.

After a nonment of hesitation, he wal ks briskly up the | ow steps to
t he porch and the door.

"Greetings!" he bellows. A gust of wind heralding the clouds in the
di stance ruffles his bright red hair as he waits for a response.

The arched door opens at his touch.

He steps inside, and the hall echoes as his black boots strike the
fl oor.

The house, for it could be terned that despite the years of
desertion, is small, with hygiene facilities and a pair of bedroons on
t he upper | evel and three roonms on the nmain |evel.

Dust bl ankets the sinple furniture, the once-polished stone and wood
floors that shine beneath the covering bestowed on them by tine.

So well-built and preserved is the structure that the dust seens out
of pl ace.

The man in black, his face snooth and unlined enough to be scarcely
nore than a youth, tours the roons in silence.

He returns to the front hall, face bl ank, shaking his head.

"Locator was right," he comments to no one because there is no one
to hear him "Totally vanished. Left everything, and didn't tell ne.
Not even a note."

He shakes his head agai n.

Then, after stepping onto the narrow stone front porch and carefully
cl osing the heavy door behind him he vanishes into thin air.

The cl ouds and rain have not yet arrived, but they wll.

Mai nt enance could be a challenge, as well as a pain in the neck.

The Guard attitude toward machinery made it difficult. Frey and his
peopl e were the worst. They used and abused equi pnent until it broke,
pounded on it to see if it were truly broken, threwit in a storeroom
or unused corner to gather dust until it was needed again, and then and
only then carted it down to Maintenance with a request that it be
repaired i medi atel y.



The first few times that happened | nade the repairs w thout
comment. The next dozen tinmes, | grunbled, suggesting that Frey send
equi pnent when it broke, rather than waiting.

One fine winter norning, after a frost, when the air was clear and |

had a breathing spell, | surveyed the Hall and watched Narci ssus
overpolish the sides of an auxiliary generator.

Hopefully, 1'd get less spit and polish and nore repairs out of
Brendan in the nonths ahead when he conpl eted training. Once Brendan
arrived as a permanent assignnent, |'d see what could be done to track
anot her trainee into M ntenance.

In the meantine, | was struggling along under the repair burden and

not diving nearly as rmuch as | would have |iked.

As | was specul ating about the future, Ferrin arrived with a set of
battered Locator portapacks. Ferrin never carried gear down from
Donestic Affairs.

| sml ed.

"Ch, skilled god of forge and iron, of the fire and the energies
that flow, " began Ferrin lightly.

Ferrin got fancy when he'd rather not be doi ng whatever he was
engaged i n.
"Skip the rhetoric. Wiat's the dirty work?"

"Frey wants these imredi ately. No nore than one hundred units. Need
to track down a mal efactor, and he's headed fore-tinme outli ne—beyond
the finer capabilities of the base units. Renmenber that Bly character?
Some woman bushwhacked Hi ghtel and Doradosi as they were bringing him
back fromHell for a chronol obotony."

Bly? It took a nonment before the nane regi stered. And the wonman who
attacked H ghtel and Doradosi had to be the one who had col | apsed at
Bly's hearing.

"Ferrin ... how |l ong have these been |lying around in your storeroom
not functioni ng?"

| picked one up and blew a cloud of dust fromit.
"Coupl e years, probably."

| slid off the stool, |eaving the Locator packs on the bench, and
mar ched across the Maintenance Hall. Baldur was in. |I'd seen him
earlier.

“"I"ve had it! Had it! This is the twenty-first time in the past
three years Frey has done this. |I've recommended, suggested, begged,
pl eaded—everything. Let himdo his own repairs.”

"He doesn't know how," Baldur said calmy, as if he were used to
Guards bangi ng his workbench every day. "d amm s had the sanme probl em
you know. "

| didn't understand. Bal dur, of all Guards, should understand. He
was the one who had taught me the val ue of nmintenance, of care.

"Are you unwilling to make the repairs?" cut in a new voice, and |
knew it was Heindall's fromthe tone of nenace in the question.

"No, honored Counselor,” | replied, turning to face himand bringing
nmy voi ce under control, "but | do feel that a disciplinary action
shoul d be brought agai nst Supervisor Frey for the continued m suse of
Guard resources. "

Ferrin's nouth dropped open. Heindall was silent. Baldur smled a
smle so faint it wasn't.



"We could take this up informally with one of the Tribunes,"”
suggested Baldur. It wasn't a suggestion.

Hei ndal | , who had appeared ready to speak, closed his nouth.

The four of us marched up the two ranps from Mai ntenance to the
Tri bunes' private Halls.

Eranas invited us into a sitting chanber and sumoned Frey.
Frey arrived with nurder in his eyes.

"I should be supervising the hunt for an escaped nal efactor, but |
amwai ting for equipnment which should be repaired and apparently is
not, and now | find nyself sunmoned here."

"Per haps Loki should sunmari ze the charge,” conmmented Bal dur.

| went through the whole thing, how year after year Frey never took
care of anything, how I'd recomrended, sent notes, pleaded, and how t he
situation never changed.

"So you refused to repair the Locator equi pnent?" cut in Eranas.

“"No, honored Tribune. | refused to repair it until note was taken by
the Tribunes that this type of procedure is not only detrinmental to
Mai nt enance, but inhibits the tinmely performance by Donestic Affairs.
Even if | had started i medi ately on the damaged equi prent, it would
not be ready now. And the Guard Ferrin informed nme that the defective
Locat or packs have been known to have been damaged for years, yet were
never turned in to Maintenance for repairs.”

"I see your point," said Eranas drily, "but we really don't have
time to play around with this. Guard Loki, you wll, of course, attend
to repairs imediately."

He turned to Frey.

"Senior Guard Frey, you will consider yourself reprinmnded, and
after the conclusion of your search, will inventory all your equipnent
within the com ng season to assure its function. You will elimnate
unnecessary equi pnment and turn all necessary but non-functional gear
over to Maintenance for repairs.”

Frey was white, sheer white, whether fromrage or fear, | wasn't
certain. | knew he'd hear about it from Freyda as well.

Hei ndal | hadn't said anyt hing.

| could read between the lines as well as anyone. If |I'd had repairs
to do before, they were going to be as nothing conpared to what woul d
be landing in ny in-com ng bin.

Repairing the Locator packs wasn't all that difficult; it took maybe
fifty units after | got back to nmy spaces. | sent Narcissus across the
Square to Donestic Affairs with them

| wished that had been the end of it, but what nmade Frey's attitude
toward me even worse was that Ayren Bly escaped, didn't register on the
| ocat or screens anywhere, as if he'd vanished fromthe gal axy.

Frey was called on the glowstones for that, and Eranas nade the
point that it m ght not have happened if Frey had taken better care of
hi s equi pnent.

Needl ess to say, Frey wasn't speaking to nme, and for sone reason
neither was Heindall, | guessed because in a strange way he and Frey
were friends. Frey was a disciple of Heindall's, and, |ike Heindall,
felt that Guard discipline should be stronger, that a nore
authoritative | eadership was required, and that the routine dirty work
ought to be done by non-CGuard Queryans.



After the turn of the year, Bal dur spoke to the Tribunes and Brendan
was assigned to Maintenance. That was before Frey had gotten his
equi pnent housecl eaning fully underway, and for a tine, | thought |
m ght be able to keep ahead of the busted junk flow ng down from
Donestic Affairs.

But the word spread, and | started seeing | ong-broken equi pnent
coming in fromodd places |like the Archives, and Qbservation. Nobody
el se wanted to end up shaned |ike Frey.

The hours | spent got |onger and |onger, and the sleep becane |ess
and | ess.

| shouldn't have tried to undo a century's neglect in less than a
year, but where would | have put all the junk? Besides, Eranas kept
dropping in to check on ne.

Usual ly, | staggered into the Tower bright and early, right after
dawn, but the norning came when | slept late. Not that | had sl ept

wel |, but the shadows of the canyons bel ow were al ready shrinking into
bl ack traceries when the mdnorning sun hit ne full in the face.
Even with the continuing |lack of sleep, | had been a sound sl eeper

and early riser, but that night or norning ny dreans had been filled
with visions of crinson skies and scream ng ni ght eagles tearing at ny
guts. Mdst nornings | could have overslept ny own tine limt by fifty
units and still arrived before | needed to, but |I'd overslept nore than
a hundred.

| was hal fway down the ranmp when | net Heindall com ng up.

"Loki's here at last! Good day, night ow, or is it night eagle,
perched up in your hidden Aerie?"

"Good norning, honored Counselor.™
Hei ndal | wasn't through, and bl ocked ny path on the ranp.

"Being in charge of repairs in Mintenance, taking advanced
instruction, living up to your responsibilities aren't too inportant,
is that it?"

| kept my nouth shut. Heindall was out to get ne.

"Rat her go out and fly with the angels of Heaven IV than stay in and
do the dirty work? Rather blame others when your own | ateness coul d be
the cause? Is that it?"

The glint in his eye told ne he knew it was unfair and was daring me
to refute it. Damed if | woul d.

| could sense soneone headi ng down the ranp from behind nme, but
Hei ndal | was so intent he didn't | ook up.

"Lat eness shows no respect for the Guard and its traditions, and you
show littl e enough, Loki."

"Enough,"” cut in Freyda's voice from behind ne.

"Don't take the youngster's case, Freyda," boomed Cdinthor. "He may
have all the talent in the universe, but he needs discipline."

By this tinme Bal dur had shown up as well.

"Loki," spoke up Heindall, and his tone was all business, no malice,
whi ch set me further on edge.
| nodded.

He handed nme a wrist gauntlet.

"Frey says the tracking functions are off. He's replaced what he
can, and it still doesn't function. Ni codenmus can't figure it out
either. Cbviously, replacenent isn't the answer. Needs to be fixed."



| took it.
"Frey needs it today, before you |eave."

Set up, | thought, and no way out. Heindall had provided the scene,
with all the props, even the rationale why Frey couldn't fix it
hi msel f.

“"Now | certainly hope you'll find tine to do it right," was his
parting shot, "since you' ve made such an issue about the inportance of
di rectional and | ocator equipnent.”

Dunb statenment by Heindall. He couldn't find his way out of the
nearest systemw thout an el ectronic arsenal and five different
directional fixes. Neither could Frey. But because | was late, |'d have
to shove everything else aside to fix what was obviously a problem
gauntlet, which neant nore tine. And 1'd end up working even later for
days or falling further behind wth Eranas al ways | ooki ng over ny
shoul der .

| could have protested again, but | didn't think either Bal dur or
Eranas woul d have stood for it—especially not when |I'd been | ate.
| carted the gauntlet to Maintenance and dunped it on my wor kbench,

al t hough the continually cleaned and sterilized surface no nore
resenbl ed a conventional bench than | did Odinthor.

Suppressing a groan as | took in the overflowing "in" bin, | called
up the gauntlet specs on ny console. On the oft chance the mal function
m ght be sinple, | placed the wist band in the diagnostic center,

punched the stud, and waited.

"No circuit mal function,"”
fl owi ng script.

That figured. The gauntlet didn't work and didn't seemto have
anything wong with it.

| scanned the area around ne. No one around. Ducki ng behind one of
the ol d behenpths that bordered ny space, | slipped on the gauntlet and
di ved backtine, watching the dials and the directionals.

Sure enough, at about a quarter mllion back, they began to
fluctuate. Since it mght be a function of diving speed, | forced
nmyself fore-tinme until | felt shrouded in the bright blue of high-speed
fore-diving. | braked just short of break-out and checked the dials.
The face of the indicators was bl ack.

| broke-out of the undertine right where 1'd gone under. | didn't
see anyone nosing around so presumably nmy untoward di ve had been
unnot i ced.

Back at my bench, | tossed the gauntlet back into the diagnostic
center, black indicators and all.

| punched the stud and was greeted with a fizzling sound and a
totally dead diagnostic center, followed by heat and the snell of burnt
and fused el ectronics.

Item The gauntlet hadn't done anything to the center before ny
di ve.

Item The dive had created enough power to overload the center, but
hadn't burned ne.

As it dawned on ne, | |ooked down. Down at the insulation |laid over the out-of-
ti me-phase flooring. OF course, | wouldn't get burned, not in Mintenance. |
shivered. The innocent-1ooking gauntlet didn't seemnearly so i nnocent any nore.

Wth all that in mnd, | began to break down the gauntlet step by
step. It was close to mdafternoon before | found what | knew had to be

the console infornmed ne in its precise



t here.

Sonmeone had renoved t he power source insulators on one side and
wired a mcrofilanent antenna across the underside of the gauntlet. If
|"d broken-out anywhere outside the grounded confines of the
Mai nt enance Hall, |I'd have been lucky to escape with as little as

severe burns around the arns and wists—if not worse.

Since Heindall didn't know the extent of nmy diving ability, the
gauntl et had to have been a damed setup. Wthout a tine-dive the
probl em coul dn't be detected, and since no one had been burned, it
wasn't a real problem but a phony one foisted off on ne.

The nore | thought about it, the madder | got. Heindall wasn't just
out to bury ne under a pile of work. He was out for blood, and if that
was what he wanted that was what he was going to get.

First, | fixed the gauntlet, after carefully recording how it had
been altered. Then | refixed it, with his mcrofilanent antenna keyed
to a fal se boss. If anyone besides ne wore the gauntlet and didn't set
t he boss correctly, they were going to get the treatnent that had been
schedul ed for ne.

Late afternoon arrived before | conpleted ny mcro-engi neering, but

| knew Heindall would still be waiting in Assignnents.
Hei ndal | was at his desk, |eaning back in his high padded st ool .
"Heindall," | said respectfully, knowing that the failure to use his
title would infuriate him "I think I've got it fixed."
"Just think?" he snapped. "You should know "
"I"ve rechecked the calibration, which was defective. |'ve repl aced

t he power cell which was sending an uneven flow to the instrunentation,
and repl aced the mssing insulation.”

"Are you sure it's fixed?"
"As sure as | can be without a test of sone sort."”

"Well," draw ed the master of the sarcastic, "you don't think I'd
let Frey try it just on your say-so, do you?"

"No. But would he trust it even if | said |'d tested it?"

Hei ndal | frowned. "I see your point. Tell you what. Let's go over to
the Travel Hall. You test it, and if it seens all right, I'Il test it,
and then Frey should be satisfied.”

Hei ndal | coul d be so snmooth soneti nes.

| trooped after him down the ranp, and out to the Tower w ng.

| slipped on the gauntlet, adjusting it, and making sure the fal se
boss was in the correct position.

The dive was uneventful. | broke-out on back-tinme Al nmaraden to pick
a bouquet for the all-seeing schenmer, but Heindall laid them asi de when
| presented himthe flowers.

"You didn't notice anything unusual about the gauntlet when you
fixed it?" he asked worriedly as | handed it to him 1'd already
twisted the boss to its "l oaded" position.

Strangely enough, Frey arrived at the Travel Hall about that tine.

| decided Heindall needed a push. Besides, | didn't want Frey to get
zapped. Frey couldn't have put the gauntlet on without help fromhis
momy or fromHeindall, let alone rewired the mcrocircuitry.

"Heindall," | began, knowi ng he'd be irked again by the | ack of
formality, "it was a sinple job. Sone fool had | eft sone stray



filaments running along the inside of the gauntlet. | cleaned up the

| oose ends, checked the insulation, and nade the recalibrations. | did
what you asked for, the way you asked for it, in the tinme you asked for
it, and it works fine.

"I know you have better things to do than stand and check the
qual ity of my workmanshi p, and your talents are better suited for
those. So if you're done, why don't | just give it to Frey and let him
check it out?"

| f Heindall handed it back to nme, | could twist the fal se boss
before Frey made a dive.

That strategy went sour with the arrival of Sammi s and Wyan. Wyan
had caught the end of ny remarks and chuckl ed. Heindall turned and
gl ared at her, but the way she returned his | ook—no way | could
describe it—Hei ndal|l was shaned on the spot.

| had this sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach, but it was too
| ate. The results couldn't be that bad, | figured.

Hei ndal | yanked on the gauntlet, w thout | ooking at anyone, and
di sappear ed.

As he broke-out at the far end of the Travel Hall, the gauntlet
expl oded off his wist, and blood and fire spewed all over everything.

"Loki!" he screaned before he col |l apsed.

| slid to the end of the room catching his still formbefore he
even hit the floor, and nmade a second undertine slide straight to the
Infirmary. Had to have been less than two units between Heindall's
return to the Travel Hall and the instant Hycretis started transfusions
with his shattered wist and broiled armunder the tissue regenerator.

About that nonent, the floor rose up and struck ne down.

Wien | woke, | was in the cell-block under the Tower. Lovely place
it was, wth a single bright and recessed light in the ceiling, solid
gl owst one bunk wi thout furs, barred doors, and a handy-dandy automatic
restrainer field to scranble ny thoughts and keep ne in.

When |1'd seen Ayren Bly years back, | hadn't anticipated being on
his side of the bars. What was done was done.
Havi ng nothing better to do, | tried concentrating hard enough to

negate the scranbling effect of the restraining field. Didn't seemto
take too long before I could shut out the automatic nature of the
scranblers and slide into the corridor outside the cell. | heard
footsteps and slipped back into ny cell.

| got back where | was supposed to be just in tine. Freyda,
Qi nthor, Eranas, and two hefty Guards | didn't know arrived to march
nme up to the Hall of Justice.

Since it was a CGuard affair, the proceedings weren't public.

Freyda, Kranos, and Eranas, as Tribunes, sat up on the dais facing
the Hall. | was placed at one side in the red-railed box reserved for
the nasty nml efactors. Frey was seated across from nme behind the silver
podi um reserved for the prosecutor. Although the Hall could acconmodate
t housands, only a few Guards sat in the front rows.

"An informal CGuard procedure,” announced Eranas in his raspy voice.

Frey bowed and scraped, and the two Guards yanked ne to ny feet so |
coul d bow and scrape. And | bowed and scraped.

"Counsel for the Guard requests disciplinary procedures for Guard
Loki . "



| was on ny own. Under disciplinary procedures, | didn't rate
counsel, not that it would have mattered.

"Senior GQuard Loki," | began, automatically pronoting nyself for no
good reason except that | was angry, "declares his innocence by reason
of extrene provocation and fear of grave physical and bodily harm
t hreat ened by Counsel or Heindall."

Qdinthor, sitting in the front row, snorted |oudly and | ooked at
Eranas. Eranas nodded at Frey.

Frey clinmbed to his feet, for once without the |ight saber, and nade
it very sinple, and he was good at bei ng sinple.

Loki was a Cuard. Loki was responsible for inportant repairs.
| nstead one Loki had booby-trapped a gauntlet which had harned a
Counsel or seriously.

Frey used the big wall screen sparingly and basically to display
shots of Heindall collapsing in a shower of fire and Iiving bl ood,
followed with a shot of the poor assaulted Counselor lying in the
Infirmary surrounded with all types of nedical support equiprent.

As Frey continued, | realized the dope had been used. He honestly
didn't know that the gauntlet had been doubl e-trapped for ne.

Finally, it was ny turn

"Tribunes, ny defense is sinple. First, Heindall intended that what
happened to hi m shoul d happen to nme. Second, he waited for perhaps
seasons for an excuse to adm nister such an assault disguised as
routi ne Maintenance work. Third, when ny repairs were conpl eted, he
knew there was a chance |I would still be hurt and he forced ne to test
the gauntlet."”

"Can you prove any of this?" rasped Eranas.

"Yes, Tribune. First, | carefully recorded the internal structures I
found in the gauntlet | received fromHeindall, and the records fromny
di agnostic center will show that the gauntlet was altered to focus tine
energy on the wearer. | suggest you exam ne the records before they

becone unavail able. "

Eranas m ght be thinking of stepping down, but he was nobody's fool.
He di sappeared straight fromthe dais, presunmably tinme-sliding straight
to the mech shop

"W wait," noted Freyda. She | ooked at her son.

Eranas was back in place at the center of the Tribunes in a handful
of units. "Loki, you are a damned fool. Heindall nmay have deserved what
he got. But wi thout order, the Guard has nothing, and if your exanple
were foll owed, there would be no order—"

"But—" | protested.
"But nothing!" rasped Eranas. "Heindall will be in the Infirmary for
anot her ten days. You will spend half that tine on Hell, and the other

hal f recovering fromHell.'
He flipped the black wand out of its holder and jabbed it at ne to
enphasi ze his point. Neither Kranos nor Freyda had said a word.

| started to ny feet to protest, but didn't get very far. It felt
like the entire Hall of Justice hit me in the face. | cane to in Hell,
or rather, on it.

The sky is a scarlet black so bloody deep it curdles your soul. The
ground is all sand and rock, and little scavenger rats scurry out from



under the rocks to bite with needle teeth anything that is there to
bi te—i nsects, grubs, |egs, toes, arns, what have you.

| couldn't see nuch of that, chained as | was to a |arge black chunk
of nountai nside. Could barely think, because the Guard hadn't taken
many chances. This tinme, unlike the period in the cell-block, sonmeone
had set an entire bank of restrainer fields up and focused themall on
me. | wasn't thinking the sane thoughts tw ce, but four or five tines,
and in fragnents.

Somewhere | was bei ng supported by a conceal ed cel |l ul ar regenerator,
but the water tube in the mask that covered nost of ny face didn't
function.

The restraining fields prevented enough coherent thought to keep ne
fromtinme-diving off the planet of the dammed, and the regenerator
gadgetry was supposed to keep nme in one piece.

Wth all that, | still could have dived clear, but clanped as | was
to the black stone, | couldn't carry the whole nmountain with ne.

Every so often—I couldn't keep track—a | arge night eagle woul d
come scream ng out of the scarlet night that was day and rip a hunk out
of me. | didn't see much, not with the face mask protector, the partial

hel net, throat guard, and extended breastpl ate.

Not nercy, but practicality. The regeneration gear can't keep a body
together if the eagles get the eyes, head, throat, or sone |arge ness
of guts.

Strapped there to suffer as these lovely beasts and birds rip away,
nost victims have a tendency to scream | did too, until | was too
hoarse to continue. Sonme things |I'mnot proud about.

Gravel -t hroat ed, whi sper-voiced, unable to nove, unable to scream
unable to dive, a cold fire built within nme, focused on the absolute
injustice of Guard justice, and between the | apses of consciousness,
bet ween the stabs of pain as a scavenger rat nipped off a toe, snipped

t hrough an Achilles tendon, | concentrated on ny future, ny destiny ...
If I had to strike, strike | would not until I wenched bl oody suns
fromtheir orbits ... by god, by Hell, by the eagles of night screaned

and ripped, ripped and screanmed. And screans fromny dry throat nerged
with theirs and the bl ackness.

XI

| woke up in the Infirmary, alone, cellular-regeneration equi pnment
attached to both arnms and | egs and with heavy w apping around ny all
too tender m d-section.

d owst ones and sl ow gl ass, white panels and sunlight, all cane out
gray in ny sight.

| slipped back into sleep, and dreaned.

A man in black, the black singlesuit of the Guards, and a man in red

st ood on nount ai ntops facing each other across a cloud-filled chasm
Gray clouds framed the scene; no sunlight intruded.

The bl ack man threw thunderbolt after thunderbolt at the red man,
who never responded, never ducked, accepted each blast w thout noving,
wi t hout effect.

Wth each cast, the man in black |aughed. Each | augh infused the
cl ouds beneath his feet with a darkness, a grow ng ugliness. The clouds
of darkness began to clinmb fromthe depths below, to tug at the feet of
the man in red, who stood as if asleep, untouched, unnoving. But his



eyes were open, unseeing.

Wth a | augh that echoed through the gray skies, that shook the
clouds until they trenbled, the black figure | eaned forward and
rel eased a | ast thunderbolt, terrible in its power, a yellow sword that
shone with bl ackness, mightier than all that had cone before.

The sound of the |augh reached the man in red and his eyes filled
wi th know edge, and, as they filled w th understandi ng, that |ast
t hunder bol t struck his shoul der, and he staggered, dropping to his
knee, swaying on the nountain-top.

Soneone touched ny shoul der, and | woke.

Loragerd was sitting in the stool next to the high bed.

| tried to croak sonething.

“"Not yet," she said softly, laying her hand on ny forehead.

There was plenty | wanted to know. No Guard shoul d | ose
consci ousness so quickly on Hell. I couldn't say nuch, but Loragerd
filled me in. The Guards who dragged ne off to Hell had been Heindall's
friends and hadn't been especially careful about the breastplates or
t hroat guards.

Eranas, crafty old schenmer, had figured as nmuch. He, Kranos, and
Freyda had waited until the damage to ne becane apparent, recorded the
scenario on hol o, and rescued ne.

Evi dence in hand, they'd held another Guard hearing, discharged the
Guards invol ved, one of whomwas ny ferret-faced acquai nt ance,
confiscated their equi pnent, and subjected themto that surgical
procedure which insured they woul d never dive again.

Under neath ny cocoon of bandages, | shivered.

The Tribunes had let ne go to the point of death, destroyed the
lives of Guards who di sobeyed, and never nmade it public.

| drifted back into sleep, half-exhausted, half-sweating, with
Loragerd stroking ny forehead.

Four days dragged by before Hycretis let me out of the Infirmary.
Bal dur insisted |I take another four before show ng up in M ntenance.

Surprisingly, the backlog wasn't bad.

"That's because Bal dur cane over every night and whi pped off a bunch
of repairs," Brendan expl ai ned.

In my absence, Brendan and Narci ssus had been in a dive or die
situation. Narcissus had done neither, just plodded al ong, polishing
awnay.

Brendan had dived, right into the business end of Mii ntenance, and
| earned plenty on his own, though he was still strangely | acking
confidence in his own abilities.

Sonmehow, the backlog didn't seemquite so inpressive, quite so
overwhel m ng, not that | took it for granted or didn't keep whittling

it down. A new perspective, | guessed.
Sonme scars heal quickly; sone do not. Heindall had set ne up.
Fool proof. If 1'd done as |1'd been told and goofed, | woul d have been

dead. If 1'd fixed it properly, played it straight, then Heindall would
have delivered the nessage that he could dispatch ne at any tine.

Hei ndall got out of it with a slightly bruised arm but two Guards
who foll owed himwere permanently disabled, and the only one who'd
stood up to himwas sent to Hell



The nore | reflected, the angrier | got, but it wasn't the
unt hi nki ng anger that had gotten ne into the ness.

| set nyself the goal of mastering every piece of equiprment in the
entire M ntenance Hal |l —dating back to the Twilight/Frost G ant Wars.
That woul d be one step, | decided.

The second step would be nore difficult, but | put some stock in the
dream Loragerd had interrupted. | identified with the man in red.
needed to wake up, but that meant becom ng vulnerable, and if | did,
needed to learn ny own full capabilities.

| petitioned Sanm s to tutor nme in everything he knew about hand-t o-
hand and weaponry.

Samm s had been around awhile, just how | ong no one seened to know.
He had done the "attitude adjustment” course for trainees as well as
t he conbat training. The basic hand-to-hand instruction had been where
|'d discovered that | could half tine-slide and speed ny novenents
while staying in the "now"

Samm s could detect that skill, | had discovered, nuch to ny
chagrin, while he could not do it hinself.

| hadn't believed him and it had showed on ny face.

Samm s chal l enged ne. "Go ahead. 1'Il stay put. Go on."
| had been upset at being put down in front of Ferrin and Patrice,
per haps because they had done so well in the classroomstuff. | hadn't

t hought, just charged Samm s, sliding at the last instant and figuring
to come out behind him

I nstead of surprising him ny chin had arrived on his open palm
Fromthat point, | had concentrated on the basics with Samm s.

Now, with Heindall waiting in the shadows to do ne in if |I gave him
hal f a chance, | needed nore than basics. |I wanted everything he could
gi ve ne.

For once, | decided to do it formally. I went to Bal dur and asked
his perm ssion to spend part of each day training wth Samm s to
i nprove ny skills.

“"No problem and I'Il enter it on your training record in the proper
doubl escript,"” Bal dur said, alnost kindly.

| was confused.

He smled. "Loki, you're feeling that you' ve negl ected sonet hing,
and that you need nore skills. Your work here is superb, and | think

the Guard woul d benefit fromyour efforts to broaden your capabilities.
Let's leave it at that."

Sonetinmes Baldur left me with the feeling that he saw nmuch nore than
he let on, but | didn't want to push it.

He nmust have gotten to Sammi s before | did, because Samm s said, "O
course"—w th a catch.

The catch was that he and Wyan worked as a team and that as a team

they would teach ne. "Besides, it would take two or nore to really
force you to upgrade your skills,"” Samm s noted.

Always the veiled hints, the nmessages within nessages. | had never
t hought how many tinmes this sort of information was passed in the
Guar d.

Wrking with Sammi s and Wyan, even for just a hundred units a day,
was nore pleasure than toil.

Each of them sensed what the other was about to do and react ed.



One night at Hera's, Verdis told ne that they predated Cdinthor in
the Guard. | hadn't thought that nuch about it, didn't have a chance to
draw Verdi s out because of the noise, and didn't get back to it.

Wth my usual tactful ness, the next afternoon | broached the subject
in what | thought was a suitably oblique manner.

"Qdi nt hor has been hangi ng around the Tower for centuries. Wen did
he | ast take a diving m ssion?"

Wyan screwed her elfin features into a wy grinmace. Samm s stroked
his chin and | ooked at the equi pment roomfloor. Finally, he answered.
“I couldn't rightly say, but I think the followup work to the
Twilight/Frost Gant Wars."

My jaw dropped open. Two mllion years back. "How ... his m nd"
| nmean ... " | stammered.

“"Not that bad," commented Wyan. "Even when he started, he never had
much of one."

Sanmm s gl ared over at his partner.

"You're older than Odinthor,"” | snapped at Sanm s.

"No." He grinned. "But she is."

| | ooked at Wyan. Never would | have guessed it. Wth Freyda, and |

knew Freyda was only a coupl e thousand years old, | could see the
dar kness of age behind the clear eyes.
"You two are still taking mssions."

They gl anced at each other, back at ne.

Wyan spoke next. "Who wants to sit around and let their mnd rot in
front of a useless fireplace or an unused consol e? Keep young by
doi ng. "

"But —you coul d be Counsel ors, Tribunes ..

Dead silence. Samm s pointedly stared at the floor once nore. Seened
enbarrassed. Wiy did he seem so upset, shy, flustered?

"Loki, you rush in, don't you?" Wyan asked gently, hunorously, but
her smle held a trace of sadness.

"You two confuse me. My span is neasured in tens of years, not
hundreds of thousands, |ike yours."

There was sonething | was m ssing, but dammed if | could figure out
what .

"Perhaps we were," concluded Wyan briskly. "And now," she changed
t he subject, "you've got nore to | earn about knife-work."

She and Samm s started buckling on protective arnor. | stood there
hol di ng m ne.
Tribunes ... Samms and Wyan ... when ... and then it hit: the

Triumvirate! Odinthor and the two others, the first three Tri bunes,
with the other two the only Guards to strike down Cdinthor.

| started to strap on the arnor, but ny notions were slow because ny
t houghts were stirred up.

Only Odinthor renmained fromthat glorious tinme of great deeds, |I'd
t hought, but there were three left, nmaybe nore. If so, Samm s and Wyan
had operated as a teamfor over twenty thousand centuries, incredible
as it sounded.

The I egend was all | had to go on, because the Archives records of
that period had been sealed by the Tribunes who had followed the
Triunvirate. Wiy was uncl ear.



According to the tales, the Triunvirate had created the structure of
the Guard, with the Counselors and the three Tribunes, to fight the
nmenace of the Frost Gants. Mdire than half that early Guard had
perished in the centuries-long battle, and in the end, entire systens
had been reduced to nolten sl ag.

As | recalled the legends, | realized there was no real
"afterwards.” Not hing nmentioned what had happened. The War was won, and
life went on. W had won a glorious victory, right?

| put down the arnor. "I can't practice.”
Wyan | ooked at Sammi s. He nodded. She smil ed.
"How about Loratini's?" she asked rhetorically.
We stowed the arnmor and slid.

|"d never been to Loratini's Inn, the oldest Inn on Query. You had
to be invited to be welcome. Runor was that no Counsel ors, Tribunes, or
trai nees were ever invited.

An odd place, it seened to nme, with separate bal conies for each
table, with each bal cony, maybe twenty in all, set in stone and
overlooking the Falls. Oficially the Falls were called Loratini Falls
and had been well visited once upon a tine.

The three of us sat around the circular table. | had opted for
firejuice. They had beers. Wyan's was dark, and Samm s's |ight.

"What do you know about the Twilight Wars?" asked Wyan.

"Only the | egend. But when you said you' d been Tribunes, sonething
clicked. And there was another question, too. | nean, there was no
conclusion, no real ending to the | egend."

Samm s snort ed.

A pair, areal pair, they were, like a set of gauntlets perfectly
mat ched. Even | ooked alike. Both with the [ight brown hair, the faint,
tiny lines close to the corners of their eyes, with pointed chins and
elfin faces, though Samm s's features were a shade heavier. Wyan was
physi cal |y bi gger.

Bot h had piercing green eyes, set off by even tans. Al of us tanned
easily and fairly darkly with a bronze cast.

The nore | thought about it, the nore confusing it becane. There |
was, sitting with two people who I figured were fornmer Tribunes, who'd
controlled the entire Guard and who had given it up to work for
mllions of years at standard Guard assignnents. VWiy? And why didn't
anyone say anyt hi ng?

"Because," Wyan answered nmy unspoken question, "QOdinthor is the
only one left who knows the full story. Let's Just speculate, say it
m ght have happened this way." | shifted nmy weight in the stool and
listened.

"Odinthor is the strongest diver—except for you—t he Guard has ever
had. Unfortunately, his norality is nonexistent, and his directional
senses were worse. Too nuch of the early Guard was tailored for him
fromthe el aborate directional aides in the wist gauntlets to speci al
hom ng beacons, because he was the only diver strong enough at first to
break the para-tinme barriers of the Frost Gants. But let's guess a
little nore about the Twilight War and add a bit to the story,
remenbering that it's only a story."

Wyan paused, and Samm s continued where she had left off even
t hough a word had not passed between them



"Believe it or not, the War created the Guard."

The War started when parts of Query started freezing solid,
i nst ant aneously, according to the | egend.

" ... but none of the divers could get close to the Gants. As the
G ants travel ed through space and tine, they warped the tine around
t hensel ves and sustained thenselves with that energy. The backl ash was
the freezings. The first problemwas to find the home or base of the
Gants ... "

Samm s kept talking, and | found nyself being drawn into the story.
| wasn't sure | should believe any of it.

The Frost G ants stood only a head or so taller than the tall est
Queryans and were not giants in any real sense, though they had four
arms and consi derably nore nass.

The Frost G ants denonstrated anot her adaptation of the time-diving
talent, noted Wyan as she took up the tale. Wiile they had definite
range limts, a Gant could tinme-dive to any point in the gal axy which
exi sted during his or her or its own objective life. Gants seened to
have |ived several mllennia.

| hadn't asked for a dissertation on the Frost G ants, but
remenbering ny training thrashings from Sanms | decided to | et them
make their point in whatever obscure fashion pleased them

G ants went through two phases. In childhood they were planet-bound
until they physically matured, had children, and then becane fully
adult. Adults gained the ability to tine-dive and place-slide. If the
maturing "child" did not inherit the talent, he, she, or it died of old
age within the century.

In maturity, the Frost G ants needed no gross physical food, but
absorbed the heat energy around themw th each dive. How they "drank"
it without burning thensel ves up, none of the Queryan scientists could
figure out.

"Yes, we had scientists,” explained Wyan.
The nore the expl anations went on, the nore confused | got.

"The Frost G ants were big, and when they matured, if they matured,
they could tine-dive, and when they dived they fed and took all the
heat energy fromwhere they dived, which |left sone planet or |ocale

with a frozen chunk. Is that the idea?" | asked.
Samm s nodded and kept tal king.
At that time, tinme-diving was a talent still new to Query, not nore

than a thousand years since it had first popped up.

Queryan spaceshi ps had investigated and pl aced bases on the two
ot her cl osest system planets, and the scientific community was hopi ng
for a break-through on a faster than |ight drive.

The first awareness of the Frost G ants canme when half the base on
Thoses was frozen solid.

Wyan took over the story and sunmarized the sumary.

The Queryan pl anetary governnent, really a titular nonarchy—
what ever that was, | thought—had sent an expedition out to Thoses to
i nvesti gate—and found not hi ng.

In the neantine, the base on Mthrada, the innernost system pl anet
and the one next toward the sun from Query, had begun reporting
abnormal tenperature drops all over Mthrada.

Some bright scientist suggested programring all the |locations into a



conputer, which was pronptly done, to see if the results could be used
to predict new occurrences. Sone mlitary type, having too nmuch gusto,
decided that it wouldn't hurt to | ob a thernonucl ear weapon into one of
the predicted probability areas, provided it was unsuitable for
anything el se. The "experinment” was a great success, and fromthe
results, potted a Frost G ant.

At which point, the mlitary headquarters on Query was frozen solid
with the H gh Comand still inside.

The |l onger the story got, the nore questions | had.

At the sane time, interjected Samm s, the Governnent Tine Research
Laboratory, under the direction of Dr. Wyan Relorn, had been enpl oyi ng
the few hundred really good tine-divers to scout out possible
interstellar col onies—since it was obvious the mgjority of the Queryan
peopl e could not travel in tinme or use the ability to nove in space.

Dr. Relorn theorized that the ability to time-dive was inherent in
nost Queryans, but because of the special |imtations of the relatively
inflexible Laws of Time, they didn't realize their potential, or
t hought they were hal |l uci nating.

"None of this is in the Archives,”" | tried to point out reasonably.

"Let's just keep calling it a story," said Wyan, "just a nade-up
story."

"Al'l right. But we've got Frost G ants freezing chunks of Query
because sonebody bonbed one of themand a few scattered tine-divers
under a nutty doctor

"She's not that nutty,” said Samm s quietly.

|'d al nrost had enough. Now Sanm s was insinuating that his partner
Wyan was Dr. Wyan Relorn and that she had sailed to the rescue of
Query by formng the Tenporal Guard, right? Sanm s and Wyan were good
Guards, and maybe they'd been around since forever, but nothing
mat ched. | nust have nuttered ny objections half-al oud w thout
realizing that | had.

“"No. That cane later," said Wyan. "Try to understand, Loki.
MI1lions of people lived within kilos of where we sit. Al they knew
was that the nore the governnent tried, the worse it got. Each new
attenpt to fight the Frost G ants, even to di scover what they were,
resulted in nore of Query being frozen."

"So what happened?”

"Everything coll apsed. The King was torn apart in the Square, right
where the Tower now stands. People can stand anything but uncertainty,
and everything was uncertain." Her voice grew even nore intense. "Can
you imagine living in a city with mllions of people, none of them able
to dive or slide, not knowing if there would be food for your next
nmeal , or whether you would be frozen solid in the next instant? Know ng
t hat whatever the governnent did, it didn't matter? Believing that the
ti me-divers could save you, but that they wouldn't, and that it was all
t he governnent's fault?"

"People just don't do that!"™ | protested.

They both just stared at me, and | began to feel how old they really
were. For that instant, the nasks of youth that covered the depths of
their eyes slipped, and | saw another kind of Hell.

"Just say they did," | tenporized. "Wat happened next?"

The people left in the city of Inequital storned the Tinme Labs and
the famly housing of the divers. Mdst of the divers escaped, but their



famlies did not.

Mass diving disrupts the web of time and can be detected, and the
Frost Gants slid in where the renmaining divers had fled. Mst of
| nequi tal was frozen and pul veri zed.

After the riots, the fam nes, the diseases, and the G ants, perhaps
two hundred time-divers and 100 mllion Queryans were left. It was too
big to visualize. Wthin a space of a few years, the popul ati on dropped
froma billion to 100 mllion. N ne-tenths gone.

A diver named Augurt Qdin Thor cane to Dr. Rel orn and suggested
buil ding a community of divers, supplied with the remmants of the high
m d-tech wreckage, and using the divers to raid the rest of the Gal axy
to put Query back on its feet again.

Wth chaos reigning, the alternatives seemed worse.

The diver who | ocated the nost prom sing planets to steal from was
called Sammis Aon. After the first divers' canp had been built bel ow
Mount Persnol, the youth had appeared from nowhere while Dr. Rel orn and
Qi n Thor were talking.

The three had worked as a team Odin Thor had recruited divers. Dr.
Rel orn had supervised the project and organi zed the technol ogy. Sanm s
A on kept scouting. The di sappearance of the Frost G ants, though no
one knew then that was what they were, had allowed the situation to

stabilize—
"Di sappearance?" | interrupted.

"For a while," said Sammis. "Now do you want to hear it or not? It's
only what m ght have happened.”

| shut up and listened sonme nore. The shadows crossing the msts
fromthe Falls were getting longer, but ny firejuice was still nearly
unt ouched.

Wth the disappearance of the Gants and the influx, of new talent;
nore organi zation of the divers was not only possible, but necessary.
Since Odin Thor had been a Naval Marine, he suggested a mlitary
organi zation called the Tenporal Guard.

Dr. Relorn vetoed the idea, but not the nane, and suggested a | ooser
organi zation, roughly comunal. Gdin Thor saw he was in the mnority
and capi tul at ed.

During the short transition period of around fifteen years, the old
central city of Inequital was razed, and the Tower of the Guard, |ater
called the Tower of Imortals, was started with the new know edge of
ti me-warping and the construction techni ques that renmained fromthe
| ast of the Queryan hi gh technol ogy.

| still wanted to know how the | egend of the Twilight/Frost G ant
Wars got started.

As the rebuilding of Query along the |ine of self-sufficient
i ndi vidual communities progressed, it was becom ng apparent that many
Queryans were not aging and either they or their children or both had
the tinme-diving ability.

"Remenber, Loki, there was a tinme when we were not Imortal.
Renenber that when you becone a god,"” Wyan said.

Samm s gl ared at her before going on.

Far-roving divers under the direction of Samm s O on kept running
across traces of the Frost Gants. Finally, an isolated Frost G ant
popped up on the edge of the new city of Quest and froze one famly.



Qdin Thor seized the opportunity to rally the divers into a crusade
against the Frost Gants, with himin charge, naturally, and wth the
di vers behind him offered a nomnal split in the |eadership to Samm s
A on and Dr. Wyan Rel orn.

Wth a fait acconpli staring themin the face, with the anger of
di vers who had lost one famly to the G ants, the doctor and the young
scout capi tul at ed.

Finding the Gants was the easy part. In the undertinme, they left a
trail vibrating with energy. The difficulty lay in figuring out what to
do once Odin Thor's Guards found the individual G ants. Past experience
i ndi cated that no known energy weapon short of a thernonucl ear warhead
or a dreadnought class |aser was effective.

Samm s and his scouts conbed the high-tech cultures of the Gal axy as
far back and forward as they could reach, bringing back weapons and
weapon- maki ng machi nery.

In the end, with all the grubby persistence that the Guard
personified, Samm s O on hinself found the device—nothing nore than a
glorified sun-tunnel with special circuitry.

| looked at the two. It was al nbst evening, and the shadows were so
| ong they were beginning to nmerge into twlight.

"It doesn't end there, does it?"

"No, unhappily,” said Wyan.

Wyan condensed the story of what followed into units. "By tossing a
sun-tunnel linked to a sun into the proximty of a Frost Gant, with an
alternation between the sun and the near absolute zero of deep space,
an energy resonance was created which effectively fragnented the Frost
G ant. Odin Thor was overjoyed, equipped his best Guards with the
units, and they all went hunting.

"How many G ants they got before the Frost G ants realized a hunt
was on, | don't know. But the remmining G ants knew where the hunters
originated, and all descended on Query.

"The western continent was the heavily popul ated one, even after the
riots and the rest. The Gants froze it solid fromsea to sea. The
Guard baked and blistered it into a cinder with the counterattack.

Anot her eighty million perished.

"l suppose they thought we were ants, and they'd stirred the
anthill. | don't know. Gdin Thor and his crew drove them off, and when
the G ants dove clear, those that were left, the Guard turned the
G ants' hone planets into slag with stolen planet-busters and chased
the adults. Chased themto the end of the gal axy and back for a hundred
years, picking themoff one by one, even while the reforesting and the
rebuil di ng of the planet Query was begun by the Guards who stayed
behi nd.

"And when Gdin Thor returned fromhis nindless genocide, Dr. Relorn
and Sammis A on were ready for him"
"Ready? M ndl ess genoci de?" | didn't understand.

"Genocide," returned Wyan. "Qdin Thor never tried to comruni cate,
not even with the children, who were no threat. He destroyed themall,
four planets' worth."

"So what did the doctor and the diver do?" | asked in spite of
nmysel f.

"Why, " answered Sanm s, "they made Qdin Thor the great hero of the
Tenporal CGuard, and the three of themresigned to pave the way for



three el ected Tribunes to carry on the work of planetary
reconstruction.” He stopped to clear his throat. "Renenber, this is
only one way it could have happened. Maybe it did. Maybe it didn't."

Somet hi ng cl i cked.

They both got up abruptly. "Stay as long as you like, Loki. Don't be
| ate tonorrow. You need nore work with the knife."

| scarcely felt them | eave as thoughts swirled through ny mnd.

No glorious Tw light/Frost G ant Wars? The cataclysmthat struck
Query brought on by our own stupidity? Way would they tell nme such a
fantastic tale? Wy on Query woul d they?

| watched the stars above the nmst for a while, listened to the roar
of the falling water, and tried to digest it all.

What kept com ng back was the question of notive. If it weren't
true, why had they told nme? And how could two people tell a story like
that, as if they'd lived it, if they hadn't?

| toyed with the long-dry and enpty beaker that had held too nuch

firejuice for my owmn good, attenpting to puzzle it out. The story was
true or it wasn't.

At sonme point, | gave up and slid back to the Aerie.

Even there, | couldn't sleep, tired as | was. Gazing down into the
deep val |l eys, knowi ng what caused the fused and splintered canyon
wal I's, | asked nyself about the revenge taken on the Frost G ants by
Qi nthor. What had it cost hinf Did revenge always turn on the
revenger ?

| was different. That was how | answered nyself. No thoughtless
pursuer |ike Odinthor, at |east, not after ny taste of Hell. No, | was
different, and I would have ny revenge on Hei ndall.

Wul d that be enough?

Was revenge on Heindall really what | wanted?

Wth the questions piling up in the early norning hours, | drifted
into an uneasy sl eep.

Xl

A long norning, one that stretched out under the high ceilings of
the Tower as if it would never end—t hat was what the day prom sed.

Most technical peoples think that tinme passes at a uniformrate. It
doesn't. Any good time-diver knew that. A chrononeter will neasure
intervals precisely, but not the passage of tine.

Scientists explain the variance, if they try at all, by citing
bi ol ogi cal eccentricities, anything but the real answer, which is that
time just doesn't pass at a uniformrate. In nost places, it doesn't
vary much, it's true, but tine is not an interval

VWhat is it? It's time. Sinple answer, but the nost accurate.

On that norning when the tine dragged out, | left nmy work space to
find Bal dur.

Bal dur wasn't in his space. One | ook, and I knew he wouldn't be
back.

Bal dur never |eft |oose ends, and his ol d-fashioned witing platform
was bare. Only a few standard nmanual s remained in the shelves by his
st ool .

| tiptoed over to the witing platformand opened the single drawer.



Enpty. The whol e space was enpty.

| debated trying to track himdown before letting the Tribunes know,
but decided against it. Better to keep playing it safe and not give
Hei ndal | and conpany any free shots.

| rushed up the ranps to the Tribunes' chanbers and asked for Freyda
or Eranas.

| was tapping nmy feet by the time Eranas appeared.
"Baldur's left. Permanently."
"How do you know?"

| told himabout the tidy way in which all the | oose ends were tied
up, about how that would square wi th Bal dur.

“I can't say |'msurprised, Loki," Eranas nmused. "Thank you."
He turned to go.
“"Aren't you going to do anything? Locate hinP"

"For what? As a Counselor, he can | eave any tine he wants to. And
how could I conpel Baldur to do anything? Should I?" He smled at ne.
"If you found Bal dur, what would you say?"

Er anas wal ked back into his chanbers, |eaving ne there open-nout hed.

After thinking a unit, | crossed the Tower and wal ked i nto Personnel
to tell G|l nesh.
"Figures," he grow ed. "On your way back to Mai ntenance, take this."

He thrust a dented wist-gauntlet at ne. "It's Lorren's. Dammed f ool
left it on during hand-to-hand with Samm s."

Lorren was Gl nmesh's latest addition, a young blond trainee with an

insipid smle. | couldn't help but smle at the thought of what Sanm s
could do to a trainee's arrogance.
The corridors of the Tower were quiet in the norning. | waved at
Loragerd as | passed the Linguistics Center, but she didn't |ook up.
Back in my owmn work space in Miintenance, | dunped the wrist-
gauntl et on the bench, sat down on the high stool | |iked.

Bal dur was gone. That was it, and whether Eranas or Freyda or
Hei ndal | cared, | had to find out why.

To | ocate Bal dur, or see if |I could, | needed his assignnents file
and a |l ocator check. The question was how to get either. Gl nesh ran
Personnel and didn't seeminterested. He'd agree with Eranas. On the
ot her hand, Eranas wasn't going around announci ng Bal dur's di sap-
pearance. So maybe | could play it dunmb. Once again, | mght be risking
a bit, but safer to play dunb aboveboard than sneaky and get caught.

| needed an entree, so to speak. | got to work on Lorren's gauntlet.
Took a few units to put it back in shape, principally because |
replaced the mcrocircuitry lock, stock, and barrel. Wasteful, but
qui ck. Later I'd have to break down the damaged nodul es which |'d set
aside and fix them | didn't care nuch for total black-boxing as a
standard repair technique, but it did come in handy when | was in a
hurry.

G I nesh was a creature of habit, and one of his habits was sipping
cuerl at mdnorning with Frey and Hei ndal | .

Wth the gauntlet in hand, | trotted up the ranps to Personnel and
|oitered around the bend in the corridor until | heard the quick clunp
of boots heading toward the small | ounge where the Senior Guards often
t ook a break.



Time to present Lorren with his gauntlet.

He was sitting at the small console in the back corner, with his
bl ond hair hangi ng over his heavy brows and that insipid smle planted
firmy and unwaveringly on his face.

"Here's your gauntlet,” | announced.
Lorren nodded, wi thout even openi ng his nouth.

"I need to run down Bal dur's whereabouts. Can you run out an update
on his past assignnments?”

"Need G | nmesh's approval ."

"Look. Baldur is nmy supervisor. If he's upset at my running him
down, he'll take care of ne. You don't have to worry about it."

Lorren shook hi s head.

| picked the gauntlet up fromhis console.

The smile disappeared, to be replaced with a half-pout. "What are
you doi ng?"

"I'f you don't want to cooperate, fine. As a full Guard, | can
require any trainee to fix his own equi pnent.”

"But it's fixed," protested Lorren sulkily.

"I bl ack-boxed it, as a favor."

W stood there. Lorren thought about it. Gl mesh certainly woul dn't
let himoff fromhis duties to fix the result of his own carel essness.
He'd have to cone down to Maintenance in his free tine.

"All right, if you're going to be that way about it."

He punched a series of commands on the console. | held on to the
gauntl et. \Wen he handed ne both the print-out and the tape, nore than
a fewunits later, | let go of the gauntlet.

| left, hoping | didn't run into G|l nesh on the way out.

In a corner farther down and around the corner, | took a | ook at the

print-out. The earliest dive entry date was over two hundred centuries
back—real tinme. | hadn't thought Bal dur had been with the Guard twenty
t housand years, but | supposed it wasn't all that surprising.

Frey wasn't around when | marched through the archway into Locator.
| hadn't planned it that way, just happened. Ferrin was doi ng nost of
t he work anyway.

Wt hout any doubt, Ferrin was the worst diver in nenory to have
passed the Test, but he nore than redeened hinself in the running of
the | ocator system

Ferrin was the one who rearranged the rotation systemfor al
trai nees, Q@uards, and Senior Guards by figuring the actual diving
abilities into the schedule. That way, there was always a strong ti ne-
di ver on | ocator duty.

"Ferrin, can you run a |ocator cross-check for ne? Bal dur went off
wi t hout expl ai ni ng some heavy Mai ntenance scheduling and, frankly, |
need sone of his technical expertise.”

Ferrin's eyebrows |ifted.

"Loki, since | ama literal-m nded adm nistrator, and since you
undoubt edl y have a worthwhil e purpose, far beyond ny neager powers of
conprehension, | will indeed facilitate your search."

| restrained a smile. A diver Ferrin mght not be, but he knew | was
skirting legality. Ferrin, perhaps nore than anyone | knew, could snel
a fish. But he knew, and | nean knew, what would hurt the Guard and



what woul dn' t.

He slipped off the stool, took the tape data-bloc and eased it into
his tracer consol e.

"This is totally unnecessary, and that's one of the reasons |I'm
happy to do it."

| couldn't believe that. Bal dur di sappearing and a tracer
unnecessary?

"I"ma snoop, Loki. Surely you renmenber that. That's why | can keep
this place goi ng—because | know nore than |'m supposed to. News does
have a way of spreading, you know. "

He turned back to the tracer screen. "You take a | ook."

| | ooked.

The console had printed in its stylized script, "No present trace.
| ndi vi dual does not register outside previous |ocales.”

Bal dur coul dn't disappear. Not |ike that. But the console said his
back- and fore-tinme traces existed only in the places his assignnent
tape said he'd already been. Ergo he'd di sappeared. Right?

"Loki," said Ferrin, "whatever Bal dur's done, he deserves to be left
alone. If he went to all the trouble of disguising his trace enough
that we can't locate him you can certainly see he doesn't want to be
di sturbed. And if he were dead, the change in the signal would show "

“Maybe," | noted, still suspicious.

"You suspect everyone and everything. You should. But nobody
di sli ked Bal dur. Nobody, not even Heindall."

What Ferrin said nade sense. | didn't want to believe that Bal dur,
who was so concerned about the future of Quest and Query, would off and
take a dusting.

| left the data-bloc with Ferrin, pocketed the print-out, and headed
back to the Mintenance Hall.

| didn't get nuch tinme by nyself before the Tribunes arrived—al
three of them—Freyda, Eranas, and Kranos.

After scranmbling off the stool, | bowed slightly in wel cone.
"We have a problem" began Eranas.

"Wth Baldur's disappearance, the Guard is left wi thout a
Mai nt enance supervisor with the appropriate know edge and seniority.
Wil e no one doubts your unquestioned ability, to say nothing of your
skill as a diver, your inpetuousness and |ack of seniority are equally
denonstrable. At the sane time, no Senior Guard having nmechani ca
talents is available, and it will be a nunber of years before you wll
be eligible for Senior Guard status.”

Er anas obvi ously wanted sone acknow edgnent from ne.
"l understand the problem"

"We explored a nunber of alternatives, including making you the
nom nal head of Maintenance with supervision by the Tribunes
personal ly. But the unw se precedent that could be set by nmaking a
junior Guard a departnent head and the fact that such supervision could
be somewhat tine-consumng ... "

In short, young fellow, | translated, you've already given us too
many headaches.

" | eads us to another tenporary expedient, which we wll review



on a periodic basis. Assignnents and Mi ntenance will be consolidated
under Heindall, but you will in fact take charge of the daily
operations of Mintenance."”

All three waited for me to react.

| couldn't say | was surprised. No other Senior Guard woul d have
touched the job for anything if what Loragerd had told ne about the
gossip was hal f-true.

“Not nmuch | can say, honored Tribunes. Wiile Heindall and |
certainly have not seen eye-to-eye in the past, | amconfident we wll
devel op a working relationship of nutual understanding."

Transl ate that any way you want, | thought.

"So long as that remains a working relationship,” comented Kranos
in his deep bass voice, "all of us will be pleased, |'msure."

| bowed slightly once nore.
"l appreciate the trust you have put in nme."
Wth as little cerenony as when they arrived, the three left.

One of two things woul d happen, | decided. Either | would be swanped
with trainees to avoid a recurrence of the present situation or they'd
| eave nme alone as long as | kept out of trouble.

After the entourage of higher-ups departed for their sanctified
guarters el sewhere in the Tower, | studied the print-out of Baldur's
past assi gnnents.

On the average, he had taken a diving assignnment once a year, and
that worked out to over twenty thousand. The physical print-out was
notational, with all the assignnents and the duration, objective and
subj ective, on a line or less. Twenty thousand assignments neant twenty
t housand lines, or a few hundred thin pages.

| was searching for a specific kind of |isting, however, and deci ded
to assunme for nmy first tries that no foul play was involved, that
Bal dur had | eft voluntarily.

How was | going to find himwhen the |ocator tag system coul dn't?

The locator got a fix on every fore- and back-tine point where a
diver is or has been. The "now' position was determ ned by elimnating
past assignnents with a cross-index, which was why the records of al
di ves were so rigorously naintai ned by Personnel.

Further, the rules of Tine are inflexible. No diver could occupy the
same tinme slot in nore than one place in the sanme solar system | never
under st ood why a diver could occupy the sane tine point in different
systens, but that was the way it worked. Bal dur couldn't have tine-
dived back to a tine/place where he'd been once—unl ess he broke-out at
the end of that earlier dive. | hadn't asked for differentials, and
Ferrin hadn't suggested it, which struck nme as suspicious, after the
fact.

Bal dur was hung up on doing constructive work, which neant a m d-
tech culture and sone place he wanted to stay for a while. My first
step in trying to track down Bal dur, after polishing off the routine
mai nt enance waiting in ny bin, would be to programny idea of Baldur's
i deal honme into the Archives Data Banks and request a list, hard copy.

Great insights aside, | still had a day-to-day job to get done. The
Mai nt enance "in" bin was strangely full. Alot of it was real junk
dusty, unused for decades. Coincidences |ike that weren't.



| rated a m dday break, despite the workload, and took the tine to
trot up to the Guard section of the Archives instead of sliding out to
an Inn or the Aerie for a bite to eat.

|'d already decided to ask the Data Banks for the narrowest search
possible, figuring | could widen it step by step if the paraneters
didn't touch on one of Baldur's earlier assignnents.

Sitting there in the golden glow of the black-walled cube, waiting
for the screen display and ready to punch the print stud, | wondered
why | was so determined to track down the gentl e engineer

Anot her thought struck nme, and | asked the Archives data systemif
anyone el se were indexing the sane dat a.

"Affirmative," scripted the screen.
"What command?" | pursued.
"Duplicate all requests, LKI-30, Red."

| struck the side of the cubicle, hammered ny fist against the
unyi el ding plastic, but the sharp lance of pain up ny arm di ssuaded ne
from further banging. That plastic was hard.

If they wanted to know what | was up to, I'd give them nore than
enough information. Scranble their schenes that way.

In the nmeantine, the information began witing out on the console

screen. Al in all, about two hundred tinme |ocal es matched.

| ordered a print-out, then went ahead with ny decision to nuddle
the waters by w dening the search. | lowered the tech | evel by one
magni t ude, whi ch boosted the nunbers considerably.

The second list was lengthier, as well it should have been, with

over two thousand tine | ocal es.

| cancelled the hold on the first grouping, ordered a print-out on
t he second, and left the second list on recall hold for ny personal
code. | hoped that would give the inpression that |I'd found what |
wanted in the second grouping, rather than the first.

| anbl ed back down the ranp to Maintenance. The repairs piled in the
bin were still waiting; they seemed to have grown in the short tinme
had been absent. Sonme variation of the thene that idle hands make easy
work for careless tinme, | guessed.

Anot her thought occurred to ne as | pitched in on a portable
at nosphere generator which had definitely seen better days—uptine
Terran manufacture, lots of plastic, excess back-up circuits to cover
t he sl oppy constructi on—Bal dur had been a Counsel or, even though he
had avoi ded nost of the neetings.

Maybe, just maybe, he'd gotten tired of the plottings, the
maneuverings, and what have you. But | couldn't be certain.

| plowed through the work on the regenerator, finished it off,
i nproving the workmanship in the process, and started in on a set of
canp barriers, followed by a child s deep space suit that hadn't been
used in centuries.

| gritted nmy teeth and did the best | could, making a pretty good
dent in the pile. Sonme of the easier garbage | farmed out to Narcissus
and Brendan. Sooner or later | was going to get ahead of it because
even Frey couldn't break it as fast as we three could fix it.

Wen | left the Tower at twilight, | smled at everyone | passed,
even Heindall. | tinme-slid to the Aerie, the two sets of print-outs
stuffed into ny thigh pockets.



At the Aerie, it was still afternoon, but I'd grown used to the sun-
position differences over the years.

| set the print-outs on the table next to the pernmagl ass w ndow and
grabbed sonme fruit and nuts fromthe keeper, along with a beaker of
firejuice.

| pulled up the stool and started in on a quick conparison of the
Archives' short |ist against Baldur's assignnents. At |east ten
mat ched—r equi ri ng di ves and expl orati ons and searches of ten planets.
By the tinme | made ten tinme-dives, soneone in Locator, and by then
felt everyone was nonitoring nmy every nove, would figure out what | was
doi ng.

Dive smart, not often, Samm s had said. | m ght have to do sone
t hi nki ng about this, | figured as | munched ny way through the print-
out s.

| laid out a couple of assunptions. Nunmber one: |f Baldur really
| i ked one area culture, he woul d have nade several dives there on some
pretext or another.

| went through the ten assignnments that matched the data-bank short
list and cane up with two systens that Bal dur had visited often.

The Atl antean Enpire on Terra, twelve centuries back real objective
time, was the first. The second was the third early nech period of
M dgard, five centuries back. Both were well within Baldur's [imted
ti me-diving range.

My guess was M dgard. The Atlantean Enpire of close back-tine Terra,
as | recalled, had been a casualty of a unique natural catastrophe
whi ch wi ped out all chance of such a pass-on.

M dgard was a relatively small and dense pl anet, and the back-tine
era where | suspected Bal dur had gone to earth was relatively
under popul ated, but it would take forever to search each "industrial™
center for hints.

So | curbed ny inpatience and | eaned back to watch the flashing
threads of the silver rivers below, resisting the urge to chew through
my fingernails. Didn't have nmuch practice at anal ytical thinking, but
maybe it was tinme to start.

Item Baldur liked to think and to work wth his hands.

Item Bal dur disliked the continual tinme-tanpering of the Guard.
Item Bal dur could nake an inpact in any early mech cul ture.
Item No wi nds of tinme-change had acconpani ed his departure.

Possi bl e concl usi on: Bal dur was playing a | onger-range gane, and the
closer to real objective "now' his destination was, the less likely his
obj ective woul d be di scovered.

Thi nki ng done, | stood up and unl oaded an insulated warmsuit from
its sealed pack. | had it half on before | stopped.
| kept forgetting. | had all the tinme in the world. No one el se was

searching for Baldur, and | didn't have to find himthat night.

Was | deluding nyself? Wuld it be easy to pace nysel f, take sone
time? O was it that | already knew the answer? Or did | want tinme to
come up with my own answers? | stared into the norning hours, asking
guestions | could not answer, wal ki ng, watching the flickering silver
of the far-below rivers as they glittered agai nst the darkness of the

canyon's night, pacing in front of the pernagl ass—wonderi ng.



The dawn snaked its way over Seneschal all too soon after | had
crawed into ny furs, and later than | should have risen, but | managed
to grunble nyself together and onto ny feet. Fromthere it was only a
few units until | slid to the Tower and wal ked i nto Mi ntenance.

During the day, the backlog shrank a bit nore, perhaps because
Hei ndal | and conpany were running out of things to have repaired. Never
had so many odd pi eces of equi pnent been in such good condition.

During the m dday break, | wheedl ed a | anguage refresher out of
Loragerd, but had to pronise to be careful on Mdgard. | hoped she
woul dn't say anything, but | couldn't do much searching for Baldur if |
couldn't speak the lingo, something |I'd forgotten the night before, for
all mnmy serious deliberations.

Right after a quick evening neal, | pulled on the insulated suit and
dived fromthe Aerie, straight back to Mdgard and the tinme of Baldur's
| ast objective time assignnment, in the city of Fenris. The wolf-city
was nore like a town, with narrow streets and open sewers. A half-day
local, five taverns, and six smthies later I knew nothing nore than
when | started.

| tinme-dived back to the Aerie and fell into the waiting furs for a
few hours sl eep.

| made it to the Tower and into Maintenance at ny regular tinme, a
feat in itself after ny night explorations on Mdgard. As | studied the
new additions to the repair bin and congratul ated nysel f on naking al
the ends neet, Loragerd cornered ne.

"I'"ve been thinking."

"Danger ous occupation, thinking."

She avoided the hint. "I know Bal dur's di sappearance has upset you
but are you going to chase his ghost all over the gal axy?"

| turned on her, grabbing her shoul ders before | realized |I'd even
noved.

"Chost! So he is dead! How do you know?"

"Loki! Loki! Stop shaking me. I'mhere. |I'mnot your eneny. | don't
know what happened to Bal dur."

"You said ghost, and people who are alive don't have ghosts.™

| let go of her shoulders and found she was inside nmy arns, hol ding
nme. Holding ne, for Guards' sake.

"Loki, for such a strong nman, you're such an idiot."

| stood there for long units before | renmenbered to put ny arns
around her. At that, she stepped back out of ny arms and brushed
somet hing out of her eyes. She cleared her throat, and the sound was
swal | owed in the nmorning enptiness of the Maintenance Hall. "Wiy is it
so inmportant for you to find Bal dur?”

"Because it's not like himto disappear.™

"From what you've told ne, it is just Iike him No fuss, no outcry.
You're the one who likes the theatrics.”

That hurt, even from Loragerd, and she nust have realized it. She
| ooked at the gl owstone fl oor.

W avoi ded | ooking each other in the eyes. | gestured toward the two
stools in front of nmy bench. "There's sonething nore on your mnd,"
obser ved.



"You' Il never |ove anyone, and you know it. You may be fond of ne,
or want Verdis, even Freyda. But you won't l|let yourself |ove."

"What does that have to do with Bal dur?"

"Everything. Baldur |oved. He | oved everyone. And he couldn't stand
it anynore. He left. He didn't tell Freyda, or Eranas, or Heindall, or
Qdi nt hor, or you."

"How do you know?"

"Because they've been follow ng you, tracking you, wondering if you
can find Bal dur, half-hoping you can, half-hoping you can't."

"They don't have any ideas?" | snapped.
Loragerd brushed whatever it was out of her eyes again, cleared her
throat, and went on. She seened hoarse. "Freyda said ... she said you

ought to let the poor bastard al one.”

"What ?" Mani pul ati ng Freyda want ed sonmeone | eft al one?

"I"d better go, Loki."

"You just got here."

"You have work to do, and so do I."

She slipped off the stool into the quiet side lights and was |ost in
t he shadows within instants.

Wy had she cone down to see ne? Had she been trying to tell ne
sonet hi ng? Sonetines, none of it made sense.

| dropped off the stool, wal ked over to the bin, and studied the
backl og piled there. Wth the exception of the shield unit, Brendan and
Narci ssus could handle it all.

Despite my intentions to farmall of the repairs out to Brendan and
Nar ci ssus, | ended up working straight through. Not much |eft to do by
the | ate afternoon.

After picking up a quick nmeal at Hera's Inn, | tried to puzzle it
all out as | watched the sunset fromthe Aerie.
Bal dur gone, and no one able to track him no one wanting to.

Loragerd's puzzling appearance in the M ntenance Hall and that
busi ness about my not being able to | ove anyone. That had hurt.

Sammis had said to dive smart and not often, but as the sun dropped
| oner and cast a red light on the snowfields of Seneschal | found
nyself suited and ready to tinme-dive back to Mdgard. Another night,

another city—this tinme, I|solde.

My luck, skill, whatever, wasn't any better in Isolde.

Sonmehow t he days and nights passed. Fifteen cities, towns, villages,
and no sign of Baldur. Fifteen days consisting of two days and a coupl e
hours sl eep—a day at the Tower, a day on M dgard, and what sl eep
could get, the pattern repeating day after day. Fall was com ng, but |
didn't notice nuch of the mld change in season

The norning after nmy last dive to Mdgard, and | knew it was ny | ast

because there wasn't anywhere else to |l ook, | was staring blankly at a
war m suit power pack connection bl ock.

"Loki . "

| knew the voice, and swi vel ed on the stool to greet Freyda.

"My |ady."

She sel dom beat around the bush. She didn't then



"Haven't you tried enough?”
"Enough on what ?"
"Bal dur. What el se?"

"What did you do to hinP" | tried a glare, but was too tired for it
to make nuch of a dent in Freyda's conposure.

She shook her head slowy. "In such a hurry, trying to solve the
universe as if you had no tonorrow. |I'd hoped ... "
"Hoped what ?"

She smled faintly. "That is neither here nor now | thought | m ght
be able to help you. Way do you want to find Bal dur so badl y?"

"Because he shouldn't have di sappeared.”

"Did you know Ferrin has tried every possible Locator cross-check?
That i ncl udes conparlng the tinme-1ength of past assignnments, trying
variations on Baldur's Locator tag signal, and sending Sanm s back- and
fore-time with portable Locator packs.™

| swal |l owed that without commenting. No wonder the Tribunes had been
content to | et me poke around M dgard. They knew he wasn't there. "And
you let ne waste tine ...

"Wul d you have believed ne without trying it out yourself?"
| wasn't sure | believed Freyda then. "So what do you want now?"
"For you to stop wasting your energy chasing a ghost."

"What did you do to him or with hinP"

She | ooked at ne for a long tine, eye to eye, and her gaze never wavered. "I was
t he second choice to replace Martel —a very distant second. Bal dur was sel ected on
the first ballot. He refused, w thout explaining. If you want, I'l|l even open that
section of the Tribunes' private records to you."

Put in that light, I had no reason to disbelieve. | didn't
under stand, but Freyda was telling me the truth, at least, the truth as
she knew it.

"Why?" | caught nyself about ready to pound on ny workbench. "Wy
woul d he just wal k out on everything?"

"I have an answer, but | think you'll have to find your own, Loki.
Guards are human, all too human, for all our experience, all our age,
and all our abilities. You can't be a god and be a human, not both, and
stay sane. Somewhere you nake a choice. Bal dur chose one way, and | may
have to choose another. You will, too, if you haven't already."

The words whirled around in ny head, just words, disconnected from
any reality.

Looki ng into the darkness of the shadowed and shi el ded nachi nery,
aski ng why, and not having any answer, | let the tinme ebb and fl ow past
nme before | understood that Freyda had |eft.

| wondered if she had even been there.
WAs her appearance a creation of nmy own m nd?

Bal dur had dropped fromthe sight of the Guard, had turned his back
on us, and | had to accept that. But the question that kept digging at
me was why he'd gone. If | really understood why, | mght have been
able to figure out where. The only places he'd shown any great interest
in were like Terra, and personally | thought the Terrans were just |ike
us, too dammed ruthless for soneone |ike Bal dur.

| shrugged as | considered it. The change wi nds didn't blow far
backwards, and there was no way to track Bal dur, or anyone, through al
the fore-time possibilities.



Bal dur was gone. | had to accept that. The ol d nanmes were fading
from Query. Martel had stepped down. Gdin-thor was a shadow of hinself.
My grandfat her Ragnorak had been mi ssing for centuries.

How did an imortal die? Did immortals die, really die, or live out
nmeani ngl ess lives on dustballs in the void?

The ranks of the immortals were thinning, it seened, replaced with
the techs like Ferrin, Verdis, Loragerd.

Xl

| was perched above ny wor kbench, pondering over the possibility of
changi ng the layout in Mintenance when N codernus tiptoed in.

Never did understand why all the trai nees wal ked i nto Mii ntenance as

if they were treading on eggshells. | was always civil.
"What is it?"
"Counsel or Heindall would like to talk to you, sir."
“I"'mnot "sir,' N codemus. |I'mLoki, first, last, and al ways."
"Yes, sir."

As Ni codenmus stood there waiting, stiff, as if | were going to snap
his head off, | clinmbed dowmn fromny high stool, brushed ny hair off ny
forehead, and strai ghtened nmy black junmpsuit. | foll owed N codenus up
the ranp to Assignnents

Hei ndal | was waiting, calm assured, with his long black hair in
perfect place. He was frowni ng though, and kept pulling at his chin.

"Pr obl ens?"
"Thi nk so, but not certain. That nakes it worse."

He flicked his long fingers over the console in front of himwhile |
stepped up on the platformand settled nyself in the | ower stool across
fromhim

"You know Patrice?" he asked w thout |ooking away fromthe screen

"Went through training together."

"CGood diver, | gather."

"I don't know about her evaluations, but ny inpression was that she
woul d be good."

"Sanmi s agrees. Makes this disturbing.” I wanted to ask what it was
all about, but I bit ny lip. Heindall was usually so direct | wondered
if he was playing on ny inpatience.

| waited.

"Locator has a fix on her. Twelve centuries back. Toltek. Supposed
to have returned two days ago. Sent Derron after her, fully equi pped.
He hasn't returned either.™

"Tol tek? Derron?"

"Best diver fromthe Donestic Strike Force."

The assignnent Heindall was setting nme up for was shaping itself as
nasty, plain and sinple. If Frey's npost acconplished goon coul dn't
rescue one of the better divers in Scouting ..

He hadn't answered my question about Toltek so | asked again. "Never
heard of Toltek. Should it be famliar?"

"Tol tek?" Heindall seenmed anused. "No. Qut beyond Faffnir. Snal
cluster. Patrice did the prelimnaries fromdeep space, then orbit,
brought back sonme holo shots. Went in for a closer scan.”



"And never cane back, and you sent Derron. And he never cane back.
Now you want a doubl e rescue?”

Heindall's fingers flashed over the consol e again before he
answered. He didn't | ook straight at ne.

"May not be that sinple. Archives evaluated the holos Patrice
brought in. Signs of md-tech culture, maybe even high-tech.”

Hi gh-tech civilizations are rare, a handful in the tine and area

spans surveyed by the Guard. | shivered. | knew what was com ng. "Hi gh-
tech?" | asked.

He nodded.

"Wth two lost, if |I don't succeed, you'll reconmend cutting the

Guard's | osses?"
He nodded agai n.

Cl ear enough. If | didn't drag themout, at some back-tinme point a
pl anet - buster woul d be funnel ed through the undertine to Toltek.

The process woul d automatically destroy the planet and the
Tol t eki ans, but not necessarily an alert Guard. W'd have a chance, but
how much of a chance depended on circunstances. | didn't |ike that
pr ospect .

Sounds cruel, but it wasn't. Wth really good divers scarce, the
Guard couldn't afford to have them whittl ed down on rescue attenpt
after attenpt. And we weren't organized for nassive assaults. Al in
all, a second attenpt was worth it, but not a third.

| f necessary, the Tribunes would regretfully order a pl anet-busting.
They had done so before. Be less nessy if | recovered Patrice and
Derron.

"Briefing?" | asked, nentally trying to catal ogue what | m ght need
to take al ong.

Hei ndal | tapped several studs on the console, got up, and pointed to
t he di spl ay.

"Restricted,” he explained. | didn't question that, although
probably shoul d have.

| sat down in his stool, on edge about his standi ng behind ne, and
wat ched the script and holo shots unfold in front of ne. Patrice had
blown it. Cbvious even to a dunderhead like nme. You take it easy with
pl anetary cultures that build lots of structures which can be seen from
space.

Toltek was too regular. The forests, rivers, coastlines fit into a
definite pattern. Any culture which shaped a planet for aesthetic
pur poses had one Hell of a |ot of power to spare.

"Stinks," | commented to Heindall, nore to get his reaction than to
state the obvious.

"Forego your rescue and recomrend i medi ate destruction?" he asked
in a level tone.

Common sense said yes, but | wasn't about to be the one who decided
to destroy an entire planet. "No. I'll see what | can do."

According to the data Patrice had recorded, the air was breathabl e,
if high in water vapor and oxygen. The tenperature was a touch high,
and gravity heavy, but not enough to bother nme. | needed a snal
Locator pack to trace Derron's and Patrice's shoul der tags, plus
denolition cubes to cover our tracks if | succeeded.

"When are you | eaving?" Heindall interrupted ny planning with his



guesti on.

"As soon as | gather what | need,"” | replied, slipping off his stool
and headi ng out the archway toward the ranps.
| stopped by Maintenance to pick up a small |aser cutter and sone

spare power cells in case Derron and Patrice needed them | sent
Brendan over to Locator to pick up the portable |ocator packs and told
himto neet me at the Travel Hall with them

| reached the Travel Hall before Brendan and began to assenbl e what

| needed. Conpromi se was the order of the day. | started with the bl ack
bodynmesh arnor 1'd worn to Sinopol and put it on under a standard
junpsuit. | added the |laser to the equi pnent belt, plus a stunner, sone

addi tional ration-packs, and a knife.
By the tinme |I finished, Brendan arrived with the | ocator packs.
"Ferrin says good | uck."

| had to grin. "If you see him—don't nmake a special trip—tell him
that luck is a luxury too chancy for ne."

Brendan just nodded. Seldom could anything | said surprise him

| anbled out into the Travel Hall fromthe equi pnent room taking ny
time. Finally, | dived, smashing through the time-chill and arrow ng
out and back-tine toward Tol t ek.

| took a flash-l1ook at the planet fromaltitude. Patrice's holo
hadn't conveyed the greenness of the place, fromthe green atnosphere,
to the long green grassy stuff that covered the regular fields, to the
persi stent green cliff walls that outlined the symetrical green sand
beaches.

After three, four, five flash-throughs around the edges of the
daylight cities, | had not gotten a glinpse of a native, although the
evi dence of continuing planetary mai ntenance was everywhere evident.

Noct urnal —t hat was ny next thought. | flashed through the
undertinme, nightside, and was rewarded when | passed over a beach on
the nightside, | cane back for another | ook.

Several figures were standing on the glow ng green sand under the
stars. | stood on the sand, silently, for several units trying to nmake
out the shapes—definitely not humanoi d.

Abruptly, | was seized and shaken. That's what it felt Iike, but
t here was not hi ng around. Just as suddenly | was tossed head over heels
onto the sand.

My whol e body vi brated. The shaki ng and the high-pitched whine that
acconpanied it made concentrating hard as Hell, but | knewif | didn't
slide quickly, I wasn't going to be sliding or diving anywhere.
managed to bl ot out the distractions and stagger undertinme. As soon as
| did, the shaking and the whi ne di sappear ed.

Too cl ose—way too cl ose.

As usual, dunmb old Loki had slid right in and announced, "Here |
am" | hung in the undertinme for a subjective unit or two to try and
get an inpression of the Toltekians.

Not humanoi d, that seened certain. Through the tinme-tension barrier,
could make out a solid "trunk”™ w th pseudopods, | thought, propelling
, and with a fringe of tentacles at the top. The "trunk" glistened
ke the cliff walls around the beach, which made nme think it was
lid.

| plunked nyself over to an isolated spot on Faffnir, settling on a
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knol | above the lifeless black sea. | sat down on a raised and snoot hed
chunk of ironglass which probably dated back to the fall of High
Si nopol .

In the at nosphere of quiet antiquity, in the afternoon |ight of
Faffnir, | began to put together what little |I'd picked up.

Item Tol tekians were nocturnal non-humanoi d.
Item | was assuming the beings I'd run into were Tol teki ans.

Item They had picked up nmy appearance within unit-fractions and
shaken Hell out of ne.

Item | had barely managed to think my way undertine with the
scranbling nmy thoughts had taken.

Item Most divers wouldn't have gotten clear.

My first guess was energy projection, but | hadn't felt the power, and with ny
sensitivity to high-energy concentrations, | should have.

Second guess was directed sonics. If the Toltekians were a soni c-
based culture, that would explain a nunber of things. They coul d have
pi cked up ny arrival, ny breathing, and reacted. | postponed further
t hought while | pulled a ration stick out of my belt and nunched it to
settle nmy shaking | egs.

I f my assunptions were correct, and | saw no reason why they
shoul dn't be, the Toltekians could nmaintain such a sound attack for
only alimted tinme. Patrice and Derron should have escaped and
reported. They hadn't.

| knew of only two ways to inprison a good diver—either scranble
his thoughts or tie himto a chunk of sonething too big to carry into a
di ve. The second nethod was likely, particularly if Patrice and Derron
had been rendered unconscious with the initial sonic blast.

| reached down and checked nmy own equi pnent-belt for the |aser
cutter. It was there.

Knowi ng the kind of Guard enployed on the Strike Force, |I'd have bet
that Derron had honmed in on Patrice's signal —tried a frontal assault
of sone sort. The Toltekians had apparently been ready for Derron and
potted himas well."’

Sitting there in the early afternoon light of Faffnir, | decided
that waiting wouldn't solve ny problens. | didn't know of any equi pnent
back on Query that would provide a defense against sonics. So it seened
i ke speed was the best answer—speed and a willingness to zap a few

Tol t eki ans al ong t he way.

| checked the Locator packs and activated them diving undertine
toward Toltek. The signals | ed me under one of the | arger structures on
the northern continent. Both signals were fromthe sane point, from
what seened to be a solid rock or stone chanber well underneath the
city above.

The objective "now' for Patrice and Derron was close to | ocal

m dnight. | could have waited until "day," but that far underground I
doubted it would nake a difference.
Wth both the darkness and the undertinme barrier, | couldn't see

nore than shadows, but the picture | received was of two figures
chai ned to opposite sides of a long wall with Toltekian sentries posted
or planted at each end. A |long pointed weapon was ai ned at one of the

capti ves—Derron probably.

Ht and run was ny idea, to slide up fromthe undertinme behind one
sentry and stun her, him or it, then to do the sane to the other,



di sabl e the weapon gadget with a thunderbolt, cut the two Guards free,
| eave a set of denolition blocs, and depart. The charges woul d make a
t hor ough nmess of the chanber and cover our tracks as well.

| slid fromthe undertinme behind the Toltekian sentry closest to the
gadget gun and thunbed the stunner. It humred. Not hi ng happened. The
sentry stood. At that instant, both sentries "screaned" and t he whol e
dungeon began shaking. | dropped the stunner and threw a thunderbolt at
the far sentry.

Al'l that energy bounced off him skittered around the tentacl es—
purple tentacles. But the sentry shrank back, wincing. In the
intervening instants, the sentry I'd failed to stun had turned toward
nme, "screamng," and grabbed at me with his tentacles.

For a fraction of an instant, the vibrations distracted ne, but |
mental Iy pushed them away and slid around the grabby Toltekian. | threw
anot her thunderbolt, this tinme at the weapon. The pointed nozzle
wilted, and the sentries froze at the flash. A deep gong chinmed in the
background, and kept chi m ng.

So far, 1'd alerted the entire city and acconplished nothing. | was
beginning to see red. Dammed if a bunch of tree-snails were going to
stand in front of Loki!

Li ght! That was the answer. They didn't like light. | began firing
of f thunderbolts in every direction, pulling the | aser cutter off ny
belt as | dashed/slid toward Patrice. She was out cold, slunped agai nst

the chains which linked her to the wall. Her arns were tight agai nst
the stone, and the |inks of the chains were shaped stone which seened
to be the sane material as the walls. That explained plenty. | cut

t hrough two sets of links and et her slunp to the floor. Then | fired
of f anot her round of thunderbolts in the general direction of the two
sentries and slid to the other side of the chanber.

Li ke Patrice, Derron was unconscious. It was harder to cut the
chains fromhis arns because he was bigger than nme, bigger even than
Bal dur, and had his whol e wei ght resting agai nst them

| used the cutter to blaze through one while | threw a bunch of

ightnings behind ne. | had the feeling that nore Tol t eki ans were
closing, ready to enter the chanber, but | finished the second set of
links and |l et Derron collapse on the rock floor. I could hold him but

not carry him

| glanced up in time to see a procession of Toltekians com ng
t hrough the oval door with a high-speed glide.

| froze themin place with all the power | could throw and as the
chanber flared with that light, | saw that they were unlinbering sone
ugly hardware.

| flash slid to the other side of the dungeon and tossed Patrice
over ny shoul der, glad she was small, and slid back across to Derron.
Using nmy free arm | blasted the Toltekians again, concentrating on
light. The thunderbolts may not have caused t hem physical pain, but al
the power | was tossing blinded them and nade a ness of their
equi pnent .

Before | picked up Derron, | had enough presence of mnd to yank out
a handful of denolition cubes, one at a tinme, ripping the set tab of
the corner of each one as | scattered them across the chanber. Wth the
| ast cube gone, | grabbed Derron around the wai st and forced ny way
underti ne.

Forced, because it's difficult to carry a cooperating and consenting



adult undertine, |let alone two unconsci ous ones. The unconsci ous m nd
resists any change; it has a tendency to lock itself into the here and
now, wherever it is. But | nmanaged, clearing the undertinme of Toltek as

fast as | could. | struggled fiercely to get as far as Faffnir, and
Faffnir was only a fraction of the tinme and distance honme. | broke-out
on the knoll 1'd found earlier, not that |I'd been |looking for it, but

somehow we ended up there. Local tinme was |late afternoon, with a breeze
sweeping in fromthe sea, carrying an ancient tang of netal.

Legs quivering, | eased both Derron and Patrice down and |aid them
out so they'd be as confortable as possible on the hard ground. Both
wer e breathing and had no obvious physical injuries. | sat down on a

| ow hunp next to them Didn't have any choice. My legs refused to
support me any | onger.

| dug out nmy ration sticks and gobbled two bone-dry before I even
t hought about being thirsty. After a few units, ny body stopped
trenbling, and | began to take stock. Patrice and Derron, unnoving,
slept like small children. | surveyed ny own gear. Both nmy wi st-
gauntlets were fused and inert plates.

One arm ny left, had a red line. | peeled back ny sleeve slightly
to trace it, but the scratch only ran up to a point bel ow the el bow,

like the fine scrape of a briar-thorn. | disnmissed it and checked
t hrough the rest. Everything was accounted for except the stunner |'d
dropped. "Unnhh," someone groaned. | glanced at the two Guards. Derron

was breat hing, but not noving. Patrice was shaking her head and trying
to get up

She was wearing a canteen; she was nore thoughtful than nme. |
unstoppered it and hel ped her take a small swallow. For several units,
she sipped and pull ed herself together.

| waited.

"Hell! Had to be you, blood and thunder. Break-out and assault the
sentries and cart everyone off. | suppose you blew up the planet after
you left."

"Patrice!"

"Did you?"

"No, just part of the city, or whatever it was. That's a guess. Took
everything | had to drag you two here.™

"Where's here?"

"Faffnir."

She cocked her head. "How come they didn't get you with their
shaker - upper ?"

"Alnost did." | told her about my experience on the green sand beach
at night.

"No reinforcenents? And after that, you decided you could handle
it?"

In retrospect and put that way, it did sound stupid. "Wy not?" |
replied, not wanting to admt it.

Patrice was about to tell nme, but Derron started groaning, and | was
spared anot her | ecture about mny inpetuousness. After a few units,
Derron started asking questions. Fromthe tenor of his comments, |
gathered he'd been in a lot of tight spots. "Never seen anything |ike
it—those trees, snails, didn't react to stunners, warblers, thunder-
bolts, nothing,"” Derron |anmented. "How did you nanage it, Loki?"

| didn't have any answers. "Just |ucky, | guess."



"You blinded them is that it?" pursued Patrice.
"I tried."

Patrice clinbed to her feet, studied the area around us for a |ong
unit or so, then junped, pointed at a near-by rock.

"Loki! Quick! Throw a thunderbolt! That rock! Don't think! Fire!"
| fired and bl asted the rock into powder.

Patrice turned absolutely white, sat down in a heap like a pile of
stone fragnenting into gravel.

Derron | ooked around as if he'd m ssed sonmething. "I don't get it,"
he sai d.

| was afraid | did. But | didn't have to think about it right then.

"Must be seeing things—better get back, before Heindall thinks
we're trapped here," said Patrice. Her color was returning.

Hycretis insisted on putting all three of us through a barrage of
di agnostics and retaining us for a night's sleep in the Infirmry
before he'd | et Heindall debrief us.

After eating and cleaning up the next norning, the three of us
wal ked over to Assignnents.

Ni codenmus intercepted us at the archway into the Assignnents Hall.
"Counsel or Heindall would like to see you individually, starting with
Guard Patrice. He suggests that Guards Loki and Derron avail thensel ves
of the | ounge."

| shrugged. Derron | ooked off balance. Patrice smled faintly.
"Don't worry," was all she said. Wiy should | have worried?

Derron and | wandered down the corridor to the vacant Senior Guards
| ounge and sat down. For a tine, neither one of us said anything, just
sat there, me |ooking up at him him]looking down at nme. But he wasn't
| ooki ng, not exactly.

As the silence grew, Derron cleared his throat. "Loki?" "Yes."
"Renenber one thing, no matter what happens. |I'll never cross you."

Qdd, that's how |l saw it. There was a seasoned Guard who' d been
tracki ng down mal efactors for centuries, who outwei ghed and overtopped
me, asking me to renmenber that he'd never cross ne. "I nmean that," he
i nsi st ed.

“I'"l'l remenber,"” | prom sed, when it becanme obvious that he was
sincere. But why was he worried? Just because |'d sonehow t hrown a
t hunderbolt w thout gauntlets? A thunderbolt was a thunderbolt, and
bot h ki nds kill ed.

We sat for a few units longer in the |ow stools before Patrice
tripped her way out the archway and down the corridor.

"Derron, Heindall wants to see you next."

"See you around, Loki," he said as he got up.

| stood and bowed slightly. "Good diving, Derron."

He deserved that nuch

Patrice waited for Derron to enter the Assignnments Hall.

"You never told ne what was on that rock, or why you screaned
yest erday. "

“Not hing. There wasn't a thing on the rock."
"Why did you screanf? You're as cold as ice in the crunch.”



"So you wouldn't think before you acted."”
"I don't understand.” But | did, and didn't want to admt it.
"I know. You don't understand anything, and it may be the death of

all of us, but I'"lIl be dammed if |I'm going to answer your stupid

questions for you. You have to find the answers. | hope you have tine

to di scover them because part of you doesn't want to admt you can."”
"You're playing ganes!"™ | was getting angry. Patrice was just |ike

the rest of them hinting at this and that, but never just com ng out
and saying it.

She hal f-turned away. "I'mreporting back to Scouting, but I'Il give
you a question. Didn't you check your gauntlets on Faffnir before |
woke up? Check them again. Think about it."

H nts or not, she made sense, and | didn't |ike that either.

Brendan had carried all ny equipnment down to nmy bench for repairs
because Hycretis wouldn't let us go. After Heindall finished with ne,
could go over the gauntlets again. Didn't take |ong, but Hei ndal
didn't cone to find ne. N codenus did.

Hei ndal | was | eaning back in his stool right where I'd left himthe
day before—had it only been a day earlier?

"Derron and Patrice have filled ne in on what happened to them
except for how you got them out of the dungeon. The Tol t eki ans

'screanmed’ when you appeared and that knocked out Patrice and Derron, |
gat her. "

| told Heindall what |1'd done, fromthe point where |I'd broken-out
on the green beach at night till the time when |I'd staggered onto the
knoll on Faffnir with Patrice and Derron in tow

He nodded as | recited, nuttering at one point sonething about

"sheer brute force.”" A matter of opinion, | thought. At least | hadn't
used any nore force than necessary, nor had | destroyed the planet.

| stopped.

"You all agree on the sonic control,"” Heindall noted. "Wat sort of
foll ow-up would you recomend?”

"Do we need any? |'d have to revise ny earlier judgnent. | don't

think the tech level is as high as | figured."

Hei ndal | punched out a code on his screen, then | eaned back so |
could see the picture that forned.

The hol o shots zeroed in on one of the Toltekian cities. As |
wat ched, a whol e section collapsed in on itself, thundering silently
down into a pile of rubble.

"Sanmi s went out last night to get a series of follow up shots.
t hought you m ght have left a trail." He |aughed, a short bark that
wasn' t expressing hunor.

"Sanm s does agree with all three of you that further retaliation is
totally unnecessary."

| repressed a sigh of relief.
"There's one question that hasn't been answered, Loki."
| stiffened.

"The Tol tekians 'scream ng' stunned two of the best divers in the
Guard. You were hardly affected. Wiy not?"

| had been wondering about that nyself. "I don't know. The first



time, on the beach, it was hard, really hard, to get undertine. The
second tinme I was nmad, wasn't thinking about it, and it didn't seemto

affect me as nuch. | don't know why. Hycretis gave me sonme hearing
tests, but the tests showed ny ears are as good as Derron's."
| shrugged. What else could | do? "I don't know, Counselor. | just

don't know. "
Hei ndal | accepted that, or seened to.
“"Is that all?" | asked.
"That's all."

| got up fromthe |Iower stool and went out through the main archway.
Started down the ranps to Mai ntenance, but | wasn't watchi ng where
was goi ng and barely avoi ded crashing into Samm s.

He smiled, but | hadn't the faintest idea why. "Keep it up, Loki."
And he was on his way.
| was mulling over what Patrice had said about the gauntlets.

Unfortunately, her hints made sense, too nuch sense. |'d checked ny
gauntlets on Faffnir before Patrice had awakened, and | was certain
they were so nmuch fused netal. | knew | could tell busted equi pnent

fromfunctional. And if they were fused, how could | have thrown a
t hunderbolt at that rock unless | didn't need gauntlets?

Broken gauntlets were so rmuch usel ess nmetal. But so what? A
t hunderbolt thrown at me woul d have been just as fatal. Dead is dead,
natural or nechani cal

| brushed past Narci ssus and headed straight for nmy bench. The
gauntl ets were on ny bench, fused.

A chance remai ned. One might be operational, for all the nelted
exterior. | renoved the power cells, cutting one out with a |aser. |
pl aced the left gauntlet in the diagnostic center.

"Non-functioning," the console scripted out, follow ng the diagnosis
with an extensive list of malfunctions. The right wist gauntlet was
di agnosed the sanme way. It nade sense, for all ny unasked questions.
just didn't like it.

Derron was anot her question. Wiy woul d an experienced goon, two
heads taller than ne, one of the biggest, toughest-I|ooking CGuards,
i nsist he'd never cross nme? Any thunderbolt froma gauntlet was as
deadly as m ne, and maybe nore certain. | didn't know how nuch, if any,
control | had.

Hei ndal | hated ny guts, | sensed, but had been nothing but polite
and courteous.

That eveni ng cane quickly, but tiredness even sooner. No matter what
| thought, diving, and especially rescue diving, took a toll. By the
time |'d cleaned up the last of what |1'd tackled fromthe repair bin,
was ready to head for the Aerie, a neal, and a |ong night's sl eep.

It couldn't have been nore than fifty units after 1'd wal ked out the
South Portal of the Tower that | was wapping nmyself in sleeping furs
and feeling ny eyelids close.

Most nights | slept without dreamng, or if |I did dream | didn't
remenber. Once in a while | had a dreamso vivid it was real, no dream
at all. I could tell that kind was a dream only because the subjects
were so unreal. The dream | had after the Toltek rescue was different,
if it was a dream



Sonme sense of energy, of power, a tingling in the air around ne,
pulled me fromsleep, but | felt so light, so filled with energy, |
knew it had to be a dream It couldn't be happening, not when I'd
fall en asl eep so exhaust ed.

Wth the exception of the nuted radiation fromthe gl owstone fl oors,
the Aerie was dark. | |ooked around, half-sitting, trying to puzzle out
what had brought ne out of deep sleep. Nothing, no one—but an uneasy
feeling grew, centered on a point in the mddl e of the room

| eased to ny feet with a fluid notion so swift it had to be unreal
The wal | s, each gl owstone, the pernagl ass overlooking the cliffs, al
stood out in the darkness in relief, outlined with an energy refl ected
from—sonmewhere. | wal ked across the room hovering above the
gl owst ones, trying to pinpoint the sense of danger. | couldn't explain
it, but the energy that outlined the room the sane energy that filled
and refreshed ne—t hat unseen force that coursed through ny veins |ike
fire—was the danger. As | waited, at the absolute center of the Aerie,
a point of starlight burned, pulsing, pushing its way out fromthe
undertinme. The roomfilled with blinding light, heat, and power.

Wt hout thinking, | gestured, pushed the |ight back where it cane
from banished it into the undertine. | couldn't have expl ai ned how,
but | did. I wanted it gone, and it was. Real tinme wavered for a few
instants, rippled by the vani shing energy, before stabilizing, and the
remai ning energy lingered in the Aerie, the outlines which had put
everything in relief fading slowy. The heat dissipated nore slowy. |
felt sleepy, filled with warnth, and | curled up on top of ny sl eeping
furs.

When the sun struck nme full in the face at dawn, | was curled on top
of the furs. The Aerie was warm and the dreamclear in ny mnd. As |
uncurled, | felt better than | had in seasons, relaxed and refreshed.
After wondering if the dream had anything to do with it, | washed up,
dressed, and downed sone biscuits and firejuice, ready for a quick
slide to the Tower and the work that was waiting.

The Tower was quiet, the ranps vacant, when | arrived, earlier than
normal , and bounded down the incline to M ntenance.

~ | bhad zipped through several routine jobs by the time Brendan rushed
in.

"Loki, have you heard the latest?" He stopped and whistled. "Were
did you get that tan?"

"Tan?" The tinme on Faffnir hadn't been | ong enough to darken ny
al ready tanned face that nuch nore. Was | nore tanned?

| decided to brush off the question. "Wat's the | atest?"
"Sun-tunnel blew on sone of Frey's Locator personnel.”

Hycretis has themcloseted in the old wards of the Infirmary. Hush-
hush, that sort of thing, but Lynia had duty last night, and | woul dn't
et her inuntil she told nme."

Lynia nmust be his contract, but Brendan hadn't nentioned her before.
He was too young, by customat |east, to enter a full contract.

"Told you what?" | was thinking about Lynia, barely out of training.
He | aughed. "Loki, were you |istening?"
| grinned back at him "Sort of. Lynia had to work late ..

"No, she had duty, and Hycretis and Gerrond had to work nost of the
ni ght patchi ng people up. Sone of the divers were badly burned. Mist
have been one hot tunnel.”



"What were Frey's people doing wth a sun-tunnel ? How many were
t here?"

"Lynia said five had to stay in the Infirmary. One of them was
screaning 'inpossible' over and over. Nobody would say why."

"Strange," | comented. "Very strange, but it won't clear our
backl og. "

Strange wasn't the word. Sun-tunnels coul d be dangerous, but
normally only took a diver or two, not a whole team | felt a vague
fear rising in the back of my mind, Iike a wave. It couldn't have had
anything to do with my dream Besides, who'd want to poke a sun-tunne
into the Aerie?

Coi nci dence, that was all. Then too, maybe |I'd just had the dream
because ny subconsci ous had sonehow tuned in on the disaster.

"About that tan?" Brendan asked agai n.
"Spent the day before yesterday on Faffnir.”
n O,]l n

And that was the end of the questions.

I n any case, Brendan, Narcissus, and | had nore than enough to do.
It was time to get on with reorgani zi ng Mai nt enance and reduci ng the
backl og that had been dunped on us.

XIv

Seasons, years, can pass before a Guard knows it, even an inpatient
one with a purpose. Mich had to be done, and there were few enough
Guards to acconplish the nere nonitoring of our corner of the gal axy as
it was.

Through it all, | kept puzzling out the old equi pment and machi nes
in the Miintenance Hall, determ ned to uncover the principles behind
each ol d design. Not so direct was the self-inposed goal of increasing
my own personal abilities. At first, the harder job was working with
Samm s and Wyan. As the seasons passed, however, the daily sessions
becane | ess than daily, and then | ess than that.

Finally, Samm s called a halt. "You know nore than either of us, or
bot h toget her, probably nore than any Guard ever has, and far too much
for your own good. Too nuch ability, too nuch know edge, and not enough
wi sdom Take a break. Let a little tinme flow around you."

By then, |'d decided that the answer didn't just lie in physical
abilities. Some of the stunts | attenpted after that were doubtl ess
stupid, like catching thunderbolts and trying to tap solar flares
t hrough the undertine. Not that | spent a whole lot of tinme on
experimental stuff.

| picked up a new trainee along the way, a wonman, naned El ene, who
rated somewhere between Narcissus and Brendan in ability. Another
redhead, but with a cal mer disposition.

Took sone pride in the fact that we had everything in the Tower
wor ki ng. Heindall couldn't find a thing to conplain about, but he
conpl ai ned anyway.

A nessenger interrupted ne on a norning no different from any other
spring norning in Quest. He was one of the newer trainees. Gron,
recalled, was his nane. Gron arrived as | was puzzling over the design
of an inconprehensible, for the nonent, Gurlenian "artifact" brought in



by Zeal or.

"Tri bune Kranos requests the honor of your presence."”

“I"1l bet."

“Sir?"

"Tell the honored Tribune I will be there shortly, as soon as | get
t he grease off ny hands."

What did Kranos want? He nornally avoided nme |ike the plague. |
sighed, flipped the artifact partly out-of-tine-phase to make sure no
one else fiddled with it. Narcissus was getting too damed curious for
his own good. He didn't have the talents, either diving or mechanical,
to get hinmself out of the jans created by his own nosi ness.

A few days earlier, he'd tried to discover the purpose of the back-
row machi ne that assenbled shield units, and if | had been any sl ower
he woul d have had one planted in his shoulder. It worked on a nmass-
focus assenbly system nade obsolete by the up-tinme Terran stuff which
was a third the size and used | ess power, but it was an interesting
concept, nonetheless. I'd nmade the m stake of not returning the tine-
shield, and Narcissus was trying to energize the equipnent with his
shoul der hal fway into the focusing point.

| wi ped off my hands, straightened ny junpsuit and marched up the
ranps to Kranos's chanbers.

Bl unt as always, he had his proposition stated before | sat down on
t he uphol stered stool across from his work-table.

"Loki, 1'd like you to take a short | eave of absence from
Mai nt enance and see if you can give the Adm n people a hand in
designing a better personnel system You' ve done wonders in
Mai nt enance. "

"Why?" That was a question | always asked too often. "I know as much
about adm nistration as this stool does.™

Kranos's stern face was al ways snooth, and with his thick and unruly
hair, it nade you think he was an ani mated statue on | oan fromthe
Archives gallery. W didn't have nmuch scul pture, perhaps because a
people with such long life-spans didn't need as much to rem nd them of
the past. Besides, if it were really old, no one outside the Guard
really cared anyway.

The | egends renai ned, and no one wanted to know how many warts
Qdi nthor had. That's why the old Tribune was such an enbarrassnent. He
kept hangi ng around and tarnishing his | egend.

Kranos didn't blink an eye at my question. "You have a different
out | ook. "

In the whole tine I'd been in the Guard, 1'd never heard of such a
switch. Suggestions were offered freely in any case. "Wy do you want
me out of Maintenance?"

“I don't. | want you in Personnel. If you want, |I'Il even seal the
Mai nt enance Hall while you' re gone."

| believed him Mybe | shouldn't have, but | did. The question was
why he wanted nme in Personnel, and it |ooked like the only way | was
going to find out why was to agree. "Wen?"

"As soon as you want."
"Fi ne. How about tonorrow?"

The sooner | went through whatever the Tribunes had in mnd the
better.



Kranos's expression didn't change, but | got the distinct inpression
that he was relieved.

The next norning | was sitting on Gl nmesh's padded stool, |ooking at
Personnel tracers. None of it made any sense. | had to start asking
questions. At first, even the answers didn't make sense. Finally, |
commandeered Verdis, set her stool across the work table fromne, and
got the system explained from scratch

Verdis had entered training a year or two before | did, and like
many of the key support people, wasn't much of a diver, but as | had
begun to discover, wi thout her or Ferrin or Loragerd or a bunch of
sem -divers, the Guard organi zati on woul d have been hard pressed to
function.

Verdis was a redhead, with shoulder-length hair verging on a shade
of mahogany, bl ack eyes, and a shortish nose. She expressed her
feelings wth her whol e body. Now she was expressing inpatience. "W
have to input the exact time periods of each assignnent after return.
That's why divers are taught to check and verify the wist gauntl et
read-outs imediately on return.”

"Doesn't that nean that a diver who doesn't report sonme of his
assignments could build up so many bolt-holes he could never be
tracked?" | couldn't resist asking.

"It also nmeans,"” she replied a bit coldly, or so it seened to ne,
"that if an enmergency occurred, it mght be difficult to rescue them"

| thought of an objection to that, but shelved it.

The systemwas sinple. Had to be, concerned as it was with the
records of around one thousand active divers and two thousand support
people. In addition, Personnel maintained the records of another five
t housand i nactive divers—those lost in diving or who had left the
Guard. Al of the records were stored in both the small Personnel
conputer and in the main Archives Data Banks, and were updated daily.

Fi ve people ran Personnel. Gl nesh, Verdis, Lorren, and two
trai nees. The previous day's diving read-outs were dictated into the
conputers by one of the trainees, with the other trainee recording any
changes in pernmanent assignnents.

Al in all, about four hundred tine-divers were out on continued
assignment at any one time. Another two hundred were involved in short
or routine dives. Wiy so nany extended dives? The | aw of real el apsed
time comes into play. If | dived to Atlantea for ten units of hol o-
taking, | could not return to Query and break-out at any time except
ten units after my departure. | couldn't gain tinme by back-timng or
fore-timng and then returning to ny point of departure.

Like a lot of tinme |laws, no one knew why it worked that way. It just
did. My owmn theory was that because the Laws of Tinme require a
bi ol ogi cal synchroni zati on between objective tinme on Query and
obj ective tinme experienced by the body, the | aw of el apsed tine
fol | ows.

Because deep tine-diving is exhausting and because of the operation
of the Iaw of elapsed tinme, Guards on renote assignnents or extended
ones are better off staying on |ocation.

Time flows differently in various parts of the universe. Qur body
cl ocks are set by where we are born and run in tune with our hone
system by and |large, give or take a few tinme rushes.



Personal ly, | thought that a few divers never made it back to Query
because their biological clocks got de-synched and they couldn't break-
out. Once or twice I'd noticed that a break-out on return seenmed nore
difficult than usual. | attributed that difficulty to getting out of
phase with the in-systemtine flows.

| hadn't realized how snmall Personnel was—even smaller than
Mai nt enance in practical terns. Wiile | had Narcissus, Brendan, and
El ene working full time, a lot of the sinple dings and dents were fixed
by second- and third-year trainees. Heindall's assistants in
Assi gnments, handl ed the consol e mai ntenance. Medical, Linguistics, and
Archives did the repairs on their own specialized gear. M ntenance
concentrated on non-specific high tech support machinery and diving
rel ated equi pment, includi ng weapons.

Mai nt enance had four full time personnel, Personnel had five,
Assi gnnents twenty, Medical close to two hundred. Where were all the
peopl e? The Guard headquarters staff only total ed perhaps four hundred
support types, and many, like 'me, were really divers.

Where were the other twenty-six hundred Guards?

| asked. Verdis gave ne an exasperated | ook. "Wat does that have to
do with personnel tracer forms? Honestly, Loki, you can be so
scatterbrained.”

"Sorry, but the question just popped into nmy head."

"I't should have popped into your head a few years ago in training.
Look ... "

As she talked, Glnmesh's old trai nee sernons began to conme back, and
the picture made nore sense. Made so nmuch nore sense | thought Verdis
shoul d be the one giving the trainee |ectures.

What it boiled down to was the support functions of the Guard far
out wei ghed the "police" functions. Query had about ten mllion people,
roughly two thousand towns, five thousand villages, and one city. Al
told, Quest wasn't really a city, not with a scattered popul ati on of
twenty-five thousand. The | argest of the towns, Elysia, contained
ei ghty-five hundred; the average village perhaps five hundred. So Quest
had to be called a city, but only relatively.

That was part of the point. Queryans enjoyed the fruits of stolen
technol ogy. Even stolen technol ogy has to be distributed, and roughly
two thousand Guards were assigned to one-person |ocal Guard offices to
provi de duplication services.

Each office had a duplicator and an i ndependent power source. Local
citizens could conme in at any tine and pick up a standard househol d
item Sounded like a big job, but explaining it was nore conplicated
than the practice. A man m ght need a cooker, for exanple, or a
synt hesi zer, once every five or ten years, if that. So he went to his
| ocal Guard representative, who had in his or her office mnt copies of
st andard househol d equi prent, plus a duplicator. Sone of the bigger
of fi ces had several duplicators.

The range of such appliances was narrow. Large and small cookers and
synt hesi zers, washers, driers, hygiene appliances; a variety of hand
tool s, saws, hammers, wrenches; communits; wordwiters; snal
handtractors; hunting weapons. There were a few other itens, and that
was about it.

The catch was—it was free. Any adult Queryan coul d request those
items as needed. |If sonmeone wanted a bunch of itens all the tine, of
course, the Domestic Affairs Force was likely to investigate, but that



was anot her questi on.

Guards also often dived into cultures in search of their own
personal luxury items or tools. Oficially, it was frowned upon, but
the hierarchy didn't seemto mnd if a Guard was fully briefed and
coul d get what he or she wanted wi thout notice or creating cultural
change.

A few hundred ot her divers maintained sone of the remaining
functions such as the weather satellites and the ecol ogical nonitoring
service. "You can see that |eaves the Guard spread thin," Verdis was
sayi ng.

Thin wasn't the word for it. Roughly three thousand Guards
supporting the technology and culture of ten mllion. Didn't seem
possi ble, and | said so.

"Maybe it's not," retorted Verdis, "but the Guard does it. Sonetines
| wonder whether the Tribunes and the power-grubbers and the egotists
around understand it."

Was that a dig at nme?
She was flushed. |I'd touched a sore spot.

"You don't think Personnel is given enough credit for managi ng the
situation, then?" | asked, knowing full well that was what she thought.

"Loki, don't patronize me. I'll never be the hotshot diver you are,
and 1'lIl never understand why a gauntlet works. But | have to ask if
you understand at all how fragile the systemreally is, how nmuch
depends on the CGuard?"

"You're right. | don't understand.” And | was mad, nad for sone
reason | couldn't explain, as | attacked back. "All | see is a stream
of broken equi prrent that none of the divers, hotshot or average,
under st ands, that none of them pays any attention to, and it all gets
dunped on ne to be replaced or repaired. Wien | get a free nonent,

Hei ndal | or Freyda or Kranos invents a mission that is designed to fry
or freeze soneone and assigns it to ne.

"And by the tine | get done with that, all the busted equipnent is
stacked up to the top of nmy bin, all waiting to be repaired for a group
of woul d- be heroes who don't understand the difference between a screw
and a bolt." | paused to catch nmy breath, but went on before she could
i nterrupt.

“Now nmaybe | don't renenber how i nportant the Guard is. The whol e
pl anet armounts to a bunch of parasites supported by a group of
glorified thieves, and that's all we are, and to puff up our junpsuits
at our own inportance seens sort of funny."

Lorren was peering around the archway, nouth open as if he couldn't
bel i eve what he was heari ng.

Verdi s was ready to expl ode, nouthing strange noi ses, and her col or
had changed fromwhat 1'd call flushed to cold livid. She junped off
the stool. "You—you—"

"Hold on a unit. | didn't say the Guard wasn't vital to Query.
Sitting here and seeing howit all is held together brings it all hone.
To call ourselves heroes is another question. W' re scavengers and
worse. W pull down or change whol e planetary systens and destroy
peopl es who m ght threaten our nonopoly of tine. W pride ourselves on
slaving to panper ten mllion Queryans who are handed the necessities
of life on a silver platter."

Verdi s had the oddest | ook on her face, both hands resting on the



back of the stool. "How can you wear the Black? You don't even believe

in the Guard. | think all you believe in is Loki, first, last, and
al ways. "

"I wish | did, Verdis. I wish 1 did. | don't have the answers, but
neither do the Tribunes." | managed a smile. "The present structure

isn't going to |last forever. Have you ever noticed how we rattle around
in this Tower? Either the early Guards believed in huge structures and

no people or there are fewer and fewer of us every century. |I'm
guessing, but I'lIl bet it's the latter." | shrugged. Let her carry the
di scussion, | decided.

Verdi s shook her head slightly, and her mahogany hair slipped
forward over her |eft shoul der. She was hal f-Ieaning on the stool
again. | didn't think she was quite as angry as she'd been.

"What cones next ?"

"I don't know. Assignnents to fewer planets, nore off-planet
assignnments per Guard, abandoning regular surveillance in out-space or
out-tinme sectors. Maybe changes woul dn't show in the records. Have we
systematically reduced the nunmber of high-tech cultures within our
ranges in order to keep control? | don't know, but I'd like to."

"You' re paranoid, Loki. You suspect everyone of the worst."

| smled, hard as it was. "Probably, but it doesn't have nuch to do
with Personnel. So let's skip it for now "

Verdi s nodded sl owy.

"Now. Have you considered a direct |link of the Personnel conputer to
t he Archives Data Banks?"

They hadn't. It wasn't surprising. |'d already gathered that little
new programm ng had been done. | guessed that the designers, whoever
t hey had been, had kept the systemsinple to ensure its continuity. |
mentioned that to Verdis.

"But why?" was her reaction.

"Because sinple organi zations and structures |ast |longer. A
conplicated conputerized systemwi th all Guard functions enbodi ed coul d
be handled with a fraction of the present adnmi nistrative personnel."

| woul dn't have been even noderately amazed if the Tribunes had been
qui etly bl ocking too nuch nechani zati on of the Headquarters' functions,
but with the records of the Tribunes' deliberations routinely sealed,
who woul d ever know? No one, but no one, ever entered their private
of fices and chanbers, only the public Tribunes' Halls.

I f that were the case, why was Kranos asking ne to | ook for
i mprovenents in Personnel? Did he nean sinplifications? In close to two
mllion years hadn't the sinplest possible procedures already been
worked out? | tried a different tack. "Wat's the purpose of Personnel,
Ver di s?"

|"d caught her off guard. "What do you nean?" She paused for a
moment, licked her lips. The tip of her tongue, so pal e agai nst her
tanned face and dark |ips, nmade her seema bit nore vul nerable, but the
nonent passed before she was even aware it had existed. "To keep track
of the Guard. To provide the information to Assignnents so Heindall can
pi ck the best divers for the tasks at hand ... " She stopped.

"That's all, isn't it? Just to keep tabs on who's doing what, and to
provide information to the Tribunes for pronotions and discipline and
to Heindall for Assignments.”

Looked at critically, Personnel had two functions—to keep track of



Assignment time/locales in order to allow Guards to be tracked for
rescue or followup Assignnents, and to provide the information
necessary for personnel choices made by the Counsel ors and Tri bunes.

di sm ssed the inportance of the locator input imediately. | couldn't
remenber the last tine cross-indexing had been necessary to rescue a
di ver. That neant the only necessary function was to provide

i nformati on about Guards and their experiences. "Verdis, who nmakes the
assignment reports and eval uati ons?"

"Heindall," she replied with a questioning note. "He's al ways
assigned the m ssions."

"No, that's not exactly what | nmeant. You said Personnel has records
of the duties and performance of each Guard. |Is that right?"

"Yes. "
"All right. Wo rates each Guard' s performance?”
"H s supervisor."

That brought up anot her unpl easant question. "I've been supervisor,
at least in name, of Miintenance for sone years, and |'ve never filed a
report on anyone, nor have | been asked to do so. Wuld you find out if
any information or performance ratings have been entered on Brendan or
Nar ci ssus?"

She frowned, but got off the stool and went over to the corner
consol e. She could have used the one in front of me, but she didn't.
After a unit she turned back toward ne.

"There are ratings in the system They're nmade in your name. Are you
sure you didn't do thenf"

| wal ked over to the consol e and | ooked at the screen display.

"Narcissus ... assignnment ... Miintenance, supervisor
(provisional), Loki ... shows sonme basic nmech aptitude, good working
habits overshadowed by preoccupation with own reflection in polished
metal ... "

"Brendan ... Maintenance ... displays basic mech understanding ..
good on repairs, but overawed by apparent conplexities ... "
"Elene ... trainee ... Miintenance ... noderate nech ability ...

hides it well ... "
Damm! The eval uati ons sounded |i ke sonmething | would have scri pted.

Verdis stood there with a smrk on her face. "Only you woul d phrase
themlike that."

She was right. Only problemwas that | hadn't. | hadn't known t hat
eval uati ons were required.

| left the bl ack-topped screen with its evaluations displayed in the
flow ng silver script.

"Wl | ?" asked Verdis. Her tone was demandi ng.

"Maybe | did," | nuttered.

Verdis didn't seem convinced of ny sincerity.

"Verdis," | asked, "if I had nmade a report, how would |I have done
it?"

"Ch, that's sinple enough. You'd just come down here and key it into
one of the consoles. Sone of the bigger departnments send us a dat a-
bl oc. "

"Wuld | need an access code or anythi ng?"
"No. Just your own personal code. The systemwon't accept nore than



what your position allows."

That brought a nunber of questions to mind, some of which I didn't
want to ask. | told Verdis to clear the screen and wi ped ny suddenly
danp forehead when she turned back to the console.

Was | losing my mnd, forgetting what | was doi ng?

Verdi s came back over to the worktable.

"l suppose the Tribunes have a separate input?”

"There's one terminal in their official spaces, |'ve been told."

"Do they have special codes as Tribunes? Or just their own personal
codes?"

"I really don't know. "

O wouldn't say, | thought. The deeper | got into Personnel, the
nore confusing it got.

Hei ndal | or somneone el se had made ny reports. Soneone who had teen
careful enough not to even |et nme know about this aspect of the
Personnel system Soneone who knew ne well enough to use ny own words
and personal code. Soneone who kept in close enough touch to make those
eval uations current. But who? Wy?

The alternative was to admt | was crazy. If | wasn't crazy, then
why had | been exposed to Personnel where | would surely find out what
was being hidden fromnme? Gl nmesh m ght have kept nme in the dark, but
what reason woul d he have? Kranos pushed nme into Personnel, but it
wasn't his idea, and was the idea to get ne into Personnel or to get
G lnmesh into Donestic Affairs to find out what Frey was up to? Weel s
were turning. Wieels within wheels, and ny fornerly clear picture of
Guard operations was definitely being nuddi ed.

| got an idea. "Verdis, | need to take a wal k. Be back in a while."

| was hal fway out the office before she answered. "All right,
hot shot . "

| was ready to incinerate her on the spot. She realized it before |
t urned back.

"I"'msorry, Loki."
She' d even ducked.

"No, you're not sorry. You're scared, scared that in ny wild and
uncontrolled anger | might turn you into a heap of black ashes on the
spot.” | tried to keep the tone light, but couldn't.

"Coul d you? You're not wearing gauntlets, you know. "

That made ne even angrier, sonmehow. "I'mnot, am1? You' |l have to
keep guessing, keeping in mnd that a wong guess could prove rather
warm" | funneled a light touch of static electricity out through ny
fingertips and let it crackle there.

|"d been working on electrodirection without gauntlets, and it
wor ked. How, | didn't know. That was why | trusted the mcrocircuitry
nore than nmy own apparent talent.

| didn't feel |ike arguing about what | could and couldn't do, so |
tossed the mniature lightning at the far wall and let it splatter.

As | left Verdis reconsidering her words, | wondered which part of
t he puzzl e she belonged to. Wth her reactions, the pursed lips, the
sarcasm she didn't seemto be part of the Assignnents crew controlled
by Hei ndal | .

None of the divers with primarily adm nistrative duties had too nuch



respect for the pure divers—like Frey, for exanple, who did little or
no work in Locator despite the fact he was the supervisor. | supposed
the fact | was listed as a provisional supervisor |left Verdis with the
inpression | was so bad on adnministrative or maintenance details that |
couldn't be trusted with a conplete title. The fact that | knew not hi ng
about eval uations didn't hel p rmuch.

When | peeked into Locator, Gl nmesh was standing up, listening to
Ferrin explain sonme facet of a Locator trace. They both broke off and
| ooked at nme politely as | plodded through the archway.

"Mast ered Personnel already?" flicked out GIlnesh. | could have
sworn there was an undercurrent to his voice.

"No. Had a question Verdis didn't seemto know the answer to and ny
brain was wearing out under the overload of adm nistrative details. |
see why you keep up a full diving schedule.”

"What was the question?”

"A technical detail really. No big thing. Just needed an excuse to
wal k around | ong enough to let ny brain clear."”

| was soundi ng dunber by the instant, and | could tell that both
Ferrin and G | mesh were having trouble not shaking their heads.

Poor Loki, they were thinking, another super-diver who has
difficulty thinking and wal king at the sane tine.

"You sure?" asked G| nmesh.

| nodded.

Once again, |'d opened ny nmouth wi thout thinking. The last thing I
wanted to do was ask about access codes in front of either Ferrin or
G lnmesh. If Gl mesh was maki ng other people's reports, | didn't want to
l et himknow | knew, and if he weren't, | didn't want Ferrin to know—
if he didn't already.

So | turned around and left. Let themthink what they woul d. Better

| got zapped for incoherence and stupidity than for inspiring or
uncovering treason

Verdis was staring at the wall when | returned, but broke off her
stare and scurried to neet ne.

"Loki ... I"'msorry." She seenmed genui nely concer ned.

|"d have given a good original hand-cooked neal then and there to
have | earned if she'd accessed or otherw se checked nmy work as a
functioni ng Mai ntenance supervisor. But there was no way to do that.

| sm | ed.

"It's just that there are a lot of things |I'd never thought about,
not in the way they all come together." Wich was certainly true
enough.

|'"d spent sone tine with Verdis at the quarterly festivals, enough
to get Loragerd upset, as | recalled, but Loragerd was
uncharacteristically possessive for a Queryan. Verdis had been a
conpl ete ci pher then. She still was.

"Ready for something to eat?"
"I don't go out for lunch,” she answered.

"You don't have a rough-edged Mintenance type fouling up your
records all the tine either. Let's go." | hoped she wouldn't argue.

| disliked arguing.



She didn't. "Were?"
"Denetros or Hera's. Take your pick."
"Denetros. "

"Fine. I want to check the progress of Mintenance. |'l|l neet you
there in twenty to twenty-five units. Al right?"

| presunmed it was from her slight nod and headed out the arch and
down t he ranp.

| was feeling paranoid, but becom ng paranoid didn't mean that
sonmebody wasn't out to get ne. 1'd left a few m crosnoops |ying around
t he Maintenance Hall, and | wanted to see what had happened in ny first
day away from ny usual stonping grounds.

Nar ci ssus, El ene, and Brendan were pluggi ng away industriously and
kept at it. The area was clear, and ny spaces | ooked untouched. The bin
was fuller, but that was to be expected.

Tiny as the snoops were, they were the best designs |I'd been able to
|ocate in a two-mllion-year range. Up-tinme Terran. The post-atonic
Terrans left the rest of the | ow high-tech cultures so far behind in
sneaki ness it was unbelievable. What was so anusing to me was that they
believed that they were totally straightforward.

The tinme/locale | lifted the bugs fromwas at the front end of ny
fore-time range, a dive so far out it may only be a para-tine, about
sixty centuries forward. Sonetines, when | wal ked the streets of
Washi ngton or Denvra or Landan, | could feel the tinme change-w nds
whi stling around ne.

There was an uncertainty about Terra that puzzled ne, a conflict
bet ween what was and what m ght have been that al nost invaded the
undertine. Maybe it was the attitude of the Terrans, the fact that they
held little or nothing sacred. Bal dur said that none of their gods was
perfect, and yet they required gods all the sane.

Once, right after |1 got ny gold-pointed star, Bal dur had suggested |
track one of the northern hem sphere's Terran cultures, a bunch of
bar bari ans who built sophisticated wooden ships with hand tools.

"Why?" 1'd asked.

"So you can understand how nuch sone cultures can do with so
little. "

| " d understood that before |I'd ever left on the tracking dive, but,
just like on Hgh Sinopol, I'd gotten too curious, and when | broke out
damed near got split by a steel axe.

Those fellows on the | ongships swng first, worried |ater, even when
sonmeone appeared out of nowhere. |1'd blasted the axe, of course, but
didn't zap the axe-wielder. He'd wanted to know who | was, even.

So |l'd told him

That was just typical of the Terrans. But it still didn't explain
t he uncertainty, or the continual change-w nds that swirled across
Terra, and Bal dur hadn't said a word when | told him not one. He'd
rubbed an eyebrow.

Change-w nds usual ly nmeant the Guard, but according to Locator no
one was working Terra. Wen | cane back and pushed Bal dur on it, he had
brushed the question away. Sonetines, he hadn't wanted to explain or to
answer ny endl ess questions, and that had been one of those tines.

Ei ther that or he hadn't had any explanation for the Terran
uncertainty.

The nifty little Terran snoops indicated that no one had been in the



Hal | but Heindall. He had been there nonmentarily with N codenmus and
anot her trainee to deliver sone space arnor.

| reset the gadgets with a magni fying wal do system They're that
small. Then | anbled through the Hall, ostensibly inspecting, but
repl aci ng them when | thought | wasn't being observed.

That conpleted, | planet-slid out to Denetros.

Early caveman best described the decor. The Inn conprised a series
of interlocking caverns, but each chanber was hol ed through the cliff-
side and provided a gull's-eye view of the north coast breakers.

| arrived before Verdis, despite ny stop in Miintenance, and that
fuel ed nmy suspicions further. Wiom or what was she reporting to?

One thing after another was piling up—Hei ndal | wandering around
wi th deep space arnor needing repairs, Kranos fronting for soneone and
shuffling supervisors, Frey and his secret fiddling with sun-tunnels
several seasons, years, whatever, back

As | renmenbered that, | wondered if such subterranean maneuveri ngs
had al ways been part of the Guard and whether 1'd just been blind to
t hem

It was early enough that nost tables at Denetros were vacant. |
pi cked one on the shadowed side of the third cavern, far enough back
fromthe edge to be discreet.

Verdis canme in, and with an enotional swing to her step that
i ndi cated she was pl eased about sonething. The way her body indicated

her feelings, | had to ask nyself if she could possibly be involved in
any conspiracy.
"Very discreet, Loki," she observed after she'd toured the entire

Inn trying to | ocate ne.

"Didn't sone wise type say that discretion was the better part of
val or ?"

"Probably."

She sat down in that earthy way that said she was all there, giving
her hair a sort of settling-down shake as she eased into the | ow stool.

Wshing I knew what to say to her, with all nmy newfound concerns
about wheels within wheels, | kept ny nmouth shut and hoped she'd dive
in.

| needn't have worri ed.

"You' ve never had a contract, Loki, or shared quarters with anyone—
the only Guard who hasn't. How come?"

"Snooping in ny records, Verdis?"

She had the decency to blush, and it was becom ng, perhaps because

it showed a shyness | wasn't aware she had. The sudden change of col or,
the redness, clinbed her Iike a wave, and receded as quickly. If |

hadn't been watching, | mght have mssed it.
"Are you really interested?"
“I don't know. | would Iike an answer."
"Never hit it off, | guess, not well enough to contract."
“I find that hard to believe. Not even short-ternP"
"Wth ny background ... " and | found nyself telling her all about

my parents, with their single life-contract, totally in |ove and
totally faithful, so far as | knew, for | didn't know how many
centuries. "And with that sort of exanple, anything short-term seens



so—I don't know—why bother with a contract if it's not for a long
whi | e?"

"You do make it difficult, don't you? Do your parents believe in a
series of absol utes?”

"Probably. They don't believe in the Guard, that's for sure.” | went
on to spill the story of ny disappointnents when |I'd been accepted
after ny Test.

"So you have to believe in the Guard and its traditions, don't you?"

That was too stiff even for the best side of ny better nature. "Do
you al ways carve up people when they unbend and reveal a bit of
t hensel ves?"

“Sorry. "

She didn't sound sorry, but nore |ike she'd uncovered a rare and
unusual species, someone who believed in the ideals of the Tenporal
Guard, as if no one did.

All the Inns are self-service. And it was a fine tine for a break
fromthe Inquisition. | got up and strolled over to the synthesizer to
pick out a grilled Atlantean fishray, whatever that was, and a beaker
of firejuice. Verdis selected sonething from Corratte and a dark ale
from Terra.

Finally, Verdis broke the silence.

"Why do you accept all those inpossible m ssions, especially when
you and Heindall don't get al ong?"

" Someone has to do them™”
That wasn't totally true.
There was anot her |ong sil ence.

"Loki, I think we'd better get back. It's getting late."

That was it. | didn't go out to eat with Verdis for the rest of the
time | was in Personnel.

| stayed there for five days, and that was too long. | didn't get

any new insights, just nore aspects of the sane questions, and there
wasn't anything | could suggest to inprove the place.

Sonmehow, sone way, something | had said had turned Verdis conpletely
of f. She was friendly, but behind the pleasantness was a definite
reserve

G lnmesh returned to his enpire after the six-day period, and | went
back down to Maintenance with a head full of unanswered questions, not
knowi ng where to turn for information, feeling that all ny
comuni cations with the Archives were being nonitored by "them—
whoever "they" happened to be.

| settled back into ny space in the Maintenance Hall with a sigh of
relief, however tenporary it mght be.

XV

There were never any alarns, no shrieking sirens, clanging bells.
The Tenporal Guard proceeded at a neasured pace, with few exceptions.
Wth an eternity to work in, the Tribunes could afford the | uxury of
pl anned acti on.

Eternity was a relative term Practically speaking, nost Guard
action was restricted to the past. | could manage tinme-diving not quite
two mllion years back and about six thousand, a nere sixty centuries,



forward. Qdinthor was reputed to have had a range of two mllion years
back-time and seven thousand fore-tine.
| glanced around the Assignnments Hall. Besides Frey, Sanmm s and
Ni codenmus were sitting in the | ow stools on the platform around
Hei ndal | ' s consol e.
"Let's get on with it," groused Heindall fromthe archway.

Frey danped the sl ow gl ass panels, darkening the room A full-length
hol o flashed onto the wall screen. Sinple real-tine star plate.
studied it and couldn't see anything remarkabl e.

"Sanmi s was scouting the fringes and cane across this," Heindal
said as he clinbed back into his high stool.

Samm s was sitting against the back wall, his nouth set,
expressi onl ess.

| waited.

"Typical star plate,"” observed Heindall. "Wiat's inportant is what's
not there."

He flicked a switch on the controls and anot her hol o appeared besi de
the first one. They seenmed simlar, virtually the sane shot, but there
were differences.

"M dway down, on the right,
soundi ng of fi ci ous.

As it penetrated, | gasped.

In the first holo, what Frey had called our attention to was a dark
spl otch, a nebula, dust cloud, some |ight-absorbing phenonmenon. In the
second hol o, the splotch was replaced by a brilliant star cluster.

"You're inplying that an entire cluster burned out in |less than
three thousand years. |Is that so strange?" | couldn't see what all the
fuss was about.

Hei ndal | shut off his grin, glancing at Sanmis. | noticed that
Samm s's normal ly ani mated features were blank. | didn't see Wyan
around either.

"This next series shows a three-century span condensed into a few
units. In getting these shots, Samm s | ost Wyan."

Hei ndal | may have said nore, but | mssed it.

Wyan and Samm s? The | ong-contract pair? The | egend? Broken by sone
catastrophe? Didn't seem possible, not after all the tinme I'd spent
with them Wyan knew too nuch to be dead.

| | ooked back at Sanm s. Poor bastard, | thought.
"Loki ?" Heindall's raspy voice brought ne back to the wall screen.

Hei ndal| didn't seemto care about Samm s, Wyan, just whatever was
about to be displ ayed.

| nodded sharply, throttling ny anger. One day, one day, Hei ndal
woul d get his.

The first two hol os di sappeared, to be replaced by a third. The
gl obul ar cluster was still there, but dinrer. A pin-point star, or so
it seemed, flashed bright-white, followed by another, and another, the
chain leaping fromsun to sun so quickly it | ooked Iike a white flane
were racing through the cluster.

As abruptly, the line of exploding suns halted. Deep in the center
of the mass of live, dead, and dying stars, a white gl ow appeared,
pul si ng.

cut in Frey, trying to be hel pful, but



The entire cluster erupted in brilliance and faded into a bl ack
snudge.

"Sanm s and Wyan nmade the fore-tine holo first, then went real tine
into the cluster. Beyond the Guard's current fringe, you know, " said
Hei ndal | . "Cautious. Came out in deep space near a Gtype star. But
within two units of break-out, a warship fried Wyan. Samm s duck-
dodged, made a few nore shots as backup, and reported in."

Hei ndal | undanped the slow glass and pointed to the table across
fromhim "There's what he got on the ships.”

The hard-copy holos were laid out for ne.

For all my fiddling around back- and fore-tinme, |I'd never seen
anything resenbling them Shark ships, shining black in the space
bet ween systens, were caught in the act of destruction, destroying
crippled ships of their own fleet, smaller ships of another type,
bl asting an enpty noon. There were ot hers—one franme of a purple planet
under a nornmal yellow sun; a frame of a |inked series of orbit
fortresses, deserted, pitted and holed; a frane of a planet with a
nol ten surface circled by an ancient and cratered noon. Destruction,
fire—that was the thene.

For along tine | sat at the table. No one said anything, not even
Heindall. | knew it was going to be nmessy, and long. | got up and
wal ked out of Assignnents as the silence drew itself out.

As | wal ked down the ranp to Maintenance, for the first tinme |I was
face to face with an assignnent that was genocide, pure and sinple.

The shark people were sonmething el se. Destroying an entire cluster,
frying any | oose suited bodies floating around, turning on their own
crippled ships, nelting down planetary surfaces. Charm ng bunch. And |
hadn't even made their acquai ntance yet.

| was a coward, and ready to admt it. If there was an easy way to
get the job done, 1'd try it. Dead heroes were just that—dead.

| cornered Brendan as soon as | got back into Mintenance. "I've
been drafted as a hero. Going to take twenty, thirty days, if not
| onger. You've got it."

| left himstanding there flat-footed. He'd keep things running. |
didn't have any doubts about that.

The next step was to round up the equi pnent | needed. After lining
it all up in the Guard' s equi pnment room | wal ked out of the Tower and
slid home to the Aerie. The next norning was early enough for a
reluctant hero.

As | sat behind the permagl ass, watching the sun set, everything
seened sort of enpty, neaningless. WAs | going to be assigned nore and

nore difficult mssions, year after year, until | was either dead or
resigned fromactive diving? What was the purpose of it all?
| sipped the firejuice and watched the night fall. In the end,

deci ded that the questions were just a way of telling nyself | was
scared, nore of the unknown than the sharks.

For all the fuss and furor of the afternoon before, only Samm s was
at the Travel Hall the next nmorning as | suited up. He didn't say a
word. But it was funny how he was al ways around, and on good ternms with
everyone.

Fromthe instant of mnd-chill with the departure fromthe Tower, |
was tense. Wyan was the first Imortal |I'd known cl osely who had



gotten zapped, and the holo shots Sanm s had brought back had conveyed
all too starkly the sheer destructiveness of the culture | was
t racki ng.

| had planned to back-tinme to the Iimt of ny range, a good two
mllion years back, and work forward; calculating that it would reduce
the risk factor. Wen a diver reached range limt, it felt |like the
paths and tinme branches were all curling back with a searing red-fire
edgi ng.

| stopped as soon as | began to sense the curl, checked the tine
register, and ny blood chilled. The read-out registered at a touch over
a mllion, half of what ny spinning mnd insisted it shoul d.

The rest of the equipnent registered normal. | passed it off as a
peculiarity of the cluster and began mny sliding around underti ne
| ooking for a likely shark-people planet.

Dul | —t hat was one word for it. Tiresone was another. Careful was
the third. Cose to a hundred thousand systens in an unexpl ored
cluster, and | was trying to find the one that would erupt into mayhem
a mllion-plus years fore-time of ny search

| kept track of my progress and got past sixty days w thout finding
anyt hi ng.

It took work to be a coward. The rest of themall had the feeling
t hey were invul nerable, but being Imortal has nothing to do with that.
| was the one being called upon to stick nmy neck out, and | didn't |ike
what | was fi nding.

First, there wasn't any intelligent life on any of the planets |

checked. Second, | was bl ocked from going deeper in the back-tine at
half my normal range. | could usually glide to a mllion and a half,
struggle past two mllion. In the shark cluster, | could barely get

past a mllion years back-tinme, and that was with full effort.

| had hunches, but | kept theminside. Maybe ny whol e approach was
stupid, but I was scared. The nore | |ooked, the nore the pieces didn't
add up.

Item A star cluster presunmably destroyed by an intelligent race.

Item An intelligent race which destroys all other life on sight,
and injured nenbers of its own speci es.

Item A cluster in which time-diving is difficult.

Item A cluster which has | arge nunbers of inhabitable planets with
no intelligent life—a mllion years before the destructive species
presumabl y energes.

The last item bothered ne, really bothered ne. Al inhabitable
pl anets, with exceptions too rare to consider, develop at |east sem -
intelligent life.

For that reason alone, the surveillance boundaries of the Guard were
limted to one sector of the gal axy. A substantial part of a galaxy is
too nmuch even for Inmmortals with the equivalent of instant travel. W
forgot how big the universe was. | kept at it, though, and skip-scanned
t hrough one thousand-plus systens in ninety days, feeling proud until
realized it anobunted to about one percent of the cluster.

| spent another thirty-seven days skip-scanni ng before sonething
clicked.

It was a plain, seven-planet system normal Gtype sun, hard core
inner planets, with two small gas giants further out. The |ife-detector
showed the sane | ow readings |'d been worrying about, but | sensed



sonet hing different

Pl anet nunber three had an aura, and | slid in, following the feel,
t he shading of tine toward the ancient. The Tower of Inmortals on Quest
had that feeling, |ike the pyram ds on Terra, and the Sacred Forge of
t he Goblins on Heaven | V.

Pl anet three had that tinge, faintly.

After tracing ny strange feel to its strongest point, | set nmy own
hol opak for instant exposure and nade a flash-through. | repaired to ny
staging planet to study what the hol o showed.

The one franme 1'd taken was stark enough, and ugly enough. The years
of erosion, wind, rain, fires, and tine itself had only blunted the
edges of the 'black fortress. The Structure was a good kilo on a side,
if not nore, and nearly as high.

Black it was, so deep a black that there was light in the space
bet ween stars by conparison, black enough to swallow [ight. And ol d.
That bl ack nmonstrosity dripped years. The Tower of Inmortals was built
yest erday conpared to the black fort.

| sat down on a grassy knoll of my rest planet and studied the frane
again. O her details now stood out, |like the |aser which was sweeping
toward the holo center, or the absol ute snoothness of the plain.

| shivered. Big, strong Tenporal Guards who could | eap centuries
with a single dive weren't supposed to shiver. | did.

VWhat sort of nechanismwas it that could last mllennia and track
and attack an object that appeared in real-tine for only mlliunits?

The first contact, strictly with an artifact, and it was hostile.

| forced nyself to keep concentrating on the holo frane. The
regularity of the distant hills behind the fortress, virtually all the
same | evel, was another disturbing note. Sharks, shark people, staging
base, sterile planets, weapons—they all ran through ny mnd. The
sharks had been there | onger than Sanmis or Heindall figured.

Wth a deep breath, | slipped through the mnd-chill of the tine-
tensi on and headed back to the planet of the black fortress. | stayed
in the undertinme beneath the structure, grasping for a link, a
direction. In a funny way, all created objects in the universe have
time |links, shadow paths, branches linking themw th then: creators.

The black fort, staging base, whatever it was, had a thready |ink

further back-tine. | couldn't follow it because | was near the end of
my own back-tinme range, but | grabbed a dammed good feel for the
direction, and | slid along the directional |'d picked up, keyed and

ready for anything.

| could pick up the deadliness of the second contact from well
beyond the system s geographi cal confines, a dark feel stronger than
the Tower of Immortals.

| decided to call the shark planet Lyste, for reasons uncl ear even
to me. Except that the Sertians have a god of destruction with the sane
name.

| set the hol opak and made a flash-through of the system's fourth
pl anet, the one that reeked of age and shark, and slid back to ny
bubble tent to survey the holo frame. The single franme displayed a
perfectly cultivated row crop of sone sort, not a single straggle of
grass or weed showi ng. The second flash-through was ai nmed through what
| figured fromthe undertine was a small city.

The hol opak came up with two franes. The nachi nery was sinple



enough—Il ate fossil fuel, but sophisticated, in an organic way. Al |
could pick out was a cart, apparently fueled by a stack of "logs" that
seened to be individual plants. Couldn't pick out any other overt
machi nes. The "peopl e" | ooked healthy, strong, and purposeful.

Sem - humanoi d was as good a description as any—snoot h bl ack skin,
hairl ess, scal el ess, short and stocky pair of |egs, upright carriage,
two arns ending in a hand. That was all in the first holo frane.

The second holo franme had a detail ed head-on picture of a "shark."
|"d lingered a fraction of a unit to get that second franme, and that
coul d have been a m st ake.

The pedestrian marching down the street had seen nme, recogni zed a
threat, and turned in the space of less than a half unit. The reason
t he head-on shot was so clear was that he/she/it had been caught in the
act of firing a hand-held dart gun. The dart was caught by the hol o
energing fromthe end of the gun, and | had no difficulty in m staking
its barbed and hostile intent. As | sat on the grassy knoll, |
shuddered. What was | getting into?

It was no fluke—they all had mcrounit reflexes.
Fine. 1'd found the hone planet, maybe. Now what ?

| took another nap after | found nyself shaking. Was sleep a way to
escape? | didn't care, and when | woke maybe fifty units later,
munched nmy way through dried ration sticks, before considering ny
opti ons.

| couldn't very well elimnate their progenitors. | was at the back-
time limt of ny range and, short of busting the planet, there wasn't
any alternative.

Finally it junped out of the pictures and pasted nme between the
eyes. Lyste was an old, old planet, probably gutted of easily m ned
m nerals, fossilized hydrocarbons gone, and popul ated by a very direct
and aggressi ve speci es.

| studied the holos nore closely. In the next to the |ast one,
| ocated what could be the object | was searching for. | clinbed to ny
feet, tightened nmy equi pnment belt, reloaded the hol opak, and slid back
to Lyste for a closer shot of what appeared to be a black formation.

At the edge of break-out, | hesitated. Seenmed stupid, but | had the
feeling that sonething was waiting.

| got the holo frame, shot a second, and as | did, sensed an
enormous surge of energy directed toward ne. | tried to push it away
and dive undertinme at the same instant | threw up ny armas |
penetrated underti me—not qui ckly enough. \Wen ny forearm shattered,
t hought | screaned, but | couldn't hear anything in the undertine.

| didn't remenber the dive back fore-tinme to Quest, just Dbreaking-
out in the Travel Hall and watching the gl ow stones cone up to ny face.

Next thing | knew, | was propped up in the Infirmary with a
regenerator covering one side and a nmass of tubes hooked into ne.

"Loki ?" asked a voi ce.

Focusing was difficult, even though it was the second tinme |I'd ended
up like that, and it was a while before |I decided the voice bel onged to
soneone | knew.

"Loragerd?" | croaked. My throat felt like I'd been swall ow ng sand.

| couldn't hear the response, if there was one, couldn't see the
form ess faces, and fell, twisting through the nightmare country into a



dark pit filled with shiny black shark people who swirled and gobbl ed
and chonmped, nostly on nme, but on each other when they got tired of
tasting ne.

Later, and | had no idea how nmuch later, | woke up to find a young
Guard sitting across the room

"Good nmorning, or is it good afternoon?" | asked.

He seened surprised. "Morning, sir," he stanmered.

"Loki," | corrected him

"Yes, sir."

"So what's happened?" | asked, as if nothing in the world had gone
wWr ong.

Imortals were |ike that, recovering quickly. I was weak, but 1'd

recover fully, no doubt about that.
“Tri bune Freyda should answer that, sir."
He left, presumably to run down the honored Tri bune.

Freyda arrived shortly. "All right, super hero, you ve |left us on
bl asts and bol ts—"

"Did you | eave me nuch choice?" | interrupted.

| was still sore about the situation, but she went on as if | hadn't
said a thing.

"From your instrunments, we figured you went back a mllion years,
but the energy drain on the equi pnent shows two million. Locator pinned

t he spot, but no one can get anywhere cl ose, and Eranas gave strict
orders that no break-outs were to be tried until you were in shape to
report."

She glared at ne. "You realize that no one could have pulled you out
if you hadn't staggered back under your own power?"

“Not till now™ | grinned, but it felt |opsided.

"What's nore, you couldn't possibly have survived the energy bl ast
t hat your equi pnent says you took, but basically all your system danage
was |imted to your armand sonme shock."

| had the feeling Freyda woul d have gone on and on, but | had to
know. "Did the last holo frames come through?"

Freyda handed them over, as if she had been waiting for an
explanation fromnme. | could feel ny right arm shaking as |I reached
out. The left was in a cast, but felt like it was all there. That told
me the regeneration had taken.

| spread the three frames across ny lap. | was propped part way up
and | could see themwi thout straining.

The third shot literally showed raw energy and ny forearm expl odi ng
in blood under the pressure. But the wave of energy, |aser blast,
particle beam stopped cold at the forearm and that shoul dn't happen.
Bl ood and gore could wait. Shots one and two showed what | had been
| ooking for, and afraid of finding. The installation, though nore
eroded, apparently deserted, matched the ancient fortress on the
deserted planet, down to the flat plain in front of the towering black
wal I s. The evi dence, while not absolutely positive, was enough for ne.
The sane culture built both.

The sharks on Lyste were avoiding the black fortress on their own
pl anet, which indicated that the automatic defenses m ght not be



terribly discrimnating about who or what it zapped.
Freyda sat through my studies in silence, finally clearing her

throat. "Unless you have objections, | would recormend an i nmedi at e
sterilization of that planet."
"Whose nmurder or suicide?" | asked as brightly as possible with ny

sandy throat.

She | ooked at ne, with the cold | ook that demanded an answer because
she was Tribune. And who the Hell was |, anyway?

"Who can dive that far back? And if they don't, how are they going
to get into real tinme without getting potted? |I've found traces on nore
t han one pl anet; so how do we know they're confined to just one point?"

Freyda di gested ny objections. "See what you nmean. We'll wait until
you're on your feet. Hycretis says ten days or so. Twenty until you're
up to full speed.”

"Twenty-five," | countered. | wasn't going back into that cluster
until 1 was fully heal ed. Those peopl e were nean.

In the days that followed, Heindall, Freyda, and Cdi nt hor kept
traipsing into the Infirmary. I was a novelty. Very few seriously
wounded di vers got back. Guards avoided injury or were totalled.

They all agreed. A back-tine sterilization was necessary, and an
effective one at that. The question was how. Heindall opted for genetic
poi soni ng. Freyda wanted to nova the sun.

Qdi nthor wanted to send the whol e Tenporal Guard back with
t hunderbolts. "Do the Guard sone good! Shake up these softies! Gve 'em
real field experience, that's what | say!" the old warrior insisted.

He conveniently forgot that he and | were the only ones with the
time-diving range to get there or that he'd had to be | ed.

| didn't say nuch, preferring to listen, surprising for me. |
wonder ed how many pl anets were inhabited by sharks, especially
considering the two identical ancient forts.

Nei t her Loragerd nor Verdis canme to see ne, which surprised ne in
one way, but not in another, although |I couldn't say why.

Hycretis booted nme out of the Infirmary within six or seven days and
told ne to take it easy.

Brendan had done well in ny absence, and outside of one or two
ticklish jobs he'd left for ne, M ntenance was current. Bal dur hadn't
been i ndi spensabl e and, it appeared, neither was |I. That nust have

pl eased Heil ndal |l no end.

Practically, however, the tine cane when | couldn't put off the
resunption of ny shark assignnent.

"Fit as a thunderstorm fire and flash, ready to go ... " was
Hycretis's assessnent.

Anot her trainee had been stationed at the Travel Hall to wait for ne
and was obviously instructed not to |let ne get away. He cane tearing up
as | stowed sone of my equi pment into ny chest.

"Sir, the Tribunes request your presence."
n I\b\/\/?"

| gathered all the holo frames and marched up to the public chanber
of the Tribunes. Evidently, the trainee had scurried up before ne.
Freyda, Kranos, and Eranas were waiting.

"W woul d be nost interested in your report, Loki," Eranas began.



| understood just how interested when Heindall and Samm s arrived. |
presented everything | had, not taking sides for or against destroying
the sharks. | didn't have to, because if | didn't agree the Guard
didn't have any way to proceed.

"l say destruction,” Heindall sumred up his position.

Samm s didn't offer an opinion.

"Loki," asked Freyda fromthe | ow table where the three Tri bunes
sat, "have you any observations' ?"
"Think they were once like us," | offered, "perhaps even related to

or descended fromthe nythical forerunners. Now they rely on machi nes,
but perhaps because tine diving is so difficult.”

| went on, avoiding the real question, pointing out that tine-travel
had led to a totally self-centered and ruthless race, one that
destroyed others on sight, and one with little respect for their own
wounded or di sabl ed.

"May be," noted Kranos, "but that is not the question. Question is
what you think we ought to do about it."

| consoled nyself with the thought that | had given the sharks nore
chances than Heindall or Freyda would have. But in the end, ny verdict
was t he sane.

"Destruction.”

From there the discussion went into technical possibilities, none of
whi ch was wor kabl e.

| cut the debate and worthl ess solutions short. "Adaptation of the
sun-tunnel . "

Hei ndal |, the |l over of destruction, got the idea right off. "Sone
sort of multiple |inkage?”"

| nodded, and everyone patted each other on the back and kept their
di stance from ne.

| wal ked out while they tal ked, headi ng down the ranps to
Mai nt enance. My idea was sinple enough. Mst destruction is just a
matter of applying power in the right spots. The star cluster was
tightly packed, with the density approaching, if not exceeding, that of
gal actic center.

| intended to plant |inked sun-tunnels across cluster center,
particularly in suns that seened unstable, and by funneling energy
flows, attenpt to nova cluster center stars. Fromthere, the process
woul d feed on itself.

The whol e process took Narcissus, Brendan, Elene, and ne al nost two
seasons. And while the four of us worked, Heindall and Freyda worri ed.

Near the end of that period, | went back to the cluster and
collected real-tinme star shots to feed into the data banks. The
Archives cane up with a pattern for successive |inkages that was
supposed to guarantee destruction.

| had nade a few adjustnments to the pattern. | intended to touch off
the stars of both Lyste and Lead Nine directly, which I thought woul d
cut the risks considerably.

When the tinme canme, | was sure | wanted to go through with it. The
sharks deserved it, | thought, as nuch as anyone did, and the idea that
such a predatory culture m ght survive to escape their cluster and
i nfest our gal axy proper wasn't attractive. Neither was the thought
that | was going to torch a cluster a mllion-plus years ahead of its



normal destruction—if that destruction had been indeed normal. Al
told, | had to set up seventeen |inkages, meaning thirty-four dives
within a hundred and fifty unit period. Actually, two Iinks and four
di ves, those for Lyste and Lead Nine, could be done outside the tinme
par anet ers.

The |l ast night before | left on ny mssion of fire, |I sat in front
of the permaglass in the Aerie and stared at the winter ice on
Seneschal and the shadows between the peaks.

Morning canme, and | dived deep to Azure. Once there, | took a nap
before girding nyself for the thirty-four dives that were to foll ow

| didit. It was that sinple. Thirty-four dives in time, dropping
thirty-four time-protected packages into thirty-four suns. Then
strapped nyself into deep-space arnor, picked up a suitable hol opak,
and fore-timed a thousand years to see if nmy efforts had resulted in
the required destruction.

They had.

A few white dwarves peered out fromthe swirling nebula conposed of
the remmants of the once-glittering cluster.

| ran back and picked up franes showi ng the pul se of destruction,
the stellar w nds pushing out ahead of the front of fire. Wat the
recordings didn't show was the how ing wi nds of tinme-change that echoed
t hrough the undertine and the angui sh as planetary sentiences were
snuffed out. While sone of the sharks could have escaped in their tinme

and space cruisers, | knew none had, just as | knew | could bend energy
away from ne.
Wien | hit the Travel Hall, one person was waiting. Heindall.

"Congratul ations, Loki! Magnificent job!"
| knew t he npani ng change-w nds had preceded ne.

| nodded curtly, but said nothing. Right ... magnificent job. | had
destroyed a hundred thousand systens a mllion years ahead of schedul e
and snuffed out who knew how many intelligent beings because | had no
ot her way of dealing with the sharks. Mgnificent, right?

| had to bite my tongue until the blood ran to keep from bl asting
Hei ndal | on the spot.

No one el se was there to wel conme back the god of destruction, the

lord of fire. They knew nme, knew nme all too well, as | was comng to
know nysel f.

| strolled through the corridors of the Tower, still fully equipped,
wist-gauntlets and all, taking it all in. Were | wal ked, Guards

shrank, eased away as if | wore the very flames | had kindl ed, and
perhaps | did.

Massive as it was, the Tower seened small and tawdry in those
nonments, insignificant against the night skies | had left units before.
As | headed for the South Portal, even the visitors turned away.
Since there was nothing to be acconplished by returning to M ntenance

i mredi at el y—who woul d talk to ne?—l spent the next ten-day at the
Aerie and on the enpty places of the high Bardwalls, watching the
eagles, the clean Iines of the knife-ice peaks, and the w ndi ng shadows
of the clefts bel ow

XVI

The seasons passed. | kept to nyself in Maintenance when | wasn't
stal ki ng thunderstorns in the passes of the Bard-walls or bending



| asers into light scul ptures around the Aerie.

Once in a great while, Loragerd and | got together, but the
spontaneity we enjoyed as younger Guards had renmined in the past, and
we drifted apart on the gentle waves of the present. Heindall assigned
nme m ssions, and Brendan, Narcissus, and El ene did nost of the day-to-
day work, while | dug into nore theory fromthe Archives, and sone
hi story on the side.

| f sone idiot decided that core-tapping was all right and
m scal cul ated, and pieces of real estate went flying all over creation,
messing up orbits and incidentally ripping up any tinme-diver who was
caught unaware, that was one thing. It may have been a tragedy, a
di saster, but the planetary culture did it to thensel ves.

If the Guard saw a situation |like that devel oping, the Tribunes
tried to head it off. But the Guard could fail. That happened when
Eranas was tracking the Nepturian G vil War.

The Centaurs said nay to the Queen of Senpbs. She got her back up and
responded with the entire Fire Cavalry. A group of Centaurs dropped a
hel | - bl aster down the core-tap rather than give in. | thought it was a
pretty drastic response, but who was | to say, particularly after
destroying an entire cluster to wipe out a few tine-traveling sharks?

Gurl eni s was anot her question.

G ron had fetched nme up to Assignnments for Heindall. Heindall never
canme down for ne hinself, which was just as well for both of us.

"“Sanm s thought you mght |ike an easy assignnent, for once,"
Hei ndal | announced.

| wondered what the catch was. | sel dom saw any assignnent that was
easy.

“No catch, none whatsoever," persisted the Counselor with the | ong
bl ack hair. "Data is on the end console."

"Assignment ?" | asked before heading over to the console.
"Hol o update before a cultural change."

That translated into getting holo franes of a tine/locale just
before the Guard neddl ed. | asked nyself what the Gurlenians had done
to merit the Tribunes' decision to alter their culture, but didn't
vocal i ze the question. Instead, | wal ked over to the stool in front of
t he i ndi cated consol e and keyed i n.

Gurlenis was an Arm pl anet, orange sun, low hills bronzed with
grass, symetrical cities built with a green glass that held the |ight
for hours past sunset.

Heavy transport was conducted with a sub-surface induction rai
network or by solar w nd-powered craft that skinmmed the shall ow seas.
The people who built it all were bipeds, covered with a fine bronze-
green fur that streaned behind themin the continuing and gentle w nds.
The reason for the mssion, and the cultural alteration, was one
publication by a schol ar.

The Archives evaluated the contents and predicted that the
probability of the Gurlenians developing time-diving abilities
approached unity, given further devel oprment. In short, the CGurlenians
woul d chal | enge the Guard's nonopoly of Tine.

A Guard named Zeal or had been assigned the alteration. Al | had to
do was record the last nonents of the existing culture, the nonent of
passage, and the results.

| made sure | had the nav coordi nates down before | left



Assignments. Heindall didn't |ook up.

Zeal or had already left to start his work. So | headed straight for
Special Stores to pick up the recordi ng equi prment.

Hal cyon was the Assistant Supervisor at Special Stores, and |
t hought At hene relied nore on her than any of the earlier assistants.
Li ke Loragerd, she'd been a trainee with nme, but she'd never devel oped
much beyond rote tinme-diving. She could dive anywhere she'd been taken,
but couldn't strike out on her own, even with detailed instructions.

| guessed Bal dur had gotten to all of us in that group of trainees,
t hough I woul d have been hard-pressed to explain it. Hal cyon had taken
special care to upgrade the equi pment they supplied, and that was
i mportant, not so nuch to nme, but to the others. Anyway, Athene was
| ucky to have Hal cyon handling the day-to-day stuff for her.

Hal cyon was wailing. "N codenus said you' d be the one, and that
you'd be in a hurry."” She handed ne a set of what | ooked Iike goggles.
"Try these."

The gadgets had a thin cable which led to a belt pack. | struggl ed
to make the goggles fit, but with themin place, | couldn't see.

"Silly," she nmurnmured. "You wear them above your eyes."

Hal cyon had | ong, fine blond hair, green eyes so dark they verged on
bl ack, and clear tanned skin. Her voice tended to break slightly when
she was amused, and she giggled, even after all those years.

"Why?" | asked as | westled the goggles onto ny fore-bead.

"Si npl est spacing to get an eyewitness view, |I'd bet." | strapped on
the belt-pack, smled at Hal cyon, and headed for the Travel Hall and
Gurlenis to nake the |l ast record there m ght be of an entire world
culture before Zealor reoriented it.

| strapped on gauntlets and equi pnent, not that | thought |I'd need
them and dived to Gurlenis. | didn't follow time-paths, but skipped
branches and intuited ny way to the destination. Break-out on Gurlenis
found ne hovering over bronzed hills bathed with Iight fromthe orange

sun. Late afternoon, | guessed, and the read-outs confirmed that | ocal
season was | ate summer.
Picking a low hill above the nearest city, | made sure the holo

"goggl es” were in place and glided down to the hilltop, panning the
valley as | did, and ending with a view of the green glass city at the
ot her end of the grassy lands that rilled the vall ey.

Fromoutside the tall evergreens that edged the city, | could see
that the place was a town, rather than a city, and laid out in a
definite plan.

The first close-up | caught with the hol o showed three youngsters
pl aying on a triangular grass court of some sort. On each corner of the
pl ayi ng surface stood a tall pole with a balanced crossbar, and three
netallic rings of varying sizes. Apparently the idea was to throw an
obl ong obj ect through one of the rings in sonme predeterm ned order. |
wat ched.

The smal | est youngster, and | guessed he or she or it was young
because of the size differential and an air, a feeling, that |
associated wth growi ng up, noved toward one of the corner standards in
a hop-step-step-step-hop pattern. The other two tried to bl ock the
advance by anticipating where the patterned zigzig would | ead and
setting thenselves in a blocking stature. No physical contact took
place, and it was nore |ike a dance.



A coupl e of body | engths out fromthe corner standard, the one
carrying the oblong nade a double hop and tossed it toward the
standard. | thought the crossbar swng before the toss was conpl et ed.
The vanes fluttered, but there was no w nd.

The obl ong tunbl ed through the mddle ring and was recovered by the
tall est, who began noving toward the corner away fromne in another
stylized pattern, nore of a hop-hop-step-hop-step.

The gane, if that was what it was, seenmed strangely non-conpetitive,
but I wondered about that crossbar noving without wnd. | kept the holo
going until the tape contained a representative section of the gane.

| slipped undertine toward the nore heavily structured center of the
town. Al the Gurlenians | saw and caught on the holo radi ated an
i mpressi on of purposeful ness, but the town was quiet, rmuch quieter than
| expected, even considering the attitude of gentleness | had begun to
associate with the bronze-furred Curl eni ans.

The town stood on a | ow plateau and fromthe gradual slope down and
into the cropped and cul tivated spaces below, it was obvious that the
Gurl eni ans planned their environnent carefully. The town center was
linked and intertwined with grassy paths. The nore heavily travel ed
routes were paved with a soft green pebbl ed pavenent that gave
under f oot .

Even as | watched and recorded, kept cranking away, | noticed that
t he nunber of Gurlenians out and about was shrinking. Strange,
t hought, because with their wi de eyes and lithe bearing, | would have

suspected themto be a nocturnal race.

| flicked in and out of the undertine, flashing through the corners
of the city, trying to pinpoint activity. As | slid fromplace to
pl ace, sonething began to nag at ne.

As | stopped to holo a scene of the Gurlenians filing into a central
structure, | recognized the feeling, or rather the absence of a
feeling. Fear—the Gurlenians didn't denonstrate any signs of it.

In nmost cultures, somewhere, soneplace, there is an aura of fear
But not on Gurlenis. Mdst races are at |east sublimnally aware of
bei ng studied or | ooked at—and react. Either the CGurlenians weren't
aware or it didn't bother them

| shelved that analysis as | began to take stock of the nunber of
graceful souls gliding into the building | was observing. My first
t hought was a governnment or town neeting. My second was a religious
observance, but | wasn't sure either fit.

Curiosity cornered the lion. | ducked undertinme and slid into the
tenple. Fuzzy as it was in the undertime, | didn't want to break-out
inside a wall or a heat-source. Those hurt. | |ocated an open space

away fromthe assenbling group and broke-out, ready to dive, if
necessary.

Face-to-face with me was a Qurlenian, an older one with white-
streaked and fl owi ng body hair and a mantl e of age w apped around his
very being. The old CGurlenian | ooked at nme, not at all surprised, bowed
slightly, nmade some cryptic gesture in the air with a single sweeping
notion, and waited. After that gesture, | received a feeling of
peacef ul ness, and that was the only way | could describe it.

| nodded back, and slid undertine into a darker corner of the
neeting hall where | kept the holo tape running.

Row after row of QGurl eni ans were seated on wi de and fl at cushi ons,
all equally spaced. The entire hall was dead silent, yet filled with



the sane feeling of peace | had received fromthe old Gurl enian.

Wy was | the one with the hol opak? Samm s thought |1'd |ike an easy
assignment, and Heindall had given it to nme. Wiy?

| didn't have tinme for nore reflection, because the cold w nd of
ti me-change blew, creeping up ny spine like the paralysis that foll owed
the sting of a rocksucker.

My head began to spin, and like a picture seen through falling water
inthe twilight, the tenple nelted around ne. The buil di ng evaporat ed
in mst, and the CGurlenians, dressed only in golden, fine-flow ng hair,
who had been seated within body I engths of nme instants before becane
snoke, and then | ess than the nenory of snoke. They were gone.

The chill of the tine-change-w nds how ed past ne and barked their
way down the trail to the future, |eaving nme standing on a rocky
outcrop. | gazed out over sparsely vegetated hills and wild grasses. A
few scraggly bushes had replaced the cultured and trimed conifers.
Wth the abrupt drop in tenperature, | shivered. Sone aninmal how ed in

t he di stance.

No nore Gurl enians. They were gone, for good, and | could feel it.
That wasn't quite it. Rather, they and their sense of peace had never
been, and Gurlenis was now a wild pl anet.

| touched the stud on the belt-pack to stop the holos, lifted the
goggl es, and dropped theminto a belt pouch.

| slid back to the Travel Hall. It was deserted. | stowed ny
equi pnent in nmy own chest, including the holo equipnent. | figured to
return it the next norning, except for the holo franmes thensel ves.

The Tower itself was enpty, except for the trainee watch staff, and
| could hear ny steps echoing in the silence as | clinbed the ranps.

The Assignnents Hall was dark except for the small light at the main
consol e, being used by the figure in Heindall's stool.

"Sanmi s, what are you—"

"Told Heindall 1'd wait for you to return. Howdid it go?"

"Fine, if you care for that sort of thing."

| didn't care much what | said. Samm s wasn't likely to repeat it.

He smled, I'd have to have said sadly, if | were forced to anal yze
it, and answered, "Sonetinmes, that's the way it goes."

| dropped the holo tapes, said good night, and | eft, wondering about
Samm s—why was he there? But | was too depressed to think it over.

| slid straight out to the Aerie, where it was still light. There |

sat on the edge of ny cliff, warnmed by ny gl owstone fl oor, sipped
firejuice, and saw the eagles circle, far fromthe Tower, far from
Quest .

The inmpact of the eradication of the Gurlenians wasn't going to
vani sh, no matter how long | stared out the permaglass of the Aerie at
t he eagles of night, no matter how many busted pieces of equipnent |
fixed, no matter how nmuch | | earned about nechanical theory in an
effort to avoid reality.

And how many others bad we w ped clean fromthe slate of tine?
knew about those that had inpinged on ne—Qurlenis, the shark cluster,
and a few others like Ydris. But how many had there been?

The Archives Data Banks had the information, | was certain. But the
results of nmy last attenpt to access historical data, when the entire



Guard knew | was trying to find Baldur, indicated that the Tribunes or
Hei ndal |, or soneone, was followi ng ny every nove. After all those
years? Probably, | decided. Patience had to be a virtue | earned by the
powers that were of an Immortal society.

Real anal ytical thinking had al ways been difficult for ne, unlike
Ferrin or Sanmis. If | were Ferrin and wanted to find out information
wi t hout broadcasting my interest, how would | go about it? That was the
guestion. How did the Tribunes know who accessed data? The |l ast tineg,
they' d sinply asked for copies of the requests off my personal code.

As 1'd discovered in ny brief tinme in Personnel, not many cross
checks were used. As a matter of fact, Heindall or soneone el se was
still maki ng Mai ntenance personnel ratings in ny nanme. The sinplistic
answer was not to use my own code, but another Guard's. The next ques-
tion was whose and how to get it.

| tilted nmy stool back, letting my thoughts fernment, and watched the
eagles soar in the twilight. They flewwith such little effort, a flap
here or there, riding the thermals.

Ask soneone? Nope, had to be sneaky. How about m crosnoops?

Wher e? Suppose | planted one focused on each consol e screen used by
a Guard whose code | wanted? If | obtained ten codes, or at the fewest,
the codes of four or five individuals whose request for trend data

m ght not seem strange, | thought | could obscure what | was after. |
had enough m crosnoops in nmy collection. All | had to do was check them
out, plant them and collect the data.

The next afternoon, | rounded up ten snoops fromthe bottom of ny

Mai nt enance | ocker, fitted themw th w der angle | enses, and gave them
a thorough check-out. Since | couldn't back- or fore-tinme on Query
itself, I had two choices—either to nosey into each of the areas over
the com ng days and place themin broad daylight, so to speak, or use
the undertime to flash-through during periods when the spaces were
enpty.

The first alternative, while superficially attractive—no cl oak and
dagger sliding around in the dark of night—had a few drawbacks. How
was | going to plant a snoop on or near soneone's personal screen while
he happened to be using it?

Nunber two didn't appear nmuch better. If anyone were naturally
suspi cious, and a | ot of people seened to be, wouldn't they have hi dden
renote sensing devices to nonitor their work areas?

When I'd joined the Guard, | never woul d have considered that the
honor abl e Counsel ors and Tri bunes m ght have snoops in their Halls.
After my experiences, | wondered how they could avoid it, since they

had to know that the strongest divers could slide undertinme within the
Tower itself.

| sat there on ny high-backed stool, ignoring the day's pile of
repairs, including the ones | hadn't made, trying to cone up with
anot her alternative. | didn't. If anything at all went wong while |
attenpted to place snoops during working hours, |I'd be caught red-
handed, and then sonme. On the other hand, with a flash-through night
slide, I mght end up as a picture on a holo screen, but | wouldn't be
caught i mredi at el y—j ust the next norning. That wasn't any hel p. Wat
if I didn't look like nme? That was an idea worth pursuing. In the
dimmer light after hours, a general suggestion of soneone el se m ght
well do the trick

That conclusion | ed to another series of questions, but in the end



only one pseudo-identity made nmuch sense, because he was roughly ny
size and his mannerisns were easily counterfeited, especially his
outfit.

Nightmail is easily procured, even black nightmail, fromthe deep
storeroons. At one tine many of the Guards used it. Wiile | couldn't
obtain a light saber, | could duplicate its silhouette and exterior

appear ance easily enough with materials right at ny own workbench. A
dark cloak, a big black chain, black high boots, a swagger, and who
woul d know | wasn't Frey? That |eft one screen key to get, Frey's own
in Locator/Donmestic Affairs. | would have to use the direct approach
t here.

The night | picked, the planting went as snoothly as a dive to
Haskill. Flick undertinme, then out, place the snoop, ruffle through
papers and drawers, clink the nightrmail, and di sappear.

| got snoops into Heindall's console, and those of N codenus,
Ferrin, Tyron, Verdis, and even the one Gdinthor used infrequently,
planting the I ast one in Special Stores for good neasure.

| slid away fromthe Tower wearing the outfit and tucked it away in
an abandoned section of an orbit weather station. | didn't want to
fore- or back-tinme because it would show on the | ocator console if |
was being nmonitored. My Queryan | ocale couldn't have been followed unit

by unit. In a few days, 1'd need the outfit to recover all ny snoops.
| could have tried the type that broadcast, but with all the energy
flows around the Tower, | wasn't sure how they'd work, and |I'd need

speci al equi pment to receive the data and store it. The sel f-contai ned
types were less likely to be detected, easier to operate, and had no
overt ties to ne. The ones | placed | ooked |like rivets, raised plates,
that sort of technical stuff.

The norning after | planted the snoops, ny ears were w de open,
alert to any change of pulse around the Tower, but nothing seened to
have changed. No one was wandering around asking, "D d you hear that
someone was snoopi ng around the Tower |ast night?"

In some ways, it was an anticlimax. | buried nyself back in the
little world of Maintenance, worried about divers' gear, fixed warm
suits, power packs, stunners, gauntlets, and the usual dents and di ngs.
A good ten-day passed before | could plant a snoop on Frey's consol e,
and | practically had to pick an argunment with himto do it.

On that norning, | loitered ny way past his archway, and if anyone
had asked me why | was on that side of the Square and not in
Mai nt enance, |'d have been hard-pressed for an answer that nade sense.

| always had trouble comng up with out-and-out |ies.

Frey was in, toying with his black |ight saber, obviously bored. H's
boredom could be laid at Tyron's arch. Tyron couldn't dive worth a dam
and made up for it by doing both his work and Frey's.

Frey was the chief constable of Query by virtue of being the
Supervi sor of the Guard's Donestic Affairs/Locator branch, a cut and
dried operation, no discretion, few and absolute rul es under the Code.

| anbled in. "Got an instant?"

"Infinity and sone."” He flipped back as he sheathed the |ight saber
and sat up straight on the work stool.

"Why don't we put trainees into Donestic Affairs earlier in
trai ni ng? They'd understand how t he system works better and the real
role of the Guard would be clearer.™

He | eaned forward and put both el bows on the table, crowding ne back



and away fromthe consol e screen.

"Loki, the systenis worked fine for unpteen hundred centuries. Let's
not nmeddle with a good thing."

"We |ose a |ot of trainees who opt out for the Adm n obligation."
“"No guts," snorted Frey,

| circled around to the other side of his table and | eaned against a
heavy wooden case with no apparent function. "At ten trainees a year or
|l ess, we're not exactly burning up this corner of the galaxy. O
repl acing the giants of the past, |ike Qdinthor or Ragnorak.”

Frey laughed. "Wth Guards |ike you, Loki, who needs the past? But
then, with nore Guards |ike you, the future wouldn't have a past."”

He chuckl ed so thoroughly I felt |ike shoving his |ight saber
straight down his throat | didn't, instead slipping between himand his
consol e screen as he reared back and conti nued how i ng over his joke.

It wasn't that funny, but | smled and sl apped the snoop in place.
"“Anyway, think about it, would you?" | asked.

"I"Il talk it over with Heindall."

He'd tal k anything over with Heindall if it involved thought or
words of nmore than two syl | abl es.

The days drifted by quietly, like the eye of a stormon Faffnir. |
knew a stormwas swirling around, unseen, but the nore certain | was
that sonmething had to happen, the less actually did.

After a couple of ten-days, | recovered ny deep-spaced costumne
imtation of Frey and picked up all ny snoops. Wth all the dodging |
had done to get the one into Frey's console, | decided agai nst
devi ousness and slid in and retrieved it along with the others.

The next day, as | inspected the snoops, | discovered that not one
had been damaged, tanpered with, or even touched. Such mracul ous good
fortune alerted nmy cautionary feelings. Either I was way off base, or
was m ssing sonething. Wiat could |I have m ssed?

Wth no answer apparent, | began to run out the tape scans fromthe
snoops, a chore tedious enough to keep nme occupied for a while since |
had to study each frame under the magnifiers of the mniwal do setup

In the end, though, | identified the personal codes for Frey,
Hei ndal |, N codenus, Verdis, Gl nesh, Athene, Loragerd, Ferrin, and a
few trainees like Gron and Devindra. The bi ggest problem wasn't
getting the codes, but figuring out which code bel onged to whom

|'d placed all the snoops with decent focus on the consol e screens,
but they were so snmall the peripheral scan was non-existent. | knew the
code, but not necessarily the user.

Sonme were sinple enough. HWL-10 had to be Heindall, and FRY-27 had
to be Frey. But who was XXF-13? And which Tribune was TRB-02?

Anot her problem occurred to ne. Did the Archives, or Quellin, the
Archivist, track the personal code to the user's console? If so, |I'd be
a sitting duck using ny own console. How could that be conceal ed? |f
went up to the Archives, the cubicles were secluded enough for privacy.
That woul d have to do.

M dday had conme and gone before | finished figuring out the codes.
was hungry. Brendan caught nme as | left for refreshnent.

"What do you need?"

“I"mhaving trouble with that generator, and the schematics al
check. Wn't run. Could you take a | ook?"



"Be right there.”

Brendan trotted back to his table while | stuffed the personal code
list into nmy thigh pocket.

He was waiting, brightly expecting nme to put it all to rights. Al
he needed was nore confidence. "You can see. |'ve replaced all the
fused circuits, rerouted the control lines, matched all of it. But it
doesn't work."

Fromthe first glance nothing seened wong, and | coul d understand
his frustration. If all the circuits were correct, and | assumed for
t he nonent that they were, what could be wong?

| began to | augh. "Brendan, think about it. Wat's the first thing
you do when you repair a generator?"

"Renpve the ... " He bl ushed.

"I didn't nean to |augh, but you went to all this work. And you
t hought you' d made sone terrible and intricate m stake. You didn't.
Just reconnect the intake field and see what happens.™

The generator worked. Brendan was torn between enbarrassnent and
pri de. Enbarrassnent because he'd forgotten a sinple step, pride
because he'd basically built the generator back up fromscratch, and
he'd done it right.

"Good job," | told him "Take a break, and for Tinme's sake, don't
make a big deal about the intake field. W've all done it one tine or
anot her."

| thought about it after he'd |left and | was alone in ny spaces. You
coul d go through the nost conplicated procedures and forget the
sinpl est and nost vital things. Wiy did | want to find critical turning
points of other cultures? Did the answer lie in high-tech cultures that
m ght inpinge on Query? The nore | knew, the less | knew.

That night, in ny high and secure Aerie, as | watched the canyons
and the eagles, everything seened so small. | could walk the air
bet ween the peaks, catch thunderbolts fromthe skies w thout gauntlets,
and stalk the storns. But | felt cranped.

After the years as the nom nal Mintenance supervisor, sone unknown
Guard or Counsel or was naki ng ny Personnel evaluations for me with ny
own personal code, and | hadn't said a tiling, just let it be. Heindal
was slowy building his personally |oyal army of thugs, and even after

they'd tried to kill ne on Hell, | hadn't done a dammed thing. But
Patrice had told nme | knew all | needed to know. | didn't think I did
know enough. Wy?

For some reason, |'d been shuttled to Personnel. Wiy didn't anyone

want nme to know about the Personnel eval uation systenf

|'d been sent to record a holo of a gentle world culture's death.
Wt hout a background briefing. Wiwy? Had Samm s had anything to do with
it? On the other hand, |'d spent al nost an objective year in tracking
and destroying the shark cluster, and been given a totally free hand.

Was the Guard wi nding down, |ike the nmechanical toy |I thought it
was? O was | seeing what | wanted to see?

| went to sleep without com ng up with any answers. Mrning' s
arrival didn't provide themeither. Deciding that nmore i nfornmati on was
needed, and hating nyself for thinking so, | ate and slid to the Tower.

Baseline data cane first, and | spent a portion of the norning,
after 1'd organi zed Brendan, Elene, and Narcissus, in one of the
shi el ded booths in Archives.



| plugged in N codenus's code for the question. "Has the nunber of
trai nees per century increased or decreased in the past mllion years?"

"Increased."” The figures followed. Sumed up, the Archives data
indicated that prior to one mllion A T. the average nunmber of trainees
per century conpleting the first two years of training was three
hundred. The current noving average was five hundred and thirty.

| tried another tack. "Has the tine-diving ability of the average
trai nee decreased over the sane period?"

"Negative ... subjective analysis of performance reports indicates
substantial inmprovenent."

|'d spent thirty-plus years figuring the Guard was on the way out,
and the damed data banks were saying the opposite. | had assunmed that
t he busi ness of tearing down high-tech cultures was to elimnate
chal l enges to an ever-weakening Query. If the Guard and Query were
getting stronger, why the increased destruction? O was data being
falsified or entered incorrectly?

| asked anot her question. "Wat is the current nunmber of active
Tenporal CGuards?"

The Guard including trainees nunbered 2,156, with approxi mately one
mllion current and forner |iving Guards.

"One million!"™ | couldn't believe that.
"Where are they?"

998, 000 resided on Query. Statistical probabilities indicated that
2,000 existed el sewhere.

A bunch of things were beginning to nag at ne. | was convinced the
nunbers didn't match. An average of four hundred new Guards a century
over a mllion years totalled four mllion. Guards were supposedly
| mortal. And what happened to three mllion Guards and forner Cuards?
| was dunb enough to ask that one.

"Former inquiry included trainees. Fifty percent of all trainees do
not conplete. Guard nortality/di sappearance averages fifty percent."

There it was, all tied up neat and nice. Trouble was, | didn't
believe a single figure. | canceled out, asked for a total erasure, and
wal ked back down to Mai nt enance.

The Guard was bigger than it used to be? Wiy did we all rattle
around in the Tower? \What evidence did | have? Wien | had started in
t he Tower in Maintenance, there had been Baldur and A amms. Now | was
there, with Brendan, El ene, and Narci ssus, and we were slated for one
of the current trainees, a girl by the nane of Dercia.

| slammed ny fist on the worktable so hard the slap echoed off the
wal | s. Both Brendan and Narci ssus were there before | knewit.

“Are you all right?"

| grinned, hard as it was. "Nothing. Just amazed at ny own
Sstupidity.”

They exchanged | ooks. "If there's anything we can do," said Brendan,
"just let us know. "

They were gone. | vaguely wondered what had passed between the two
of them but it had been good-natured, and | let it pass.

|'"d tried to pass on Bal dur's understandi ng and appreciation of the
mechani cal basis of cultures, but wasn't sure |I'd gotten it across to
Brendan, Narcissus, Elene, or the trainees |I'd |lectured. Conpared to



ol d sil ken-tongue Heindall or smooth Gl nmesh, ny halting |lectures were
probably as dry as centuries-old dust.

Samm s had to have sonme answers. Tinme to look himup, if | could
find him Strangely, he was in the first place | |ooked, in the corner
of the Assignnments Hall. Wiy he spent so nmuch time there | couldn't
understand. He and Heindall had little enough in conmon, but Hei ndal
did seemto |isten when Sammi s nmade a suggesti on.

"Loratini's, Loki?" he asked before I could open ny nouth.

Back we went to Loratini's, the Inn overlooking the Falls. Sanm s
started by picking out his food, even before we sat down at one of the
i ndi vi dual bal cony tables. | followed his exanple.

Finally, | asked nmy question, the first of many, | hoped. "How big
was the Guard when it started?”

"Wasn't around then," he said with a half-smle, and noting ny

expression, went on, "but say | had been, just for speculation, 1'd
guess there were about one thousand in the original Guard and about
twice that a mllion years ago. 'Course, in the first Guard, |ess than
two hundred were divers, and even a mllion years ago, not everyone in

the Tower was a diver."

"Do you think divers today have different abilities than the ol der
di vers?"

"Hard to say. Take you and ne. You can dive a bit farther fore- and
back-tinme than me. Not nuch, though. Big differences are that you can
dive to and from about every different environment ever found, that you
can carry a Hell of a load, and that you have some control of energy
flows."

"Does it make that nuch of a difference?"

"I's a warrior who strides the thunderstorns and carries the fires of
Hel | nmore dangerous than a nere time-visitor?"

"But why?"

Samm s snorted. "A little knowl edge i s dangerous, Loki, and about
how t hi ngs work, you've got as little as anybody. Wait until you've got
a few centuries under your belt."

"Umm ... ah,"” | began, tongue tied around itself, trying
straighten out the other questions I'd wanted to ask while |
chance.

"Enj oy your lunch, Loki. In your business, there's tinme enough to
ask the questions later. You nmay never understand us, anyway."

H s eyes tw nkled as he spoke. Samm s wouldn't say anything el se,
and when | was finished, he went wherever he was headed.

The next day wasn't any better, nor the day after. Samm s, Patrice,
everyone seened to think I was dense for not seeing what was obvi ous,
but I saw plenty—from Heindall's schenmes to the toppling of
intelligent cultures that were no threat, to Freyda's anbitiousness, to
Frey's inconpetence. Wiat was | m ssing?

On the third day after ny meal with Sanms, with no nore ideas than
before, | headed back to Archives.

| was getting too nervous, | knew, but | tucked a stunner into ny
junpsuit. Thunderbolts were too permanent. | had deci ded exactly what |
want ed, and that was a printout of twenty cultures within the |ast
mllion years that could be shifted up to high-tech or cultures which
had been high-tech and reduced by the Guard's neddling. To that, I
added the criterion of possible devel opnent of interstellar travel in

to
had t he



some form or another.

The Data Banks bal ked at the additional stipulation, ending up with
some garbage that scripted, "no basis for evaluating particular
i sol at ed t echnol ogi cal phenonena. "

That might make it harder for ne to go ahead with ny hal f-forned
plans to end the nonopoly on the stars, but | got the |ist of
time/cultures, plus a smaller list of lowtech planets that offered
| ong-shot possibilities and enpty planets suitable for col oni zati on.
The three |ists should cover all the bases.

Twenty-plus cultures that should be out anbng the stars, and
weren't. Ten that had been pulled out of tinme or star travel by the
Guard. And the precedent | mght have set in destroying an entire
cluster. As | sawit, the trends were becom ng critical.

| just didn't know what it all neant, whether | was bei ng pushed or
imagining it all and overreacting. How could I know? Was it all in ny
m nd?

XVl

Thi nki ng about the best way to throw a nonkey wench in the machine
led me to study the aftereffects. | didn't want to get caught in the
act —or afterwards.

That was why the Guard had such a hold on Query. Donestic
Affairs/Locator could track down any Query an through the | ocator tags
pl anted in our shoulders at birth. The exact conposition of the tags
was a secret closely held by the Tribunes.

Not that | intended to let that stop ne. | had the necessary
equi prent, and the lack of interest in things nechanical anong nost
Guards had to work in nmy favor. Who woul d consi der a mechani cal
solution, or understand as | worked one out? Except for a few, nost of
the present Guard was conposed of funble-fingers. The few who weren't
were mne, |ike Brendan, Narcissus, and Elene. Through it all and
despite the abysmal |evel of technical understanding in the Guard,
Mai nt enance was holding up its end, with all of Heindall's efforts to
pour repairs on us.

To deal with the |ocator system however, | needed an analysis of a
functioning tag. That was the priority, and | got down to it. Setting
up the heavy equi pnent scanner to pick up ny own |ocator tag was the
hard part, but | managed it by shorting out the safety access circuit
and renmoving one wall fromthe inspection chanber. Then | had to design
a special shield to screen everything but the square of ny shoul der
bl ade where the tag was i nbedded.

Wiy didn't | get the paraneters fromthe Locator section?

The | ocator consol es are seal ed, automatic, and the paraneters are
limted to the Tribunes. Wiile Locator can track the signals and foll ow
any Queryan, the conposition of the signals is secret.

Wiy didn't | take a blank tag fromthe maternity ward and anal yze
it? I did, and found out that the signal was a twisted helix, so to
speak, and conbined the basic tenporal |ocator signal with the
i ndi vidual aura and sent it back in a scranbled pattern. The
conbi nati on was set at random by the master | ocator conputer by renote
after the inplantation at birth, and once set, remmined set forever.
That inmmutability worked in ny favor, provided no one found out what |
was doi ng.



Repair facilities, even ones |like the Guards', with the
sophi sticated air and |ight scrubbers, with superclean technol ogy,
m crocircuit duplicators, and the rest, have an atnosphere of
grubbi ness that no amount of cleaning can totally renove. In the
Mai ntenance Hall, it wasn't so apparent at first, but after years |
becane aware of it, nore of a feeling associated with technol ogy than
anyt hi ng.

Alight nmeter would tell nme that the Hall was as clean as
Assi gnnents, but the floor-to-ceiling slowglass panels seened di mer.
The rows and rows of equipnent that | had reorgani zed, sone of it under
time protection and unused for centuries, added to the inpression of
raw mechani cal power.

| tried to picture a time when the Guard had enpl oyed all the
equi prent, but failed. Sone of the bul kier pieces dated to cultures no
| onger accessible, a few back to the tine of the Frost G ant/Tw |ight
War. | caught nyself fromlapsing into belief in the | egend which Wyan
and Sanmm s had said was untrue. According to them the equipnent had
been gat hered, but never used. According to the nyth, that had been the
first, last, and only pitched battle fought by the Guard. | found it
hard to understand how they could all coast through twenty thousand
centuries on the nmenory of one war, particularly when it hadn't been
all that glorious.

| shuddered at the self-deception enbodied in that |egend and | ooked

back over the Hall. During the rearrangenent, | had obtained the access
keys to all the equiprment. Heindall, |ike nost Guards, failed to
appreci ate the power of the past and the strength of technology. | cut

of f the dreans and sel f-congratul ati ons, knowi ng | was only postponing
sticking myself under the nodified anal yzer because it was going to
hurt.

Wth a deep breath, | pushed ny not quite totally shiel ded shoul der
under the beam head and j abbed the stud. After | w ped the blood from
my chin and sl apped sone heal -paste on the lip | had bitten through,
checked the anal yzer data. There was enough, for which | was glad. |
wasn't certain | could have gotten through it another tinme. | managed
to snear sonme nore of the paste on the burned shoul der and to cover the
burn with a sterile field dressing in order to slip ny junpsuit back
on. | knew the wound was sterile, but the pain marched across ny shoul -
der like a shark arnmy m ght have. Sitting down on the operator's stool
| put the circuitry back in its normal patterns, although |I doubted
anyone woul d have understood the reasons for the change.

| kept thinking of the Guard as an enornous cl ock, designed for
eternity, but ever so slowy wearing down, mssing an instant here,
counting two units instead of one there, while the clockmaker's
chil dren and grandchildren kept oiling and polishing it, afraid to
tinker or replace any of the mllions of fine pieces within. | knew the
Archives said the Guard was on the upswi ng, but | couldn't believe that
data either.

| debated |eaving for the Aerie to let ny shoul der recover, but
decided not to wait and fed the data tapes into the master anal yzer.
The consol e screen was bl ank for what seened |ike forever, though it
was only several units before a conplicated fornula appeared. | tucked
the tape cubes into ny belt and pulled ny heavy red cl oak over ny
j unpsui t.

| strode up the ranps to the South Portal, hoping |I could | eave
qui etly as usual .



For some reason—Heindall's displeasure with nme, ny own
i ntrospectiveness, or ny reputation for not suffering technol ogi cal
i diots—few of the Guards struck up conversations with ne within the
Tower itself. | suspected a conbination of awe and fear.

| was the only Guard in centuries to fight a Counselor, go to Hell,
and return. Heindall, on the other hand, had denonstrated that he had
the power to attenpt nurder for insubordination and get away with it.

~ For whatever reason, few casual conversations were struck up with
ei ther of us when the other was around.

Many of the younger Guards would talk to me only at the Inns.

Hei ndal | |l ed both a lonely public and private life, growng tighter-
faced and nore brooding with each year. The born-again damm s found
himtoo cold and had turned away, finally |eaving the CGuard.

In that |ate afternoon, as | wal ked through the echoing and nearly
enpty corridors, glancing at the hol os of past glories standing out
fromthe main walls, feeling the warnth and |ight of the slowglass
panels froma thousand suns, | wanted the silence, trying not to strain
or bite ny lip at the pain fromny shoul der.

"Loki ?" called a light voice. Verdis had | eft Personnel for the day,
apparently, and was waiting by the South Portal.

She tossed her mahogany hair back over her shoul der. Usually she
expressed her feelings with her entire body, but now her eyes were
filled with concern. The rest of her body m ght as well have not been
t here, and that bothered ne.

"Hera's I nn?" she asked.

| wanted to go sonewhere like | wanted a quick dive through a bl ack
hol e, but Verdis was up to sonething, and ny gut instincts told ne that
refusal could cause nore trouble than | was prepared for at the nonent

| nodded to Verdis, signifying ny assent, and slid, not to the Inn,
but to the Aerie. There a quarter of the way around Query, the sun was
still high, and the light glittered off the ice on Seneschal .

| staggered over to the cellular regenerator | had swi ped fromthe
Infirmary storeroom lost as it had been behind three rows of time-
protected supplies that hadn't been touched in centuries.

Underneath the light of the danped slowglass, | stripped off ny
junpsuit, peeled off the pressure dressing, and coll apsed under the
regenerator. | set the tinmer for five units, and when the bell sounded
| sat up.

| put on another |ighter dressing and changed fromthe bl ack
junpsuit to a red one. Maybe it had been a stupid thing to use an
equi pnent anal yzer, but a standard tissue anal yzer woul dn't have been
equi pped with the necessary nmenory. Mre inportant, all the nedical
anal yzers were nonitored by the Tribunes.

| washed ny face, spent another few units taking care of bodily
necessities, and arrived at Hera's Inn to face Verdis's scow .

"Bodily necessities,” | explained sheepishly.

"Bad manners," she retorted while accepting the explanati on.

I nns were peculiar to Guard and Queryan life. In the first place,
the doors were tine-twisted, which limted entry to better than average
pl anet-sliders or divers. The decor was best described as technol ogi cal
sword and sorcery, with holos and displays fromthe nore spectacul ar
pl anets visited by the CGuard.



Hera had been a fair diver, but had retired into a quieter way of
life, if the hustle and bustle of running an Inn could be terned
qui eter. She was plunp, the closest thing to a fat diver or ex-diver
|'"d ever seen, with brassy blond hair she swore—and coul d she swear—
was hat ural .

Her I nn was done in wood, real wood and nostly polished cedar froma
pl ace cal |l ed Lebanon on Terra. Mist have taken a good-sized forest,
just fromthe expanse of the Inn, and a lot of divers to bring it al
back. Either that or a few planks and the biggest synthesizer |'d heard
of. Wth her connections, either alternative was possible. The floors
were blue gl owstone, also rare, and the illum nation was provided by
light-torches from A ynpus.

| nns woul dn't have been possible without a sharing based on a sense
of honor. Hera or any Innkeeper left a list of items she needed on a
tabl et by the door. Guards brought them back as they saw fit. Haphazard
as it was, it worked. The Inns not favored perished or were taken over
by nore congeni al proprietors.

Power was free, basically photovoltaic, and Hera's synthesizers
woul d turn raw organics into a duplication of the naster dishes in the
files.

Verdi s had already clainmed a corner booth, which was a m snomer
because all booths at Hera's were designed as corner booths. | sat down
gingerly to insure | didn't hit ny tender shoul der.

Verdis offered a smle that didn't quite nake it. She cl eared her
t hroat before she began. "Loki, you' ve spent years now, Since you were
in Hell, aloof fromeveryone."

| couldn't say nuch to that. So | stared at the glass of Atlantean
Firesong that Verdis held.

"For all your power and fanme, you distrust the very people you work
for. They distrust you. You bury yourself and the fire that springs
fromyou in that cavern with your machi nes. When you do energe,

Qi nthor and the Tribunes shake. Al the younger Guards worship the
gl owst ones you wal k on, and if you deign to favor themw th a word,
they feel honored."”

"And t hat neans?"

"You could run the Guard, Loki, and yet you do whatever Heindall or
Frey or Freyda suggests. | wonder if they didn't go beyond the call of
duty to plant the shark cluster on you."

| had t hought about being Tribune, but for all the talk of running
the Guard, | was fiftyish, | ooking twenty, and the Tribunes had tens of
centuries of experience. The Counselors did too. Heindall would not
step down, nor would Gdinthor, and Freyda of the cool voice and fires

within certainly would not. | was not up to nmurder for anmbition. At
that, | |aughed al oud.

"Loki ?" asked Verdis, not understandi ng.

Loki, the man who destroyed a hundred thousand suns and a mllion

years of life; the man who wat ched Zeal or wi pe out a gentle people at
t he behest of the Tribunes; the nman who booby-trapped the gauntl et on
Hei ndal | —good ol d t hunderbol t-throwi ng, stormstal king, fire-breathing
Loki was the Guard who couldn't kill the greatest tyrants in Tine
because he knew t hem personal ly.

| 1 ooked at the planks above Verdi s's head.

"Loki, can't you hear?" Her eyes were hard.



"Hear? What do you nean?"

As she pointed to the back room the singing becane clear.

"Who's the Guard that fired the stars and sank the sharks?
Who's the Quard that wired the gl oves and gave t hem sparks?
Who's the Guard that went to Hell and al nost died?
Who's the Guard that told no truths and never |ied?

Loki! Loki! That's who,

the Imortal guard for nme and you.

“"Who's the CGuard that tamed the techs and stole the sun?
Wio's the Guard that faced the Tribs and made them run?
VWho's the Guard that stood on air w thout a w ng?
Who's the Quard that lives for life, the Guard we sing?
Loki! Loki! That's who,
the Imortal Guard for me and you."
There was nore, but | lost it in studying Verdis. | wondered if
she' d conposed the dammed song—awful lyrics and all—just to put nore
pressure on ne.

| hadn't realized how many young Guards there were who could sing,
and they turned that doggerel into a solid drinking song.

What was the purpose of it all? Had Verdis arranged the whol e scene,
song and all, to suck nme into sone sort of conspiracy? If so, how had
she managed to persuade all the younger Guards to participate? But what
could she want with me? Wiy the idea of ny running the Guard? She knew
| wouldn't listen to anyone if | took over. As if | wanted to. Wo the
Hell wanted to run a funeral procession? The way things were headed,
that's all it would be, one way or another. "Just what are you aski ng?"

There was a long silence between us, though the Inn was filled with
noi se as the trai nees and young Guards in the adjoining room]launched
into another round of song. Thankfully, it was a ditty about a seam er
side of COdinthor's past.

"Loki, few of the really good divers know how i nportant the Guard is
to Query. I'mnot tal king about tenporal neddling. |I'mtalking about
supplies. The duplicators, the equi pnent bank, the sinplified
mechani cal basis of Query make it easy to support, but what happens if
anyt hi ng goes wrong?"

Verdi s shoul d have been a political agitator. Her eyes flashed as
she threw the questions at ne, demanding that | believe what she had to
say.

Oh, she was right in a way, but was the situation all that pressing?
"You know I'"mnot terribly synpathetic to the Tribunes,” | responded,
"nor Heindall, but what could go wong? Query is an incredibly fruitful
pl anet, so fruitful no one knows how we evol ved here or if we did. Ten
mllion people are scattered over two major continents and the islands
and geared to a sinple life supported by a few machines with | ow power
requirenents.

"If the Guard went out of existence tonorrow and never brought
anot her item back, it would be centuries before the systemfell apart,
if ever, unless the diving ability totally disappeared.™

Verdi s opened her nmouth, then shut it, paused as if to catal ogue the
argunents filed behind her snooth forehead and dark red hair. "You
admt, though, that the present course of the Guard will eventually
lead to the downfall of Query?"

| wasn't about to admt to anything. For all I knew, while |I doubted
it, Verdis could be out to entrap ne for Heindall. | began to wish I'd
never agreed to cone. The stabbing pain in ny shoul der was steadily



getting worse, and the dressing I'd crudely sl apped over it felt soaked
through. I was not certain | was thinking clearly. "No. The present
Guard policy mght lead to the dowmfall of the Guard, which is a

di fferent question."

The second hal f of that statement, which | intended to keep to
nysel f, was that the continued course of the Guard would pull down a
| ot of cultures whether or not the Guard structure went eventually or
not .

"Are you supporting the Tribunes?"
"As you may know, | am supporting Loki, past, present, and future."

Soneone had told nme that, and | played the quote back, hoping it
hadn't been Verdis. |If she had been the one, she didn't comment.

| got up slowy and wal ked over to the synthesizer, hoping sonething

to eat would clear ny head. The Xerxian scanpi g | ooked good. | pushed
the stud and waited for the machine to deliver. Verdis foll owed ne over
and sel ected sonmething. | didn't see what.

A swg of firejuice and several bites of the scanpig inproved ny
stability. Verdis sat back down, finished a nouthful, then started in
as if she hadn't left off. "Someone, or a nunber of sonmeones, have been
asking the Archives questions about critical turning points in any
nunber of cultures which rivaled or could rival Query."

"So?" | asked with a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach.

"We don't know who it is, but the fact that soneone is asking that
sort of question is om nous."

| | eaned back into the paddi ng behind nme, trying to focus on Verdis,
but the pain of contact seared ny shoulder like a flane, and | m ssed
sone of what she said.

" ... may nean that since Query has so nmuch inertia and so many
Cperyans outside the Guard are |like sheep, that this group wants to set
up a man on a white horse—"

"A what ?"

“"Man on a white horse. Great Black Father to take over in a period
of crisis. Wioever it is doesn't want to wait centuries for a real
crisis and may be searching for a crisis to create.™

"Seens pretty far-fetched to ne,"” | conment ed.

"Doesn't to the Tribunes."

That hit nme like a flash of deep space cold. "Way do you say that?"

"Personnel has been asked to devise and issue priority codes to the
Guard for the historical data banks, with a system so that no one, not
even a Tribune, can use soneone el se's code."

| shook ny head, not for the reason Verdis thought, of course.
Sonmeone was nonitoring the Data Banks and ny innocently programed

requests. | was glad | already had what | needed.
"We're afraid that one way or another this power gane between Guard
X and the Tribunes will bring down the whole Guard structure." Verdis

had that intent |look in her eyes again.

"Isn't that overreacting? | mean, the Guard has survived centuries
of power plots."

"We don't think so. Not this tinme."
"Who's we, and why are you so convinced this tinme?"
"Di ve agai n?" she asked.



"You keep tal king about 'us.' And you keep avoiding ny questions.
You still haven't answered what you want from ne. You haven't said why
you think this runored plotter, who could nerely be a student of
hi story, could do what no one el se could do, and you haven't identified
your nysterious group that's so involved with tracking down this
runored schenmer.”

As she cocked her head to think up an answer she hoped |I'd accept, |
had anot her thought. WAs the whole neal a ginmick to see if |I'd reveal
anyt hi ng?

"I"d rather not say nore, not right now A nunber of us are
concerned. As for what we want fromyou, it's sinple enough. You keep
your word, and we want your word, that you won't neddle in the donmestic
affairs of the Guard or Query.'

| had to laugh, and that surprised Verdis nore than anything | could
have said. "Verdis, does that nmean | should prom se your vague
conspiracy that I won't try and set nyself up as Hi gh Tribune? You nake
me sick. As if | wanted to becone enperor of this time-flying gopher

hole!™ | wanted out of the Inn, then and there. "Or does it nean
shoul d stand idly by as you and your conpany take over the CGuard?"
"Loki, that's not what | neant at all!" Her protest was pretty |oud

at that. "You plod on in your owm world, buried in Miintenance,
oblivious to everything. Eranas is maki ng noi ses about stepping down,
and Heindall is bluntly suggesting he ought to be selected to repl ace
Eranas. Everyone wonders who is staking out past history, and why, and
what really happened to Bal dur, and in the neantinme, Heindall has
gained a few nore loyal followers. Frey is given nore responsibility he
can't handl e, and Tyron covers for him And you don't pay any attention
at all."

| wished I'd left earlier. | could tell Verdis | cared, and bl ow
nmysel f out of the water, because what | intended wasn't what she
wanted. O | could say | didn't care and be lunped with the Guard
establishment she'd so lovingly described. Like so nmany tines before,
said nothing. The songfest in the other room had degenerated into

assorted conversations. Phrases drifted through the archway as | | ooked
down at the remmants of ny scanpig and Verdi s | ooked at ne.
" ... Quard'll last forever ... Loki for Tribune ... never happen
not with the bitch goddess ... fly Kyra ... sheep, and they'l]l
never care ... who'll do the dirty work? ... "
"Put that way," | said finally, because | had to get out of the Inn,

"I guess | don't pay attention. But nmaybe | ought to. Maybe | ought
to.

| pulled nyself together and wal ked out into the antechanber. |
junped back to the Aerie. Every norsel of strength | had |eft was what
it took to get undressed and sprawl ed under the regenerator.

Xvii

One ni ght under the regenerator was enough to start ny shoul der well
on the way to healing and to renove the pain, though I was nore than a
little stiff when the norning sun floated into the Aerie.

The burn tw nged when |I noved quickly, but | was in a hurry in
getting cleaned up and dressed. Heindall was always punctual, and |
wanted to be in the Maintenance Hall before he arrived at the Tower.

The Tower was deserted, except for the duty trainees, when | slid in
and trotted down the ranps.



The production equipnent | had set up in the corner didn't take nore
than a few units to ready. Shortly after | fed in the paraneter
formula, little, black boxes, each with a |locator tag and a power cell
wi t hi n, began popping out the other end of the systeminto a tine-
shi el ded bi n.

The shi el ding m ght have been an unnecessary precaution, but | had
war ped the plastic edges into the back-tine easily enough, and with al
the runors being circulated | figured it m ght save ne a bit of grief.
Who wanted Locator to register a thousand "Lokis" in Mintenance?

After the first units dropped into the bin, | took one and ducked
behi nd one of the older machines for a quick tine-dive back to Abel ard.
| dropped off the little black box there, stuffed it under the roots of
sonme plant, and dived back to Query.

As | broke-out in the Miintenance Hall, | checked around, but saw no
one. If ny black gadget worked as designed, it should already have been
regi stering ny "presence" on Abel ard.

Then | began ny regular work by assigning the repairs which had been
brought down by the duty trainees. Brendan arrived within units and

carted off his share. | carried Narcissus's to his space, and Brendan
canme back and delivered El ene's.
Bef ore he got out of sight, | gestured. "Wuld you start to work on

setting up what Dercia will need? No hurry, but I"'mleaving it up to
you. Unl ess you run into sonething strange.”

"Be happy to."

Brendan could be a real pleasure to work with, probably would end up
a better Maintenance supervisor than | had ever been.

As | ran through the routine jobs |I'd assigned nyself, the equi pnment
in the rows behind nme continued to produce bl ack boxes.

| needed access to a locator termnal, preferably when no one knew
what | was doing. Termnals existed in three places—the Personnel
Hal I, under the scrutiny of Glnmesh and Ferrin; the Tribunes' spaces

whi ch were guarded full-tinme; and the Locator section, which had a
full-time duty staff.

Wth all the concerns Verdis had nmentioned, especially that bit

about the Tribunes' interest, | wasn't too interested in a repeat of ny
imtation of Frey and the nighttine follies. Wiile no Guard or Tribune
woul d ever get ne back on Hell, skul king around after hours woul d

create nore problens than it would sol ve.

Par adoxi cal Iy, my success in M ntenance had deni ed nme the one
legitimate access to a locator termnal | used to have. Wen the
Tri bunes had made ne the nom nal supervisor of Miintenance, ny nane had
been lifted fromthe energency divers watch list. That particul ar watch
list had been Ferrin's innovation to assure a first-class diver was
al ways on call, but supervisors were exenpted. Sonehow, | had to get
nysel f into rescue work, at |east occasionally.

| turned off the phony tag producer and covered the bin, setting out
to corner Ferrin. He was still in charge of the watch list, despite
being in Personnel. He was al so struggling along by hinmself at the
nonent | wal ked in.

After pleasantries, | hit him "Look, you script-pusher. First |'ve
gotten tied into support and adm ni stration. | never get anything
routine or noderately interesting in the way of diving mssions, just
killers when Heindal|l cooks up sonething designed to fry or freeze ne."



Ferrin didn't even flinch. "Wiat does that have to do with
Per sonnel ?"

"The only diversion | ever got was occasionally rescui ng sonmeone.
Now | can't do that."

"Loki, with your responsibilities—"

“Ferrin, ny responsibilities are nil. You and everyone el se know it.
At least let ne be listed as an occasional fill-in."

"I don't know. "
"Then ask Kranos, or Freyda, or Eranas. Ask soneone.”

Ferrin said he'd see what he could do, and | went back to
Mai nt enance and started produci ng nore bl ack boxes. By the end of the
ten-day | had over a thousand stashed behind a tinme-protected wall in
the Aerie and had di sassenbl ed the equi prment.

Days passed, and | was about ready to take another whack at Ferrin
when anot her trainee showed up |ate one afternoon with a polite request
fromFerrin, asking if I would stand in for Samm s that evening in
Locat or .

That bothered me, but | couldn't say why. Sammis rarely if ever
m ssed a duty, even after Wyan's death at the hands of the sharks. The
stand- by diver, unfortunately, doesn't have a console, and | couldn't
get near one.

Duty was uneventful, as it usually was, and by the tine | left, I
was tied in knots. A run across the training fields before |I slid back
to the Aerie hel ped cal mme down.

The fal se |ocator tags were still stacked up behind the phony wall,
waiting until | could verify if they worked.

As the tinme dragged out, what Verdis would do was anot her question
didn't really want to think about. So I didn't.

| didn't escape that easily.

Several days after nmy stand-by in Locator/Donestic Affairs, she
showed up in Maintenance after Brendan, Narcissus, and Elene had |eft.
| was closing up.

"You' ve been thanking and thinking, and avoiding nme. Wy?"
“I"ve been trying to nake up for all the thinking | m ssed grow ng
up. "

"So it's a laughing matter now?"

"No, but I'mnot one for snap decisions that m ght overturn two
mllion years of traditions. Besides, you haven't exactly |let ne know
what you have in mnd."

And she, or they, hadn't—nothing nore than asking nme to stay out of
the way. | didn't believe it for a nmonent. There was nore invol ved,
much nore, but | was a | ousy snoop. Not one sign of what was going on
had surfaced anywhere.

"Loki, caution doesn't fit your image," Verdis suggested gently.

That was anot her way of saying that my courage had deserted ne.

"Have | ever shown | was a coward? Where was your courageous group
when | was shark-hunting at the end of time?"

She didn't bother with an answer, turned away, and |eft.

One of the things that nagged at ne was that |ack of certainty. |
had flash-slid through nost of the Tower, avoiding the Tribunes



spaces, tine and tine again, sonetinmes |ate at night, and had never
found a trace of anything. Neither had the m crosnoops | had redepl oyed
around the Tower.

| couldn't say | was surprised. Verdis and her group, if there was a
group, could nmeet anywhere on Query and be only a slide away fromthe
Tower .

Days passed, but Verdis didn't cone back, didn't press ne, and that
bot hered ne as much as being pressed. | waited for another stand-by
duty in Locator, and finally got it-again, because Samm s had requested
time off.

The ni ght was an uneventful one, starting out just like the first
duty 1'd taken from Samm s, until close to m dnight.

A figure suddenly appeared on the public slide stage, a worman who
started scream ng.

Hel ton, one of the two consol e operators, got up and headed across
the stage toward her. | slipped into his seat and accessed ny own
| ocat or code. The consol e began scripting all the past |ocales.
wasn't interested in verifying the whole ness, but |ooked to see if
present |ocation on Query and the phony tag |I'd dropped on Abel ard both
regi stered. They both did. I blanked the console and hurried over to
Hel ton and the distressed wonan.

She was pouring out her tale of woe—one of those screwy, and very
rare cases. The woman's first contract-mate, and father of her ten-
year-ol d daughter, had slid into her quarters, grabbed the daughter and
threatened to kill hinself and the child unless she renewed the | apsed
contract. She refused, and the father disappeared with the daughter.

"He's crazy. | couldn't ever renew—not with him He' Il kill her—I
know he will—he's not all there," she gasped out between sobs.

"What's her nane, your daughter's nane? Her personal code?" Helton
pur sued.

| stood there | ooking synpathetic and hel pful. Wasn't much | could
do until they'd cone up with sone sort of |ocation

"Regine," the nother stammered. "RGE-66-MC." The MC was standard
meani ng M nor Child and woul d be replaced with a col or code once she
mat ur ed.

G ron was on the other console and plugged the codes into the
Locator system "Undertine, Lestral, near the top of Sequin Falls!" he
announced.

"Looks |like he neans it," comented Helton sotto voce.

| | eaned over Gron's shoulder to scan the coordi nates and dived
right fromthe spot | knew where | was headed. |'d been there before.
Most Queryans have been. The Falls are quite a scenic attraction; they
drop straight down for kilos into the Lestral Trench.

The water of the Sequin Falls is black, coal black and cold, if not
freezing. The chunks of ice that dot the waters bob |like stars on that
bl ack expanse and fall |ike neteors to the Trench bel ow. They glow with
a light of their own because of the ice worns and glittering
m croorgani sns that are so conmon on Lestral

Any delay on ny part was out of the question, regardl ess of whether
| needed a warmsuit or not. The father wasn't a diver and had gone for
real -tinme Lestral, and he was ready to break-out at any instant.



Wth the coordinates in mnd, I was undertinme, and instead of
following the time-lines, | was crossing, vaulting, trying to mnimze
even the mnute crossover delay fromthe undertinme to the "now "

For all that, lucky was the word. The father had thrown Regine into
the water near the brink, and the conditions hel ped ne | ocate her even
fromthe undertime, because bodies glow like the ice against the black
wat er .

She was headi ng over the edge by the tinme | |ocated her, but from
there it was straightforward. Sounded matter-of-fact, but to break-out
in water cascading vertically, thrashing nme around, while trying to
grasp a small child in the space of |less than a unit and dive safely
undertine as we both dropped toward the biggest pile of sharp rocks on
the planet was not an average dive, or a typical rescue.

| lost Regine in the cold water, and it took three quick undertime
slides before | got a grip on her, and just as | touched her arm a
chunk of something stabbed ne in the shoulder. | kept hold of her
ni ghtrobe, but | had to have a firmgrip on flesh to carry her
underti nme.

| grabbed with ny other hand. My feet sonersaulted over ny head, but
ny left hand cl osed over her wist, and | dived, wenching her out of
time.

W got back to the Tower Infirmary before Helton or the nother had
| eft the Donestic Affairs section, | figured.

Regi ne was bright blue, but breathing. The nedical tech stripped her
out of the nightrobe and wrapped her into a thermal quilt. She had a
smal | gash above one eye, and a |ine of blood was dribbling down her
cheek. Her danp hair was plastered back above her ears in a blond wave.
She mi ght have conme to ny waist if she stretched.

The tech turned on ne, insisting on a quick check. "Hell of a bruise
across your shoul ders.™

"lce, | think."
"Let's take a better | ook."

She pushed ne into the nearest diagnostic booth. Nothing showed but
the bruise, and the tech left ne to ny own devi ces.

| wrapped nyself in aquilt. | was still a Iight blue shade fromthe
chill, but I wanted to see Regine. She had seened so sonber

As | caught sight of her fromthe archway, | decided agai nst joking.
She was sitting on the edge of a bed, her color close to normal. The
Guard tech was wheel i ng away the diagnostic equi pnment.

My entry rated a glare fromthe tech, but she didn't try to throw ne
out .

"“I"m Loki. How do you feel?"
"Wet. Where's ny not her?"
"She' Il be here in a nonent."

Regine's lips had a faint bluish tinge, but the thermal quilt had
restored nost of her body heat.

Standi ng there made ne feel awkward, but | shifted fromfoot to foot
for several units—waiting. Regine ignored ne.

Finally, | drew up the quilt around nme and went back through the
archway to recover ny junmpsuit. | finished winging it out and sli pped
it on. The fabric dried quickly; so it was only danp.

| was leaving the Infirmary to check back, La with Locator when the



not her arrived wth Freyda and Hel ton.
"Loki ?" asked Freyda, the Tribune.

"None other,"” | said with a forced smle. "Nowif you wll excuse
me, | need to report back to Locator.™

She nodded. The not her said nothing.

As | wal ked toward the exit portal to cross the Square, | could hear

Freyda's voi ce.
" the only one on Quest who could have saved your daughter ... "

Probably | didn't have to, but | finished the remaining few units of
t he stand-by duty before sliding back to the Aerie for a solid night's
sl eep.

Sleep didn't conme i medi ately, because |'d had one of those after-
the-fact realizations, sonmething | should have thought about earlier.
had gone to el aborate | engths to nmanufacture over a thousand phony
| ocator tags, to get legitinmate access to a | ocator consol e, gone over
Sequin Falls to save a child who wouldn't talk to nme. And I'd
approached the whol e question backwards, as usual.

Wiy not get rid of the tag?

How was | going to renove a tag enbedded in ny shoul der bl ade? Have
a surgeon cut it out, of course.

Wth that thought, | fell asleep, sound enough not to be troubled
with dreans or fears.

Once | got into Mintenance the next norning, | turned ny
concentration to finding a surgeon who could do the job under a | ocal
anaesthetic. | wanted to be able to watch.

Archives had sone data al ong those lines, but I did want to show
sonme care. | traipsed up to the study cubes and used Gron's code to

ask about nedical progress |evels.

In the meantine, Terra, late early atomic, at the fringe of ny fore-
time range, seened the best place.

Before | dived fore-tine to Terra, | absconded with some nedica
equi pnrent fromthe back roons of the Infirmary. | also rigged a
m ni ature |l aser which would cut the tiny chunk of netal clear of ny
shoul der. Rather involved technically, but as fool proof as | could nake
it. | added to that a sinple |ocator which would point directly to the
tag. Redundant, but | wanted to avoid any possi bl e m stakes.

Wth the gadgets in hand, and after wheedling a | anguage refresher
out of the duty trainee late in the afternoon, when Loragerd and the
regul ar Linguistics Staff had left, | departed for Terra.

| could feel the noban of the change-w nds around ne, not the violent
shudders and twi sts that ripped through the undertine when the Guard
meddl ed, but the little tugs, the fleeting flashes that weren't quite

t here—except they were.

Terra equal ed change. | wondered about the source of that flow ng
change, and while |I couldn't have said | knew the reason, | would have
bet that sonme of the "m ssing"” Guards could have been found scattered
around Terra, stirring up the gentler tinme changes by their very
presence.

Most Guards woul dn't have picked up the little indicators, the
blurring around the edges of each entry or exit fromundertine, but the
signs were there.

| knew what | wanted, preferably a small health-care facility



isolated fromany other with no one el se around.

Despite the penchant of the Terrans to | abel every buil ding and
structure, and to nunmber those they didn't label, | had difficulty
| ocating a nedical facility, taking roughly a hundred slides before |
found what seened to fit the bill.

The sign read, roughly translated, "Dr. COdd-Affection, clan
(famly?) practice.”

The front roomof the structure was filled with hydrocarbon replicas
of plants, and enpty. | had hoped so, because | had chosen the |ate
time of local day for that reason

Dr. Odd- Affection | ooked older than | was and was surprised to see
me in his office. That may have been because the front door was | ocked.

"Did you have an appointnment, M ... ?"

"Loki," | supplied, before answering his question. "You will not
have any patients for the next few units, and | need your skill. | am
willing to pay handsonely for it. No, there is nothing illegal about

it, and I would do it nyself, but the location involved neans that |
cannot . "

The good doctor | ooked nore puzzled than intrigued.

"I can pay you with any of these." | flashed a dianond, a flat gold
bar, and a small eternasteel scal pel.

Hi s eyes wi dened nost at the scal pel, perhaps because of the gl ow,

and he struggled with his tongue. "What ... how?"
"Sinple. There is a small netal plate on the flat of ny shoul der
blade. | need it renoved. This device would renove it virtually

pai nl essly, but | cannot expose the bone."
“In ny office? It's not sterile enough.”

| handed himthe spray container and the scal pel-laser. "That will
sterilize and nunb the area instantly.” | thrust the mniature |ocator
at him "This will point directly to the netal square.”

The doctor seened a bit glassy-eyed as | tapped the end of the
surgical |aser

"That will cut the plate clear. Then sew nme up and bandage it
| oosely. You will never see ne again."

| put two of the dianonds on his desk, plus the gold bar.
"You can al so have the scal pel and the | ocal anaesthesia."

| could see the conflict by the workings of his face, but | guessed
that he finally decided that anyone who appeared out of thin air and
wanted to be cut open was crazy enough to listen to.

"Why?" he denmanded.

"Because | was tagged with this tracer plate while | was unable to
resist, and 1'd like a bit of privacy."

"But | can't do it here," he protested.

"Wher e?"
He told me, and it didn't nake nuch sense. Sonething about a
hospital and his license and the governnment. | supposed | could have

gone el sewhere, but he seemed so conscientious that | decided to sol ve
the problem for him

A squarish machine with a keyboard rested on a table next to the
wall. | gestured at it and fused it into junk.

"But you want ne to cut you open while you' re awake." He paused.



"And |'mnot sure you're not some sort of crimnal."

Took me a while, but in the end, the conbination of rhetoric and
t hunder bol ts convi nced hi m

He was a bit unnerved when | insisted on an arrangenent of mrrors
to watch him but | figured he couldn't be too bad because he didn't
seemto be notivated primarily by greed.

Even with the anaesthesia, it hurt. Dr. Odd-Affection wanted to
i mmobilize it, but | requested stitches and a tenporary sling. | was
di ving straight back to the Aerie and the tissue regenerator, |ocator
tag in nmy pocket.

| placed all the dianonds, gold, and nedical equi pnent on his
surgi cal table, hoping the good doctor could put it to use.

| staggered along the tine-paths and broke-out in the Aerie. My |egs
wer e shaking, and recovery was top priority.

There wasn't nmuch | could do for the next few days except recover.

Recover and think. | was not about to put ny nose back in the Tower
until | was totally well. Wio knew what was brew ng?

| feel asleep.

The next day, as | lay there on ny stomach under the regenerator,

staring at the clouds that obscured the canyons below, | tried to take
st ock.

Item | had 1,000 plus phony |ocator tags stored behind the wall not
two body | engths away.

Item | wasn't going to need them

Item Verdis and conpany were unhappy with the present CGuard
structure.

Item Contrary to what | had thought, the nunbers of Guards were
i ncreasing, and so was the anmount of high-tech destruction.

Item Eranas was the last of the old Tribunes and was tal ki ng about
st eppi ng down.

Item One "group” was trying to keep ne in the dark and hiding facts
from ne.
f Item Another was maneuvering ne enough to expose ne to those same

acts.

Item Sanm s had told ne to wait.

Item Verdis wasn't going to.

Item Heindall would be the next Tribune.

Conclusion: | was going to have to do sonet hi ng.

| wasn't sure what, but Samris to the contrary, the present state of Guard
stability seemed to be conming to an end.

The questions were nore nunerous than the possible answers.

Verdis and her allies were pressing. Heindall was building a private
arnmy, and Freyda had sone plan of her own.

One conclusion was sinple. If the Guard survived in its present
form Heindall would be calling the shots.

| didn't want that, whatever el se happened, but back-time tanpering
with Query itself wasn't possible. At the sane tinme, tanpering with
other cultures to create rival high-tech cultures wouldn't work if |
tried it on a pieceneal basis. Al Heindall and Freyda had to do was
send back unquestioni ng young divers or their disciples to undo what |
had done and we'd end up with a tinme war that woul d make the Frost



G ant/Tw | ight War seeminsignificant by conparison

On the other hand, if | grabbed the rocksucker by the tentacles and
elimnated Heindall, the structure would sooner or later create
anot her, or Freyda m ght follow through—not with the sanme intentions,
but to nake the Gal axy safe for Query.

Plus, | didn't have the resources for an extended war. Hell,
didn't know exactly what | wanted to do, or if | wanted to do it. So
far, all | had managed was to set it up to be able to di sappear w thout

a trace, like Baldur, if he had, and | had doubts about that.

Even with the tissue regenerator, tw days passed before I was
totally healed. I wasn't setting foot in the Tower until | was ready
for anyt hi ng.

Three nornings after the mnistrations of Dr. Odd-Affection,
pl anet-slid to the Tower and popped out of the undertinme right in front
of the South Portal.

| wal ked into the Tower wearing the nmesh arnor |1'd gotten so | ong
before from Si nopol under my junpsuit, gauntlets, and a stunner
strapped under ny forearm ready to drop undertine at the slightest
provocati on.

| trotted down the ranps to the Maintenance Hall, nodding to the few
trai nees | passed and prepared for anything.

The only surprise was the enpty bin by ny space and the note Brendan
had left.
Not sure we did it as quickly, but decided you didn't need to conme back
toit all.
B—

| had to smle. Brendan would do fine. Narcissus would do an
adequate job, too, if anything happened to Brendan.

If. If | carried through nmy mad schene, | needed a few props. Both
could be fabricated el sewhere, but |'d needed information fromthe
Ar chi ves.

So | went back to Archives and a shielded booth and keyed in ny
request, asking for a hard copy. "Galactic Sectoral star chart, nornal
space, centered on Query."

The second query was shorter for the Data Banks to script out.
"Field theory ... enabling equations for FTL drive ... with universal
mat h key addendum "

| stopped back in Maintenance to | eave a note on Brendan's consol e,
telling himl was under the weather, but that | hoped to be back as
soon as possi bl e.

Following that, | marched up the ranps and across the Tower to the
Travel Hall, where | picked up nmy personal equipnment chest and slid it
and nyself back to the Aerie.

My next step was to confuse the issue.

| began pulling the phony |ocator tags out fromtheir hiding places,
tinme-diving straight fromthe Aerie, and placing themon planets
scattered both fore- and back-tinme, but making sure |I avoided the
systens listed on ny print-out of possible high-tech cultures.

By objective nightfall at the Aerie, |I'd dunped several hundred
"Loki s" throughout the Guard's corner of creation. | unloaded the rest
into the Lestral Trench.

| tunbled into ny furs for sone sleep, but sleep didn't cone.
In a short-lived culture, decisions had to be nmade in a hurry. You



never woul d have the tinme, mght never live to see the consequences of
a wong action. On Query it was different. At the back of ny mnd, the
t hought kept recurring: you can always wait and see what happens.

The thoughts nmerged with dreanms, but | was up with the dawn and
time-diving clear to Sertis before the sun broke with the horizon.

|'d been there dozens of times before on routine procurenents, but
this was different.

Three or four establishments turned ne down col d.

"Copy that on metal ? No."

"That's out of ny line. Try ... "

Despite the fact that | was no longer tied into the Locator system
| had the feeling that Heindall's bl ood-seekers woul dn't have too mnuch
trouble tracing me through Sertis, not with the signs |I was | eaving.
Every netal -working shop and jewel er on the planet would have heard

about the red-haired fellow with the accent who wanted a screwbal|l nap
copied on one side of a nmetal plate with funny squiggles on the other.

Al | needed was one basic plate. | could duplicate fromthat.

After nmore than a dozen false starts, | found a woman who dealt in
exotic nmetals and engravi ng and who prom sed the copy within a ten-day
local. |I left a substantial deposit and the prom se of a nore
exor bi tant paynent.

Needl ess to say, | nerely tine-dived ahead and picked it up. |

studied the result carefully, but as far as I could see, she'd copied
both the map and the equations exactly. No doubt that a trained
astrogator or astrononer could pick out the starred system w t hout
difficulty. The starred systemwas Query. But however | could have
described it, Query's systemwas clearly enphasized.

| was back in the Tower by nearly normal working time, even so, and
had managed to duplicate nore than thirty of the plates on a thin
et ernasteel by m dday. Packing theminto a light carrying case was no
probl em

The thought of |eaving caught ne. Ferrin or Heindall would have
planned it down to the last unit and realized it sooner. But why skip
before | had to? That anpbunted to | eaving a signpost announci ng ny
hostil e intentions.

| regeared nentally, tucked the star-plates and case into the big
bott om drawer under ny work bench, and dragged a repair job into
position. A sinple one, which gave ne a chance to think.

What a circular path | had been treading! First, | had decided to
confuse the | ocator system by duplicating my personal |ocator tag
signal and strewing it all over the Galaxy. Then | had reversed tracks
and had Dr. Odd-Affection renove the tag. In the neantine, | was
wearing the renoved tag on a chain with a mniature power cell while |
was on Query to insure that the Tribunes did not know | had renoved it.

| had gotten the information necessary to use outside cultural
pressure on Query, but | hadn't done anything because | figured it
woul d start a time-war if Heindall weren't renoved. Then |I'd tenporized
by saying to nyself that Heindall would only be replaced by soneone
[ike him

Sooner or |ater, and probably sooner, | was going to have to make up
ny mind. What was | going to do? And how?



As | struggled over the questions, and automatically knocked off the
gauntlet repair in front of nme, Verdis glided in with the warnth of a
blizzard and smled. "I'"mglad you' re still here." Her smle wasn't
genui ne because her black eyes weren't smling with her nouth.

She twi sted her body to flip her heavy red hair back over her
shoul ders.

"So aml, | guess,"” | answered, smling a phony smle to match hers.
"Have you heard the runors?"
"Runor s?"

"Facts, actually,"” admtted Verdis. "Frey's been charged with 'High
Treason.'"

"What?" | was afraid of what was com ng next

"The Tribunes placed snoops around the Tower. They have franmes of
Frey rifling desks and recovering snoops of his own. He swears it's a
plot, that he's been framed."

"When did this get out?"

"Last night. Hearing is set for late this afternoon. Heindall is
demandi ng that Freyda not sit on the Tribunal. It's a ness.” Wth that,
her sm | e becane real

"You're pleased,” | noted.

"Not displ eased, but | never thought Frey had the brains to think up
sonmething |like that."

| decided to nuddy the waters. "He doesn't. Nor the nechani cal
talent to handl e snoops."”

"Sounding awfully certain, Loki."

| shrugged. "I've no great love for Frey, but he's either telling
the truth or soneone elseis init with him"

Verdi s pursed her lips. "Could be, could be. And who m ght that be?"

"Verdis, I'mscarcely up on intrigue. As you so pointedly rem nded
me at our last neeting, | bury nyself away fromreality. You al ready
know t he answer. You just want ne to answer for you. Count ne out,

t hank you."

She shook her head. "Loki, you amaze nme. The bi ggest scandal in
centuries—one of the Guard caught plotting, and you want out." She
glared and m m cked nmy voice. "Count nme out. It's getting a bit
conplicated. Yes, count nme out, Verdis."

| chuckled. Her imtation was good. "Young |ady, just what do you
want me to do? Go up before the Tribunes and make a decl aration? |
have no basis for ny statenment, honored Tribunes, except | do know Frey
is a nechanical idiot and incapable of higher thought. So he either
didn't do what you've charged himwith or he's soneone's dupe.' |s that
what you want, Verdis?"

She stanped her foot on the gl owstone flooring. "Loki, you're
i npossi ble! | don't know whether you practice density or if it cones
naturally. If you can think that all up, everyone already has. Wo
handl es alnost all the mcrocircuitry? You do! And Heindall and his
goon squad wll be down shortly to take you into protective custody, at
| east as soon as he takes over Domestic Affairs because Frey has been
relieved of duty. And good |uck, because you're either the culprit or
Hei ndal | 's way of getting out of the ness he's nmade. | suppose you'l
sit here and wait, |ike always."

She turned and marched toward the ranps.



| figured it would take Heindall a little longer to act on his
conclusion than Verdis, but | wasn't pleased.

| left the repairs stacked around the work table and pulled out the
copy of ny cultural meddling print-out.

My request had been coded in increasing order of difficulty, that
was, which changes coul d have been nade nore quickly, followed by those
whi ch woul d take nore tine and nore tinme-dives.

The diving was bound to becone nore difficult than directed by the
Dat a Banks information because | intended to point the finger of Tine
at the Guard and at Query, which would require additional dives and
i mprovi sations to put the blane where it bel onged.

Brendan canme flying in. "Loki! Get out of here! Heindall's headed
down the ranmp with the Stri ke Force."

"Thanks." | neant it. "Now get out of here before they drag you in
as a scapegoat."”

Brendan got out.

Fight now or later? My gut said now. Commobn sense said |ater. After
all the planning and all the information-gathering, | was still getting
pushed around, rushed.

| jamred the print-out into ny junpsuit, grabbed the plates fromthe
bottom drawer and slid straight undertinme fromthe Miintenance Hall to
the Aerie.

Concealing ny ability to do that was secondary at that stage.

Standing in the Aerie, | surveyed ny small nest, fromthe permagl ass
to the stores of destruction, the power cells, the equipnent | had
gat hered over the seasons.

| had been considering action for years, putting it off, planning
and replanting in nmy dreans, but | was down to a decision point, with
Hei ndal | cl ose behind. | could sneak out into the stars or strike out
at what the Guard had beconme with Heindall.

Maybe Heindall was nore the Guard than | was, but it mattered little
at this point.

| had wondered why he didn't arrange ny death when | was unconsci ous
after nearly losing my armin the shark mssion. | concluded it
woul dn't have done to have the wounded hero die nysteriously after
bravi ng and surnmounting the perils of the past, particularly when there
was a good chance the sharks would get ne anyway if | tried to conplete
t he m ssion.

Hei ndal | nust have figured he had it both ways. If | didn't return,
he was well rid of nme. If | refused to go, ny inmage woul d have been
tarni shed enough to renove ny influence.

| shook nyself. The time for dream ng and specul ati on was past.

As | contenplated the wild schene | had hatched, | changed fromthe
bl ack Guard junpsuit into sonmething else, glancing down at the river
and the deep canyons fromtinme to tine as | did.

Wth a start, | realized | had changed into a totally red outfit.
That fit.

| would challenge the fires of Tinme, perhaps whatever gods of Tine
m ght be, and red was ny color. Red for the fires that burned w thin.

XIX
The nane at the top of ny list was Altara |V, supposedly the planet



where the tinme-changes woul d be the easiest to make.

Wist gauntlets in place, eternasteel tablets in the carrying case
sl ung under ny shoul der, | squared nyself for the first of the tine-
dives with which | would wench Query's history into a different nold.

| slipped into the undertine with scarcely a ripple, hardly aware of
the mnd-chill.

The back-time for which | was diving contained a turning point. Al
hi stori es have them a place where an "al nost” culture m ght have
energed. G ven a push at the right times, or a nailed fist on the
opposition, the prognosis for events |leading to high-tech devel opnent
was favorabl e.

On Altara IV a bronze age evolution on the small island continent
had been w ped out by the invasion of a barbaric bunch of ax-w el ders
who out nunbered the lizard people of the island ten to one and who
never bothered to settle on the island continent, but continued their
wanderings into oblivion.

My first break-out was to | ocate the barbarian encanpnent, and after
three scans through likely twilights, | found canpfires scattered
around the sand bars and the twisting |and bridge that |ed over the
horizon to the land | had chosen to protect.

Wth a skip-flick-flick-flick through the undertine, | centered on
t he narrowest segnent of the unstable rock and sand that conposed the
causeway.

The destruction was sinple enough. | tossed the small anti-matter
capsul e toward the | and bridge bel ow and departed undertinme. The sand
erupted; the fire spewed heavenward; and the waters rushed into the new
channel that would block the island continent fromthe mainland.

And | flanmed into view over the canps of the ax-w el ders.

And in the twilight the god of fire appeared to his people, and from
thence to their enemies. The lightnings were his cloak, and the
sparks dropped like the rains of winter, and the enemes of his
peopl e knew himnot, for the god of fire had | ong been absent from
his pl ace.

The multitudes of the enemy did not bow down, nor did they cover their
eyes, nor show any sign of respect.

And the god of fire was angered, and his |ightnings, they rained upon the
unbel i evers, and few were spared.

Their screans spread upon the night and were not heard, for they had not
bel i eved. They had seen and had not seen; they had been shown god and
did not worship.

The night was as day, and the |ightnings struck the land as the hamers
of the smith pound upon the forge, and there was heat, and nmany of
t he wat ers bubbl ed and seet hed.

And the people of the island, the chosen ones, kneel ed upon hard rocks
and narvel ed, and were amazed. By the hamers of the god were they
ast ounded, and they worshi ped, and then, then did the god of fire put
aside his lightnings and depart.

Wth a shiver, | slid undertinme along the chill wind of the tine-
change | had created, riding the creaking surges forward.

A city shimmered with |ights, beckoning through the time-tension
barrier.

| answered the call and broke-out.

The city section | saw first was squalid even in the night, gas
lights throw ng shadows across | ow stone huts.

| skip-slidinto the follow ng day and toward the harbor, | ooking
for a warship, certain of finding one.

Not one, but a squadron, a small fleet, powered by sone steamfire



system attested to by the snokestacks. Crude netal plating and gun
ports proclainmed they were intended for conbat.

The god of time and fire arose fromhis slunbers, and in the twlight of
that evening gathered his thunderbolts that the ships of that king,
and the pride of that people, be brought down to the fishes of the
sea, and along with the vessels, also the soldiers and sailors who
defied the god of tine by their blasphenies.

For no harbor was yet safe fromthe god of fire, and no city escaped his
judgrment; and his judgment was, and it was that the warships of the
sea should be no Ionger. And raised he his nighty armand coll ected
the flames of the sun and the lightnings of the storms and once nore,
as he had in the past, nmade the night as day, and brighter than the
noontime it was as the fires fell fromthe heavens unto the ships and
the waters. And the ships were no nore.

The people were sore afraid and renmenbered the tales of old and the
propheci es they had nocked, and they prostrated thensel ves before
their god and prayed for his forgiveness.

Unto them who prayed was their god nerciful and upon the bl ack rock by
the waters which still seethed gave unto his people his holy tablet,
and departed then the god of fire upon the |lightnings and the fires.

VWhere one fleet sailed must have sailed another, if not several, and
| began a quick slide search of Altara IV.

In my haste, | was not strictly inpartial, searching only for
war shi ps of apparently different origin.

And unto the enenies of his people visited also the god of fire and
rai ned upon their vessels also the fires of the sun and the
lightnings of the stornms. And those vessels al so perished.

The change-wi nds around Altara |V npaned nore |loudly as history
changed into para-history and para-history becane history, and as |
rode those winds further foretine.

| whi sked through | ocal centuries in an instant to break fromthe
undertinme into objective tine. Differences were evident, with canals,
intensive cultivation, and the |ines of what m ght have been qui ck-
transit systens all visible fromny commandi ng view. Those were not
what | needed.

| slid undertinme and scanned the planet, hunting for the energy
concentrations that must have existed. They did.

Three powerplants were ideally spaced, and | girded nyself for the
next step.

For in their pride, his people had buil ded thensel ves towers to store the
fires of the sun and to trap the lightnings of the storms, and to
have each do their bidding.

And they said, we are |like the god of our fathers, mastering the fires of
the sun and the lightnings of the storns, and flying |like the eagles.

But the god of fire was di spl eased, and in the space of an instant hurled
down the towers of power, and they were stone and dust.

Yet the people were still proud, and in their pride, dared their god and
t he heavens, and, behold, crossed the skies faster than eagles, and
their craft of the air nmade the sun stand notionless in its course.

And a craft of the air approached the god of fire even as he had toppled
the towers, and flew nigh unto the god and turned not.

The al m ghty one drew unto hinmself, and fromthe thunderbolts of the
storm nmade first a signal; so nmight all the peoples of the earth know
his displeasure, and the red of his fires surpassed the green of the
sky.

And those who had forgotten recalled again the tales of their god, and
trenbl ed, and were fearful

Anot her sign displayed the god, and yet another, for to warn that flier
who had dared the heavens after the fashion of his fellows and
chal | enged the god of fire.

At last fled the defiant one, but the lord of fire suffered not that his
servant shoul d escape, and he gathered unto himhis flames greater



than the sun of the noon, and cast down the flier who fled.

Many feared, yet saw not; because the people did fear and did see, but
under st ood not what they saw, the god went to the high place of his
peopl es where gathered the nost mighty, and so cast it down, making
the hills like the plains, flat and snooth as finest ice, and in the
center of that holy place, left there the last of his holy tablets
that his people might read, and reading, mght |earn, what was to lie
bef ore them

And he was pl eased.

Departing in a colum of flanme, | rode the screaning, wenching
change-w nds for para-instants before racing ahead, back to Query, back

to nmy Aerie.

| shuddered, but | could not feel for those who had suffered—not
and still redress the bal ance.

St andi ng over the cliffs, my Aerie seened poised over the canyon of
destruction, but I knew it was all illusion.

My power packs were dead, and | replaced them

My supply of miniature antimatter bonbs was depl eted, and |
rest ocked.

One gauntl et was fused, and the skin beneath red and tender, but I
willed it to heal, and it did.

| | ooked around nmy Aerie, ny weapons' storeroom cluttered and
junbled with inplenents of destruction, before setting out for the
second wench | would nmake in the nmachinery of tine.

| replaced the eternasteel tablets with their nmessage, star chart,
and formula in ny carrying case and pulled on another gauntlet over ny
heal ed right wi st

Three swigs of firejuice, a battle ration cube, and | was prepared
to dive. Already | could sense the change-w nds in the back di stance
over the curve of time, blowing toward the "now' of Query, and | knew
had much to do before they arrived with their nmessages.

After a stint as the Lord of Destruction | would becone the Lord of
Creation, before | donned the mantle of the Lord of Destruction once
agai n.

| tinme-dived and slid down the black branches into the back-tine,
three hundred centuries or so, and out to Heaven | V.

Heaven |V was not on the print-out | had gotten fromthe Data Banks.
That al one m ght have kept Freyda, Eranas, Kranos, and Hei ndal
buffeting in the change-w nds, even if they had gotten a copy of the
list.

| forced ny way down the back-tinme-paths toward the planet of the
angels, with a specific aimin mnd—an angel nursery.

Al t hough the term nursery sounded formal, it wasn't, because the
pl ace was nore of a sheltered cliff on one of the tallest peaks I'd
ever seen, but overlooking, as always, the goblins' Hell snoldering far
bel ow under the dark clouds and seet hi ng heat

For the god of time and fire had conme unto the place called Heaven, to
take his due fromthe angels and fromthat nount where the children
wer e gat hered.

Yet a single angel protested and raised his | ance against the god of
fire, and that angel was no nore, for against the thunderbolts of the
god he could not prevail

And fromthat place called Heaven the god of fire departed, time and tine
again, carrying the children, two by two, to a far planet, until
gat hered there were two score and nore.



And to guard them against the cold and agai nst danger, further provided
were they with angels to succor them for they grieved and their
hearts were heavy, and they were al one.

The planet on which | had placed those uprooted angels had a
slightly heavier gravity than Heaven |V, and the atnobsphere was
thinner. Intelligent |ife had not yet evolved, but the biosystens were
conpati bl e.

Statistically, a long-shot, but I knew it would work out. That is
t he busi ness of gods.

Flying would not work well, except for short distances, and nore
metal neant a tech culture.
That | did not intend to | eave to chance. | slid foretine on the

first murnmur of the second change-wind | had blown into our stuffy
corner of the gal axy.

Twenty centuries up were towns, small cities, and beasts of burden,
fields, fires—enough for a first appearance.

| lit up the sky at twilight over the square of a town, cast a few
t hunderbolts into the town center, and deposited a tablet.

After repeating the performance over a nore distant village, | then
departed up the Iline.

| did not expect nuch nore fromthe change-w nd, but the nurmnurs
were |louder as | rode forward, peering fromthe undertinme at the
changi ng surface of the pl anet

At fifty centuries fore-tine fromthe objective tine of the
transplant, | found ships upon the shall ow oceans, and | aden power
wagons upon roads.

And the fallen angels had prospered, but in their prosperity had
di sregarded the words of their god and had taken up new ways, and
sailed the seas in ships of metal and turned the soil with neta
beasts, and had in truth forgotten their god.

Yet he | aughed, and his laughter shook the forests, and drew thunder from
t he ski es.

And the fallen angels stopped, and they listened, for they feared, for
t he sound was strange unto them

But the strangeness of that |aughter did not turn them they listened and
did not hear.

And their god was angered, and in his anger cast his thunderbolts upon
t he hi ghways and upon the wagons that travel ed them and upon the seas
and the ships that sailed thereon, and put his mark upon the very
stones of the hills ere he departed.

He waited in the shadows of time unbeknownst, and bided his tine unti
the m Il ennium had cone.

For again, the people who had been angels had forsaken their god and were
proud in their handiwrks and in their contrivances, and raised their
W ngs agai nst their god.

The god of fire strode across the heavens and flattened the cities, and
struck the ships fromthe seas, even those which were mghty, and
pi cked the ships of the air fromthe skies, and twi sted the iron ways
into forns that confounded their makers.

Al that and nore did the god of fire, who |aughed at what he had
wr ought .

For o, the fallen angels did not cower, nor were they ashaned, nor were
they filled with fear, but instead shook their w ngs against the sky
and agai nst the fires.

And they seized the eternal tablets of the god and were filled with
wrath, and in their hearts they plotted and directed their ways
agai nst the very stars.

The wi nds of change wail ed, and reached into the space beyond the
firmament and behind the tine and twi sted both and brought chill and
the cold that was beyond chill onto the gales that reached even unto
the hone of the god of fire.



XX
"So now you're a god?"

| realized it was Sammis | had tied up in the slope chair and |inked
with a unit chain to the Aerie itself. He probably could have escaped,
but had waited.

| shook ny head. The stillness was deafening, and it seenmed |ike |
was two different people. Maybe a poor way to explain and it didn't
excuse anything. Just easier, | guessed, to destroy and renold world
cultures while letting the god-side of ne take the blane.

"Hardly, just doing what's necessary."

"Eagle crap!" he snorted. "I saw the | ook on your face when you
surprised ne. You cane in here like the God of Fire. Wyan woul d cal
it psychotic dissociation or sonme such.”

| swi gged sonme firejuice and finished off two battle-ration cubes.
One was a full day's nourishment, but diving like |I'd been doi ng was
wor K.

The change-w nds were bl ow ng.

"Real |y much easier to manipul ate poor unsuspecting sapi ences than
face the real problem isn't it, God Loki?"

Sammis or not, | could have punched him He was right, at |east
about it being easier to deal with out-tine cultures, and | mght as
well face it. |I'd have to sooner or |ater.

"I didn't notice you doing nuch about it, great original Tribune."

"You may be right," he sighed. "That's a problemwe all have, those
of us who are sane, Wran says. Life is too easy to face the hard
deci sions, and so we plan and watch and wait and hope, and are the
conpliant victins of the scheners and the madnen. |I'd hoped you were
different, especially after your head-on confrontations with Heindall."

| was ready to go and was replacing nmy power cells, another burnt-
out gauntlet, packing up nore eternasteel tablets, and finishing off
the firejuice in the beaker.

"What do you nean?"
"You're strong enough to take on the entire Guard in a single

battle, | sonetines think, and win, and yet you never raised your voice
after you cane back fromHell, never said a word."
"And neither did anyone else,” | remnded him Hell, they had al

hung back and wanted ne to do their fighting for them
| swung on the carrying case.
"How wi || you stop Heindall? He'll undo everything you do."

| halted, caught in md-stride, but both riddles were crystal clear,
oh so clear, and with them the response to Samm s's questi ons.

Sammis insisted | was a god. So did nost of the Guard, both those
who supported ne and those who opposed nme. And with that |ineup, | had
assunmed the choice was sinple—either you're a god or you're not. |
knew | wasn't, not in terns of ny owm definition of a god. But the
definitions weren't the real question, and |I'd been hung up on
definitions, just |like everyone el se.

Wt hout even understanding, Samm s had flanmed right to the point.
"Who" wasn't the question. Nor "what," but rather "how " Like "how are
you going to deal with what you are?" Like "how w |l you stop
Hei ndal | ?"



That second "how' | could answer. Now. The other would cone, had to
cone, and soon. But first—Hei ndall.

"Actions speak | ouder than words. O definitions, Samms."

ll\Mit!ll

His voice was lost as | slid across the skies of Query to the Tower,
glittering as it rose fromthe Square to chall enge the noon sun.

Hei ndal | coul d not undo what | had done without his tools, his
sources of information. Wthout them he could not |ocate the turning
poi nts, nor give tenporal turning points to the Guards he would send to
undo what | had done and woul d yet do.

| ducked under the edge of tinme and broke-out in Assignnents,
flam ng, lightnings gathered to nmy chest, but only Gron stood at the
mai n Assi gnnents consol e, his nmouth opening wi de at ny appearance.

"Qut!" | ordered him for | did not wi sh himharm

Wthout fanfare, | unleashed ny energies across the consoles to
| eave fused netal, twisted plastic and acrid snoke as witnesses to ny
visit

Assi gnnents was the beginning, only the start, for the information
remai ned in the Data Banks.

Bel ow t he deepest depths of the Tower foundations, |evels belowthe
Mai nt enance Hall, |ocked in behind walls that would halt a battle
cruiser, were the nmenory banks, the lattice crystals that held the
i nformati on amassed through m || ennia.

| bypassed the walls, breaking-out inside the sterile confines,
ski p-sliding down the dimrows of lattices, flinging |ightnings before
me and dropping antinmatter cubes behind. Wth a final toss at the core,
| ducked fully undertine and slid into the sunlit sky above the Tower.

Though the nmuffl ed sounds of explosions runbled through the ground
and the Tower trenbled, the massive, buried, and tine-protected walls
surroundi ng the physical data storage area held firm The Data Banks
t hensel ves had not been so | ucky, | knew.

More as a gesture than anything, | gathered nore power fromthe air
around me and flung a last thunderbolt at the steps in front of the
South Portal and scored the glow stones with a line of black fire that
would Iive within the gl owstones for eons.

| turned ny attention to the past | nust create anew. | needed to
choose fromthe possibilities left on ny list, for the nonents of hard
deci si on woul d be com ng sooner than | had anti ci pat ed.

Hei ndal | and his cohorts woul d be grouping al ready, and the schener
woul d be plotting any way he could to stop nmy efforts.

M ghty gods had deceived thenselves, and | was only a man, whatever
immortality, whatever weapons of the gods | mght bear, whatever
delusions it mght take to remake a small corner of the galaxy. To

nysel f, | would have to answer, not for what | mght be called, or for
the nanes | refused, but for what | had done and woul d yet do.
Along the way, | had a score to settle, sonewhat indirectly, which

m ght cl oud the change-w nds nore.

| time-dived fromthe sunlight and sky above the Tower toward
@urlennis, back until, flicking in and out, back and forth, | could
sense another link to Query, a figure breaking-out into the sky above
nomads' tents, where gentle wanderers canped—or at |east those
ancestors of the green-bronzed phil osopher | had net in a para-tine
instant, an instant that was not and woul d not ever be, yet woul d.



To break into another's past tine-line was a feat thought
i npossi ble, but determned as | was to do it, | broke and bent the
fabric of those instants to nmy wll.

And the purple of the night was sundered into fragnents, and each
fragnent was a song, and the peoples of that time bowed and
prostrated thensel ves then before the song; for not only was there
nmusic in the heavens, but fire.

For the god of fire, he who was called Loki, raised his arm against the
ot her, who was call ed Zeal or.

And Zeal or call ed upon Loki and begged of himnercy, and asked that his
days not be nunbered; but Loki the god of fire was not dissuaded, and
turned the lightnings of fire and the powers of tinme against Zeal or
and Zeal or was no nore.

The wanderers who beheld the fires that exceeded the stars saw, and
covered their eyes, and were filled with awe.

He who was cal l ed Loki | aughed, and the sound of his |aughter brought
waves to still |akes, and caused the [eaves of the trees to trenble.
VWhen he had | aughed and | owered his hand, behold, where once there
had been a nount was a holy place, and thereupon the god of fire
pl aced his holy wit for this chosen people, |lest they forget.

As | dropped back undertinme, shivering, the die was cast. After
having killed ny own, knowi ngly and deliberately, no nmatter how nobl e
the reason, the tinme of denying ny own responsibilities, nmy own
failures to take stock, had passed, and passed forever.

Sertis, good old stable, always md-tech Sertis, was next, and the
revolution of fire would strike the unexpected to fan the no-I| onger-
gentle winds of time-change into the hurricane of tine.

The ki ng-enperors of Sertis had rul ed because they controlled the
wat er, and thus, the m nds and power of Sertis. Water enough exi sted,
but it was | ocked into the polar caps and the pl ateau gl aci ers.

| headed for the fiftieth century before my own birth.

The god of fire appeared and struck his | ances upon the ice that had
been, that had crowned the far poles, and the ice and snow were no
nore, but becane as boiling water, and broke their boundaries and
sundered the nountains that confined them

Pillars of fire and soot were there, also, of red and of black, and when
the ruler of the place called Sertis felt his throne quake, asked
that ruler of his generals the cause.

And they knew not, save that the fires of Hell had appeared at the far
pol es, and that the ice had departed, and the water had cone.

Then, the soldiers of the armes were afraid, and heeded not their
conmanders, nor the voice of their ruler

And when the priests appeared before the assenbl ed peoples, neither were
they heard, but were offered by the peoples as sacrifices to the god
of fire; and the god listened and |l eft unto them his holy book that
his will mght be done.

The wi nds of tine-change screaned as | crossed themon ny time-vault
back to Query.

Wuld | exist when | was done? Had | beconme as a god with no
begi nni ng and no end?

From the undertine the planet Query would be shaken, tw sted, bent
like a leaf in a tenpest, assaulted by the change w nds out of tine.
For each wind fromthe pasts | had altered would create its own w nds,
and the second wi nds would bl ow unto the third winds, and no man or god
woul d know his place while blewthe wild wi nds of tine.

In and out of time, solid as | approached, stood ny Aerie, as stood
the Tower of Imortals.

"And now?" asked Samm s as | broke-out and began to replenish ny
stores of destruction.



"The rest will cone, Samms. The rest will cone."”

| noticed he was free of the chain. He had been waiting for nme, and
he was waiting for me to speak again.

"By the way," | asked, "how and why did you and Wyan fake her
death? Little | apse of tense there, old god. Were you the one who
provided all the behind the scenes assistance? And why?"

In retrospect, all of it seened so clear. Only Sammi s coul d have
maneuvered so cleverly. Samm s gently provided suggestions, and all the
Guard listened. Stupid of me not to have seen it. Wyan planned, and
Samm s executed, even that first test to determ ne ny capabilities. |
saw not just what Samm s was, for he was Sanmm s O on, but the others—
nmy parents, and Bal dur.

Wiy had it taken so long for me to see the obvious? How ny parents
had stayed on Query |ong enough to give ne what | needed. O how and
why Bal dur had left for Terra to create | egends and to shape all the
differing Terran cultures with facets of our own, and with his in-
si stence on the inportance of understanding technology. O how—the
list was | ong, too |ong.

"It wasn't that hard, Loki," answered Samm s, who stood there nearly
forgotten, "not with all the distractions you provided. Wyan and |
were ready to | eave earlier, probably would have, except when you cane
al ong we kept hopi ng—"

Samm s wasn't that pure, and | cut himoff. "How many did you test?
Over how many years? How nany were too scared to dive again? Od god,
don't dwell too nmuch on idealism What kind of will does it take to
foll ow the same course for centuries upon centuries? What kind of power
is that?"

Al the time | was talking, | was replenishing and watchi ng the man
| had finally accepted as Samm s O on.

Ti me, subjectively and objectively, was short, and | girded nyself
for another dive, another series.

"Goodbye, old god. Wiere's Wyan?"

"Where she's al ways been, grand-great-grandson and young god. She
and | wish you the best. If you can accept yourself, no nore, no |ess,
you'll make it."

That stopped ne. G eat-great-grandson?

"G eat - great-grandson?"

"You know, Loki, you kept suppressing the things you didn't want to
know. That's the brute strength of youth, but the same thing that wll
keep you fromgreatness—if you let it."

He smled, then went on. "Your nother is Wyan's and ny great-
granddaughter, and if you were told it once, you were told it a hundred
times."

As he said it, the nenories were there—"great-granddaughter of
Sammis A on," the stories of the Guard—and ot her renenbrances: | ooking
up at somneone crying, seeing a | ook that m ght have been fear on a face
| oom ng above ne.

As | renmenbered, felt the nenories toppling into place, | could hear
t he change-w nds how i ng down toward the Now | i ke night eagles swooping
in for the kill.

"Your saving grace," continued Samm s i nplacably, "has been your
wi |l lingness to undergo punishment for your m stakes. Accept yourself



and keep that willingness, and it may be enough to protect us all—al
of us, nortals, Immortals, and you."

Sammi s delivered the words quietly, as if he were stating well-known
facts or established truths.

"Where's Wyan?" | was grasping at straws.
"We' |l be watching. It's a wide universe. Treat it kindly."
He vani shed as | watched. He was diving to Wyan.

| shook ny head to clear it. Duty, if |I could call it that, would be
to finish what | started before the change wi nds unl eashed their all-
too-long-thwarted fury on Query.

| could not neddle with other cultures as devastatingly as | had on
Sertis, on Altara IV, or the offshoot of Heaven IV. Tinme was short, its
noose tightening.

| had eleven tablets left | intended to deposit each on a different
pl anet, each in one of the tine/locales identified by the sundered Data
Banks as prom sing for a high-tech devel opnent, knowi ng that my very
appearance in a cloud of flame would spur sonething.

M dgard was first, close-tinme, and | dropped the tablet on the
cerenoni al steps of the Asgard, thunderbolting the statue of the
Serpent as | did.

The other nine were a blur, and when | struggl ed across the bucking
black time-paths to the last, Windre, and forced nmy way into the

Technarchial Center to deposit the |last eternasteel tablet, | could
hear the creaks in the warp of reality while still underti ne.
As another |ast gesture, | etched the black thunderbolt across the

front of the Technarchate's Fountain of Power and placed the tablet
under it

For better or worse, the Guards' corner of the galaxy would not be
t he sane. And no one woul d undo what | had done.

Hell and Tinefire! No Guard, no God, but Loki, could tread the paths
of time in those instants against the wild change-w nds. And next woul d
| assure none would so tread after the wi nds passed and the worl ds
settled into their new histories.

Some things | could not have avoided, no matter how | pretended, and
some natters were not to be handled by stealth. Nor would | have had
t he appel lation "coward" stand in the nmenory of those who cared.

| broke-out in Assignnents.

Hei ndal | was absent

"Loki!"

Ni codenus reached for a stunner.

| knocked it clear of his hand with a trickle of fire fromthe

gauntlets. Not exactly, for | |looked at my wists, and the gauntlets
were fused netal circling ny lower forearns, nmere netal decorations. |
knew I no | onger needed them but | left themin place.

"Where' s Hei ndal | ?"
"Tri bunes' spaces,"” answered N codenus.

Bef ore, always before, | had avoided the Tribunes' spaces, but power
bl ocks or no, | did not intend to do so then, and | did not, snashing
t hrough the physical and para-tine barriers as if they did not exist,
hurling nyself into the center of the once-sacred Tower.



Hei ndal | , Eranas, Freyda, and Kranos stood around a bl ack crystal
tabl e, waiting.

"Greetings, fallen gods, and Heindall, whom!| shall call false god
for the sake of convenience,”

"Proud of yourself, Loki?" That was Kranos. He'd never understand.
"The sons of the father's sons."” That was Freyda.

"Why?" demanded Eranas, in anguish, face tw sted. He woul d never
under stand either.

Hei ndal | didn't bother with words. He just pointed and fired. Hi s

ai mwas good, but it didn't matter. | let the energy sheet around ne.
| wal ked toward him around the black crystal table, and he |evel ed
anot her thunderbolt fromhis gauntlets at me. | gathered the energy to

me and kept wal ki ng.

| heard Freyda nutter, "Wthout gauntlets,” and she was gone
undertine. No matter, she would accept what came, not being one to
fight the inevitable,

Hei ndal | backed away.

Kranos unfroze, junped at ne, so slowy he seened poised in mdair.
| dropped under him and snapped his | egs |ike toothpicks, broke his
back with two hands. He fell in a heap and was as still as death.

Eranas stood notionless, the blackness growing in his eyes, as |
noved step by step toward Heindall, who retreated step by step until
hi s back was against the tine-protected wall.

Hei ndal | , the honorabl e, the Counselor, the Guard who woul d be
Tribune, turned the full power of his gauntlets upon nme. And though
could feel the power sheeting around nme, it was as nothing, and | took
anot her st ep.

As both gauntlets separately had failed to destroy ne, he |linked
t hem t oget her and bl asted the thunderbolts of Hell toward ny face. They
flared past nme as if they were no nore than snoke, and in the slowness
of that Now, | took another step toward the false god who woul d have
been king of a battered gal axy. The uni verse has no gods, and while
sonme have the power of gods, those who thought they were indeed were
mad. As | had been nmad.

He lifted his hands to strike nme, and with two fingers |I crushed his
wrist into powder.

Hei ndal |, the once-m ghty, the schener, the dem -god who woul d have
rul ed gods and lifted hinsel f, gasped once, gasped tw ce, squared his
shoul ders, and dropped his arns.

"Do your worst, with your hands dripping blood and fire! Do your
wor st and feel righteous in your slaughter!™

| broke his neck with a single blow
Si | ence.

| took in the black room the crystal table of tinme, for that was
what it was, a tool of the Tribunes sheltered and used in secret.

| stared at the black crystal, willed it to shatter, and it did, the
falling shards thensel ves expl oding into dust that was no nore.

Eranas, the failed, who | ooked and would not see, who saw and woul d
not act, stood rooted in his own private forever Now, his vision |ocked
into a universe that soon woul d never have been, bl ackness creeping
over his soul.

He, too, would die when the change-w nds whi stled around the Tower



and stirred the silent dust of tinme, for his mnd could not bear the
wei ght of its own past.

Some things | had to finish, and | slid straight for Freyda's
nmount ai n hi deaway, the one overl ooki ng Quest that had been in her
famly for mllennia.

As | broke-out of the undertinme, the invincibility broke also, and |
was scared, or sore afraid, as ny forner god-side m ght have said. |
was sore afraid, for the changes | had w ought coul d have been far
beyond ny own conception. How small that conception was just began to
dawn.

Freyda was sitting on the hidden bal cony, watching a hawk circle
over the valley in the afternoon sun, sitting a bit too upright to be
at as much ease as she neant to convey. She acknow edged ny entry
Wi thout turning, staring at the city below, still wearing her Tribune's
bl ack, star and all.

"l assune that's you, Loki—god of fire, god of destruction and
madness. "

"You expected ne."

"Sooner or later. | was one of the few who didn't underesti mate you.
CGods take |l onger to grow up."

| didn't correct her assessnent of ne as a god. For Freyda, in sone
ways, things were sinple. Either | was a god, or I wasn't And |'d
unconsci ously accepted her frame of reference, until Samm s's
questions, while somehow knowing it wasn't correct and fighting the
sinplistic definition.

But now the definitions didn't matter. The actions, my actions,
mat t er ed.

"Why didn't you stop ne then?"

"Ten years ago it was too late to stop you. Your nother said it was
too late to stop you when you were born. You don't think people didn't
try? They just started too |ate—after you were born. The entire CGuard
couldn't have destroyed you after you returned fromHell. Samm s was

convi nced you went only as a penance. One way or another, w th your
birth, the Guard we knew was dooned."

It m ght have been—only | hadn't known it. After all, up until a
season before, | hadn't understood nost of what | was doing. | told
Freyda that.

"Loki, don't you see? It didn't matter. If the Tribunes had
strangled you at birth, the guilt would have rotted us fromwthin, at
| east those of us who counted. If you had | et yourself die on Hell, or
if we had, no Guard woul d have ever trusted the Tribunes or Counsel ors
agai n. And what about you, the real you? Have you ever really been
forced to do what you didn't agree to?"

"I"'msure | have," | answered, but Freyda didn't go on.

The sun flashed through her hair, and the effect as she turned was
the instant inpression of silver, of age before her tine, which
di sappeared even as | noted it.

"Sit down, young god. Sit down and watch the end of our era and the
begi nni ng of yours."

| sat.

"What's the insistence on the god business?" | protested. "I'mno
god." | knew how she thought, but | had to try.



"Ch, not in the theol ogical sense, but with your powers of mnd over
matter, in practical ternms it doesn't nmake nuch difference. You throw
t hunderbolts wi thout bothering to use mcrocircuits, walk on air and
wat er, heal yourself and probably others, destroy with a glance, go
when and where you pl ease regardl ess of the barriers rai sed agai nst
you, and you cast down and raise up whole planets and cultures.™

Her dark eyes pinned nme where | sat.
"Now. You define a god for ne," she finished.

What could | say that she would accept? Yes, | could do all that she
described, all that she listed and nore. But | was certainly not all-
knowi ng, nor all-understandi ng, nor even all-powerful.

"Then, | guess you'll have to call nme a god."

Her attitude nade one decision, or sealed it for nme. Living |egends,
particularly those reputed to be gods, never live up to their imge.
Now, | would have to follow, in my own way, the exanple of ny parents,
of Bal dur, of Wyan, and strike out from Query, always treading the
tight tinme-path of accepting my power along with my owmn limtations.

Freyda turned full-face to ne. "How does it feel to destroy the
ol dest institution in galactic history, Loki? Does it nmake you feel
grand?”

That was the first real bitterness |I'd heard from Freyda.

| shook ny head, not caring if Freyda believed nme or not, thinking
nore of Verdis, Loragerd, Narcissus, and the others who still believed
in the shining destiny of a new Guard rising fromthe ashes of the old.

The systens | had unshackl ed woul d not be put back in the ancient
bottle of tenporal restraint cast so long ago by the Triunvirate. | had
seen to that. Yes, | had seen to that.

Freyda, the last of the Tribunes, sat on the bal cony of her retreat
in the hills overl ooking Quest and pointed to the Gty of Imortals.

"Can't you feel it?"

| glanced at Freyda, seated in her scul pted chair and gazing out at
Quest from her protected terrace. So crisp she was, every white-blond
hair in place, golden skin snoother than gl owstone, black eyes
glittering.

"Can't you feel it?"

The change-wi nds were boiling just under the horizon of Now, their
bl ack chill buil ding.

| nodded, and in that instant when the wi nds of tine-change struck,
everyt hing went out of focus, fromFreyda, the firs fram ng the view of
Quest, to the Tower of Imortals rising fromthe central Square. And
the wind of time howed; the icicles marched up ny spine as | stood in
the sun, the golden sun that hid behind the clouds that were not there;
the very ground trenbl ed; and black cracks in the fabric of the instant
splintered across the sky.

The histories, the m ght-have-beens, the was and the were, the is
and the are, warred upon each other. Through the black w ndows of tine
hung in front of us, battles never fought were fought, all at once, al
together, and the new turning points of history and para-history, of
space and para-space, were hammered out in the fires of para-tine.

Freyda sat, her face frozen, for she did not see the wi ndows of the
brand- new past opening into the new Now.

In one window, and | called it that, for what else could I call a
vision of a past that was inscribing itself on the present as I



wat ched, a ship swathed in |light burst over the eastern horizon and
streaked on a downward course toward Quest.

Fromthe central Square rose the Tower that glittered with the nuted
light of a thousand suns, soaring out of the perfect | awns and wal ks,
out of the rows of scarlet fire-flowers. Before that first ship reached
the city, the cool green air of that instant-past Query was w enched
apart with the sounds of a second ship. That one, tubular and bl ack,
somehow shrouded in darkness in full sunlight, drove at the city from
out of the west, barely clearing the Bard-walls as it plunged toward

Quest .

| | ooked again at Freyda. She was notionless, staring at the Cty of
Imortals, waiting to see the results of the m ghty cataclysm she felt,
but had no sight to watch, for the windows of time were closed to her.

She did not see, for all her |ooking, for all her feeling. She did
not turn as the ship of Iight unleashed |ightnings at suddenly deserted
streets.

That vision did not happen in the Now, was only a picture of what
had transpired in a past we never knew, but was the past from
henceforth.

Under the light of the golden sun as it enmerged fromthe clouds that
never were, | was cold, not just fromthe chill of the change-w nds
t hat swept Query, for they had passed into the future, tw sting and
shaping it into new patterns.

No. | was cold—and not just fromthe w nds of change.
| gazed, and beneath us on the plain that was suddenly filled with
the rubble of old buildings still rose the Tower of Immortals. The

remai nder of Quest, a city razed around it, was junbl ed hunps and
| unps.

Yet around that weckage wound the ways and wal ks of a w de park
and firefl owers bl oomed. There was order, and there was power w thout
the arrogance of the old Guard. Query still challenged tinme, but not to
subdue others for the mere sake of conquest

The Tower stood, as a nenorial, as did the rubble, both rem nders of
a past that had needed change—and that had been changed.

And while the dead, such as Heindall, Eranas, and Kranos, were still
dead, the others, Loragerd, Verdis, Narcissus, Brendan, would chart the
new destiny of Query. They deserved that honor, and that challenge, and
wi t hout ny heavy hand.

Al that | knew, and though |I could not say how, | accepted that
knowl edge, for | was of Query, and woul d al ways be so, in whatever
corner of the universe |I found nyself.

A question renai ned.

Freyda and | stood on her bal cony, a bal cony changed slightly, but
the sane, and with the world changed around us, we were yet the sane.

"Us?" | asked.
Freyda under st ood.

"Because you nmade this present, this Now, you cannot be changed. If
you were, it would not be. | suppose | am unchanged because you have
willed it so, young god, or because of sone other quirk of tine, about
whi ch we know so little. That is both a gift and a curse.”

She smled faintly, oh so faintly, and her snile said, "Goodbye."
"What will you do in your new universe, young god?"



| did not know, only understanding what | would not do.
Under standing that I would not play god wi thout accepting the burdens
and the responsibilities that went with it. Understanding, too, with
bittersweet certainty, that | would fail at tinmes to neet that
comm tnment, and that even those with the power of gods can fail.

| nmust rmake a final junp, a final slide across the skies of Query,
to the Aerie, which remained, untouched. A thin layer of dust bl anketed
t he gl owstones, the enpty roons, as though | had | eft them|ong ago.

Under Seneschal, | let the afternoon wane, the twlight rise around
me for ny |ast goodbye before | ventured forth into the gal axy |
remade, out from Quest, out from Query. Qut following all those who had
left without the trunpets of fire | sumoned, out after Baldur and his

Terrans, out after Ayren Bly, out after nmy parents, out—the |ist was
| onger than | knew, with no real need to go on.

The first star of night, the night before the dawn, appeared.
Greetings, Baldur.
Greetings, Wyan ... wherever you are.



