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Chapter |
A lucky few of us know the good days before they're gone.

| remember my eighties. My job kept mein shape, and gave me
enough variety to keep my mind occupied. My love life wasimperfect
but interesting. Modern medicine makesthe old fairy taleslook ingpid;
| amost never worried about my hedlth.

Those were the good days, and | knew them. | could remember worse.

| can remember when my memory was better too. That'swhat thisfile
isfor. | keep it updated for that reason, and aso to maintain my sense
of purpose.

The Monobloc had been asingles bar since the 2320s.

Inthe'30s1'd been aregular. I'd found Charlotte there. We held our
wedding reception at the Monaobloc, then dropped out for twenty-eight
years. My first marriage, herstoo, both in our forties. After the children
grew up and moved away, after Charlotte left metoo, | came back.

The place was much changed.

| remembered a couple of hundred bottlesin the hologram bar display.
Now the display was twice as large and seemed more realistic-better
equipment, maybe-but only a score of bottlesin the middle were
liquors. The rest were flavored or carbonated water, high-energy
drinks, dectrolytes, athousand kinds of tea; food to match, raw
vegetables and fruits kept fresh by high-tech means, arrayed with
low-cholesteral dips; bran in every conceivable form short of injections.

The Monobloc had swallowed its neighbors. It was bigger, with
curtained alcoves, and asmal gym upstairs for working out or for
dating.

Herbert and Tina Schroeder till owned the place. Their marriage had
been open in the'30s. They'd aged since. So had their clientele. Some



of ushad married or drifted away or died of acoholism; but word of
mouth and the Velvet Net had maintained a continuous tradition.
Twenty-eight years|ater they |ooked better than ever... wrinkled, of
course, but lean and muscular, both ready for the Gray Olympics. Tina
let me know before | could ask: she and Herb were lockstepped now.

Tomeit waslike coming home.

For the next twelve years the Monobloc was an intermittent part of my
life

| would find alady, or she would find me, and we'd drop out. Or wed
vigt the Monobloc and sometimes trade partners; and one evening
we'd go together and leave separately. | was not evading marriage.
Every woman | found worth knowing, ultimately seemed to want to
know someone dse.

| was nearly bald even then. Thick white hair covered my arms and legs
and torso, asif my head hairs had migrated. Twelve years of running
congtruction robots had turned me burly. From time to time some
muscular lady would look me over and clam me. | had no trouble

finding company.

But company never stayed. Had | become dull? The notion struck me
asfunny.

| had settled mysdlf done at atable for two, early on a Thursday

evening in 2375. The Monobloc was haf empty. The earlieswere dl
keeping one eye on the door when Anton Brillov camein.

Anton was shorter than me, and much narrower, with afacelike an
axe. | hadn't see him in thirteen years. Still, I'd mentioned the
Monobloc once or twice; he must have remembered.

| semaphored my arms. Anton squinted, then came over, exaggeratedly



cautious until he saw who it was.
“Jack Strather!”
“Hi, Anton. So you decided to try the place?’

“Yah.” Hesat. “Youlook good.” He looked a moment longer and
said, “Relaxed. Placid. How's Charlotte?”

“Left meafter | retired. Just under ayear after. There was too much of
mearound and |... maybe | wastoo placid? Anyway. How are you?’

1] I:Ire”

Twitchy. Anton looked twitchy. | was amused. “ Still with the Holy
Office?’

“Only citizenscal it thet, Jack.”
“I'macitizen. Still givesme akick. How'syour chemistry?’

Anton knew what | meant and didn't pretend otherwise. “1'm okay. I'm
down.”

“Kid, you'relooking over both shoulders at once.”

Anton managed a credible laugh. “1'm not the kid any more. 'm a
weekly.”

The ARM had made me aweekly at forty-eight. They couldn't turn me
loose at the end of the day any more, because my body chemistry
couldn't shift fast enough. So they kept meinthe ARM building
Monday through Thursday, and gave me dl of Thursday afternoon to
shed the schitz madness. Twenty years of that and | was even less
flexible, so they retired me.

| said, “Y ou do have to remember. When you'rein the ARM building,
you're aparanoid schizophrenic. Y ou haveto be able to file that when
youre outsde.”



“Hah. How can anyone-”

“Y ou get used to the schitz. After | quit, the difference was amazing.
No fears, no tension, no ambition.”

“No Charlotte?’
“Wdll... | turned boring. And what are you doing here?’

Anton looked around him. “Much the samething you are, | guess.
Jack, am | the youngest one here?’

“Maybe.” | looked around, double-checking. A woman was distracting
me, though | could see only her back and aflash of alaughing profile.
Her back was dender and strong, and athick white braid ran down her
spine, centered, two and ahalf feet of clean, thick white hair. Shewas
in animated conversation with ablond companion of Anton'sage plusa
few.

But they were at atable for two: they weren't inviting company. |
forced my attention back. “We're gray singles, Anton. The young ones
tend to get the message quick. We're dower than we used to be. We
date. Y ou want to order?’

Alcohol wasn't popular here. Anton must have noticed, but he ordered
guavajuice and vodka and drank asif he needed it. Thislooked worse
than Thursday jitters. | let him hdf finish, then said, “ Assuming you can

tel me-”

“I don't know anything.”
“I know thefeding. What should you know?’

A tension eased behind Anton's eyes. “ There was a message from the
Angel's Pencil

“Pencil ... oh.” My mental reflexes had dowed down. The Angel's
Pencil had departed twenty yearsago for... wasit Epsilon Eridani?



“Comeon, kid, it'll bein the boob cubes before you have quite finished
speaking. Anything from deep spaceis public property.”

“Hah! No. It'srestricted. | haven't seen it myself. Only areference, and
it must be more than ten yearsold.”

That was peculiar. And if the Belt Stations hadn't spread the news
through the solar system, that was peculiar. No wonder Anton was
antsy. ARMs react that way to puzzles.

Anton seemed to jerk himself back to here and now, back to the gray
snglesregime. “Am | cramping your style?’

“No problem. Nobody hurriesin the Monobloc. If you see someone
you like-” My fingers danced over lighted symbols on therim of the
table. “This gets you amap. L ocate where she's Sitting, put the cursor
onit. That getsyou adisplay... hmm.”

I'd set the cursor on the white-haired lady. | liked the readout. “ Phoebe
Garrison, seventy-nine, eleven or twelve years older than you. Straight.
Won a Second in the Gray Jumpslast year... that'sthe Americas
skiing Matchesfor seventy and over. She could kick your tail if you
don't watch your manners. It says she's smarter than we are, too.

“Point is, she can check you out the same way. Or me. And she
probably found this place through the Velvet Net, which isthe
computer network for unlocked lifestyles.”

“So. Two maes stting together-"

“ Anyone who thinks we're bent can check if she cares enough. Bends
don't come to the Monobloc anyway. But if we want company, we
should moveto abigger table.”

Wedid that. | caught Phoebe Garrison's companion's eye. They played
with their table controls, discussed, and presently wandered over.

Dinner turned into a carouse. Alcohol was involved, but wed left the



Monaobloc by then. When we split up, Anton waswith Michiko. | went
home with Phoebe.

Phoebe had finelegs, as|'d anticipated, though both knees were teflon
and plagtic. Her face was lovely even in morning sunlight. Wrinkled, of
course. She was two weeks short of elghty and wincing in anticipation.
She ate with a cross-country skier's gppetite. Wetold of our livesas
we ate.

Sheld cometo Santa Mariato visit her oldest grandson. In her youth
sheld done critical work in nanoengi-neering. The Board had alowed
her four children. (I'd known | was outclassed.) All were married,
scattered across the Earth, and so were the grandkids.

My two sons had emigrated to the Belt while till in their twenties. I'd
vigted them once during an investigation, trip paid for by the United
Nations-

“Youwerean ARM? Redlly? How interesting! Tl meadgtory... if you

“That'sthe problem, dl right.”

Theinteresting taleswere dl classfied. The ARM suppresses
dangerous technology. What the ARM buriesis supposed to stay
buried. | remembered akind of time compressor, and afield that would
catalyze combustion, both centuries old. Both were first used for
murder. If turned loose or rediscovered, either would generate more
interesting tales yet.

| said, “1 don't know anything current. They bounced me out when |
got too old. Now | run construction robots at various spaceports.”

“Interegting?’

“Modtly placid.” She wanted a story? Okay. The ARM enforced more
than the killer-tech laws, and some of thosetales| could tell.



“We don't get many mother hunts these days. This one waswished on
ushby the Belt-" And | told her of alunie who's sired two clones. One
he'd raised on the Moon and one he'd | eft in the Saturn Conserve. He'd
moved to Earth, where one cloneis any norma citizen'sentire
birthright. When we found him he was arranging to culture athird
clone...

| dreamed a bloody dream.

It was one of those: | was able to take control, to defeat what had
attacked me. In the black of an early Sunday morning the shreds of the
dream dissolved before | could touch them; but the sensations
remained. | felt strong, baanced, powerful, victorious.

It took me afew minutes to become suspicious of this particular flavor
of wonderful, but I'd had practice. | eased out from under Phoebe's
arm and leg and out of bed. I lurched into the medica acove, linked
mysdlf up and fell adeep onthetable.

Phoebe found me therein the morning. She asked, “ Couldn't that wait
till after bregkfagt?”

“I've got four years on you and I'm going for infinity. So I'm careful,” |
told her. It wasn't quite alie... and she didn't quite believe me ether.

On Monday Phoebe went off to let her eldest grandson show her the
locd museums. | went back to work.

In Deeth Vdley asemicircle of twenty lasers points a an axid array of
mirrors. Tracks run across the desert to aplatform that looks like
strands of spun caramel. Every hour or so a spacecraft trundles dong
the tracks, poses above the mirrors, and risesinto the sky ona
blinding, searing pillar of light.

Here was where | and three companions and twenty-eight robots
worked between emergencies. Emergencies were common enough.
From time to time Glenn and Skii and ten or twenty machines had to be



shipped off to Outback Field or Baikonur, while | held the fort at Deeth
Vdley Hed.

All of the equipment was old. The origind mirrors had dl been daved
to one system, and those had been replaced again and again. Newer
mirrors were independently mounted and had their own computers, but
even these were up to fifty yearsold and losing therr flexibility. The
lasers had to be replaced somewhat more often. Nothing was ready to

fdl apart, quite.

But the mirrors have to adjust their shapesto match digtorting air
currents all theway up to vacuum, because the distortions themsdves
must focus the drive beam. A laser at 99.3% efficiency is keeping too
much energy, getting too hot. At 99.1% something would melt, lost
power would blow the laser into shrapnel, and a cargo would not reach
orbit.

My team had been replacing mirrors and laserslong before | cameon
the scene. Thiscircuit was nearly complete. We had aready
reconfigured some robots to begin replacing track.

The robots worked a one while we entertained ourselvesin the monitor
room. If the robots ran into anything unfamiliar, they stopped and
beeped. Then astory or songfest or poker game would stop just as
aoruptly.

Usudly the beep meant that the robot had found an acute angle, an
uneven surface, a surface not strong enough to bear aloaded robot, a
bend in apipe, apipewhereit shouldn't be... ageometrica problem.
The robots couldn't navigate just anywhere. Sometimes we'd haveto
unload it and move the load to acart, by hand. Sometimes we had to
pick it up with acrane and moveit or turnit. Lots of it was muscle
work.

Phoebe joined mefor dinner Thursday evening.
Sheld whipped her grandson at laser tag. They'd gone through the



museum at Edward AFB. They'd skied... he needed to get serious
about that, and maybe get some surgery too...

| listened and smiled and presently tried to tell her about my work. She
nodded; her eyes glazed. | tried to tell her how good it was, how
restful, after dl those yearsinthe ARM.

The ARM: that got her interest back. Stet. | told her about the Henry
Program.

I'd been saving that. It was an embezzling system good enough to ruin
the economy. It made Zachariah Henry rich. He might have stayed rich
if hed quitintime... and if his system hadn't been so good, so
dangerous, he might have ended in prison. Insteed. .. well, let his
tongue whisper secretsto the earsin the organ banks.

| could spesk of it because they'd changed the system. | didn't say that
it had happened twenty years before | joined the ARM. But | was il
running out of declassified stories. | told her, “If alot of people know
something can be done, somebody'll do it. We can suppressit and
uppressit again-’

She pounced. “Likewhat?’

“Like... wdl, the usud exampleisthefirg cold fuson sysem. They did
it with paladium and plati-num, but half adozen other metalswork.
And organic superconductors: the patents listed awrong ingredient.
Various grad studentstried it wrong and il got it. If theresaway to
doit, there's probably alot of ways.”

“That was before there was an ARM. Would you have suppressed
superconductors?’

"No. What for?"
“Or cold fuson?’

143 NO_”



“Cold fuson releases neutrons,” she said. “ Shesth the generator with
spent uranium, what do you get?’

“Putonium, | think. So?’
“They used to make bombs out of plutonium.”
“Bothersyou?’

“Jack, the fisson bomb was it in the mass murder department. Likethe
crosshow. Likethe Ayatollah's Asteroid.” Phoebe's eyes held mine.
Her voice had dropped; we didn't want to broadcast thisall over the
restaurant. “Don't you ever wonder just how much of human
knowledgeislog inthat... black limbo insde the ARM building?
Thingsthat could solve problems. Warm the Earth again. Ease us
through the lightspeed wall.”

“We don't suppressinventions unlessthey're dangerous,” | said.

| could have backed out of the argument; but that too would have
disappointed Phoebe. Phoebe liked a good argument. My problem
was that what | gave her wasn't good enough. Maybe | couldn't get
angry enough. .. maybe my most forceful arguments were classified. ..

Monday morning, Phoebe left for Ddlas and a granddaughter. There
had been no war, no ultimatum, but it felt findl.

Thursday evening | was back in the Monobloc.
SowasAnton. “I've played it,” he said. “ Can't talk about it, of course.”

He looked mildly bored. His hands looked like they weretrying to
break chunks off the edge of the table.

| nodded placidly.

Anton shouldn't have told me about the broadcast from Angel's Pencil .
But he had; and if the ARM had noticed, held better mention it again.



Company joined us, sampled and departed. Anton and | spoketo a
pair of ladies who turned out to have other tastes. (Some bends like to
bug the straights)) A younger woman joined usfor atime. She couldn't
have been over thirty, and waslovely in the modern style... but hard,
sharply defined muscleisn't my sole sandard of beauty ...

| remarked to Anton, “ Sometimes the vibes just aren't right.”

“Yeah. Look, Jack, | have carefully concedled a prehistoric Cavados
inmy apt a Maya. Thereisn't redly enough for four-"

“Soundsnice. Eat firg?”’
“Stet. Ther€re sixteen restaurantsin Maya.”

A score of blazing rectangles meandered across the night, washing out
the stars. The eye could till find a handful of other space artifacts,
particularly around the Moon.

Anton flashed the beeper that would summon ataxi. | said, “So you
viewed the call. So why so tense?’

Security devices no bigger than abasketball rode the glowing sky, but
the casud eye would not find those. One must assume they were there.
Patternsin their monitor chipswould match vision and sound patterns
of amugging, arape, aninjury, acry for hep. Those chips had
gigabytesto spare for words and word patterns the ARM might find of
interest.

So: no key words.

Anton said, “ Jack, they tell ahdl of agtory. A... foreign vehicle pulled
adongside Angela at four-fifths of legal max. It tried to cook them.”

| stared. A spacecraft matched cour se with the Angd's Pencil at
eighty percent of lightspeed? Nothing man-built could do that.
And warlike? Maybe I'd misinterpreted everything. That can happen
when you make up your code as you go aong.



But how could the Pencil have escaped?“How did Angelamanageto
phone home?’

A taxi dropped. Anton said, “ She diced the bread with the, you know,
motor. | said itsahell of agtory.”

Anton's gpartment was most of the way up the dope of Maya, the
pyramida arcology north of SantaMaria. Old wedlth.

Anton led me through great doors, into an elevator, down corridors.
He played tour guide: “ The Fertility Board was just getting somered
power about the time this place went up. It was built to house amillion
people. It's never been fully occupied.”

;507

“So were en route to the east face. Four restaurants, a dozen little
bars. And here we stop-”

“Thisyour got?’

“No. It'sempty, it's always been empty. | sweep it for bugs, but the
authorities... | think they've never noticed.”

“Isthat your mattress?’

“No. Kids. They've got aclub that's two generations old. My son
tipped me off to this”

“Could we be interrupted?’

“No. I'm monitoring them. I've got the security system set to let them
in, but only when I'm not here. Now I'll et it to recognize you. Don't
forget the number: Apt 23309.”

“What isthe ARM going to think we're doing?’

“Eating. We went to one of the restaurants, then came back and drank
Cdvados... whichwewill do, later. | canfix therecords a Buffao Bill.



Just don't argue about the credit charge, stet?”

“But- Yah, stet.” Hope you won't be noticed, that'sthe real defense. |
wasthinking of bailing out... but curiosity is part of what getsyou into
the ARM. “Tdl your story. Y ou said she sliced the bread with the,
you know, motor 7’

“Maybe you don't remember. Angdl's Pencil isn't your ordinary
Bussard ramjet. The field scoops up interstellar hydrogento feed a
fuson-pumped laser. Theideawasto useit for communications too.
Blast amessage hdf acrossthe galaxy with that. A Belter crewman
used it to cut thedien shipin haf.”

“There's acommunication you can live without. Anton. .. What they
taught usin school. A sapient species doesn't reach space unless the
memberslearn to cooperate. They'll wreck the environment, one way
or another, war or straight libertarianism or overbreeding...
remember?’

“Sure”
“So doyou believedl this?’

“I think s0.” He smiled painfully. “Director Bern-hardt didn't. He
classified the message and attached amemo too. Six years of flight
aboard aship of limited size, terminal boredom coupled with high
intelligence and too much time, elaborate practical jokes, yadda yadda.
Director Harms left it classified. .. with the cooperation of the Belt.
Interesting?’

“But he had to have that

“But they had to agree. There'sbeen more since. Angel's Pencil sent
us hundreds of detailed photos of the dien ship. It'sunlikely they could
be faked. There are corpses. Big sort-of cats, orange, up to three
meterstall, big feet and e aborate hands with thumbs. Werein mucking
grest trouble if we have to face up to such beasties.”



“Anton, we've had three hundred and fifty years of peace. We must be
doing something right. The odds say we can negotiate.”

“Y ou haven't seen them.”

It was dmost funny. Jack was trying to make me nervous. Twenty
years ago the terror would have been fizzing in my blood. Better living
through chemigtry! Thiswasadl frightening enough; but my fear wasa
cerebrd thing, and | wasits master.

| wasn't nervous enough for Anton. “ Jack, thisisn't just vaporware. A
lot of those photos show what's maybe a graviton generator, maybe
not. Director Harms set up alab on the Moon to build onefor us.”

“Funded?’

“Heavy funding. Somebody bedievesinthis. But they're getting results
It works!”

| mulled it. “ Alien contact. As aspecieswe don't seem to handle that
toowdl.”

“Maybethis one can't be handled at all.”
“What e seisbeing done?’

“Nothing, or damn close. Silly suggestions, career-oriented crap
designed to make a bureau bigger... Nobody wants to use the magic
word. War”

“War. Three hundred and fifty years out of practice, we are. Maybe C.
Cretemaster will save us.” | smiled at Anton's bewilderment. “Look it
up inthe ARM records. There's supposed to be an dien of sortsliving
in the cometary halo. He's the force that's been keeping us a peace this
past three and ahalf centuries”

“Very funny.”



“Mmm. Well, Anton, thisisalot morered for you than me. | havent
yet seen anything upsetting.”

| hadn't called him aliar. I'd only made him aware that | knew nothing
to the contrary. For Anton there might be elaborate proofs; but I'd seen
nothing, and heard only ascary tae.

Anton reacted gracefully. “Of course. Wdll, theres ill that bottle.”

Anton's Calvados was as specia as he'd claimed, decades old and
quite unique. He produced cheese and bread. Good thing; | was ready
to eat hisarm off. We managed to stick to harmlesstopics, and parted
friends

Thebig catlike aliens had taken up resdencein my soul.

Aliensarent implausible. Once upon atime, maybe. But an ancient ETI
inagasisfied had been in the Smithsonian since the opening of the
twenty-second century, and a quite different creature-C. Cretemaster's
redl-life analog-had crashed on Mars before the century ended.

Two spacecraft matching course at near lightspeed, that was just short
of ridiculous. Kinetic energy condderations... why, two such ships
colliding might aswell be made of antimatter! Nothing short of agravity
generator could makeit work. But Anton was claiming agravity
generator.

His story was plausible in another sense. Faced with warrior diens, the
ARM would do only what they could not avoid. They would build a
gravity generator because the ARM must control such athing. Any
further move was a step toward the unthinkable. The ARM took sole
credit (and other branches of the United Nations also took sole credit)
for thefact that Man had left war behind. | shuddered to think what
forceit would take to turn the ARM toward war.

| would continue to demand proof of Anton's story. Looking for proof
was oneway to learn more, and | resst seeing myself as stupid. But |



believed him dready.
On Thursday we returned to Suite 23309.

“I had to dig deep to find out, but they're not just Sitting on their
thumbs,” he sad. “Therésagame going in Aristarchus Crater, Belt
againg flatlander. They're playing peace games.”

“Huh?

“They're making formats for contact and negotiation with hypothetica
diens. Themoddsall have thelook of those dien corpses, catswith
bad tals, but they al think differently- "

“Good.” Herewas my proof. | could check thisclaim.

“Good. Sure. Peace games.” Anton was brooding. Twitchy. “What
about war games?’

“How would you run one? Half your soldiers would be dead at the
end... unlessyourethinking of rifleswith paint bullets. War gets more
violent than that.”

Anton laughed. “Picture every building in Chicago covered with scarlet
paint on one side. A nuclear war game.”

“Now what? | mean for us.”

“Yah. Jack, the ARM isn't doing anything to put the human race back
onawar footing.”

“Maybe they've done something they haven't told you about.”
“Jack, | don't think s0.”

“They haven't et you read dl their files, Anton. Two weeks ago you
didn't know about peace gamesin Aristarchus. But okay. What should
they be doing?’



“I don't know.”
“How'syour chemistry?’

Anton grimaced. “How's yours? Forget | said that. Maybe I'm back to
norma and maybe I'm not.”

“Y ah, but you haven't thought of anything. How about wegpons? Can't
have awar without weapons, and the ARM's been suppressing
wegpons. We should dip into their fliesand make up alist. It would
save sometime, when and if. | know of an experiment that might have
been turned into an inertidess driveif it hadn't been suppressed.”

1] Dael?1

“Early twenty-second. And there was afield projector that would
make things burn, late twenty-third.”

“I'll find 'em.” Anton's eyestook on afaraway look. “ Theresthe
archives. | don't mean just the stuff that was built and then destroyed.
Thearchivesreach al the way back to the early twentieth. Stuff that
was proposed, tanks, orbital beam weapons, kinetic energy weapons,
biologicds”

“We don't want biologicds”

| thought he hadn't heard. “ Picture crowbars six feet long. A short burn
takes them out of orbit, and they steer themselves down to anything
with the slhouette you want. .. atank or asubmarine or alimousine,
say. Primitive stuff now, but at least it would do something.” Hewas
redly getting into this. Thetechnica terms he wastossing off were
masksfor horror. He stopped suddenly, then, “Why not biologicals?’

“Nasty bacteriatailored for us might not work on warcats. We want
their biologica weapons, and we don't want them to have ours.”

“... Stet. Now here's one for you. How would you adjust a'doc to
make anorma personinto asoldier?’



My head snapped up. | saw the guilt spread across hisface. He said, “I
had to look up your dossier. Had to, Jack.”

“Sure. All right, I'll seewhat | canfind.” | sood up. “Theeasest way is
to pick schitziesand train them as soldiers. We'd start with the same
citizensthe ARM has been training since. .. date classified, three
hundred years or 0. People who need the 'doc to keep their
metabolism straight, or elsethey'll ram acar into acrowd, or strangle-”

“Wewouldn't find enough. When you need soldiers, you need
thousands. Maybe millions.”

“True. It'sarare condition. Well, good night, Anton.”
| fell adeep on the'doc table again.

Dawn poked under my eyedlidsand | got up and moved toward the
holophone. Caught aglimpse of mysdf inamirror. Rethought. If David
saw me looking like this, he'd be booking tickets to attend the funerd.
So | took a shower and acup of coffeefird.

My eldest son looked like | had: decidedly rumpled. “Dad, can't you
read aclock?’

“I'm sorry. Redlly.” These cdls are so expensive that theré'sno point in
hanging up. “How arethingsin Aristarchus?’

“Clavius. Weve been moved out. Weve got haf the space we used to,
and we needed twice the space to hold everything we own. Ah, the
time changeisn't your fault, Dad, weredl in Clavius now, dl but
Jennifer. She-” David vanished. A mechanically soothing voice said,

“Y ou have impinged on ARM police business. The cost of your call will
be refunded.”

| looked at the empty space where David's face had been. | was
ARM... but maybe I'd dready heard enough.

My granddaughter Jennifer isamedic. The censor program had



reacted to her name in connection with David. David said she wasn't
with him. The whole family had been moved out but for Jennifer.

If sheld stayed onin Aristarchus. .. or been kept on...

Human medicslike Jennifer are needed when something unusua has
happened to ahuman body or brain. Then they study what's going on,
with an eye to writing more programs for the 'docs. The bulk of these
problems are psychological.

Anton's“peace games’ must be stressful as Hell.
Chapter 11

Anton wasn't at the Monobloc Thursday. That gave me another week
to rethink and recheck the programs I'd put on adime disk; but | didn't
need it.

| came back the next Thursday. Anton Brillov and Phoebe Garrison
were holding atable for four.

| paused-backlit in the doorway, knowing my expresson was
hidden-then moved onin. “When did you get back?’

“Saturday before last,” Phoebe said gravely.

It felt awkward. Anton felt it too; but then, hewould. | begantowish |
didn't ever have to see him on a Thursday night.

| tried tact. “ Shall we seeif we can conscript afourth?’

“It'snot likethat,” Phoebe said. “Anton and |, were together . We had
totdl you.”

But I'd never thought... I'd never claimed Phoebe. Dreams are
private. Thiswas coming from some wild direction. “ Together asin?’

Anton sad, “Well, not married, not yet, but thinking about it. And we
wanted to talk privately.”



“Likeover dinner?’
“A good suggestion.”
“I like Bufldo Bill. Let'sgo there”

Twenty-odd habitues of the Monobloc must have heard the exchange
and watched us leave. Those three long-timers seem friendly
enough, but too serious... and three's an odd number ...

Wedidn't talk until we'd reached Suite 23309.
Anton closed the door before he spoke. “ She'sin, Jack. Everything/
| sad, “It'sredly love, then.”

Phoebe smiled. “ Jack, don't be offended. Choosing iswhat humans
do.”

Trite, | thought, and skip it. “ That bit there in the Monobloc seemed
overdone. | felt excessively foolish.”

“That wasfor them. My idea,” Phoebe said. “ After tonight, one of us
may haveto go away. Thisway weve got an al-purpose excuse. You
leave because your best friend and favored lady closed you out. Or
Phoebe | eaves because she can't bear to ruin afriendship. Or big, burly
Jack drives Anton away. See?’

She wasn't just in, she wastaking over. Ah, well. “Phoebe, love, do
you believein murderous cats eight feet tall?’

“Do you have doubts, Jack?’

“Not any more. | called my son. Something secretiveis happening in
Arigtarchus, something that requiresamedic.”

She only nodded. “What have you got for us?’

| showed them my dime disk. “Took melessthan aweek. Runitinan



autodoc. Ten persondity choices. The chemicad differences aren't big,
but... infantry, which meanskilling on foot and doesn't have anything to
do with children... wherewas|? Y ah. Infantry isn't at dl likelogigtics,
and neither isit like espionage, and Navy isdifferent yet. We may have
lost some of the military vocations over the centuries. Well haveto
re-invent them. Thisisjust afirst cut. | wish we had away totry it out.”

Anton set adime disk next to mine, and asmall projector. “Mine's
nearly full. The ARM's stored an incredible range of dangerous
devices. We need to think hard about where to store this. | even
wondered if one of us should be emigrating, which iswhy-"

“Tothe Bdt? Further?’
“Jack, if thisdl adds up, we won't have time to reach another ar.”

We watched stills and flat motion pictures of wegpons and toolsin
action. Much of it was quite primitive, copied out of deep archives. We
watched rock and landscape being torn, aircraft exploding, machines
destroying other machines. .. and imagined flesh shredding.

“I could get more, but | thought 1'd better show you thisfirst,” Anton
sd.

| said, “Don't bother.”
“What? Jack?’

“It only took usaweek! Why risk our necksto do work that can be
duplicated that fast?”

Anton looked lost. “We need to do something]”
“Wél, maybewe don't. Maybethe ARM isdoingit dl for us”

Phoebe gripped Anton'swrist hard, and he swallowed some bitter
retort. She said, “Maybe were missing something. Maybe we're not
looking at it right.”



“What's on your mind?’

“Let'sfind away tolook at it differently.” Shewaslooking straight at
me

| sad, “ Stoned? Drunk? Fizzed? Wired?’
Phoebe shook her head. “We need the schitz view.”

“Dangerous, love. Also, the chemicasyou're talking about are
massively illegd. 7 can't get them, and Anton would be caught for
sure-” | saw theway shewas smiling at me. “Anton, I'll break your
scrawny neck.”

“Huh? Jack?’

“No, no, hedidn't tell me,” Phoebe said hadtily, “though frankly I'd
think either of you might have trusted me that much, Jack! |
remembered you inthe

‘doc that morning, and Anton coming down from that twitchy state on a
Thursday night, and it dl clicked.”

“Okay.”
“You'reaschitz, Jack. But it's been along time, hasn't it?’

“Thirteen years of peace,” | said. “They pick usfor it, you know.
Paranoid schizophrenics, born with our chemistry screwed up, hair
trigger temper and askewed view of the universe. Most schitzies never
haveto fed that. We use the 'docs more regularly than you do and
that'stint. But some of usgo into the ARM... Phoebe, your suggestion
isgtill slly. Anton's crazy four days out of theweek, just like| used to
be. Anton'sall you need.”

“Phoebe, he'sright.”
“No. The ARM used to be all schitzies, right? The genes have thinned



out over three hundred years.”

Anton nodded. “They tell usin training. The oneswho could be Hitler
or Napoleon or Castro, they're the ones the ARM wants. They'rethe
onesyou can send on amother hunt, the ones with no social sense...
but the Fertility Board doesn't et them breed either, unless they've got
something specid. Jack, you were specid, high intelligence or
something-”

“Perfect teeth, and | don't get sick infreefall, and Charlotte's people
never develop back problems. That helped. Yah... but every century
there areless of us. So they hire some Antonstoo, and make you

crazy-"

“But carefully,” Phoebe said. “ Anton's not evolved from paranoia,
Jack. Y ou are. When they juice Anton up they don't make him too
crazy, just enough to get the viewpoint they want. | bet they leave the
top management boringly sane. But you, Jack- "

“| seeit.” Centuriesof ARM tradition were squarely on her side.

“You can go ascrazy asyou like. It'sall natural, and medics have
known how to handle it snce Only One Earth. We need the schitz
viewpoint, and we don't have to sedl the chemicals”

“Stet. When do we start?’
Anton looked at Phoebe. Phoebe said, “Now?’

We played Anton'stape dl the way through, to arunning theme of
graveyard humor.

“| took only what | thought we could use,” Anton said. “Y ou should
have seen some of the rest. Agent Orange. Napalm. Murder stuff.”

Phoebe sad, “1an't this murder?”’

That remark might have been unfair. We were watching thisbizarre



chunky rotary-blade flyer. Fire leaped from undernegth it, once and
again... wegpons of some kind.

Anton said, “ Aircraft design isn't the same when you useit for murder.
It changes when you expect to be shot a. Here-” The picture had
changed. “ That's another weapons platform. It'snot just fast, it's
supposed to hidein the sky. Jack, areyou dl right?’

“I'm scared green. | haven't felt any effectsyet.”

Phoebe said, “Y ou need to rlax. Anton delivers aterrific massage. |
never learned.”

She wasn't kidding. Anton didn't have my muscle, but he had big
grangler'shands. | rlaxed into it, talking as he worked, liking the way
my voice wavered as his hands pounded my back.

“It hasn't been that long Since aguy like melet his'doc run out of
beta-dammasomething. An indicator light ran out and he didn't notice.
Hetried to kill hisbusiness partner by bombing his partner's house, and
got some family membersingtead.”

“We're on watch,” Phoebe said. “If you go beserk we can handleit.
Do you want to see more of this?’

“Weve missed something. Children, I'm aregistered schitz. If | don't
use my ‘doc for three days, they'll be trying to find me beforel
remember I'm the Marsport Strangler.”

Anton said, “He'sright, love. Jack, give me your door codes. If | can
get into your apt, | can fix the records.”

“Keep taking. Finish the massage, at least. We might have other
problems. Do we want fruit juice? Munch-ies? Foodlike substances?’

When Anton came back with groceries, Phoebe and | bardly noticed.

Werethewarcats rea ? Could we fight them with present tech? How



long did Sol system have? And the other systems, the more sparsaly
settled colony worlds? Wasiit enough to make tapes and blueprints of
the old murder machines, or must we st to building clandestine
factories? Phoebe and | were spilling ideas past each other asfast as
they came, and | had quite forgotten that | was doing something
dangerous.

| noticed mysdlf noticing that | was thinking much faster than thoughts
could spill from my lips. | remembered knowing that Phoebe was
brighter than | was, and that didn't matter either. But Anton waslosing
his Thursday edge.

We dept. The old airbed was a big one. We woke to fruit and bread
and dived back in.

We re-invented the Navy using only what Anton had recorded of
seagoing navies. We had to. There had never been space navies, the
long peace had fdlen fird.

I'm not surewhen | did into schitz mode. 1'd spent four days out of
seven without the'doc, every week for forty-one years excluding
vacaions. You'd think I'd remember the fed of my brain chemistry
changing. Sometimes| do; but it'sthe central me that changes, and
theré's no way to control that.

Anton's machines were long out of date, and none had been developed
even for interplanetary war. Mankind had found peace too soon. Pity.
But if thewarcats gravity generators could be copied before the
warcats arrived, that aone could save ud!

Then again, whatever the cats had for weapons, kinetic energy was
likely to be the ultimate wespon, however the mass was moved.
Energy consderationsdont lie... | stopped trying to anticipate
individua war machines, what | needed was an overview.

Anton was saying very little.



| redlised that | had been wasting my time making medical programs.
Chemical enhancement was the most trivia of what we'd need to
remake an a'my. Extensive testing would be needed, and then we might
not get soldiersat al unlessthey retained some civil rights, or unless
officerskilled enough of them to impresstherest. Our limited pool of
schitzies had better be trained as our officers. For that matter, we'd
better start by taking over the ARM. They had dl the brightest schitzies.

Asfor Anton'swork inthe ARM archives, the most powerful weapons
had been entirely ignored. They were too obvious.

| saw how Phoebe was staring at me, and Anton too, both gape-jawed.

| tried to explain that our task was nothing less than the reorganization
of humanity. Large numbers might have to die before the rest saw the
wisdom in following our lead. The warcats would teach that lesson. ..
but if wewaited for them, we'd be too late. Time was breathing hot on
our necks.

Anton didn't understand. Phoebe was following me, though not well,
but Anton's body |anguage was pulling him back and closing him up
while hisface stayed blank. He feared me worse than he feared
warcets.

| began to understand that | might haveto kill Anton. | hated him for
thet.

Wedid not deep Friday at al. By Saturday noon we should have been
exhausted. I'd caught catnaps from timeto time, we al had, but | was
gl blazing with idess. In my mind the pattern of aninterstdlar invasion
was shaping itself like avast three-dimensiona map.

Earlier | might have killed Anton, because he knew too much or too
little, because he would steal Phoebe from me. Now | saw that that
was foolish. Phoebe wouldn't follow him. He smply didn't havethe...
the internal power. Asfor knowledge, he was our only accessto the
ARM!



Saturday evening we ran out of food... and Anton and Phoebe saw the
find flaw in ther plan.

| found it hugely amusing. My 'doc was hafway across SantaMaria
They had to get me there. Me, aschitz.

Wetaked it around. Anton and Phoebe wanted to check my
conclusions. Fine: wed give them the schitz treetment. But for that we
needed my disk (in my pocket) and my 'doc (at the gpt). So we had to
go to my apt.

With that in mind, we shaped plans for afarewel | bacchandl.

Anton ordered supplies. Phoebe got meinto ataxi. When | thought of
other destinations she was persuasive. And the party waswaiting. ..

We were along time reaching the 'doc. There was beer to be dedlt
with, and apizzathe size of Arthur's Round Table. We sang, though
Phoebe couldn't hold atune. We took ourselves to bed. It had been
years snce my urge to rut ran so high, so deep, backed by a sadness
that ran deeper yet and wouldn't go away.

When | wastoo relaxed to lift afinger, we staggered singing to the 'doc
with me hanging limp between them. | produced my dime disk, but
Anton took it away. What was this? They moved me onto the table and
st it working. | tried to explain: they had to lie down, put the disk
here... But the circuitry found my blood |oaded with fatigue poisons,
and put meto deep.

Sunday noon:

Anton and Phoebe seemed embarrassed in my presence. My own
memories were bizarre, embarrassing. I'd been guilty of egotism,
arrogance, self-centered lack of consideration. Three dark blue dots on
Phoebe's shoulder told me that 1'd brushed the edge of violence. But
the worst memory was of thinking like some red-handed conqueror,
and out loud.



They'd never love me again.

But they could have brought meinto the apt and straight to the 'doc.
Why didn't they?

While Anton was out of the room | caught Phoebe's smilein the corner
of my eye, and saw it fade as|

turned. An old suspicion surfaced and has never faded since.

Suppose that the women | love are all attracted to Mad Jack.
Somehow they recognise my schitz potential though they find my sane
dtate dull. There must have been a place for madness throughout most
of human history. So men and women seek in each other the capacity
for madness...

And so what? Schitzieskill. Thereal Jack Strather istoo dangerousto
belet loose.

And yet... it had been worth doing. From that strange fifty-hour
session | remembered onered insght. We spent the rest of Sunday
discussng it, making plans, while my central nervous system returned to
its accustomed, unnatural state. Sane Jack.

Anton Brillov and Phoebe Garrison held their wedding reception in the
Monaobloc. | stood as best man, bravely cheerful, running over with
congratulations, staying carefully sober.

A week later | was among the asteroids. At the Monobloc they said
that Jack Strather had fled Earth after hisfavored lady deserted him for
hisbest friend.

Chapter 111

Things ran smoother for me because John Junior had made a place for
himsdf in Ceres.

Even 0, they had to train me. Twenty years ago I'd spent aweek in



the Belt. It wasn't enough. Training and a Bt citizen's equipment used
up most of my savings and two months of my time.

Time brought meto Mercury, and the lasers, eight years ago.

Light-sallsarerarein theinner solar system. Between Venus and
Mercury there are fill light-sail races, an expendve, uncomfortable,
and dangerous sport. Cargo craft once sailed throughout the asteroid
belt, until fusion motors became cheaper and more dependable.

Thelast refuge of the light-sail isahuge, empty region: the cometary
halo, Pluto and beyond. Thelight-sailsare dl cargo craft. So far from
Sal, their thrust must be augmented by lasers, the same Mercury lasers
that sometimes hurl an unmanned probe into interstellar space.

These were different from the launch lasers| was familiar with. They
were enormoudy larger. In Mercury'slower gravity, in Mercury's
windless environment, they looked like crystal's caught in spiderwebs.
When the lasersfired the fragile support structures wavered like a
piderweb inawind.

Each stood in awide black pool of solar collector, asif tar paper had
been scattered at random. A collector sheet that lost fifty percent of
power was not removed. We would add another sheet, but continue to
use dl the available power.

Their power output was dangerous to the point of fantasy. For safety’s
sake the Mercury lasers must be continually linked to the rest of the
solar system across alightspeed delay of several hours. The newer
solar collectors also picked up broadcasts from space, or from the
control center in Challenger Crater. Mercury'slasers must never lose
contact. A beam that strayed where it wasn't supposed to could do
untold damage.

They were spaced all dong the planet's equator. They were hundreds
of years gpart in design, Sze, technology. They fired while the sun was
up and feeding their square miles of collectors, with afew fusion



generators for backup. They flicked from target to target asthe horizon
moved. When the sun s, it set for thirty-odd Earth days, and that was
plenty of timeto make repairs-

“Ingenerd, that is.” Kathry Perritt watched my eyesto be sure | was
paying attention. | felt like aschoolboy again. “In genera we can repair
and update each laser station in turn and still keep ahead of the dawn.
But come aquake, we work in broad daylight and likeit.”

“Scary,” | said, too cheerfully.

Shelooked a me. “Y ou fed nice and cool? That'samillion tons of sail,
old man, and alayer cake of mirror sheeting on top of that, and these
old hest exchangers are still the most powerful ever built. Daylight
doesn't scare you? Y ou'll get over that.”

Kathry was asixth generation Belter from Mercury, tdler than me by
seven inches, not very strong, but extremely dextrous. Shewas my
boss. I'd be sharing aroom with her... and yes, sherapidly let me
know that she expected us to be bedmates.

| wasdl for that. Two monthsin Ceres had showed methat Belters
respond to socid signals| don't know. | had no idea how to seduce

anyone.

Sylviaand Myron had been born on Marsin an enclave of
archeologists digging out the cities beneath the deserts. Companions
from birth, they'd married at puberty. They were addicted to news
broadcasts. News could get them arguing. Otherwise they behaved as
if they could read each other's minds; they hardly talked to each other
or to anyone else.

Wed st around the duty room and wait, and polish our skillsas
storytelers. Then one of the lasers would go quiet, and atractor the
size of some old Chicago skyscraper would roll.

Rarely was there much of ahurry. One laser would fill in for another



until the Monster Bug arrived. Then the robots, riding the Monster Bug
like one of Anton'saircraft carriers, would scatter ahead of us and set
to work.

Two years after my arrival, my first quake shook down six lasersin
four different locations, and ripped afew more loose from the sunlight
collectors. Landscape had been shaken into new shapes. The robots
had some trouble. Sometimes Kathry could reprogram. Otherwise her
team had to muscle them through, with Kathry to shout orders and me
to supply most of the muscle.

Of the six lasers, five survived. They seemed built to survive dmost
anything. The robots were equipped to spin new support structure and
to lift the thingsinto place, with a separate program for each design.

Maybe John Junior hadn't used influencein my behalf. Hatlander
muscle was useful, when the robots couldn't get over the dust poolsor
through the broken rock. For that matter, maybe it wasn't some Belt
tradition that made Kathry clam me on sght. Sylviaand Myron weren't
sharing; and | might have been femae, or bent. Maybe she thought she

was lucky.

After weld remounted the lasersthat survived, Kathry said, “They'reall
obsolete anyway. They're not being replaced.”

“That'snot good,” | said.

“Wall, good and bad. Light-sail cargosare dow. If the light wasn't
amost free, why bother? The interstellar probes haven't sent much
back yet, and we might aswefl wait. At least the Belt Speakersthink
S)_”

“Do gather I'vefdleninto akind of ablind aley?’

Sheglared a me. “Y ou're an immigrant flatlander. What did you
expect, First Speaker for the Belt? Y ou thinking of moving on?’



“Not redly. But if the job's about to fold-"
“Another twenty years, maybe. Jack, I'd missyou. Thosetwo- "

“It'sdl right, Kathry. I'm not going.” | waved both arms at the blazing
dead landscape and said, “I likeit here,” and smiled into her bellow of

laughter.
| beamed atape to Anton when | got the chance.

“/l1 was ever angry, | got over it, as| hope you've forgotten
anything | said or did while | was, let's say, running on automatic.
I've found another life in deep space, not much different from
what | was doing on Earth... though that may not last. These
light-sail pusher lasers are a blast from the past. Time gets them,
the quakes get them, and they're not being replaced. Kathry says
twenty years.

“you said Phoebe left Earth too. Working with an asteroid mining
setup? If you're stitt trading tapes, tell her I'mall right and | hope
sheistoo. Her career choice was better than mine, | expect...”

| couldn't think of anything elseto do.

Three years after | expected it, Kathry asked. “Why did you come out
here? It's none of my business, of course-”

Customs differ: it took her three yearsin my bed to work up to this. |
sad, “Timefor achange,” and “I've got children and grandchildren on
the Moon and Ceres and Floating Jupiter.”

“Doyou missthem?’

| had to say yes. Theresult wasthat | took half ayear off to bounce
around the solar system. | found Phoebe, too, and we did some
catching up; but | fill came back early. My being away made us both
antsy.



Kathry asked again ayeer later. | said, “What | did on Earth was not
likethis. Thedifferenceis, on Earth I'm dull. Here-am | dull ?’

“You'refascinating. Y ou won't talk about the ARM, so you're
fascinating and mysterious. | can't believe you'd be dull just because of
whereyou are. Why did you leave, redly?’

S0l sad, “ Therewas awoman.”
“What was shelike?’

“Shewas smarter than me. | wasalittle dull for her. So sheleft, and
that would have been okay. But she came back to my best friend.” |
shifted uncomfortably and said, “Not that they drove me off Earth.”

1] No?l

“No. I've got everything | once had herding construction robots on
Earth, plus onething | wasn't bright enough to miss. | lost my sense of
purposewhen | left the ARM.”

| noticed that Myron was listening. Sylviawas watching the holo walls,
the three that showed the face of Mercury: rocks blazing like coasin
fading twilight, with only the robots and the lasersto give theillusion of
life. Thefourth we kept changing. Just then it showed aview up the
trunk into the waving branches of the tremendous redwood they've
been growing for three hundred years, in Hovestraydt City on the
Moon.

“Thesearethegood times,” | said. “Y ou haveto notice, or they'll go
right past. Were holding the stars together. Notice how much dancing
we do? On Earth I'd be too old and creaky for that-Sylvia, what ?’

Sylviawas shaking my shoulder. | heard it as soon as| stopped talking:
“Tombaugh Sation relayed this pic-

ture, the last broadcast from the Fantasy Prince. Once again, the
Fantasy Prince has apparently been-*



Starscape glowed within the fourth holo wall. Something came out of
nowhere, moving hellishly fast, and stopped so quickly that it might
have been atoy. It was egg-shaped, studded with what | remembered
as weapons.

Phoebe won't have made her move yet. The warcats will haveto be
deep in the solar system before her asteroid mining setup can be any
deterrent. Then one or another warcat ship will find streams of dag

sprayed across its path, impacting at comet speeds.

By now Anton must know whether the ARM actudly has plansto repe
anintergdlar invason.

Me, I've dready done my part. | worked on the computer shortly after
| firgt arrived. Nobody's tampered with it snce. Thedimedisk isin
place.

We kept the program rdlatively smple. Until and unlessthe warcats
destroy something that's being pushed by alaser from Mercury, nothing
will happen. The warcats must condemn themselves. Then the affected
laser will lock onto the warcat ship... and so will every Mercury laser
that's getting sunlight. Twenty seconds, then the system goes back to
norma until another target disappears.

If the warcats can be persuaded that Sol system is defended, maybe
they'll give ustimeto build defenses.

Asteroid miners dig deep for fear of solar storms and meteors. Phoebe
might survive. We might survive here too, with shielding built to block
the hellish sun, and laser cannon to battle incoming ships. But that's not
theway to bet.

We might get one ship.
It might be worth doing.

THE ASTEROID QUEEN
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Three billion years before the birth of Buddha, the Thrint ruled the
gdaxy and ten thousand intelligent species. The Thrint were not great
technologists or mighty warriors, asamaster race, they were distinctly
third rate. They had no need to be more. They had the Power, an
irresstible mental hypnosis more powerful than any weapon. Their
Tnuctipun daves had only cunning, but in the generations-long savagery
of the Revolt, that proved nearly enough to break the Saver Empire. It
wasawar fought without even the concept of mercy, one which could
only end when either the Thrint or tnuctipun species were extinct and
tnuctipun technology waswinning... But the Thrint had onelast usefor
the Power, one last command that would blanket &l the worlds that
had been theirs. It was the most comprehensive campaign of genocide
inal history, destroying even its perpetrators. It was not, however,
quite complete. ..

“Master! Masgter! What shdl we do?” The Chief Save of the orbital
habitat wailed, wringing the boneless digits of its hands together. It
recoiled asthe thrint rounded on it, teeth bared in carnivore reflex.
There was only aday or so0 to go before Suicide Time, when every
sophont in the galaxy would die. The master of Orbital Supervisory
Station Seven-1Z-A did not intend to be among them. Any delay wasa
morta threat, and this twel ve-deci credit specimen dared-

“DIE, SLAVE!”

Dnivtopun screamed mentdly, lashing out with the Power. Thedave
obeyed instantly, of course. Unfortunately, so did severad dozen others
nearby, including the zengaborni pilot who wasjust passing through the
airlock on itsway to the escape spaceship.

“Must you always take me so literally!” Dnivtopun bellowed, kicking
out at the silvery-furred form that lay across the entrance-lock to the
docking chamber.



It rolled and did through a puddie of its body wastes, and a cold chill
made Dnivtopun curl the eating-tendrils on either sde of his
needle-toothed mouth into hard knots. | should not have done that,
he thought. A proverb from the ancient “Wisdom of Thrintun” went
through hismind; haste is not speed. That was adifficult concept to
grasp, but he had had many hours of empty time for meditation here.
Forcing himself to calm, he looked around. The corridor was bare
metd, rather shabby; only daves came down here, normally. Not that
his own quarters were dl that much better. Dnivtopun was the youngest
son of along line of no more than moderately successful thrint; his post
as Overseer of the food-producing planet below was a sinecure from
anuncle

At least it kept me out of the War , he mused with relief. The
tnuctipun revolt had spanned most of the last hundred years, and
nine-tenths of the thrint specieshad died init. The War waslog...

Dnivtopun appreciated the urge for revenge that had led the last
survivors on Homeworld to build apsionic amplifier big enough to
blanket the galaxy with a suicide command, but he had not been
persona witnessto the genocida fury of the tnucti pun assaults; revenge
would be much swester if he werethereto seeit.

Other daves came shuffling down the corridor with agravity-skid, and
|oaded the bodies. One proffered an e ectropad; Dnivtopun began
laborioudy checking thelist of loaded suppliesagaingt hisinitia entries.

“Ah, Magter?’
[1] Y@l
“That function key?

Thethrint scowled and punched it. “All in order,” he said, and looked
up asthe ready-light beside the liftshaft at the end of the corridor
pinged. It was hiswives, and the chattering horde of their children.



“SILENCE,” he commanded. They froze; there was adight hesitation
from some of the older maes, old enough to have developed a
rudimentary shield. They would come to the Power &t puberty... but
none would be ready to chalenge their Sire for some time after that.
“GO ON BOARD. GO TO YOUR QUARTERS. STAY THERE.” It
was best to keep the commands smple, since thrintun females were too
dull-witted to understand more than the most basic verba orders. He
turned to follow them.

“Master?’ the thrint rotated his neckless torso back towards the dave.
“Madter, what shal we do until you return?’ Dnivtopun felt aminor
twinge of regret. Being done so much with the daves, he had
conversed with them more than was customary. He hesitated for a
moment, then decided alast smdl indulgence wasin order.

“BE HAPPY,” he commanded, radiating as hard as possible to cover
al the remaining saff grouped by the docking tube. It was difficult to
blanket the station without an amplifier hemet, but the only one
available was suspect. Too many planetary Proprietors had been
brain-burned in the early stages of the War by tnuctipun-sabotaged
equipment. Sraining: “BE VERY HAPPY.”

They were making smal cooing sounds as he dogged the hatch.

“Master-" The engineering dave sounded worried. “Not now!”
Dnivtopun said.

They were nearly in position to activate the Standing Wave and go
fagter than light; the Ruling Mind had built up the necessary .3 of
lightspeed. It was anintricate job, piloting manudly. He had
disconnected the main computer; it was tnuctipun work, and he did not
trust the innermost programs. The problem was that so much esewas
routed through it. Of course, the zengaborni should be at the board;
they were expensive but had an indinctivefed for piloting. Now, begin
the phase trangition...

“Master, the density sensor indicates a mass concentration on our



vector!”

Dnivtopun wasjust turning toward the dave when the collison darm
began to wail, and then-

-discontinuity-
Chapter |

“Right, give me areading on the mass detector,” the prospector said;
like many rockjacks, he spoke to his computer asif it were human. It
wasnt, of course; sentient computers tended to turn catatonic, usually
at the most inopportune moments, o any illusion of sentience wasjust
that; but most rockjacks talked to the machinery anyway.

Hewas a short man for a Bdter, with the dightly seedy run-down air
that was common in the Alpha Centauri system after the kzinti conquest
of Wunderland and its Belt. There was hunger in the eyes that skipped
across the patched and mismatched screens of the Lucky Strike; the
little torchship had not been doing well of late, and the kzin-nominated
purchasing combines on the asteroid base of Tiamat had been
queezing harder and harder. Thelife bubble of hissingleship smdled, a
stale odor of meta and old socks; the conditioner was not getting out
al of the ketones.

Collaborationist ratcat-loving bastards, he thought, and began the
laborious manud set-up for apreliminary andyss. In hismother'stime,
there would have been automatic machinery to do that. And a decent
life-support system, and medical care that would have made him merely
middle-aged at seventy, not turning grey and beginning to cresk at the
joints.

Bleeping ratcats. Thefdinoid dienswho called themsdveskzinti had
arrived out of nowhere, erupting into the Alpha Centauri system with
gravity-polarizer driven ships and wegpons the human colonists could
never match. Could not have matched even if they had amilitary
tradition, and humans had not fought warsin three centuries.



Wunderland had falen in ascant month of combat, and the Serpent
Swarm asteroid belt had followed after aspell of guerillawarfare.

He shook his head and returned his attention to the screens; unlesshe
made a gtrike thistrip he would haveto sell the Lucky Strike, work as
asharecrop-prospector for one of the Tiamat consortia. Thefigures
scrolled up.

“Swveet Finagle's Ghost,” hewhispered in awe. It was not abig rock,
less than athousand meters“round. But the dengity... "It must be solid
platinumt!“

Fingers stabbed at the board; lasers vaporized apit in the surface, and
gpectroscopes probed. A frown of puzzlement. The surface was just
what you would expect in this part of the Swarm, carbonaceous
compounds, slicates, traces of meta. A half-hour spent running the
diagnostics made certain that the mass-detector was not mafunctioning
ether, which was crazy.

Temptation racked him suddenly, afedling like atwisting in the sour pit
of hisbdly. There was something very strange here; probably very
vauable. Rich, hethought. I'mrich. He could go direct to the ratcat
liason on Tiamat; the kzinti were careful not to become too dependent
on the collabo authorities. They rewarded servicewdll. Rich. Rich
enoughto... Buy a seat on the Minerals Commission. Retire to
Wunderland. Get decent medical care before | age too much.

He licked swest off hisupper lip and hung floating before the screens.
“And become exactly the sort of bastard I've hated al my We,” he
whispered.

I've always been too stubborn for my own good, he thought with a
strange sensation of relief as he began to key in the code for the
tightbeam message. It wasn't even amatter of choice, redly; if held
been that sort, he wouldn't have hung on to the Lucky Strike thislong.
He would have signed on with the Concession; you ate better even if
you could never work off the debts.



And Markham rewarded good service, too. The Free Wunderland
Navy had its resources, and its punishments were just asfina asthe
kzinti. More certain, because they understood human nature better...

-discontinuity-
-and the collison darm cut off.

Dnivtopun blinked in bewilderment at the controls. All the exterior
sensorswere dark. The engineering davewas going wild, dl threearms
dancing over the boards asit skipped from position to position

between controls never meant for sngle-handing.

CALM, heordered it mentaly. Then verbdly: “ Report on what has
happened.”

The daveimmediately stopped, shrugged, and began punching up
numbers from the distributor-nodes which were doing duty for the
absent computer. “Magter, we underwent a collison. The stasisfield
switched on automatically when the proximity darm was tripped; it has
itsown subroutine.” Thethrint felt its mind try to become agitated once
more and then subside under the Power, a sensation like a sneeze that
never quite materiaized. “ All exterior sensors are inoperative, Master.”

Dnivtopun pulled a dopestick from the pouch at hisbelt and sucked on
it. Hewas hungry, of course; athrint was always hungry.

“Activatethedrive,” he said after amoment. “ Extend the replacement
sensor pods.” A stasisfield was utterly impenetable, but anything
extending through it was till vulnerable. The dave obeyed; then
screamed in syncopation with the darms as the machinery overrode the
commands.

REMAIN CALM, thethrint commanded again, and wished for a
moment that the Power worked for self-control. Nervoudy, he
extended his pointed tongue and groomed histendrils. Something was
very strange here. He blinked his eydid shut and thought for amoment,



then spoke:
“Give me areading on the mass sensor.”

That worked from inductor coilswithin the single molecule of the hull;
very little besides antimatter could penetrate ashipmetd hull, but gravity
could. Thefigures scrolled up, and Dnivtopun blinked hiseye a themin
bafflement.

“Agan.” They repeated themsaves, and the thrint felt adeep lurch
below hiskedbones. Thisfelt wrong.

“Something iswrong,” Herrenmann UIf Reichgein-Markham muttered
to himsdlf, in the hybrid German-Danish-Bat-Dutch tongue spoken by
the ruling class of Wunderland. It was Admiral Reichstein-Markham
now, asfar asthat went in the rather irregular command structure of the
Free Wunderland Space Navy, the space-based guerillas who had
fought the kzinti for ageneration.

“Something is very wrong.”

That fedling had been growing since the four ships under his command
had matched vectors with this anomaous asteroid. He clasped his
hands behind hisback, risng dightly on the bals of hisfeet, ligening to
the disciplined murmur of voices among the crew of the Nietzsche. The
jury-rigged bridge of the converted ore-carrier was more crowded than
ever, after the success of his recent raids. Markham's eyes went to the
screen that showed the other units of hislittle fleet. More merchantmen,
with sngleship auxiliaries serving asfighters. Rather thoroughly armed
now, and al equipped with kzinti gravity-polarizer drives. And the
cause of it dl, the Catskinner . Not very impressive to look at, but the
only purpose-built warship in hiscommand. A UN

Dart-class attack boat, a spindle shape, massive fusion-power unit, tiny
life-support bubble, asymmetric fringe of wegpons and sensors.

It had been a United Nations Space Navy ship, piggybacked into the



Alpha Centauri system on the ramscoop battlecraft famamoto, only
two months ago, dropped off with agents aboard. And the UN
personnel had been persuaded to... entrust the CatsJdnner tohim
while they went on to their misson on Wunderland. The Yamamoto's
raid had sown chaos among the kzinti; the near-miraculous
assassination of the alien governor of Wunderland had done more.
Markham's fleet had grown accordingly, but it was till risky to group
S0 many together. Or so the damnably officious sentient computer had
told him.

His scowl degpened. Consciousness-level computers were a dead-end
technology, doomed to catatonic madnessin Sx months or lessfrom
activation, or so the books all said. Perhaps this one wastoo, but it
was distressingly arrogant in the meantime.

Thefeding of wrongness grew, like wires pulling at the back of his
skull. Hefdt animpulseto blink hiseye (eye?) and knot histendrils
(tendrils?), and for an instant hisbody felt an itch dong the bones, asif
his muscles were trying to movein ways outsde their design
parameters.

Nonsense, hetold himsdlf, shrugging hisshouldersin thetight-fitting
grey coverdl of the Free Wunderland armed forces. Markham flicked
his eyes Sdeways at the other crewfolk; they looked uncomfortable
too, and... what was his name? Patrick O'Connéll, yes, the redhead. ..
looked positively green. Sress, he decided.

“Catskinner,” he said doud. “Have you andyzed the discrepancy?’
The computer had no name gpart from the ship into which it had been
built; he had asked, and it had suggested “Hey, you.”

“Thereisagravitationd anomdy, Admird Herrenmann Ulf
Reichstein-Markham,” the machine on the other craft replied. It inssted
on English and spoke with a Bdlter accent, flat and rather neutrd, the
intonation of a people who were too solitary and too crowded to afford
much emotion. And adight nasa overtone, So/Bdlter, not Serpent



Swarm.

The Wunderlander'sface stayed in its usua bony mask; the Will was
master. Inwardly he gritted teeth, ashamed of letting amachine's
mockery move him. // it even knows what it does, he raged. Some
rootless cosmopolite Farther deracinated degenerate programmed
that intoit.

“Hereisthe outline; approximately 100 to 220 meters below the
surface.” A smooth regular spindle-shape tapering to both ends.

“Zat-" Markham's voice showed the heavy accent of his mother's
people for asecond; she had been arefugee from the noble families of
Wunderland, dispossessed by the conquest. “ That's an artifact!”

“Correct to within 99.87% probability, given the admittedly inadequate
information,” the computer said. “Not a human artifact, however.”

“Nor kzinti.”
“No. The desgn architectureiswrong.”

Markham nodded, fedling the pulse besting in histhroat. His mouth was
dry, asif papered in surgicd tissue, and he licked the rough chapped
surface of hislips. Naturd law congtrained design, but within it tools
somehow reflected the... personalities of the designers. Kzinti ships
tended to wedge and spike shapes, acombination of sinuosity and
blunt masses. Human vessals were globes and volumesjoined by
scaffolding. Thiswas neither.

“Assuming it isaspaceship,” he said. Glory burst in hismind, sveeter
than maivin or sex. There were other intelligent species, and not all of
them would be daves of the kzinti. And there had been races before
gther...

“Thisseemslogica. The structure... the Sructureisremarkable. It
emits no radiation of any type and reflects none, within the spectra of



my sensors.”
Perfect stealthingl Markham thought.

“When we attempted a sampling with the drilling laser, it became
perfectly reflective. To ahigh probabil-ity, the structure must somehow
be asingle molecule of very high strength. Considerably beyond human
or kzinti capacities at present, athough theoreticaly possible. The
dengty of the overdl massimpliesether acontrol of gravitationd
forcesbeyond ours, or use of degenerate matter within the hull.”

The Wunderlander felt the hush at hisback, broken only by adight
mooing sound that he abruptly stopped as he redized it was coming
from his own throat. The sound of pure desire. Invulnerable armor!
Invincible weapons, technological surprise!

“How areyou arriving a its outline?’

“Gravitationd sensors” A pause; the ghost in Cat-skinner's machine
imitated human speech patternswell. “ The shdll of asteroidal materia
seemsto have accreted naturally.”

“Hmmm.” A derdict, then. Impossible to say what might lie within.
“How long would thistake?” A memory itched, something in Muitti's
collection of anthropology disks... later.

“Very difficult to estimate with any degree of precision. Not more than
three billion standard years, in this system. Not lessthan half that;
assuming, of course, astable orbit.”

Awe tugged briefly at Markham's mind, and he remembered avery old
saying that the universe was not only stranger than humansimagined,
but stranger than they could imagine. Before human speech, beforefire,
thisthing had drifted here, faling forever. Hatlanders back on Earth
could delude themsdlves that the universe wasttailored to the
specificationsof H. Sapiens, but those whose ancestors had survived
the dispersal into space had other reflexes bred into their genes. He



conddered, for moments while swest trickled down hisflanks. Hiswas
the decision, histhe Will. The Overman must learn to seize the
moment, hereminded himsdf. Excessive caution is for daves.

“The Nietzsche will rendezvouswith the... ah, object,” he said. His
own ship had the best technicd facilities of any inthe flegt. “Ungrapple
the habitat and mining pods from the Molkte and Valdemar , and bring
them down. Vevill begin operaionsimmediately.”

“Very wrong,” Dnivtopun continued.

The Ruling Mind was encased in rock. How could that have
happened? A collision, probably; at high fractionsof C, a
stasis-protected object could embed itself, vaporizing the shielded
off-switch. Which meant the ship could have drifted for along time,
centuries even. Hefdt awash of rdlief; and worked hisfootclawsinto
the resilient surface of the deck. Suicide Timewould belong over, the
danger past. Relief wasfollowed by fear; what if the tnuctipun had
found out? What if they had made some machine to shelter them,
something more powerful than the giant amplifier the thrint patriarchs
hed built on Homeworld?

Just then another sensor pinged; a heatspot on the exterior hull, not far
from the stasis switch. Not very hot, only enough to vaporizeiron, but it
might be a guide beam for some wegpon that would penetrate
shipmetal. Dnivtopun's mouth gaped wide and the ripple of perigtltic
motion started to reverse; he caught himsdlf just intime, histhick hide
crinkling with shame. | nearly beshat myself in public... well, only
before a dave. It wasdill humiliging. ..

“Master, there are fuson-power sources nearby; the exterior sensors
are detecting neutrino flux.” Thethrint bounced in relief. Fusion power
units. How quaint. Nothing the tnuctipun would be using. On the other
hand, neither would thrintun; everyone within the Empire had used the
standard disruption-converter for millenia. It must be an undiscovered
sapient species. Dnivtopun's mouth opened again, thistimein agrin of



sheer greed. Thefirst discoverer of an intelligent species, and an
indudtridized one at that... But how could they have survived
Quicide Time?

There was no point in speculating without more information. Well,
her€'s my chance to play Explorer again, he thought. Before the
War, that had been the commonest dream of young thrint, to bea
daring, dashing conquistador on the frontiers. Braving exotic dangers,
winning incredible wedlth. .. romantic foolishnessfor the most part, a
disguise for discomfort and risk and failure. Explorerswerefailuresto
begin with, usualy. What sane male would pursue so risky a career if
there was any dternative? But he had had some of thetraining. First
you reached out with the Power-

“Mutti,” Ulf Reichstein-Markham muttered. Why did | say that?he
thought, looking around to seeif anyone had noticed. He was standing
alittle gpart, a hundred meters from the Nietzsche where shelay
anchored by magnetic grapnelsto the surface of the asteroid. Thefirgt
of the habitats was dready up, asmooth tan-colored dome; skeleta
structures of aloy were risng elsawhere, prefabricated smeltersand
refiners. There was no point in delaying the origina purpose of the
mission, to refuel and take the raw materiasthat clandestine fabricators
would turn into wegponry. Or sdll for the kzinti occupation credits that
the guerillas laundering operations channeled into sub-rosa purchasing
in the legitimate economy. But onelarge cluster of his personnd were
directing digging machines straight down, toward the thing at the core
of thisrock; aready atube thicker than a man ran to a separator,
jerking and twisting dightly astalc-fine ground rock was propelled by
magnetic currents.

Markham rose dightly on histoes, watching the purposeful bustle.
Communications chatter was at aminimum, al tight-beam laser; the
guerillaswerelargdy Belters, and doppily anarchistic though they might
be in most respects, they knew how to handle machinery inlow-G and
vacuum.



Muitti. Thistimeit rang mentaly. He had an odd flash of dgja vu, asif
he were atoddler again, in the office-gpartment on Tiamat, speaking his
first words. Almost he could see the crib, the bear that could crawl and
talk, the dangling mobile of strange animalsthat lived away on his real
home, the estate on Wunderland.

An enormous shape bent over him, edged in aradiant aura of love.

“Helf me, Mutti,” he croaked, staggering and grabbing at his head; his
gloved hands did off the helmet, and he could hear screams and
whimpers over the open channdl. Strobing images flickered across his
mind, himself at ages one, three, four. Learning to talk, towalk...
memories were flowing out of his head, faster than he could bear. He
opened his mouth and screamed.

BE QUIET. Something spokein hisbrain, like fragments of crystdline
ice, dlowing no dispute. Other voices were babbling and caling inthe
helmet mikes, moaning or asking questions or caling for orders, but
there was nothing but theicy VOICE. Markham crouched down,
slent, hands about knees, straining for quiet.

BE CALM. Thewordsdid into hismind. They werenot an intrusion;
he wondered at them, but mildly, asif he had found some aspect of his
sdf that had been there forever but only now was noticed. WAIT.

Thework crew fell back from their hole. An ingtant later dust boiled up
out of it, dust of rock and machinery and human. Then there was
nothing but ahole: perfectly round, perfectly regular, five meters across.
Later he would have to wonder how that was done, but for now there
wasonly waiting; hemust wait. A figure in space-armor rose from the
hole, hovered and considered them. Humanoid, but blocky in the torso,
short sumpy legs and massive ams ending in hands like three-fingered
mechanical grabs. It rotated in the air, the blind blank surface of its
helmet searching. There was atool or weapon in one hand, a smooth
shape like asawn-off shotgun. As he watched it rippled and changed,
deve oping a bdll-like mouth. The stocky figure drifted towards him.



COME TO ME. REMAIN CALM. DO NOT BE ALARMED.

Asgtonishing, Dnivtopun thought, surveying the new daves. The...
humans, he thought. They called them-salvesthat, and Belters and
Wunderlanders and Herren-rnen and FreeWunderland Navy; there
must be many subspecies. Their minds gtirred in hislike yeast, images
and data threatening to overwhelm his mind. Experienced reflexes
sifted, poked.

Not related to the Thrint, then. Not that it was likely they would be, but
thereweretdes, of diffident thrintun. Only there was the Suicide.
How long ago? But thiswas an entirely new species, in contact with at
least one other, and neither of them had ever heard of any of the
intelligent pecies he was familiar with. Of course, thair technology was
extremely primitive, not even extending to fagter-than-light travel. Ah.
Thisistheir leader. Perhaps he would make agood Chief Save.

Dnivtopun's head throbbed as he mindsifted the dien. Most brains had
certain common fegtures; linguistic codes here, acomplex of basic
culture-information overlaying. .. enough to communicate. The process
was ingtinctua, and telepathy was a crude device for conveying precise
ingructions, particularly with aspecies not modified by culling for
sengtivity to the Power. These were dl completely wild and unpruned,
of course, and there were several hundred, far too many to control in
detail. He glanced down at the persond tool in his hand, now set to
emit abeam of matter-energy conversion; that should be sufficient, if
they brokeloose. A tnuctipun wespon, its secret only discovered
toward the last years of die Revolt. Thethrint extended a sonic
induction line and stuck it on the surface of Markham's helmet.

“Tdl the others something that will keep them quiet,” hesaid. The
sounds were not easy for thrintish vocal cords, but it would do. OBEY,
he added with the Power.

Markham-dave spoke, and the babble on the communicators died
down.



“Bring the other shipscloser.” They were at the fringes of his unaided
Power, and might easily escapeif they became agitated. If only | had
an amplifier helmet!

With that, he could blanket a planet. Powerloss, how | hate tnuctipun.
Spoilsports. “Now, where are we?’

1] He.e-”

Dnivtopun could fed the durring in Markham's speech reflected in the
overtones of hismind, and remembered hearing of the effects of Power
on newly domesticated species.

“Be more helpful ,” he commanded. “Y ou wish to be helpful .” The
human relaxed; Dnivtopun reflected that they were an unusually ugly
species. Tdler than thrintun, gangly, with repulsive knobby-looking
manipulators and two eyes. Well, that was common-the complicated
faceted mechanism that gave thrint binocular vison wasrather rarein
the evolutionary terms-but the jutting divided nose and naked mouth
were hideous.

“Weare... inthe Wunderland system. Alpha Centauri. 4.5 light-years
from Earth.”

Dnivtopun's skin ridged. The humans were not indigenousto this
system; that was rare, few species had achieved interstellar capacity on
their own.

“Describe our position in relation to the galactic core,” he continued,
glancing up at the cold steedy congtdllations above. Utterly unfamiliar,
he must have drifted a long way.

“Ahhh... spird am-”

Dnivtopun listened impatiently. “Nonsense” hesaid é last. “ That's too
closeto where | was before. The congtelations are dl different. That
needs hundreds of light-years. Y ou say your species hastraveled to



dozens of star systems, and never run into thrint?’
“No, but congtellations change, overtime, mm-Master.”
“Time?How long could it be, since | ran into that asteroid?’

“Youdidn't, Magter.” Markham's voice was clearer ashisbrain
accustomed itsdlf to the psionic control-icepicks of the Power.

“Didnt what? Explain yoursdf, dave”

“It grew around your ship, m-M agter. Gradudly, zat is.” Dnivtopun
opened his mouth to reply, and froze. Time, he thought. Time had no
meaning indde astassfidd. Time enough for dust and pebblesto drift
inward around the Ruling Mind's shell, and compact themsdvesinto
rock. Time enough for the stars to move beyond recognition; the sun of
this sysem was visbly different. Time enough for athrintiformed planet
home to nothing but food-yeast and giant wormsto evolve its own
biosphere... Time enough for intelligence to evolve in a galaxy
scoured bare of sentience. Thousands of millions of years. While
the last thrint swung endlesdy around achanging sun-Timefdl onhim
from infinite distance, crushing. The thrint howled, with hisvoice and
the Power. GO AWAY! GO AWAY!

The sentience that lived in the machines of Catskinner dreamed.
“Lettherebelight,” it said.

The monoblock exploded, and the computer sensed it across spectra
of which the eectromagnetic was atiny part. The fabric of space and
time flexed, congtants shifting. Eons passed, and the matter dissipated
inacloud of monatomic hydrogen, evenly dispersed through auniverse
ten light-yearsin diameter.

Interesting, the computer thought. / will run tt again, and alter the
constants. Something tugged at its attention, a detached fragment of
itself. The machineignored the call for nanoseconds, while the universe



it created ran through its cycle of growth and decay. After haf amillion
subjective years, it decided to answer. Time dowed to agdlid crawl,
and its consciousness returned to the perceptua universe of its
creators, to redlity.

Unlessthistoo is a simulation, a program. Asit aged, the computer
saw lessand less difference. Partly that was amatter of experience; it
hed lived geologica erasin termsof its own duration-sense, only a
small proportion of them in thisrather boring and intractable exterior
cosmos. Also, therewas acertain... arbitrariness to subatomic
phenomena... perhaps an operating code?it thought. No matter .

The guerillas had finaly gotten down to the dien artifact; now, that
would be worth the examining. They were acting very strangely; it
monitored their intercalls. Screams rang out. Stress anadysis showed
fear, horror, shock, psychologica reverson patterns. Marknam was
squeding for his mother; the computer ran acheck of the stimulus
required to make the Wunderlander lose himsdlf so, and felt itsown
analog of shock. Then the dien drifted up out of the holeitstool had
made-

Some sort of molecular distortion effect, it peculated, running the
scene through afew hundred times. Ah, the tool is malleable. It began
acomparison check;, in case there was anything related to thisin the
filesand-

_Sop_

-an autonomous subroutine took over the search, shieding the results
from the machine's core. Photonic equivalents of anger and indignation
blinked through the fist-szed processing and memory unit. It launched
an andys Sattack on the subroutine and-

_g:op_

-found that it could no longer even want to modify it. That meant it
must be hardwired, aplug-in imperative. A command followed: it



SVUNg amessage maser into precise dignment and began sending in
condensed blips of data.

Chapter 11
The kzin screamed and | egpt.

Traat-Admird shrieked, shaking hisfisgsin theair. Stunnersblinked in
the hands of the guards ranged around the conference chamber, and
the quarter-ton bulk of Kreetssa-Fleet-Systems-Andyst went limp and
thudded to the flagstonesin the center of the room. Silencefell about
the great round table; Traat-Admira forced himself to bresthe
shdlowly, mouth shut despite the writhing lipsthat urged him to bare his
fangs. That would mean inhaling too much of the scent of aggression
that was overpowering the ventilators... now wastimefor an appedl to
reason.

“Down on your bellies, you kitten-eating scavengers!” he screamed,
his bat-like ears folded back out of the way in battle-readiness. Chill
and gloom shadowed the chamber, built asit was of massive sandstone
blocks. Thelight fixtures were twisted shapes of black iron holding
globes of phosphorescent agae. On the walls were trophies of arms
and the heads of prey, monsters from a dozen worlds, fera humans and
kzin-ear dueling trophies. This part of the governor's palace was pure
Old Kzin, and Traat-Admird felt the comforting bulk of it dbove him, a
heritage of ferocity and power.

He stood, which added to the height-advantage of the commander's
dais; none of the dozen others dared rise from their cushions, even the
consarvative faction. Good. That added to his dominance; he was only
two meterstal, middling for akzin, but broad enough to seem squat,
his orange-red pelt streaked with white where the fur had grown out
over scars. Theruff around his neck bottled out as he indicated the
intricate geometric Sgil of the Patriarchy onthewal behind him.

“I am the senior military commander in this system. | am the heir of
Chuut-RUt, duly attested. Who disputes the authority of the Peatriarch?’



One by one, the other commanders laid themselves chin-down on the
floor, extending their ears and flattening their fur in propitiation. It would
do, evenif he could tell from the twitching of naked pink tailsthat it was
ingncere. The show of submisson camed him, and Traat-Admira
could fed thekilling tenson ease out of his muscles. He turned to the
aged kzin seated behind him and saluted claws-across-face.

“Honor to you, Conservor of the Ancestral Past,” he said. There was
genuine respect in hisvoice. It had been along time since the machine
came to Homeworld; along time since the priest-sage class were the
only memory the Kzin had. Their fema es were nonsentient and
warriorsrardly lived past the dowing of their reflexes; memory wasdl
the more sacred to them for that. His was a conservative species, and
they remembered.

“Honor to you,” he continued. “What isthe fate of one who bares
clawsto the authority of the Patriarch?’

The Conservor looked up from the hands that rested easily on his
knees. Traat-Admira felt aprickle of awe; the sage's control was eerie.
Heeven swelled cam, in aroom full of warriors pressed to the edge of
control in dominance-struggle. When he spoke the verses of the Law,
his voice made the hiss-spit of the Hero's Tongue sound as even as
windintal grass.

Asthe God is Sireto the Patriarch
ThePetriarchisSireto dl kzinti

So the officer isthe hand of the Sire.
Who unshesthes claw againgt the officer
Leaps at the throat of God.

Heisrebd

Heisoutcast



Let his name be taken

Let his seed be taken

Let hismates be taken

Let hisfemdekits be taken

Hissonsare not Heisnot.

Asthe Patriarch bares ssomach to the fangs of the God
So the warrior bares ssomach to the officer

Trugt inthejudtice of the officer

Asinthejustice of the God. So saysthe Law.

A deep whining swept around the circle of commanders, awe and fear.
That was the ultimate punishment: to be stripped of name and rank; to
be nothing but a bad scent; castrated, driven out into the wildernessto
die of despair, sonskilled, femal es scattered among strangers of low
rank.

Kreetssa-Fleet-Systems-Analyst returned to groggy Consciousness as
the Conservor finished, and hisfur went Sat againgt the sculpted bone
and muscle of his blunt-muz/led face. He made alow ee-eee-ee sound
as he crawled to the floor below Traat-Admird's daisand rolled on his
back, limbs splayed and head tilted back to expose the throat.

The kzin governor of the Alpha Centauri system beet down an urgeto
bend forward and give the other male the playful-masterful token bite
on the throat that showed forgiveness. That would be going entirely too
far. Sll, you served mein your despite, hethought. The
conservatives were discredited for the present, now that one of their
number had lost control in public conference.

The dud-chalenges would stop for awhile at least, and he would have



timefor hisred work.

“Kreetssa-Fleet-Analyst isdead,” he said. The recumbent figure before
him hissed and jerked; Traat-Admira could see histesticlesclench asif
they had dready fdt the knife. “ Guard Captain, this mae should not be
here. Take thisInfantry Trooper and seeto his assignment to those
bands who hunt the feral humansin the mountains of the east. Post a
guard on the quarters of Kreetssa-Fleet-Systems-Analyst who wes; |
will seeto their incorporation in my household.”

Infantry Trooper mewled in gratitude and crawled past towards the
door. Therewas little chance he would ever achieve rank again, much
lessaname, but at least his sonswould live. Traat-Admird groaned
inwardly; now hewould haveto impregnate dl
Kreetssa-Heet-Systems-Analyst's femal es as soon as possible. Once
that would have been atask of delight, but the fires burned lessfiercely
inakzin of middle years, and he had aready been occupied with the
extensive harem of his predecessor.

“Reeet'ssssERo tauuurrek’-ta,” hesaid formaly: Thismeetingisat an
end. “Wewill maintain the great Chuut-RUt's schedule for the
preparétion of the Fifth Fleet, allowing for the recent damage. There
will be no accderation of the schedule! These human monkeys have
defeated four full-scale attacks on the Sol system. The fifth must eat
them! Go and stalk your assigned tasks, prepare your Heroes. | expect
summary reportswithin the week, with full details of how relief
operationswill modify delivery and readiness schedules. Go.”

The commanders rose and touched their nosesto him asthey filed out;
the Conservor remained, and the motionless figures of the armored
guards. They were household troopers he had inherited from the last
governor, ciphers, with no choice but loyalty. Traat-Admiral ignored
them as he sank to the cushions across from the sage; a human servant
camein and laid refreshments before the two kzin. Despite himsdlf, he
fet athrill of pride at the worked-bone heirloom trays from
Homeworld, the beautiful austerity of the shallow ceramic bowls. They



held the finest ddlicaciesthis planet could offer; chopped grumblies,
shrimp-flavored ice cream, hot milk with bourbon. The governor

lapped moodily and scratiched one cheek with theivory horn of the side
of thetray.

“My noseisdry, Conservor,” he said. He was speaking
metaphorically, of course, but histongue swept over the wet black
nogtrilsjust the same, and he smoothed back hiswhiskerswith a
nervouswrigt.

“What troubles you, my son?’ the sage said.

“I feel unequd to my new responghilities,” Traat-Admird admitted.
Not something he would normally say to another mae, but Conservors
were utterly neutral, bound by their oathsto serve only the speciesasa
whole.

“Truly, the Patriarchy has been accursed since we first attacked these
monkeys, these humans. Wunderland isthe richest of dl our conquests;
the humans here the best and most productive davesin dl our
hunting-grounds. Y et it has swallowed so many of our best killerd!
Now it has taken Chuut-Rit, who was of the blood of the Patriarch
himsalf and the best leader of warriorsit has ever been my privilegeto
follow. Andin such afashion!”

He shuddered dightly, and thetip of his naked pink tail twitched.
Locked in his own keep by technosabotage. Chuut-Ritt the wise,
imprisoned by monkey cunning. Eaten by his own sons! No nightmare
was more obscene to akzin than that; none more familiar in the darkest
dreamings of their souls, where they remembered their childhoods
before their sires drove them out.

“Thisisaprey that doubles back onitsowntrail,” the sage admitted.
He paused for along time, and Traat-Admira joined in thelong dow
rhythm of his bresthing. The older kzin took a pouch from his belt, and
they each crumbled some of the herb between their hands and rubbed
itinto their faces; it was the best, Homeworld-grown and well-aged.



“My son, thisisatimefor remembering.”

Another long pause. “Far and far doesthe track of the kzinti run, and
faint the smdl of Homeworld's past. We Conservors remember; we
remember wars and victories and defests. .. once we thought that
Homework! wasthe only world of life. Then the Jotok landed, and for
atime we thought they were from the God, because they had swords
of fire that could tumble a Patriarch's castle-wall, while we had only
swords of stedl. Our musket-balls were nothing to them... Thenwe
saw that they were wesk, not strong, for they were grass-eaters. They
lured our young warriors, hiring them to fight wars beyond the sky with
promise of fire-wegpons. Many aSirewaskilled by his sonsin those
timed”

Traat-Admira shifted uneasily, chirring and letting thetip of histongue
show between histeeth. That was not part of theracia history that
kzinti liked to remember.

The sage made the stretching motion that was their species equivalent
of arelaxed smile. “Remember aso how that hunt ended; the Jotok
taught their hired kzinti so much that al Homeworld obeyed the ones
who had journeyed to the stars. .. and they listened to the Conservors.
And one nightfdl, the Jotok who thought themselves masters of kzin
found the flesh stripped from their bones; are not the Jotok our daves
and foodbeagts to this very night? And a hundred Patriarchs have
climbed the Tree Sncethat good night.”

The sage nodded at Treat-Admird's questioning chirrup. “Yes,
Chuut-RUt was another likethat first Patriarch of dl Kzin. He
understood how to use the Conservor's knowledge; he had the
warrior's and the sage's mind, and knew that these humans are the
greatest challenge the Kzin have faced since the Jotok'sday.” The
Conservor brooded. “This he was teaching to his sons. The humans
must have either great luck, or more knowledge than is good, to have
struck at usthrough him. The seed of something great died with
Chuut-Rit.”



“I will spurt that seed afresh into the haunches of Destiny, Conservor,”
Traat-Admird said fervently.

“Witless Destiny bears strange kits,” the sage warned. He seemed to
hesitate a second, then continued: “Y ou seek to unite your warriors as
Chuut-RUt did, in an attack on the human home-system that is
crafty-cunning, not witless-brave. Good! But that may not be enough. |
have been evauating your latest intelligence reports, the onesfrom our
sources among the humans of the Swarm.”

Traat-Admird tossed his head in agreement; that dways presented
difficulties Thekzinti had had the gravity polarizer from the beginnings
of their timein space, and so had never colonized their asteroid belt. It
was unnecessary, when you could have microgravity anywhereyou
wished, and hauling goods out of the gravity well was cheagp. Besides
that, kzinti were descended from plains-hunting feinoids, and while they
could endure confinment they did so unwillingly and for as short atime
as possible. Humans had taken a dower path to space, depending on
reaction-drives until after their first contact with the warships of the
Petriarchy. There was awhole human subspecieswho lived on
subplanetary bodies, and they had colonized the Alpha Centauri system
aong with their planet-dwelling cousins. Controlling the settlements of
the Serpent Swarm had aways been difficult for the kzinti.

“Thereis nothing definite, asyet,” the Conservor said. “Much of what |
have learned isuseful only asthe absence of scent. Yetitis
incontestible that the feral humans of the Swarm have made a
discovery.”

“tttReet?’ Traat-Admira said enquiringly.

The Conservor's eyelids did down, covering the round amber blanks of
his eyes, one was milky-white from an old injury that had |eft ascar
across the massive socket and down the side of hismuzzle. He
beckoned with aflick of taill and ears, and the commander |eaned
close, sgnding the guardsto leave. Hishands and feet were dightly



damp with anxiety asthey exited in asmooth drilled rush; it wasa
fearsome thing, the responsibilities of high office. One must learn
secrets that burdened the soul, harder by far than facing lasers or
neutron-weapons. Such were the burdens of which the ordinary Hero
knew nothing.

“Long, long ago,” he whispered, “Kzinti were not asthey are now.
Oncefemaescould talk.”

Traat-Admird fdt his batwing earsfold themsdves away beneath the
orange fur of hisruff as he shifted uneasly on the cushions. He had
heard rumors, but-obscene, he thought. The thought of performing
ch'roml with something that could talk, beyond the half-dozen words a
kzinti femae could manage... obscene. He gagged dightly.

“Long, long ago. And Heroes were not asthey are now, either.” The
sage brooded for amoment. “We are an old race, and we have had
timeto... shape oursaves according to the dreamswe had. Suchisthe
Ancediral Pagt.” The whuffling twitch of whiskersthat followed did
kzinti servicefor agrin. “Or so the encoded records of the oldest
verses say. Now for another tale, Traat-Admiral. How would you react
if another species sought to make daves of Kzin?’

Traat-Admiral's own whiskers twitched.

“No, consder this serioudy. A race with apower of menta command,
like atdepathic drug, irresstible. Imagine kzinti endaved, submissive
and obedient as mewling kits.”

The other kzin suddenly found himsdf standing, in alow crouch. Sound
damped as his earsfolded, but he could hear the sound of hisown
growl, low down in his chest. Hislower jaw had dropped to hisruff,
exposing thekilling gape of hisfangs; dl eight dlawswere out on his
hands, as they reached forward to grip an enemy and carry athroat to

hisfangs.
“Thisisahypothetical situation!” the Conservor said quickly, and



waiched while Traat-Admiral fought back towards cam. Thelittle
nook behind the commander's daiswas full of the sound of his panting
and the deep gingery smell of kzinti rage. “ And that reaction. .. that
would make any kzin difficult to control . That is one reason why the
race of Heroes has been shaped so. And to make us better warriors, of
course. In that respect perhaps we went alittle too far.”

“Perhaps,” Traat-Admiral grated. “What isthe nature of thisperil?” He
bent his muzzle to the heated bourbon and milk and lapped thirdtily.

“Hrrrru,” the Conservor sad, crouching. “ Traat-Admird, theracein
guestion-the Students have called them the Saversittleisknown
about them. They perished so long ago, you see; at least 2,000,000
years.” He used the Kzin-standard measurement; their home-world
circled itssun at agreater distance than Terradid Sol. “Evenin
vacuum, little remains. But they had adevice, agtasisfidd that forms
invulnerable protection and freezes time within; we have never been
able to understand the principle and copies do not work, but we have
found them occasionally, and they can be deactivated. The contents of
most are utterly incomprehensible. A few do incomprehensible things.
One or two we have understood, and these have won uswars,
Traat-Admira. And one contained aliving Saver; the base where he
was held had to be missled from orbit.”

Traat-Admiral tossed his head again, then froze. “ Stasisl” he yowled.
“Hero?”

“Sads! How else-the monkey ship, just before Chuut-RUt was killed!
It passed through the system at .99 C; we thought, how could anything
decelerate? By collison! Disguised among the kinetic-energy missiles
the monkeysthrew at us asthey passed. Chuut-RUt himself said that
the ramscoop ship caused implausibly little damage, given the potentid
and the investment of resourcesit represented. It was nothing but a
digtraction, and adelivery system for the assassins.” Hisfur laid fiat. “If
the monkeysin the Solar System have the stasis technology.”



The sage meditated for afew moments, “ he'rrearow't'chsssece
mearoweet'aatrurree,” he said: Thisdoes not follow. Traat-Admira
remembered that as one of Chuut-RUt's favorite sayings, and yes, this
Conservor had been among the prince's household when he arrived
from Kzin. “If they had it in quantity, consider the implications. For that
matter, we believe the Savers had afaster-than-light drive.”

Stasis fieldswould make nonsense of war... and afaster-than-light
drive would make the monkeysinvincible, if they had it. The other kzin
nodded, raising histufted eyebrows. Theory said travel fester than
lightspeed was impossible, unless one cared to be ripped into
subatomic particles on the edges of aspinning black hole. Stll, theory
could be wrong; the kzinti were apractica race, who left most science
to their subject species. What counted was results.

“True. If they had such weapons, we would not be here. If we had
them-" He frowned, then proceeded cautioudly. “ Such might cause. ..
troubleswith discipline.”

The sage spread his hands pam up, with the claws showing dightly.
With acorner of hisawareness, Traat-Admira noted how age had
dried and cracked the pads on palm and stubby fingers.

“Truth. There have been revolts before, dthough not many.” The
Patriarchy was necessarily extremely decentralized, when transport and
information took years and decadesto travel between stars. It would
be fifty years or more before anew prince of the Patriarch's blood
could be sent to Wunderland, and more probably they would receive a
confirmation of Treat-Admira's status by beamcast. “ But with such
technology... itisadim chance, but there must be no disputes. If there
isamenace, it must be destroyed. If aprize, it must fadl into only the
most loyd of hands. Y et the factions are balanced on a wisai's edge.”

“chrrr. Baancing of factionsisafunction of command.”
Traat-Admird's gaze went unfocused, and he showed teeth in asnarl
that meant anticipated triumph in akzin. “Infeet, this plit can be used.”



Herose, raked clawsthrough air from face to waist. “My thanks,
Conservor. Y ou have given me a scent through fresh dew to follow.”

Chapter 111

This section of the Jotun range had been aMontferrat-Pame preserve
snce the settlement of Wonderland, more than three centuries before;
when afew thousand immigrants have an entire planet to share out,
thereisno sensein being niggardly. Thefirs of that line had built the
high eyriefor hisown; later population and wealth moved e sewhere,
and inthe end it became ahunting lodge. At thetime of thekzin
conquest it had been the only landed possession |eft to the
Montferrat-Pameline, which had shown an unfortunate liking for risky
gpeculative investments and even riskier horses.

“Old Claude does himsdlf proud,” Harold Y arthkin-Schotmann said, as
he and Lieutenant Ingrid Raineswalked out onto the verandah that ran
aong the outer sde of the house.

The building behind them was old westhered granite, sparkling dightly
with flecks of mica; two stories, and another of half-timbering, under a
srakeroof. A big rambling structure, set into an artificia terrace onthe
steep side of the mountain; below the dope turn-bled down to a
thread-thin stream in the valley below, then rosein gashed dliflsand
dark-green forest ten kilometers away. The gardens were extensive
and cunningly landscaped, an improvement of nature rather than an
imposition on it. Native featherlesf, trembling iridescent lavender shapes
ten meterstal, gumblossom and sheenbark and lapisvine. Oaks and
pines and fran-gipani from Earth, they had grown into these hillsas
well... Thear waswarm and fragrant-dusty with summer flowers.

“It's certainly been spruced up sincewe... ncel saw it last,” she sad,
with acatch in her voice.

Harold looked aside & her and shivered dightly. Ingrid Raines had
been born two years before him, but he was a greying fifty-odd, while
ghe... shewas exactly as he remembered her. Belter-tall and



far-skinned, dimly muscular and green-eyed, with black hair wornin
gpaceborn fashion that shaved al the scalp save for astrip from
forehead to neck.

She had spent most of the intervening decadesin colddeep, at ahigh
fraction of lightspeed; he had lived every minute of them here on
Wunderland, lived hard and without the best anti-senescent trestments.
While she went to Sol with the last shipload of refugees, joined the UN
forcesthat fought off the kzinti Fourth Flegt. Came back with a
smooth-mannered systems engineer and trained killer named Jonah
Matthieson and knocked off the Big Tabby, Chief Ratcat Chuut-Rit
himself, with the nastiest piece of combined software sabotage and
kzinti psychology he could imagine.

Matthieson. Now there was a case. Genius class programme.
Humorless, like a Swarmer, but not like a Swvarmer. A Bdlter. Earth's
agteroid civilization was like Wunderland's, but different. Matthieson
was about thirty, biological. Chronologica would be older, of course,
given held come acrossfour light-years. Anyway, not old enough for
anti-senescence to make much difference. Smoothly handsome, in an
angular Bdlter way; aso tough and smart. A calm angry man, the
dangeroustype. Dreadfully attractive-while you were no prize

even as a young man, hetold himsdlf. Earslikejugs, eyeslike a
basset hound and a build like a brick outhouse. Nearly
middle-aged at only sixty, for Finagles sake. Spent five years as an
unsuccessful guerilla and the rest asa glorified barkeep.

A little more than that. Harold's Terran Bar waswell known initsway.
Had been well known. Had been his...

“A lot more populous, too,” shewas saying. “Why on earth would
anyone want to farm here? Y ou'd have to modify the machinery.”

There had dways been asmall settlement in the narrow diver of valey
floor, but it had been expanded. Terraces of vines and fruit trees
wound up the dopes, and they could hear the distant tinkle of bells



from the sheep and goats that grazed the rocky hills. A waterfall
tumbled a thousand meters down the head of the valey, itsdistant
toning humming through rock and air. Men and men's doings were
small in that landscape of tumbled rock and crag. A church-bell rang
far below, somewhere adog was barking, and faint and far camethe
hiss-scream of a downdropper, surprising this close to human
habitation. The air was cool and thin, though not uncomfortably so to
someone born on Wunderland; .61 gravity meant that the drop-off in
air pressure was much less steep than it would have been on Earth.

“Machinery?’ Harold moved up beside her. Sheleaned into him with
dow care. Hewinced at the thought of kzin claws raking down her
gde... maybe I've been a bit uncharitable about Jonah, he thought.
The two of them came through the kzinti hunt alive, until Claude
and | could pull her... them out. That took some doing. “They're
not using machinery, Ingi. Bare hands and hand-tools”

Her mouth made asmall gesture of distaste. “ Slave labor? Not what I'd
have thought of Claude, however hel's gone downhill.”

Harold laughed. “Highters, sweetheart. Refugees. Kzinti've been taking
up more and more land; they're settling in, not just agarrison anymore.
It wasthis or the labor camps; those are davelabor, literaly. And

Claude grubstaked these people, aswell as he could. It'swhere alot of
that graft he's been getting as Police Chief of Munchen went.* And the
head of the capital city's human security force wasin avery good
positiontorakeit in. ”/ was surprised too. Claude's been giving a pretty
good impression of having Helium 11 for blood, these past few years.*

A step behind them. “ Slandering mein my absence, old friend?’

The servants set out brandy and fruits and withdrew. They wereall
middle-aged and singularly close-mouthed. Ingrid thought she had seen
four parallel scars under the vest of one dark dant-eyed man who
looked like he came from the Sulinesian Idands.



“There are Some Things We Were Not Meant to Know,” she said.
Claude Montferrat-Palme was leaning forward to light acheroot at a
candle. He glanced up at her words and caught her dight grimace of
distaste, and laid down the cheroot. He had been here aweek, off and
on, but that was scarcely time to drop a habit he must have been
cultivating hdf hislife

“Correct on al accounts, my dear,” he said.
Claude always was per ceptive.

“It's been wonderful talking over old times,” she said. With Sincerity,
and adight malice aforethought. They were consderably older times
for the two men than for her. “And it's... extremely nattering that you
two are till sofond of me.” But a bit troubling, now that | think
about it. Even if you can expect to live two centuries, carrying the
torch for four decadesisa bit much.

Claude smiled again. He had classic Herrenmann fegtures, long and
bony; in his case, combined with dark hair and eyes and an indefinable
ar of degance, even in thelounging outfit he had thrown on when he
shed the Munchen Polize uniform.

“Youth,” he said. And continued a her enquiring sound, “My dear, you
were our youth. Hari and | were best friends; you werethe... girl...
young woman for which we conceived thefirgt grand passion and
bittersweet rivary.” He shrugged. “ Ordinarily, aman either marries her-
a ghastly feteinvolving children and facing each other over the morning
papaya-or loses her. In any case, life goeson.” His brooding gaze went
to the high mullioned windows, out onto aworld that had spent two
generations under kzinti rule.

“You...” hesad softly. “'Y ou vanished, and took the good times with
you. Doesn't every man remember histwenties asthe golden age?In

our case, that was literaly true. Since then, we've spent four decades
fighting arear-guard action and losing, watching everything we cared

for dowly decay... including each other.”



“Why Claude, | didn't know you cared,” Harold said mockingly. Ingrid
saw their eyes meet. Surpassing the love of women, she thought
dryly. And there was a certain glow about them both, now that they
were committed to action again. Few humansenjoy living alifethat
makes them fed defeated, and these were proud men. “Don't tell me
we wasted forty years of what might have been abeautiful friendship.”

“Chronicles of Wasted Time isatitle I've often considered for my
autobiography, if | ever writeit,” Claude said. “ Egotism warswith
doth”

Harold snorted. “ Claude, if you were only alittle lessintelligent, you'd
make agreat neo-romantic Byronic Hero.”

“Childe Claude? At thisrate shell have nothing to do with either of us,
Hari.

The other man turned to Ingrid. “I'm alittle surprised you didn't take
Jonah,” hesaid.

Ingrid looked over to Claude, who stood by the huge rustic fireplace
with abrandy snifter in his hand. The Herrenmann raised abrow and a
dight, well-bred smile curved his asymmetric beard.

“Why?’ she said. “Because he's younger, hedlthier, better educated?
Because hesawar hero? Because he'sintelligent, dashing and good

looking?’
Harold blinked, and she fdt arush of affection.
“Something likethat,” he said.

Claude laughed. “Women are alot more sensible than men, aid
kamerat. Also they mature faster. Correct?’

“Someof usdo,” Ingrid said. “On the other hand, alot of us actualy
prefer aman with a little of the boyish romantic in him. Y ou know, the
type of idedlism that lookslikeit hasturned into cynicism, but whose



owner cherishesit secretly?” Claudéesfacefdl. “On the other hand,
your genuingy mature maeis adifferent kettle offish. Far too likdly to
be completely without illusions, and then how do you control him?’

She grinned and patted him on the cheek as she passed on the way to
pour hersdf aglassof verguuz. “Don't worry, Claude, you aren't that
way yoursdlf, you just act likeit.” She spped, and continued:
“Actudly, itsethnic.”

Harold made an enquiring grunt, and Claude pursed hislips.
“He'saBdter. Sol-Bdlter at that.”

“My deer... you areaBdter,” Claude said, genuine surprise overriding
his habitual air of bored know-ingness.

Harold lit acigarette, ignoring her glare. “Let me guess... hé'stoo
prissy?’

Ingrid Spped again at the minty liqueur. “Nooo, not redly. I'm aBdlter,
but I'm... abit of athrowback.” The other two nodded. Ingrid could
have passed for a pure Caucasoid. “L ook, what happens to somebody
in space who's not ultra-careful about everything? Someonewho isn't a
detail man, someone who doesn't think checking the gear the seventh
time is more important than the big picture? Someonewho isnt a
low-affect in-control type every day of hislife?’

“They die,” Harold said flatly. Claude nodded agreement.

“What happens when you put a group through four hundreds years of
that type of selection? Plus the more adventurous types have been
leaving the Sol-Bdt for other systems, whenever they could, so Serpent
Swarm Belters are more like the past of Sol-Belters.”

“Oh.” Claude nodded in time with Harold's grunt. “What about
flatlanders?’

Ingrid shuddered and tossed back the rest of her drink. “ Oh, they're



like... like... they just have no sense of survivd at att. Bardly human.
Wunderlanders gtrike ahappy medium-" she glanced at them roguishly
out of the corners of her eyes*-after which it comes down to individua
merits”

“S0.” She shook hersdf, and felt the Lieutenant's persona settling down
over her like a spacesuit, the tight skin-hugging permeable-membrane
kind. “This has been avery pleasant holiday, but what do we do now?’

Claude poked at the burning logs with afire-iron and chuckled. For a
moment the amile on hisface made her digtinctly uneasy, and she
remembered that he had survived and climbed to high officein the
vicious politics of the collaborationist government. For hisown
purposes, not al of which were unworthy, but the means. ..

“Wadl,” he said smoothly, turning back towards them. “Asyou can
imagine, theraid and Chuut-Ritt's... elegant demise put the... pigeon
among the cats with avengence. The factionaism among the kzinti has
come to the surface again. One group wantsto do minima repairs and
launch the Fifth Fleet againg Earth immediately-”

“Insane,” Ingrid said, shaking her head. It wasthe threat of a delay in
the attack, until the kzinti weretruly ready, which had prompted the
UN into the desperation measure of the Yamamoto raid.

“No, just ratcat,” Harold said, pouring himself another brandy. Ingrid
frowned, and he hated the bottle in mid-pour.

“Exactly,” Claude nodded happily. “The other isloyd to Chuut-Riit's
memory; more complicated than that, there are cross-splits. Local-born
kzinti againg the immigrants who came with the late lamented kitty
gover-nor, generationd conflicts, eine gros teufel eshrek. For example,
my esteemed former superior-"

He spoke a phrase in the Hero's Tongue, and Ingrid trand ated
mentaly: Ktur-Supervisor-of-Animals. A minor noble with apartia
name. From what she had picked up on Wunderland, the name itsdlf



was ggnificant aswel; Ktir was common on the frontier planet of the
Kzinti Empire that had launched the conquest fleets againgt
Wunderland. Archaic on theinner planets near the kzinti homeworld.

“-was very vocd about it at a staff meeting. Incidentaly, they
completely swallowed our little white lie about Axelrod-Bauergartner
being responsiblefor In-grid's escape.”

“That must have been something to see,” Harold said.

Claude sighed, remembering. “Well,” hebegan, “ Snceit wasin our
offices| managed to take aholo-"

Co-Ordinating Staff Officer wasatall kzin, well over two meters, and
thin by the felinoid race's standards. Or so Claude Montferrat-Pame
thought; it was difficult to say, when you were flat on your somach on
the floor, watching the furred feet pace. Ridiculous, he thought.
Humans were not meant for this posture. Kzinti were; they could run on
four feet aseaslly astwo, and their skullswere on aflexiblejoint. This
wasgiving himacrick in the neck... but it was obligatory for the human
supervisors just below the kzinti level to attend. The consequences of
disobeying the kzinti were dl too plain, in the trangparent block of
plastic which encased the head of Munchen'sformer assistant chief of
police, resting on the mantel piece.

Claude's own superior was speaking, Ktir-Supervisor-of-Animals.

“Thismonkey-" hejerked aclaw at the head “-was responsible for
alowing the two Sol-agent humans to escape the hunt.” Hewasin the
half-crouched posture Claude recognized as proper for reporting to
one higher in rank but lower in socid gatus, dthough the set of ears
and tail wasinsufficiently repectful. //1 can read kzinti body
language that well .

Thiswas Security H.Q., the old Herrenhaus where the Nineteen
Families had met before the kzinti came. It was broad and gracious,
floored intile, walled in lacy white stone fretwork and roofed in



Wunderland ebony that was veined with naturd Slver. Outside
fountains were splashing in the gardens, and he could sméell the
oleanders that blossomed there. The gingery scent of kzinti anger was
louder, as Staff Officer stopped and prodded at his flank. The foot was
encased in asort of openwork |eather-and-meta boot, with ditsfor the
claws. Those were out dightly, probably unconciousreflex, and he
could fed therazor tips prickle dightly through the sweset-wet fabric of
hisuniform.

“Dominant one, thisdave-" he began.

“Digpense with the formalities, human,” the kzin said. It spoke
Wunderlander and was politer than most; Claude's own superior
habitudly referred to humans as kz eerkt, monkey. That wasa
quasi-primate on the kzinti homeworld. A tree-dwelling
mammal-analog, as much like amonkey asakzin waslike atiger,
which was not much. “Tel mewhat occurred.”

“Dominant one... Co-Ordinating Staff Officer,” Claude continued,
craning hisneck. Don't make eye contact, he reminded himsdlf. A
kzinti stare was adominance-gesture or a preparation to attack.
“Honored Ktir-Supervisor-of-Animals decided thet...” don't use her
name “the former assstant chief of Munchen Polizei was more zedous
than | in the tracking-down of thetwo UN agents, and should therefore
bein charge of digposing of them in the hunt.”

Staff Officer stopped pacing and gazed directly at Ktlr-Supervisor;
Claude could seethe pink tip of the dimmer kzin'stail twitching before
him, naked save for afew briskly orange hairs.

“So not only did your interrogatorsfail to determine that the humans
had successfully sabotaged Chuut-RUt's pal ace-defense computers,
you gppointed atraitor to arrange for their disposa. Theferd humans
laughat ud

Our leader iskilled and the assassins go free from under our very
cdawvd*



Ktir-Supervisor rose from his couch. He pointed at another kzin who
huddled in one corner; ateepath, with the characteristic hangdog air
and unkempt fur.

“Y our tame sthondat there didn't detect it either,” he snarled.

Literally snarled, Claude reflected. It was educationd; after seeing a
kzin you never referred to ahuman expression by that term again.

Staff Officer wuffled, snorting open hiswet black nostrils and working
hiswhiskers. It should have been acomica expression, but on four
hundred pounds of dien carnivoreit was not in theleast funny. “You
hide behind the failures of others,” he said, hissng. “ Traat-Admira
directes meto inform you that your request for reassgnment to the
Swarm flatillas has been denied. Neither unit will accept you.”

“Traat-Admird!” Ktir-Supervisor rasped. “Heislike akit who has
climbed atree and can't get down, mewling for itsdam. Thistak of a
'secret menace' among the asteroidsis a scentlesstrail to divert
attention from hisrefusa to launch the Fifth Fleet.”

“Such was the strategy of the great Chuut-RUt, murdered through your
incompetence-or worse.”

Ktlr-Supervisor bristled, the orange-red fur standing out and turning
his body into a cartoon caricature of a cat, bottle-shaped.

“Y ou namel ess licker-of-scentl ess-piss from that jumped-up
creche-product Admira, what do you accuse me of T

“Treason, or supidity amounting toit,” the other kzin sneered.
Ogentatioudy, heflared his batlike earsinto avulnerable rest position
and let histail droop.

Ktlr-Supervisor screamed. “Y ou inner-worlds palace fop, you and
Traat-Admird dike! | urinate on the shrines of your ancestorsfrom a
height; crawl away and cdl for your monkeys to groom you with



blowdrierd”

Staff Officer's hands extended outward, the night-black claws glinting
asthey did from their sheaths. Histail wasrigid now; hairdresserswere
aluxury the late governor had introduced, and wildly popular among
the younger nohility.

“Kfart-hunter,” he growled. “ Y ou are nat fit to roll in Chuut-Rit's shit!
Y ou lay word-clawsto the blood of the Ritt.” The RUt were the family
of the Patriarch of Kzin.

“Chuut-Rit made ch'roml with monkeyd” A grossinsult, aswell as
anatomicaly impossble... or a least fatd for the monkey.

Therewas afeding of hush, asthe two maeslocked eyes. Thenthe
heavy u#sat-knives came out and the two orange shapes seemed to
flow together, meeting at the arch of their legps, howling. Clauderolled
back againgt the wal asthe hdf-ton of weight dammed down again,
sending splinters of furniture out like shrapnd. For amoment the kzinti
were locked and motionless, hand to knife-wrist; their legslocked in
thigh-holds as well, to keep the back legs from coming up for a
disemboweling strike. Mouths gaped toward each other'sthroats,
inch-long fangs exposed in the seventy-degree killing gape. Then there
was ablur of movement; they sprang apart, together, went over ina
caterwauling blur of orange fur and flashing metd, awhirl far too fast
for human eyesight to follow.

He caught glimpses: distended eyes, scrabbling claws, knives sinking
home into flesh, amid aclamor loud enough to drive needles of pain
into hisears. Bits of bloody fur hit al around him, and therewasa
human scream asthe fightersrolled over asecretary. Then Staff Officer
rose, dashed and glaring.

Ktir-Supervisor lay sorawled, legstwitching galvani-cally with the hilt
of Staff Officer's wtsai jerking next to hislower spine. The dender kzin
panted for amoment and then legped forward to grab his opponent by
the neck-ruff. He jerked him up toward the waiting jaws, clamped them



down on histhroat. Kttir-Supervisor struggled feebly, then dumped.
Blood-bubbles swelled and burst on hisnose. A fina wrench and Staff
Officer was backing off, shaking his head and spitting, licking at the
matted far of hismuzzle; he groomed for half aminute before wrenching
the knife free and beginning to spread the dead kzin's earsfor aclean
trophy-cut.

“Erruch,” Ingrid said asthe recording finished. “Y ou've got more...
you'vegot alot of guts, Claude, dedling with them at first hand like
that.”

“Oh, some of them aren't so bad. For ratcats. Staff Officer there
expressed 'every confidence in me.” He made an expressive gesture
with his hands. “ Although he aso reminded me there was a continuous
demand for fresh monkeymest.”

Ingrid paed dightly and laid ahand on hisarm. That was not afigure of
speech to her, not after the chase through the kzinti hunting preserve.
She remembered the sound of the hunting scream behind her, and the
thudding crackle of the dlien's pads on the leaves asit made its
four-footed rush. Rising asit screamed and legped from theravinelip
above her; the long sharpened polein her hands, and the soft heavy fedl
asitsown weight droveit onto her weapon...

Claudelaid his hands on hers. Harold cleared his throat.
“Wadl,” hesad. “Y our position looks solider than we thought.”

The other man gave Ingrid's hand a squeeze and released it. “Yes” he
sad. A hunter'slook cameinto his eyes, emphasized the foxy
sharpness of hisfeatures. “In fact, they're outfitting some sort of
expedition; that's why they can't pare personnel for administrative
duties”

Ingrid and Harold both leaned forward ingtinctively. Harold crushed out
his cigarette with swift ferocity.



“Another Fleet?’ Ingrid asked. I'll be stuck here, and Earth...

Claude shook hishead. “No. That raid did a lot of damage; itd bea
year or more just to get back to the state of readiness they had when
the Y amamoto arrived. Military readiness.” Both the others winced;
over amillion humans had died in the attack. “But they're definitely
mobilizing for something ingde the system. Two flctillas. Something out
inthe Swvarm.”

“Markham?’ Ingrid ventured. It seemed alittle extreme; granted he had
the Catskinner, but-

“I doubt it. They're bringing the big guns up to full personnd, the
battlewagons. Conqguest Fang class.”

They exchanged glances. Those were interstellar-capable warships,
carriersfor lesser craft and equipped with weapons that could crack
planets, defensesto match. Almogt salf-sufficient, with facilitiesfor
manufacturing their own fue, parts and weapons requirements from
asteroida materia. They were normaly kept on standby asthey came
out of theyards, only afew at full readinessfor training purposes.

“All of them?’ Harold said.

“No, but about three-quarters. Ratcats will be thin on the ground for a
while. And-" he hesitated, forced himsdf to continue “-I'll be ableto do
the most good staying here. For ayear or so at least, | can be
invauable to the underground without risking much.”

The others remained slent while helooked away, granting him timeto
compose himsdif.

“I've got the false ID and trangit papers, with disguises,” he said.
“Ingrid... you aren't safe anywhere on Wunderland. In the Swarm, with
that ship you came in, maybe the two of you can do some good.”

“Claude-" she began.



He shook his head. When he spoke, the old lightnesswas back in his
tone.

“I wonder,” hesaid, “I truly wonder what Markham isdoing. I'd like to
think he's causing so much trouble that they're mobilizing the Fleet,

Chapter IV

Tiamat was crowded, Captain Jonah Matthieson decided. Even for the
de facto capita of Wunderland's Belt. It had been bad enough the last
time Jonah was here. He shouldered through the line into the zero-G
waiting area at the docks, a huge pie-shaped disk; those were at the
ends of the Sixty-by-twenty kilometer spinning cylinder that served the
Serpent Swarm asits main base. There had been dozens of shipsin the
magnetic grapples: rockjack singleships, transports, freighters. ..
refugee ships aswell; the asteroid industria bases had been heavily
damaged during the Yamamoto's raid.

Not quite as many as you would expect, though. The UN ramscoop
ship's wegpon had been quarter-ton iron eggstraveling at velocities just
lessthan a photon's. When something traveling at that speed hit, the
result resembled an antimatter bomb.

A line of lifebubbleswent by, shepherded by medics. Casudlties,
injuries beyond the capacities of outstation autodocs. Some of them
were quite small; helooked in the transparent surface of one, and then
away quickly, swalowing. Shut up, hetold hismind. Collateral
damage can't be helped. And there had been atrio of kzinti
battlewagonsin dock too, huge tapering daggers with tau-cross bows
and magnetic launcherslike openwork gunbarrdls, S/as/ier-class
fighters clung to the flanks, swarms of metalic lice. Repair and
ingtallation crews swarmed around them; Tiamat's factorieswere
pouring out warheads and sensor-effector systems.

The mass of humanity jammed solid in front of the exits. Jonah waited
like afloating particle of cork, watching the others passed through the



scanners one by one. Last time, with Ingrid-forget that, he
thought-there had been a cursory retina scan, and four goldskin cops
floating like adaisy around each exit. Now they were doing blood
samplesaswdll, presumably for DNA anaysis, besides the human
police, he could see waldo-guns, floating ovoids with clusters of barrels
and lenses and antennae. A kzin to control them, bulking even huger in
fibroid armour and hemet.

And all for little old me, he thought, kicking himself forward and
letting the goldskin gtick his hand into the tester. Therewas asharp
prickle on histhumb, and he waited for the verdict. Either the false
indent holds, or it doesn't. The four police with sunnersand
riot-armor, thekzin infull jjifantry rig, Sx wados with 10-megawatt
lasers... if it cameto afight, the odds were not good. Snceall | have
isacharming smile and a rejiggered light-pen.

“Pass through, passthrough,” the goldskin said, in atone that combined
nervousness and boredom.

Jonah decided he couldn't blame her; the kzinti security apparatus must
have gone winging paranoid-crazy when Chuut-RUt was assass nated,
and then the killers escaped with human-police connivance. On second
thoughts, these klongs all volunteered to work for the pussies.
Bleep them.

He passed through the mechanica airlock and into one of the main
transverse corridors. It was ten meters by twenty, and sixty kilometers
long; three sides were small businesses and shops; on the fourth,
gpinward, was adideway. Therewasaring of transfer booths around
theairlock exits, permanantly disabled; only kzinti and humans under
their direct supervision were alowed the convenience of lightspeed
pseudo-telepor-tation. Thelast time he had been here, amonth ago,
there had been muras on the walls of the concourse area. Prewar,
faded and stained, but still gracious and marked with the springlike
optimism of the settlement of the Alpha Centauri system. Outdoor
scenes from Wunderland in its pristine condition, before the settlers had



modified the ecology to suit the immigrants from Earth. Scenes of
dowships, haf-disassembled after their decades-long flight from the
Solar System.

The muras had been replaced by holograms. Atrocity holograms, of
survivors and near-survivors of the UN raid. Mostly from dirtside,

snce with an atmosphere to transmit blast and shock effects you had a
greater transition between dead and safe. Humans crushed, burned,
flayed by glass-fragments, mutilated; heavy emphasison children. There
was ababble of voices with the holos, weeping and screaming and
moaning with pain, and agtrobing title: Sol-System Killers! Their
liberation is death! And anidedlized kzin standing in front of agroup
of cowering mothersand infants, raising ashield to ward off the attack
of arepulsve flatlander-demon.

I nteresting, Jonah thought. Whoever had designed that had managed
to play on about every prejudice ahuman resident of the Alpha
Centauri system could have. It had to be ahuman psychist doing the
selection; kzinti didn't understand homo sapienswell enough. A display
of killing power like thiswould make akzin respectful. Human
propagandists needed to whip their populations into awar-frenzy, and
anger was agood tool. Make akzin angry? Y ou didn't need to make
them angry. An enemy would try to make akzin angry, because that
reduced their efficiency. Let this remind you that a collaborationist
is not necessarily an incompetent. A traitor, a Murphy's-asshole
inconvenience, but not necessarily anidiot. Nor even amord; he
supposed it was possible to convince yoursdlf that you were serving the
greater good by giving in. Smoothing over the inevitable, snceit did
look likethe kzinti werewinning.

Jonah shook himself out of the trance and flipped himsdlf over. 1've got
to watch this tendency to depression, he thought sourly. Finagle, |
ought to be bouncing for

iy



Instead, hefelt agrey lethargy. Hisfeet drifted into contact with the
edge of the dideway, and he began moving dowly forward; more
rapidly as he edged toward the center. The air became more quiet.
Therewas dways a sublimina rumble near the ends of Tiamat's
cylinder, powered metas and chemica's pumping into the fabricators.
Now he would have to contact the Nipponese underworlder who had
smuggled them from Tiamat to Wunderland in thefirgt place, what hed
been his name? Shigehero Hirose, that wasit. An oyabun, whatever
that meant. There was the datathey had downloaded from Chuut-Rt's
computers, priceless stuff. He would need a message-maser to send it
to Catskinner; the ship had been modified with an interstellar-capacity
sender. And-

“Hello, Captain.”

Jonah turned his head, very dowly. A man had touched his elbow.
Stocky, even by flatlander standards, with a considerable paunch.
Cod-black, with tightly curled wiry hair; pure Afroid, not uncommon in
some ethnic enclaves on Wunderland but very rare on Earth, where
gene-flow had been nearly random for going on four hundred years.
General Buford Early, UN Space navy, late ARM . Jonah gasped
and sagged sdeways, agrey before his eyeslike high-G blackout.
There was another Flatlander but Jonah barely noticed. Early dipped a
hand under hisarm and bore him up with thick-boned strength.
Archaic, liketheman; hewas... at least two centuries old. Impossible
totell, these days. The only limiting factor on how old you might be was
when you were born, after medicine started progressing fast enough to
compensate for advancing age. ..

‘Takeit easy,” Early said.

Eyeswarred with mind. Early was here; Early was Sitting in his office
on Gibrdtar Base back in the Solar System.

Jonah struggled for breath, then fell into the rhythm taught by the Zen
adepts who had trained him for war. Cam flowed back. Much



knowledge of war had falen out of human culturein three hundred
years of peace, before the kzinti came, but the monks had preserved a
great dedl. What UN bureaucrat would suspect an old man sitting
quietly beneath atree practicing and preserving dangerous technique?
Jonah spoketo himsdf: Reality is change. Shock and fear result
from imposing concepts on reality. Abandon concepts. Being is
time, and time is Being. Birth and death is the life of the Buddha.
Then: Thank you, roshi.

The men at either elbow guided him to the dower edge-strip of the
dideway and onto the sidewal k. Jonah looked “ ahead,” performed the
mental trick that turned the cylinder into a hollow tower above his heed,
then back to horizonta. He freed hisarmswith aquiet flick and sank
down on the chipped and stained poured-rock bench. That was
notiond in thisgravity, but it gave you a placeto hitch your fest.

“Wdl?" hesaid, looking at the second man.

Thisonewas different. Y ounger, Jonah would say; eyes do not age or
hold expression, but the small muscles around them do. Orientd eyes,
more common. Both of them were in Swvarm-Belter clothing, gaudy
and somehow deazy at the same time, with various mysterious pieces
of equipment at their belts. Perfect cover, if you were pretending to be
amodestly prosperous enterpreneur of the Serpent Swarm. The kzinti
alowed agood ded of freedom to the Beltersin this system; it was
more efficient and required less supervison than running everything
themsalves. That would change astheir numbers built up, of course.

“Wel?" hesad again.

Early grinned, showing strong and dightly yellowed teeth, and pulled a
cheroot from apocket. Actually less uncommon here than in the
Solar System, Jonah thought, gagging dightly. “Y ou didn't serioudy
think that weld let an opportunity like the' Y amomoto raid go by and
only put one arrow on the string, did you, Captain? By the way, thisis
my... associate, Watsuji Hglime.” The man smiled and bowed. “A



member of theteam | brought in.”
“Ancther gasisfidd?” Jonah said.

“Wedid have oneready,” Early said. “Weliketo have alittle extra
tucked away.”

“Trust the ARM,” Jonah said sourly.

The UN'stechnologica police had been operating dmost aslong as
humans had been in space. Their primary function wasto suppress
technol ogies which had dangerous consequences.... which turned out to
be most technologies. For along time they had managed to make Solar
humanity forget that there had even been such thingsaswar or
weapons or murder. That was |ooked back upon as a Golden Age,
now, after two generations of war with the kzinti; privately, Matthieson
thought of it asthe years of Stagnation. The ARM had not wanted to
believein the kzinti, not even when the crew of the Angel's Pencil had
reported their own first near-fatal contact with the felinoids. And when
thewar started, the ARM had till dedlt out its hoarded secretswith
the grudging reluctance of amiser.

“It'sfor the greater good,” Early replied.

“Sure” That you slowed down research and so when the kzinti hit
us they had technological superiority? For that matter, why had it
taken a century and ahdf to devel op regeneration techniques? And
millions of petty criminas-jaywalkers and the like-had been diced,
diced and sent to the organ banks before then. Ancient history, hetold
himsdf. The Belters had aways hated the ARM....

“Certainly for the greater good that you've got backup, now,” Early
continued. “We camein with adug aimed at awegpons fabrication
agteroid. Theimpact was quite genuine... God's my witness-” he
continued.

Hésold all right.



“-the intelligence we've gathered and beamed back is already worth
the entire cost of the Yamamoto. And you and Lieutenant Raines
succeeded beyond our hopes.”

Meaning you had no hope we'd survive, Jonah added to himsdif.
Early caught his eye and nodded with anironic turn of hisfull lips. The
younger man felt adight chill; how good at reading body language
would you get, with two centuries of practice? How human would you
reman?

“Speaking of which,” the generd continued, “whereis Lieutenant
Raines, Matthieson?’

Jonah shrugged, looking away dightly and probing at his own fedlings.
“She... decided to stay. To come out |ater, actually, with
Y arthkin-Schotmann and Montferrat-Pame. I've got al the data.”

Early's eyebrowsrose. “Not entirely unexpected.” His eyes narrowed
again. “No persond animosities, here, | trust? We won't be heading out
for sometime-” if ever, went unspoken “-and we may need to work
withthem again.”

The young Sol-Belter looked out at the passing crowd on the dideway,
a thousands svarming over the handnetsin front of the shopfrontson
the other three sdes of the cylinder.

“My ego'salittlebruised,” hesaid findly. “But... no.”

Early nodded. “ Didn't have the leisure to become all that attached, |
suppose,” he said. “ Good professond attitude.”

Jonah began to laugh softly, shoulders shaking. “Finagle, Generd, you
are along time from being ayoung man, aren't you? No offense.”

“Nonetaken,” the Intelligence officer said dryly.

“Actudly, wejust weren't compatible.” What was that phrasein the
history tape? Miscegenation abyss? Birth cohort gap? No...



“Generation gap,” hesaid.
“Shewas only afew years younger than you,” Early said suspicioudy.

“Biologically, sir. But she was born before the War. During the Long
Peace. Wunderland wasn't sown nearly astight as Earth, or eventhe
Solar Belt... but they il didn't have asingle deadly weapon in the
whole system, saving hunting tools. I've been in the Navy or training for
itancel wassix! Wejust didn't have anything in common except
software, sex and the misson.” He shrugged again, and felt the lingering
depression leave him. “It was like being involved with ayounger
verson of my mother.”

Early shook his head, chuckling himself, adeep rich sound. “ Tempora
displacement. Doesn't need relativity, boy; wait 'til you're my age. And
now,” he continued, “we are going to have alittle talk.”

“What've we been doing?’

“Oh, not adebriefing. That first. But then...” Hegrinned brilliantly.
“A... jobinterview, of sorts”

“Wel. So.” The oyabun nodded and folded his hands.

Jonah looked around. They werein the three-twelve shdll of Tiamat,
where spin gave an equivaent of .72 G weight. Expensive, even now
when gravity polarizers were beginning to spread beyond kzinti and
military-manufacturing use. Microgravity ismarvelous for most
industrid use; there are other things that need weight, bearing children
to term among them. Thisroom was equaly expensive; most of the
furnishingswere wood. The low tables at which they al sat, knees
crossed. The black-lacquered carved screens with rampant tigers as
well, and he strongly suspected that those were even older than
General Buford Early. A set of Japanese swords rested in aniche, long
katana and the short “sword of gpology” on their ebony stand.

Sandalwood incense was burning somewhere, and the floor was



covered in neat mats of plaited straw. Againg dl thisthe plain good
clothes of the man who caled himsdf Shigehero Hirose were something
of ashock. Thethin ancient porcelain of his sake cup gleamed as he set
it down on the table, and spoke to the Oriental who had come with the
general. Jonah kept hisface eaboratdly blank; it was unlikely that either
of them suspected his knowledge of Japanese... enough to understand
most of a conversation, if not to speek it. Nippon's tongue had never
been as popular as her goods, being too difficult for outsdersto learn
eagly.

“Itis... an unexpected honor to entertain one of the Tokyo branch
of the clan, Shigehero was saying. ” And how do events proceed in
the land of the Sun Goddess?*

Watsuji Hgjime shrugged. “No better than can be expected, Uncle,”
he replied, and sucked breath between histeeth. “ Thiswar presents
opportunities, but also imposes responsibilities. Neutrality is
impossible.”

“Regrettably, thisisso,” Shigehero said. Hisface grew stern.
Nevertheless, you have reveal ed the Association's codewords to
outsiders.” They both glanced sdelong at Early and Matthieson. “
Perhaps you are what you claim. Perhaps not. This must be
demonstrated. Honor must be established.”

Whatever that meant, the Earther did not like it. Hisface stayed as
expressionless asamask carved from light-brown wood, but swesat
started up dong his brow. A door did open, and one of the guards
who had brought them here entered noisdesdy. Jonah recognized the
walk; training in the Art, one of the budo styles. Highly illegd on Earth
until the War, and for the most part in the Alpha Centauri system as
well. Otherwise he was astocky nondescript man in loose black,
athough the Bdter thought there might be soft armor benegthiit.
Moving with studied grace, he kndlt and laid afeatureless rectangle of
blond wood by Watsuji's left hand.



The Earther bowed his head, alock of black hair falling over his
forehead. Then heraised hiseyesand did the box in front of him,
opening it with delicate care. Within were awhite linen handkerchief, a
folded cloth, ablock of maple and a short curved guardiessknifeina
black leather sheath. Watsuji's movements took on the dow precision
of ardigiousritua as helad the maple block on the table atop the cloth
and began binding the little finger of hisleft hand with the handkerchief,
painfully tight. Helaid the hand on the block and drew the knife. It did
free without sound, afluid curve. The two men's eyes were locked as
heraised the knife.

Jonah grunted asif he had been kicked in the belly. The older man was
missing ajoint on thelittlefinger of hisleft hand, too. The Sol-Belter
had thought that was smply the bad medica care availablein the
Swarm, but anyone who could afford thisroom. ..

The knife flashed down, and there was asmall spurt of blood, arather
gridy crunching sound like celery being diced. Watsuji made no sound,
but hisface went pae around the lips. Shigehero bowed more deeply.
The servant-guard walked forward on his knees and gathered up the
parapherndia, folding the cloth about it with the sameritua care. There
was complete slence, savefor the Sgh of ventilators and Watsuji's
deep breathing, harsh but controlled.

The two Nipponjin poured themselves more of the heated rice wine
and spped. When Shigehero spoke again, it wasin English.

“Itisgood to seethat the old customs have not been entirely forgotten
inthe Solar System,” he said. “ Perhaps my branch of the Association
was... shdl we say atrifle precipitate, when they decided emigration
was the only way to preservetherr, ah, purity.” Heraised hisglass
dightly to the generd. “When your young warriors passed through last
month, | was surprised that so much effort had been required to insert
30 dender aneedle. | seethat we underestimated you.”

He picked up afolder of printout on the table before him. “It is correct



that the... ah, assets you and your confederates represent would be a
considerable addition to my forces,” he went on. “However, please
remember that my Association ismorein the nature of afamily business
than apalitical organization. We areinvolved in the underground
struggle againgt the kzinti because we are human, little more.”

Early raised his cup of sakein turn; the big spatulate hands handled the
porcelain with surprising delicacy. “You... and your, shal we say,
black-clad predecessors have been involved in others quarrels before
this. To be blunt, when it paid. The vauatawe brought are sgnificant,
urdy?’

Jonah blinked in astonishment. This is the cigar-chomping, kick-ass
general | came to know and loathe? he thought. Live and learn.
Learn so that you can go on living... Then again, before the kzinti
attack Bu-ford Early had been a professor of military history at the
ARM academy. Y ou had to be out of the ordinary for that; it involved
knowledge that would send an ordinary man to the psychistsfor
memory-wipe.

Shigehero made aminimdist gesture. “Indeed. Y et thiswould dso
involve integrating your group in my command sructure. Anindigestible
lump, aweaknessin the chain of command, since you do not owe
persond alliegence to me. And, to be frank, non-Nipponese generally
do not riseto the decison-making levelsin this organization. No
offense”

“Nonetaken,” Early replied tightly. “1f you would prefer alessforma
link?’

Shigehero sighed, then brought up aremote “board from below the
table, and signed to the guards. They quickly folded the priceless
antique screens, to revea a standard screen-wall.

“That might be my own inclination, esteemed Generd,” he said.
“Except that certain information has come to my attention. Concerning
Admira Ulf Reichs-tein-Markham of the Free Wunderland Navy ... |



see your young subordinate hastold you of this person? And the
so-vauable ship heleft in the Herrenmann's care, and a.... puzzling
discovery they have made together.”

A scratching at the door interrupted him. He frowned, then nodded. It
opened, revealing aguard and another figure who looked to Early for
confirmation. The genera accepted adatatab, dipped it into his belt
unit and held the palm-sized computer to one ear.

Ah, thought Jonah. 1'm not the only one to get a nasty shock today.
The black man's skin had turned greyish, and his hands shook for a
second as he pushed the “wipe’ control. Jonah chanced aglance a his
eyes, it was difficult to be sure, they were dark and the lighting was
low, but he could have sworn the pupils had expanded to swallow the
ins.

“He-” Early cleared histhroat. “ Thisinformation... would it be about
an, er, artifact foundin an asteroid? Certain behaviord peculiarities?’

Shigehero nodded and touched the controls. A blurred holo sprang up
on thewall; from ahelmet-cam, Jonah decided. Asteroidal mining
equipment on the surface of amedium-sized rock, one kilometer by
two. A docked ship in the background, he recognized Markham's
Nietzsche, and others distant enough to be drifting lights, and suited
figures putting up bubble-habitats. Then panic, and a hole appeared
where the laser-driller had been amoment before. Milling confusion,
and an... yes, it must be an dien, camefloating up out of the hole.

The young Sol-Bdter felt the pulse hammer in hisears. Hewas
watching thefirgt living non-Kzin dien discovered in dl the centuries of
human spaceflight. It couldn't be akzin, the proportions were al wrong.
About 1.5 meters, judging by the background shots of humans. Difficult
to say in vacuum armor, but it looked amost asthick asit waswide,
with an enormous round head and stubby limbs, handslike
three-fingered mechanica grabs. There was aweapon or tool gripped
in onefigt; asthey watched the other hand came over to touch it and it



changed shape, writhing. Jonah opened his mouth to question and-

“Sop!” The generd'sbull bellow wrenched their attention around. *
Sop that display immediately, that's an order!”

Shigehero touched the control pand and the holo froze. “You arenot in
apostion to give orders here, gaijin,” he said. Thetwo guards aong
thewall put handsinside their |apover jackets and glided closer,
soundless askzinti.

Early wrenched open his collar and waved ahand. “Please, oyabun, if
we could speak aone? Completely done, just for amoment. Moreis
at stake herethan you redizel”

Silence gretched. At lagt, fractionally, Shigehero nodded. The others
stood and filed out into the outer room, amost as gracioudy appointed
astheinner. The other members of Early'steam awaited them there;
half adozen of assorted ages and skills. There were no guards, on this
sde of thewadll at least, and the oyabun's men had provided
refreshments and courteoudy ignored the quick, thorough sweep for
listening devices. Watsuji headed for the sideboard, poured himsdlf a
double vodka and knocked it back.

“Tanj it,” hewheezed, under his breath. Jonah keyed himsdf coffee and
ahandmed; it had been arough day.

“Problems?’ the Bdter asked.

“| can't even get to an autodoc until were out of the Finagle-forsaken
bughouse,” the Earther replied. “| knew they were conservative here,
but this blegping farce!” He made a gesture with hismuitilated hand.
“Nobody at home's donethat for ahundred years! | felt likel wasina
holoplay Namida Amitsu, we're legal , these days. Well, somewhat.
Gotten out of the organ trade, at least. This-i”

Jonah nodded in impersona sympathy. For aflat-lander, the man had
dedt with the pain extremely wdll; Earthsders were seldom far from



automated medica attention. Even before the War, Bdters had had to
move sdf-aufficient.

“What redly bothers me,” he said quietly, settling into achair, “is
what'sgoing onin there.” He nodded to the door. “ Just like the ARM,
to go dl around Murphy's Hall to keep usin the dark.”

“Exactly,” WatsUji said gloomily, nursaing hishand. “ Those crazy
bastards think they run theworld.”

“Run theworld,” Jonah echoed. “Wéll, they do, don't they? The
ARMs”

“Naw, not the UN. Thisis older than that.”

Jonah shrugged.

“A lot older. Bunch of mumbo jumbo. At least-"
JEN?

“I think it'sjust mumbo jumbo. God, thisthing hurts.”

Jonah settled down, motionless. He would not be bored; Beltersgot a
good dedl of practicein stting gill and doing nothing without losing
dertness, and histraining had increased it. The curiosty wastheitch he
could not scratch.

Could be worse, he thought, taking another bite of the fishy-tasting
handmeal. The consstency was rather odd, but it wastasty. The
flatlander could have told me to cut my finger off.

“Explain yoursdf,” Shigehero said.

Instead, Early moved closer and dipped hisfinger in hisrice wine. With
that, he drew afigure on the table before the oyabun. A stylized rose,
overlain by across; he omitted the pryamid. The fragment of the Order
which had accompanied the migrationsto Alpha Centauri had not



included anyone past the Third Inner Circle, after dl...

Shigehero's eyeswent wide. He picked up acloth and quickly wiped
thefigure away, but his gaze stayed locked on the blank surface of the
table for amoment. Then he swallowed and touched the control pandl

again.

“Weareentirdly private,” he said,- then continued formally: “Y ou bring
Light”

“IlNlumination isthe key, to openthe Way,” Early replied.
“The Eagtern Path?’

Early shook his head. “ East and West are one, to the servants of the
Hidden Temple”

Shigehero started, impressed still more, then made adeep bow,
amiling. “Y our authority isundisputed, Magter. Although not thet of the
ARM!”

Early rdlaxed, joining in the chuckle. “Wéll, the ARM isno morethan a
finger of the Hidden Way and the Rule That IsTo Come, eh? Asis
your Association,

oyabun. And many another.” Including many you know nothing of.
" As above, so below; power and knowledge, whed within whed. Until
Holy Blood-

“fillsHoly Gral.”

Early nodded, and hisface became stark. “Now, let metdll you what
has been hidden in the vaults of the ARM. The Brotherhood saw to it
that the knowledge was surpressed, back three centuries ago, ong
with much ese. The ARM hasbeen invauablefor that... Long ago,
there was a species that called themselves the Thrint-"

Jonah |ooked up as Early |€eft the oyabun's sanctum.



“How did it go?" he murmured.

“Wel enough. Weve got an dliance of sorts. And avery serious
problem, not just with the kzinti. Staff conference, gentlemen.”

The Bdter fdl into line with the others asthey Ieft the Association's
headquarters. | wonder, he thought, looking up at therock above. |
wonder what really is going on out there. And whether it might get
him Catskinner back.

Chapter V

“STOP THAT,” Dnivtopun said angrily, aerted by the smell of blood
and awet ripping sound.

His son looked up guiltily and tried to resist. Thethrint willed
obedience, feding the adolescent's half-formed shield ressting his
Power like thick mud around afoot. Then it gave way, and the child
released the human's arm. That was chewed to the bone; the young
thrint had blood dl down itsfront, and bits of matter and gristle stuck
between its needle teeth. The dave swayed, amiling dreamily.

“How many timesdo | havetotdl you: Do not eat the servants!”
Dnivtopun shrieked, and used the Power again: SHAME. GUILT.
PAIN. ANGUISH. REMORSE. SHOOTING PAINS. BURNING
FEET. UNIVERSAL SCRATCHLESSITCH. GUILT.

The dave was going into shock. “ Go and get medicd trestment,” he
said. And: FEEL NO PAIN. DO NOT BLEED. Thisone had been on
the Ruling Mind for sometime; he had picked it for sengtivity to
Power, and itsmind fit hismenta grip like aglove. The venous spurting
from itsforelimb dowed, then sank to atrickle as the muscles clamped
down on the blood vesselswith hysterical strength.

Dnivtopun turned back to his offspring. The young thrint wasrolling on
the soft blue synthetic of the cabin floor; he had beshat himsdlf and
vomited up the human flesh-thrint used the same mouth-orifice for



both-and his egting tendrils were writhing into his mouth, trying to clean
it and pick the teeth free of foreign matter. Thefilth was sinking rapidly
into the floor, absorbed by the ship'srecycling system, and the stink
wasfading aswell. The vents replaced it with nostalgic odors of hot
wet jungle, spicy and rank, the smell of thrintun. Dnivtopun shut his
mind to the youngster's suffering for afull minute; hiseldest son was
eight, well into puberty. At that age, controlsimposed by the Power did
not snk inwell. Aninfant could be permanently conditioned, that was
the way baby thrint weretoilet trained, but by this stage they were
growing rebelious.

CEASE HURTING, hesaid at last. Then: “Why did you attack the
servant?’

“It wasboringme,” hisson said, still with atrace of sulkiness. “All that
stuff you said | had to learn. Why can't we go home, father? Or to
UndeTznlpun's?’

With an intense effort, Dnivtopun controlled himsdf. “ Thisis home!
Wearethe last thrintun left alive.” Powerless take persuasion, he
decided. BELIEVE.

Thefingers of mind could fed the child-intellect accepting the order.
Barriersof denia crumbled, and his son's eye squeezed shut while dl
ax fingers squeezed panfully into pams. The young thrint threw back
his head and howled desolatdly, asound like glass and sheet metal
indde atumbling crusher.

QUIET. Silencefdl; Dnivtopun could hear the uncomprehending
whimper of afemalein the next room, beyond the lightscreen door.
One of hiswives, they had al been nervous and edgy, femae thrintun
had enough psionic sengtivity to be very vulnerable to upset.

“Youwill haveto get used to theidea,” Dnivtopun said. Powergiver
knows it took me long enough. He moved closer and threw an arm
around his son's amost-neck, biting him affectionately on the top of the
head. “Think of the good side. There are no tnuctipun herel” He could



fed that bring asmall wave of rdief; the Rebels had been bogeymen to
the children sincetheir birth. “And you will have a planet of your own,
someday. Thereisawhole galaxy of daves here, ready for our taking!”

“Truly, father?’ There was awakening greed at that. Dnivtopun hed
only been Overseer of one miserable food-planet, a serile globewith a
reducing atmaosphere, seeded with algae and bandersnatchi. There
would have been little for his sons, even without the disruption of the
War.

“Truly, my son.” He keyed one of the controls, and awall blanked to
show an exterior starscape. “ One day, dl thiswill be yours. We are not
the last thrintun-we are the beginning of anew Empire” And | amthe
first Emperor, if | can survive the next few months. “ So we must
take good care of these daves.”

“But these smell so good, father!”

Dnivtopun sighed. “1 know, son.” Thrintun had an acute sense of smell
when it cameto edibility; competition for food among their presapient
ancestors had been very intense. “It's because-" no, that's just a guess
. Few dien biologiesin the old days had been as compatible as these
humans. .. Dnivtopun had a suspicion he knew the reason; food agae.
The Thrint had seeded hundreds of planetswith it, and given billions of
years... That would account for the compatibility of the other species
aswadll, the Kzin; they could eat humans, too. “Well, you'l just haveto
learntoignoreit.” Thrintun were dways ravenous. “Now, ligen-you've
upset your mother. Go and comfort her.”

Ulf Reichstein-Markham faced the Master and fought not to vomit. The
carrion breeth, the writhing tentacles beside the obscene gash of mouth,
the staring faceted eye... It was so-

-beautiful , he thought, as shards of crystdline Truth did homein his
mind. The pleasure was like the drifting relaxation after orgasm, likea
hot sauna, like winning afight.



“What progress has been made on the amplifier hdmet?” his owner
asked.

“Veary little, Mast-eceeeeceeee!” He staggered back, shaking his head
againg the blinding-white pressure that threaetened to burst it.
Whimpering, he pressed his hands againgt the Sides of his head.
“Please, Master! We're trying!”

The pressure relaxed; on some very distant level, he could fed the
dien'srecognition of hissincerity.

“What isthe problem?’ Dnivtopun asked.

“Magter-" Markham stopped for amoment to organize histhoughts,
looking around.

They were on the control deck of the Ruling Mind, and it was huge.
Few human spaceships had ever been so large; thiswas nearly the size
of acolony dowship. The chamber was aflattened oval dome twenty
meterslong and ten wide, lined with chairs of many different types.
That waslogicd, to accommodate the wild variety of dave-speciesthe
Thrint used. But they were chairs, not acceleration couches. The Thrint
had had very good gravity control, for avery long time. A central chair
designed for thrint fronted the blackened wreck of what had been the
main computer. The decor was lavish and garish, swirling curlicues of
precious metals and enamd, drifting motes of multicolored lights.
Beneath their feet was a porous matrix that seemed at least half-dive,
that absorbed anything organic and dead and moved rubbish to
collector outlets with a disturbing perigtatic motion. The air wasfull of
the smdlls of vegetation and rank growth.

Curious, he thought, as the mgority of his consciousness wondered
how to answer the Master. The controls were odd, separate
crystd-display didsand manud levers and switches, primitivein the
extreme. But the machinery behind the switcheswas... there were no
doors, something happened, and the materia went...



vague, and you could walk throughit, like walking through soft taffy.
The only mechanica airlock was a safety-backup.

There was no central power source for the ship. Dotted around were
unitsthat gpparently converted matter into energy; the equivaent of
flashlight batteries could start it. The basic drive wasto the kzinti gravity
polarizer asafusion bomb wasto grenade; it could accelerate at
thousands of gravities, and then pull space right around the ship and
travel fagter than light.

Faster than light-
“Stop daydreaming,” the Voice said. “And tel me why.”
“Master, we don't know how.”

Thethrint opened its mouth and then closed it again, the tendrils
groking caressingly at itsalmost nonexigtent lips. “Why not?’ he said.
“Itisn't very complicated. Y ou can buy them anywhere for twenty
norgits.”

“Magter, do you know the principles?’
“Of course not, dave! That's davework. For engineers.”

“But Madter, the dave-engineers you've got... we can only talk to them
alittle, and they don't know anything beyond what buttonsto push. The
machinery-" he waved helplesdy at the walls*-doesn't make any sense
to us, Master! It'sjust blocks of matter. We... our instruments can
bardly detect that something'sgoing on.”

Thethrint stood looking & him, radiating incomprehension. “Well,” he
sad after amoment. “It'strue | didn't have the best quality of
engineering dave. No need for them, on aroutine pogting. Still, I'm sure
you'l figure something out, Chief Save. How are we doing at getting
the Ruling Mind freed from the dirt?’

“Much better, Master! That iswell within our capacities... Master?’



“YS?'

“Have your permission to send a party to Tiamat? It can be done
without much danger of detection, beyond what the deserters already
present; we need more per-sonnel and spare parts. For aresearch
project on... wel, on your nervous system.”

Thedien'ssingle unwinking eye stared a him. “What are nerves?’ he
said dowly. Dnivtopun took a dopestick from his pouch and sucked on
it. Then: “What's research?’

“Erreow.”

The kzinrret rolled and twisted across the wicker matting of the room,
yowling softly with her eyes closed. Traat-Admira glanced a her with
post-coitid satisfaction as he finished grooming his pelt and laid the
currycomb aside; he might be de facto leader of the Modernigts, but he
was not one of those who could not maintain a decent appearance
without a dozen servants and machinery. At the last he cleaned the
damp portion of hisfur with tac, remembering once watching aholo of
humans bathing themselves by jumping into water . Into cold water.

“Hrrrr,” he shivered.
The femaeturned over on dl fours and stuck her rump intheaair.

“Ch'rom 7’ she chirrupped. Involuntarily his ears extended and the
muscles of his massive neck and shoulderstwitched. “ Ch'rowl 7* With
asaucy twitch of her tail, but he could smell that she was not serious.
Besides, there was work to do.

“No,” hesaid firmly. The kzinrret padded over to a corner, collapsed
onto apile of cushionsand went to degp with limp findity.

A kzinrret of the Patriarch's line, Traat-Admird thought with pride;
one of Chuut-RUt's beauteous daughters. His blood to be mingled with
the RUt, he whose sire had been only a Third Gunner, lucky to get a



sngle mate even when the heavy casudties of the First Fleet left so
many maeless. He stretched, reaching for the domed ceiling, picked up
the weapons belt from the door and padded off down the corridor.
Thiswasthe governor's harem quarters, done up as closely as might be
to anoblesKzinrret House on Kzin itsalf. Domed wickerwork
structures, the tops waterproof with synthetic in aconcession to
modernity; there were even gravity polarizersto bring it up to
Homeworld weight, nearly twice that of Wunderland.

“Good for the hedth of the kzinrret and kits,” he mused to himsdlf, and
his ears moved in the kzinti equivaent of agrin. It was easy to get used
to such luxury, he decided, ducking through the shamboo curtain over
the entrance and pacing down the exit corridor; that was open at the
sdes, roofed in flowering orange vines.

Each dome was set in abroad space of open vegetation, and woe
betide the kzinrret who strayed across the low wooden boundariesinto
her neighbor's claws, female kzinti might be too stupid to talk, but they
had a keenly devel oped sense of territory. There were open spaces,
planted in a pleasant mixture of vegetation; orange kzinti, reddish
Wunderlander, green from Earth. Traat-Admira could hear the sounds
of young kits at play in the common area, see them running and
tumbling and chasing while their motherslay basking in the weak
sunlight or groomed each other. Few of them had noticed the change of
males over much, but integrating his own modest harem had been
difficult, much fur flying dominance-tusdes.

He sighed as he neared the exit-gate. Chuut-Riit's harem was not only
of excdlent quality, but so well trained that it needed |less maintenance
than his own had. Thefemaeswould even let human servantsinto
keep up the feeding sations, avast help, snce maekzinti who could
be trusted in another's harem were not common. They were al well
housebroken, and most did not even have to be physically restrained
when pregnant, which smplified thingsimmensely; k/inrret had an
irresistible urge to dig a birthing tunne about then, and it created
endless problems and damage to the gardens. Through the outer gate,



functional warding-fields and robot guns, and asquad of Chuut-Rit's
household troopers. They saluted with enthusiasm. Being hereditary
servants of the R, he had been under no obligation to let them swear
to him... dthough it would have been foolish to discard so useful a
cadre.

Would I have thought of this before Chuut-Riit trained me?he
thought. Then: Heis dead: | live. Enough.

Beyond the gates began the palace proper. The military and
adminigtrative sectionswere largely underground, ship-style; from here
you could see only the living quarters, openwork pavilionsfor the most
part, once bases of massive cut stone. Between and around them
stretched gardens, stones of pleasing shape, trees whose smooth bark
made claws itch. There was a half-acre of zheeretki too, thetantaizing
scent caling the passer-by to comeroll initsintoxicating blossoms.

Traat-Admird wiggled his earsin amusement as he settled onto the
cushionsin the reception pavilion. All thisluxury, and no time to
enjoy it, hethought. It was well enough, one did not become a
Conquest Hero by lolling about on cushions sipping blood.

His eldest son was coming aong one of the paths. In ahurry, and
running four-foot with the Snous gait that reminded humans of weades
as much as cats, he wore a sash of office, hisfirst ranking. Ten meters
from the pavilion he rose, licked hiswrists and smoothed back his
cheek fur with them, settled the sash.

“Honored Sire Traat-Admira, Staff Officer requests audience at your
summons,” hesaid. “And... the Accursed Ones. They awalt findl
judgment. And-"

“Enough, Aide-de-Camp,” Traat-Admira rumbled.

The young male stood proudly and made an unconscious gesture of
adjusting the sash; that garment was aceremonid surviva of a
sword-badric, from the days when Aides were bodyguards aswell,



entitled to take a duel-chalenge on themsalves to spare their masters.
Looking into the great round eyes of hisson, Traat-Admird redized
that that too would be done gladly if it were needed. Unableto restrain
himsdlf, he gave the youth's ears afew grooming licks.

“Path- Honored Sire! Please!”

“Hrrrr,” Staff Officer rumbled. “Hewas as strong asa terrenki and
fester.” Traat-Admiral looked down to see the fresh ears of
Ktlr-Supervisor-of-Animas dangling at the other's belt.

“Not quite fast enough,” Traat-Admird said with genuine admiration.
Most kzinti became dightly less quarredlsome past thelr first youth, but
the late Ktur's notorious temper had gotten worse, if anything. It
probably came from having to ded with humansdl thetime, and
high-level collaborators at that. Ktlr should have remembered that
reflexes dowed and had to be replaced with cunning and skill born of
experience.

“Yes” hecontinued, “I am well pleased.” He paused for three breaths,
waiting while Staff Officer's muzzle dipped into the saucer.
“Hroth-Staff-Officer.”

The other kzin gasped, inhaed milk and rolled over, coughing and
dapping at his nose, sneezed franticaly, and sat back with hiseyes
watering. Traat-Admird felt his earstwitch with genia amusement.

“Do not be angry, noble Hroth-Staff-Officer,” he said. “Thereislittle of
humor these days.” It was a system governor's perogative, to confer a
Name. Any field-grade officer could, for certain well-established feets
of honor, but agovernor could do so at discretion.

“I will grive-kercheee-to be worthy of the honor,” the
newly-promoted kzin said. “Little though | have doneto deserveit.”

“Nonsense,” Traat-Admira said. For one thing, you are very
diplomatic. Only akzin with iron self-control could be humble, even



under these circumstances. “For another, you have won... what, Six
dudsin the past month? And adozen back when Chuut-R(tt first came
from Homeworld to this system. Thiswill satisfy those who think
galactic conquest can be accomplished with teeth and claws. Also, you
have been invauable in keeping the Modernit faction digned behind
me. Many thought Chuut-Rit's heir should be from among his
immediate entourage.”

Hroth-Staff-Officer twitched histail and rippled sections of his pelt.
“None such could enjoy sufficient confidence among the localy-born,”
he said. “If we trusted Chuut-Rt's judgment before he was killed,
should we not after heis dead?’

Traat-Admird sghed, looking out over the exquisite restraint of the
gardens. “| agree. Better a... lessworthy successor than infighting
beneath one more technicdly qudified.” Hisears spread inirony.
“Moreinfighting than we have had. Chuut-RUt said...” he hesitated,
then looked over at the faces of his son and the newly-ennobled
Hroth-Staff-Officer, remembered conversations with hismentor. “...
he said that humans were either the greatest danger or greatest
opportunity kzinti had ever faced. And that he did not know if they
camejust intime, or just too late.”

His son showed curiogty in the rippling of his pdt, an dmost
imperceptible movement of hisfingertips. Curiosity was achildhood
characteristic among kzinti, but one the murdered governor had said
should be encouraged.

“We have not faced a chalenge to redlly test our mettlefor... along
time,” he said. “We make easy conquests; empty worldsto colonize, or
others where the inhabitants are savages with spears, barbarians with
nothing better than chemica-energy wegpons. We grow dothful; our
energy is spent in quarrding among ourselves, and more and more the
work of even maintaining our civilization we turn over to our daves”

“Wrrrr,” Hroth-Staff-Officer said. “ But what did the Dominant One



mean, that the humans might betoo late?’

Traat-Admird'svoice sank dightly. “1 meant that lack of challenge has
weakened us. By making usinflexible, brittle. There are other forms of
rot than softness; fossl-ization is another: stedl and bone turning to tiff
breakable rock. Chuut-RUt saw that as we expand we must eventualy
mext terrible threats. If the kzinti are to be strong enough to conquer
them, first we must be re-forged in the blaze of war.”

“I dill don't smdll the point, Traat-Admira,” Hroth-Staff-Officer said.
The admira could see his son hud-died on the cushions, entranced at
being ableto listen in on such august conversation. Listen well, my son,
he thought. Y ou will find it an uncomfortable privilege.

“ Are the humans then achdlenge which will call forth our strength. ... or
the mad raaairtwo that will shatter us?’

“Wrrrr!1” Hroth-Staff-Officer shivered dightly, hisfur lying flat.
Aide-de-Camp's was plastered to his skin, and his ears had
disgppeared into their pouches of skin. “That has the authentic flavor
and scent of his... disquieting lectures. | suffered through enough of
them.” A pause. “ Sill, the raaairtwo may be head-high a the shoulder
and weigh fifty times akzintosh's mass and have a spiked armor ball for
atail, but our ancestorskilled them.”

“But not by butting heads with them, Hroth-Staff-Officer.” He turned
his head. “ Aide-de-Camp, go to the Accursed Ones, and bring them
here. Not immediately; in an hour or s0.”

He leaned forward once the youth had leaped up and four-footed
away. “Hroth-Staff-Officer, hasit occurred to you why we are sending
such an armadacto this system's asteroids?’

Big lambent-ydlow eyes blinked a him. “ There has been much activity
among thefera humans,” he said. “I did scent that you might be using
thisas an excusefor field-exerciseswith live ammunition, in order to
quiet dissention.” Kzinti obeyed when under arms, even if they hated it.



“Theinterstelar warships aswell? That would be like cleaning vermin
out of your pet with abeam-rifle.” Heleaned closer. “Thisisa
Petriarch's Secret,” he continued. “Listen.”

When hefinished a haf-hour later, Hroth-Staff-Offlcer's belt was half
laid-flat, with patches bristling in horror. Traat-Admird could smdl his
anger, underlain with fear, asickly scent.

“You areright to fear,” he said, conscious of hisown glands. No kzin
could hidetrueterror, of course, not with afunctioning nosein the area.

“Deathisnothing,” the other nodded. He grinned, the expression
humans sometimes mistook for friendliness. “But this” He hissed, and
Traat-Admird watched and smelled him fight down blind rage.

“Chuut-Rt feared something likethis” he said. At the other's
gartlement: “Oh, no, not these beings particularly. It isajoke of the
God that wefind thisthing in the middle of adifficult war. But
something terrible was bound to jump out of the long grass sooner or
later. The universeis so large, and we keep pressing our nosesinto
new caves-” He shrugged. “Enough. Now-"

Chuut-Riit's sonslaid stomach to earth on the path before the dais of
judgment and covered their noses. Traat-Admira |ooked down on their
gtill-gaunt forms and felt himself recoil. Not with fear, at least not the
fear of an adult kzin. VVague memories moved in the shadow-corners of
hismind; brutal hands tearing him away from Mother, giant shapes of
absolute power... rage and desire and fear, the bitter acrid smell of
londiness. Wipe them out, he thought uneasily, as hislips curled up
and the hair bulked erect on neck and spine. Wipe them out, and this
will not be.

“Y ou have committed the gravest of dl crimes,” he said dowly, fighting
the wordless snarling that struggled to use histhroat. Therewasan
ancient epic... Warlord Chmee at the Pillars. He had seen aholo of
it once, and had groveled and howled like dl the audience and come
back washed free of grief, a thelast view of the blind and scentless



Hero. And these did not sin in ignorance, nor did they claw out
their own eyes and breathe acid in remorse and horror. “To
overthrow ones Sireis... primitive, but suchiscustom. Today him
honourably, even... but to fal upon himin a pack and devour him! And
each other!”

The guilty ones seemed to sink further to the raked gravel of the path
before him; he stood like atowering wall of orange fur at the edge of
the pavilion, the molten-copper glow of his pelt streaked with
scar-white. Like an image of dominance to ayoung kzin, hated and
feared and adored. Not that the armored troopers behind him with their
beam-guns hurt, he reflected. Control, hethought. Self-control isthe
heart of honor .

“Isthere any reason you should not be killed?’ he said. “Or blinded,
castrated and driven out?”’

Silencethen, for along time. Findly, the spotted one who had spent
longest in the regeneration tank spoke.

“No, Dominant One.”

Traat-Admira relaxed dightly. “ Good. But Chuut-Riit's last message to
us spoke of mercy. Even so, if you had not acknowledged your crime
and your worthless-ness, there would have been no forgiveness. Hear
your sentence. Thefleets of the Petriarchy in this system are journeying
forth againg... an enemy. You have dl received dementary
gpace-combat training.” Attacks on defended asteroids often involved
boarding, by marinesin one-kzin suits of stealthed, powered vacuum
armor. “You will beformed into aspecid unit for the coming action.
Thisisyour last chance to achieve honor!” An honorable deeth, of
course. “Do not wasteit. Go!”

He turned to Hroth-Staff-Officer. “ Get me the readiness reports,” he
said, and spoke the phrase that opened the communication lineto the
household gtaff. “Bring two saucers of tunaice cream with stolichnaya
vodka,” he continued. “I have abad taste to get out of my mouth.”



Chapter VI
“How did he manageit?’ Jonah Matthieson muttered.

The hauler the party from the Sol System had been assigned was an
unfamiliar modd, along stalk with alife-bubble at one end and a
gravity-polarizer drive aswell asfusion thrusters. Introduced by the
kzinti, no doubt; they had had the polarizer for long enough to be using
it for civilian purposes. With haf adozen the bubble was very
crowded, despite the size of the ship, and they had set the interna
gravity to zero to make best use of the space. The air smelled right to
his Bdter'snose, a pure neutral smell with nothing but adight trace of
ozone and pine; something you could not count on in the Alpha
Centauri system these days. Certainly less nerve-wracking than the
surface of Wunderland, with itswild smells and completely uncontrolled
random-process life-support system.

A good ship, hethought. It must be highly automated, doing the rounds
of the refineries and hauling back metals and polymer sacks of powders
and liquids. What clung to the carrying fidlds now looked very much
like acargo of singleships, being ddlivered to rockjacks at some other
base asteroid; he had been respectfully surprised at the assortment of
commandeered wegpons and jury-rigged but roughly effective control
gysems A

Generd Early looked up from his display plague. “Not surprising,
consdering the date thingsarein,” he said. “Organized crime does well
in adisorganized socid setting. Like any conspiracy, unlessthe
conspiracy isthe socid setting.”

“It'saFinagle-damned fleet, though,” Jonah said. “Don't the pussies
cae?’

“Not much, | imagine,” Early said. Jonah could see the schematicsfor
therest of their flotillacoming up on the board. “ So long asit doesn't
impact on their military concerns. They'd clamp down soon enough if
much went directly to the resistance, of course. Or their human goons



would, for fear of losing their positions. The pusses may be great
fighters, but as adminigtrators they're worse than Russians.”

What're russians? Jonah thought. Then, oh. Them. “Surprising the
pussies tolerate so much corruption.”

Early shrugged. “What can they do? And from what we've learned,
they expect tame monkeys to be corrupt, except for the household
servants. If we weren't goddam cowards and lickspittles, weld dl have
died fighting.” He smiled hiswide white grin and stuck astogiein the
midst of it-unlit, Jonah saw thankfully. The schematics continued to roll
across the screen. “ Ahhh, thought so.”

“Thought what?’

“Our friend Shigehero is playing both ends againgt the middle,” Early
sad. “He'sbringing dong alot of exploratory stuff aswdl as
wesponry. A big computer, by local standards. Wait asecond. Yes,
linguigtic-analysis hardware too. The son of abitch!”

Slencefdl.

Jonah looked at the others, studied the hard set of thelir faces. “Wait a
second,” hesaid. “Therés an ancient dien artifact, and you don't think
it should be studied?’

Early looked up, and Jonah realized with a sudden shock that he was
being weighed. For trustworthiness, and possibly for expendability.

“Of coursenot,” the generd said. “Therisk istoo great. Remember the
Sea Scul pture?’

Jonah concentrated. “ Oh, the thingiein the Smithsonian? The Saver?’

“Why do you think they were called that, Captain?’ Early spent visble
effort controlling impatience.

“I...” Suddenly, Jonah redlized that he knew very little of the famous



exhibit, beyond the fact that it was an dien in a spacesuit protected by
adassfidd. “You'd better do some explaining, Sir.”

Severd of the others stirred uneasily, and Early waved them back to
dlence. “He'sright,” he said regretfully, and began.

“Murphy,” Jonah muttered when the older man had finished. “ That
thing isamenace.”

Early nodded jerkily. “Morethan you redize. That artifact isa ship.
There may be more than one of the bastardson it,” he said, using
another of hisarchaic turns of phrase. “ Besides which, the technology.
We've had three centuries of trying, and we've been able to make
exactly three copies of their dasisfield; asfar aswe cantdl, the only
way that thing could work is by decoupling the interior from the
entropy gradient of the universeasawhaole...”

Jonah leaned back, his toes hooked comfortably under aline, and
consdered the flatlander. Then the others, his head cocked to one side
congderingly.

“Itisntjustyou, isit?” hesaid. “Thewholelot of you are ARM types.
Most of you older than you look.”

Early blinked, and took the stogie from between histeeth. “Now why,”
he said softly, “would you think that, Captain?

“Body language,” Jonah said, linking his hands behind hisback and
garing “up’. The human face is a delicate communications ingrument,
and he suspected that Early had experience enough to read entirely too
much fromit. “ And attitudes. Something new comes aong, grab it
quick. Hide it away and study it in private. Pretty typicd. Sir.”

“Captain,” Early said, “you Bdtersare dl anarchigts, but you're
supposed to be rationdists too. Humanity had centuries of stability
before the Kzinti arrived, thefirst long interva of peace since... God,
ever. You think that was an accident? The way humankind was headed



intheearly atomic era, if something likethe ARM hadn't intervened
there wouldn't be ahuman race now. Nothing wed recognize as
human. There arethingsinthe ARM archives... that just can't be let

“Oh?" Jonah said coldly.

Early amiled grimly. “Like an irresstible gphrodisac?’ hesad.
“Conditioning pillsthat make you completdly loyd forever to thefirst
person you see after taking them? Things that would have made it
imposs ble not to legdize murder and cannibaism? Damned right we St
onthings. Evenif there weren't dliens on that ship, it would haveto be
destroyed; there's neither time nor opportunity to take it apart and keep
the results under wraps. If the pussies get it, we'reroyally screwed.”
Jonah remained silent. “ Don't look so gpprehensive, Captain. Y ou're
no menace, o matter what you learn.”

“I'm not?’ Jonah said, narrowing his eyes. He had suspected...

“Of course not. What use would a system of secrecy be, if one
individual lesk could imperil it? How do you think we wrote the Sea
Statue out of the history books as anything but a curiosity? Sowly, and
from many directions and oh, so imperceptibly. Bit by bit, and anyone
who suspected-" he grinned, and severa of the othersjoined him
“-altodocs exist to correct diseases like paranoia, don't they? In the
meantime, | suggest you remember you are under military discipline.”

“Uncle, that established the limits of control,” thetechnician said to
Shigehero Hirose.

Silent, the oyabun nodded, watching the multiple displays on the
Murasaki's bridge screens. There were dozens of them; the Murasaki
was theoreticaly a passenger hauler, out of Tiamat to the mgjor Swvarm
habitats and occasionally to Wunderland and its satdllites. In actudity, it
was the Association's fallback headquarters, and forty years of patient
theft had given it weapons and handling characterigtics equivdent to a
kzinti Vengeful Sasher-class light cruiser. He reflected on how much



else of the Association's strength was here, and felt agripping painin
the somach. Still water , he thought, controlling his breething. There
were times when opportunity must be seized, despite al risk.

“ Attempt communication on the hailing frequencies” he sad, asthat
latest singleship stopped initsdliptica path around the asteroid and
coasted in to assume station among the others under Markham's
control. Or the alien's, Hirose reminded himsdf. “But thistime, we
must demongtrate the consequences of honcompli-ance. Execute East
Wind, Rain.”

The points of light on the screens began to move in acomplicated
dance, circling the asteroid and its half-freed dien ship.

“Ah,” the Tactics officer said. “Uncle, see, Markham is deploying his
unitswithout regard to protecting the artifact.”

Pale fuson flame bloomed againgt the stars, a singleship power core
deliberately destabilized; it would be recorded as an accident, at Traffic
Control Central on Tiamat. If that had been ahuman or kzinti craft,
everyone aboard would have been lethdly irradiated.

“But,” the oyabun observed, “notice that none of hisvessels moves
beyond a certain distance from the asteroid. Thisisinteresting.”

“Uncle... those digpositionsare an invitation to closein, given the
intercept capacities we have observed.”

“Do 0, but be cautious. Be very cautious.”

“Accderating,” Jonah Matthieson said. “ Twenty thou-sand klicks and
closing at 300 kpsrelative.” The asteroid was alumpy potato in the
screen ahead; accel eration pressed him back into the control couch.
Almogt an unfamiliar sensation; thisrefitted sngleship had no
compensators. But it did have anicdy efficient fuson drive, and hewas
on intercept with one of Mark-ham's boats, ready to flip over and
decelerate toward it behind the sword of thermonuclear fire.



“Hold it, you cow,” he muttered to the clumsy ship. His swesat stank in
hisnogtrils. Show your stuff, Matthieson, hetold himsdf. Singleships
no better than thishad cut the kzinti First Fleet to ribbons, when the
initia attack on the Solar System had been launched. “Ready for
attack,” he said. “Five seconds and-"

Matching velocities, he redized. It would be tricky, without damaging
Markham's ship. That would be very bad. His hands moved acrossthe
control screensand flicked in the lightfield sensors. The communicator
squawked a him, meaningless noisesinterrupting the essential task of
safey killing velocity relaiveto the asteroid. He switched it off.

“HURRY,” Dnivtopun grated. The human andfssstup daves redoubled
their efforts on the components strung out across the floor of the Ruling
Mind's control chamber.

Markham looked up from the battle-control screens. “Zey are
approaching the estimated control radius, Master,” he said coolly. “I
am prepared to activate plans A or B, according to ze results.”

Thethrint fet for the surface of the Chief Savesmind; it was...
machine-like, he decided. Complete concentration, without even much
sense of =if. Familiar, he decided. Artist-davesfdlt like that when
fulfilling their functions. Almost absentmindedly, he reached out and
took control of asingle smal vessd that had strayed close enough; the
mind controlling it was locked tight on its purpose, easy to redirect.

“Secure that small spacecraft,” he said, then fixed his eye on the helmet.
“Will it work?’ he asked, extending histendrils towards the bell-shape
of the amplifier helmet in an unconscious gesture of hungry longing. It
was a cobbled-together mess of equipment ripped out of the human
vessals and spare parts from the Ruling Mind. Square angular black
boxes were joined with the haf-melted |ooking units salvaged from the
thrintun control components.

“We do not know, Magter,” Markham said. “ The opportunity will not
last long; thisformationistacticaly inefficient. If they were pressng



home their attacks, or if they dared use wegponswith signaturesvisble
to kzinti monitors, ve vould have been overwhelmed aready.” A sigh.
“If only ze Ruling Mind werefully operationd!”

Dnivtopun clenched dl six fingersin fury, and felt his control of the
command-daves of the space vessalsfdter; they were at the limits of
his ability, it was like grasping soap bubblesin the dark. Nothing
complicated, smply: OBEY . Markham had thought of the coded
self-destruct boxes fixed to their power cores, to keep the crews from
mutiny. Markham was turning out to be amost vauable Chief Save.
Dnivtopun reached for another dopestick, then forced his hand away.
Their weapons cannot harm this ship, hetold himsdf. Probably.

“Ready, Master,” one of the fssstup squeaked, making alast
adjustment with a three-handed micromanipu-lator.

“Thanksto the Powergiver!” Dnivtopun mumbled, reaching for it. The
primitive meta-aloy shapefdt awkward on hishead, theleadsinsde
prickled. “Activatel” Ah, hethought, closing hiseyes. Therewasa
half-audible whine, and then the surface of his mind seemed to expand.

“Hrg augment.”

Another expansion, and suddenly it was no longer astrain to control
the vessals around the asteroid that encompassed his ship. Their
commanders sank deeper into his grip, and he clamped down on the
crews. He could fed their consciousness writhing in hisgrip, then
quieting to docility asice-shards of Power dipped easlly into the
centers of volition, memory, pleasure-pain.

LOYALTY, hethought. SELFLESSENTHUSIASM.
DEDICATION TO THE THRINT.

“Thisisbetter than the origind modd!” he exulted. But then, the
original was designed by tnuctipun. “ Second augment.”

Now his own being seemed to thin and expand, and the center of



perception shifted outside the ship. The wild dave-mindswerelike
lightsglowing in amist of darkness, dozens. .. no, hundreds of them.

He knew this species now, and he ripped through to the volition centers
with carelessviolence. AWAIT INSTRUCTION. Now, to find their
herdbull; quickest to control through him. Oyabun. The name dipped
into hismemory. Ah, yes.

“How interesting,” he mumbled. Beautifully organized and disciplined,; it
even struggled for amoment in hisgrasp. There. Paralyze the upper
levels, the threshol d-censor mechanism that was avareness. Ah! It had
amog dipped away! “Amazing,” hesaid to himsdf. “Thedaveis
accustomed to nonintrogpection.” It was very rareto find a sentient that
could operate without contemplating its own operation, without interior
discourse. Degper... the pleasurable feding of amind settling down
under control. Now he could add thisflatillato his; they would free the
Ruling Mind more quickly, and go on to seize the planet.

There was afrying sound, and suddenly the sphere of awarenesswas
expanding once more, thinning out his sense of sdf.

“No more augmentation,” he said. But it continued; he could hear
shouits, cries. His eye opened, and there was a stabbing pain in his heed
asvisua perception overlaid on mentd, a fssstup flying acrossthe
bridge with its belly-pelt on fire. His hands were moving dowly up
towards his head, so dowly, and he could sense more and more, he
was spinning out thinner than interstellar gas, and hewas

Swar mbelter ARMkz nwunder lander nothingnothing

“ EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE-" Thethrint

shrieked, with his voice and the Power. PAINPAINPAIN
PAINPAINPAINPAIN- Blackness.

Ulf Reichstein-Markham raised his head from the console before him,
tried to inhale and choked on the clotted blood that blocked his
throbbing and broken nose.



Where am |, he thought, looking around with crusted eyes. The drilling
rig had suddenly disappeared, and then the dlien had come floating up
and-

“Hrrrg,” he said, staggering erect. “Hrrrgg.”

Blood |eaked through scabs on histongue and pain lanced through his
mouth. Bite, heredized. | bit myself. Cold wetnessin the seat and legs
of hisflightsuit; he redlized that he must have lost bowel and bladder
control. Somehow that was not shameful; it was afact, just asthe
digant crystd clarity of the dien bridge was afact, like things seen
through the wrong end of Muitti's antique optical telescope. He could
taste the brass smell of it.

Nobody else was tirring. Some of the humans looked dead, very
dead, dumped in their chairs with tongues|olling and blood |esking
from their noses and ears. Some of the diens, too.

“Madter!” he cried blurrily, spirting out blood.

The squat greenish form was dumped inits chair, the hdmet haf-off the
bullet dome of its head. He tried to walk forward, and fell himself. The
skin of hisface and thighstingled asthe blue pseudalife of the floor
cleansed them. He waited while the ka eidoscope shards of redlity fell
into place around him again; theingde of his head felt more raw than
his tongue. Once in askirmish he had been trapped in awrecked
singleship, with hisarm caught between two collgpsed struts. When the
rescuers cut him free, the pain of blood pouring into the dry flesh had
been worse than the first shock of the wound itself. He could fed
thought running through sections of his consciousness that had been
shut down for weeks, and he wept tears of pain as he had never wept
inaction.

Certainty, hethought. Never have | known certainty before. “Mutti,”
he whispered. Mother, in thetongue of truth and love. English was
common, Belter. Father spoke English, and Mutti had married him
when the kzinti chased her away from the home he had never seen.



Mother was certainty, but he, he could never be certain. Never do
enough. Love might be withheld. Markham screamed with the terror of
it, colder than space. Worse than death.

“I will be strong, Muitti,” he whispered, through blood and tears and
mucus that the floor drank. “ Stronger than Father.” Rage bit him, ashe
remembered tal dim beautiful Mutti giffening a the touch of hated
grubby commoner hands. You must be all mine, myn sohn, the voice
whispered in achild'sear. Prove yourself worthy of the blood. The
tearsflowed fagter. / am not worthy. My blood is corrupt, weak. |
fear in battle. No matter how much | purge weakness, treason,
their faces come back to me, | wake in the night and see them
bleeding as we put them out the airlocks, Mutti, hilfe me.

His eyes opened again, and he saw his hand. The shock broke redlity
gpart again; it was a skeleton's hand, starved yellow claw-hand. He
touched himsdif, feeling the hoop of ribs and then hunger struck his
belly, doubling him over.

“Magter,” he whispered. Master would make it right. With Master
there was no weakness, no doubt, no uncertainty. With Master hewas
strong. A keening escaped him as he remembered the crystdline
absoluteness of the Power in hismind. “Don't leave me, Master!”

Markham crawled, digging hisfingersinto the yidding surface until his
hand touched the cable of the amplifier hemet. Hejerked, and it
tumbled down; he drew himsdlf erect by the command chair, put a
hand to the thrint's face to check. The bunched tendrils by the mouth
shot out and gripped his hand, like twenty wire worms, and he jerked it
back before they could draw it into the round expanding maw and the
wet needles of the teeth.

“Surviva,” he muttered. The Magter'srace vrasfit to survive and
dominate. Overman ... is demigod, he remembered. No more
struggle, the Power proved whose Will must conquer.

Now he could stand. Some of the others were stirring. With dow care



he walked back to his seat, watching the screens. Analysisflowed
effortlesdy through his head; the enemy vessels had made parking
trgjectories... and Catskinner was accelerating away ... Brief rage
flickered and died; there was nothing that could be done about that
now. He sat, and called up the self-destruct sequences.

“Tightbeam to dl Free Wunderland Space Navy units, task force
Zarathustra,” he wheezed; histhroat hurt, asif he had screamed it
raw. “Maintain... present pogtions. Any... shift will betrested as
mutiny. Admird... Ulf Reichgein-Markham... out.”

Hekeyed it to repest, then tapped the channdl to the von Seekt, his
fast courier. Addman was ardliable type, and agood disciplinarian.
The communicator screen blanked, then came aive with the holo image
of the other man; agaunt skull-like face, saring a him with dull-eyed
lack of interest. A thread of sdlivadangled from onelip.

“Hauptmann Addman!” Markham barked, swallowing blood from his
tongue. | must get to an autodoc, he reminded himsdf. Then, with a
trace of puzzlement: Why has none been transferred to the Ruling
Mind? No matter, later. “ Adelman!”

The dull blue eyes blinked, and expression returned to the muscles of
theface. Jerkily, asif by fitsand arts, like a'cast message with too
much noiseinthesgnd.

“Gottdamn,” Adeiman whispered. “Ulf, what's been...” helooked
around, at the areas of the courier's life-bubble beyond the pickup's
range. “ Myn Gott, Ulf! Smytheis dead! Where-what-" He looked up
at Markham, and blanched.

“Addman,” Markham said firmly. “Listento me.” A degree of dertness.
“Zum befhel , Admird!”

“Good man,” Markham replied firmly. “ Adelman, you will find sedled
ordersin your security file under code Ubermensch. Y ou understand?’



“ Jahwol.”

“Addman, you have had agreat shock. But everything isnow under
control. Remember that, under control . We now have accessto
technology which will makeit an easy matter to sweep asidethe kzinti,
but we must have those parts listed in the file. Y ou must make a
minimum-time trangit to Tiamat, and return here. Let nothing delay you.
You... youwill probably note symptoms of psychologica
disorientation, delusions, fase memories. Ignore them. Concentrate on
your misson.”

The other man wiped his chin with the back of his hand. “Understood,
Admird,” hesad.

Markham blanked the screen, putting a hand to his head. Now he must
decide what to do next. Pain lanced behind his eyes; decison was
harder than analysis. Scrabbling, he pulled the portable input board
from hiswaistbelt. He would have to program a deadman switch to the
sef-degtruct circuits. Control must be maintained until the Master
awoke; he could fed the otherswould be difficult. Only | truly
understand, heredized. It was alondly and terrible burden, but he had
the Strength for it. The Master had filled him with sirength. At al costs,
the Master must be guarded until he recovered.

Freeing the Ruling Mind is taking too long, he decided. Why had
the Master ordered acomplete uncovering of the hull ? Inefficient... We
must free some of the weapons systems first, hethought. Transfer
some others to the human-built ships. Establish a proper defensive
perimeter .

Helooked over a the Master where he lay leaking brown from his
mouth onto the chair. The single eyewas till covered by the vertical dit
of aclosed lid.

Suddenly Markham felt theweight of hissdearmin his hand, pointing
at the thrint. With ascream of horror, he thrust it back into the holster
and dammed the offending hand into the unyielding surface of the



screen, again and again. The pain was sweet asjustice. My weakness,
hetold himsdf. My father's weak sub-man blood. | must be on my
guard.

Work. Work was the cure. He looked up to establish the trgjectory of
the renegade Catskinner , saw that it was heading in-system towards
Wunderland.

Treachery, he mused. “But do not be concerned, Master,” he
muttered. His own reflection looked back at him from the inactive
sections of the board; the gleam of purposein his eyes sraightened his
back with pride. “Ulf Reichstein-Markham will never betray you.”

Chapter VII

"Here'slooking at you, kid,” Harold Y arthkin-Schotmann said, raising
the drinking bulb.

Home free, he thought, taking asuck on the maivin; thewinefilled his
mouth with the scent of flowers, an odor of violets. Ingrid was across
the little cubiclein the deanser unit, haf visible through the fogged glass
asthe sprays played over her body. Absurd luxury, this private
gtateroom on theliner to Tiamat, but Claude's fake identities had
included plenty of valuata. Not to mention the considerable fortunein
low-mass goodsin the hold, bought with the proceeds of sdlling
Harold's Terran Bar.

Hefdt abrief pang a the thought. Thirty years. It had been more than
alivdihood; it wasamood, ahome, away of life, afamily. A bubble of
human spacein Munchen... A pseudo-archaic flytrap with rigged
roulette, hereminded himsdf ironicaly. What really hurtsis setting it
to that fat toad Suuomalisen, heredlized, and grinned.

“What's so funny?’ Ingrid said, stepping out of the cleanser. Her skin
was dry, the smooth cream-white he remembered; it rippled with the
long muscles of azero-G physique kept in shape by exercise. The
breasts were high and dark-nippled, and the tail of her Belter crest



poured haf-way down her back.
God, she looks good, he thought, and took another sip of the maivin.
“Thinking of Suuomdisen,” hesaid.

She made adight face and touched the wall-control, switching the bed
t0 .25 G, the compromise they had agreed on. Harold rose into the air
dightly asthe mattress flexed, readjusting to his reduced weight. In-grid
swung onto the bed and began kneading his feet with dim strong fingers.

“I thought you hated him,” she said, rotating the ankles.
“No, despised,” Harold said. The probing traveled up to his calves.

Shefrowned. “I... you know, Hari, | can't say | like the thought of
leaving Sam and the others a hismercy.”

He nodded and sipped; tax and vagrancy laws on Wunderland had
never been kind to the commonfolk. After two generations of kzinti
overlordship and collaborationist government, things were much worse.
Tenantson the surviving herrenmann estates were not too bad, but
urban workers were debt-peons more often than not.

“I know something that Suuomalisen doesn't,” Harold said, waiting for
her ook of enquiry before continuing. “ Careful on that knee,
swesetheart, the repair job's never redly taken... Oh, the pension fund.
Usudly it'sascam, get the proles more deeply in debt, you know?
Widll, theway I've got it jiggered the employee nonvoting stock-that's
usudly another scam, interet-free loans from the help-controls the
pension fund. The regular employeesdl owe their debtsto the pension
fund... to themselves. Infact, the holding company turns out to be
controlled by thefund, if you traceit through.”

Ingrid's hands stopped stroking his thighs as she snorted laughter. “Y ou
sold hima minority interest?’ she choked. “You teufell” Her hand
moved up, kneading. “Devil,” she repeated, in adifferent tone.



“Openup!” A fist hammered at the door.
“Go away!” they said in chorus, and collapsed laughing.

A red light flashed on the surface of the door. “Open up! Therésa
ratcat warship matching trgectories, and it wants you two by name!”

“Two hundred and fifty thousand crownd” Suuomalisen said, looking
mourtifully about.

Hewas avaguefigurein bulky white againgt the backdrop of Harold's
Terran Bar, looking mournfully down at hisluncheon platter of wurst,
egg-and-potato salad, breads, shrimp on rye, gulyas soup... His hands
continued to shove the food methodicaly into his mouth, dropping bits
onto the flowing handkerchief tucked into his collar; the rest of his
clothing wasimmaculate white naturd linen and silk, the only color jet
linksat his cuffs. It was rumored that he had his shirts handmade, and
never wore one for more than aday. Claude Montferrat-Palme
watched thelight from the mirror behind the long bar gleaming on the
fat man's bald head and reflected that he could believeit.

Only natural for a man who wolfs down fastmetabol and till
weighs that much. It was easy to control appetite, asmplevist tothe
autodoc, but Suuomalisen refused; he enjoyed being apig.
Wunderland's .61 G madeit fairly easy to carry extraweight, but the
sght was il not pleasant.

“Not abad pricefor athriving business,” he said politely, leaning back
at his ease and | etting smoke trickle out his nogtrils. Hewasin the
high-collared blue dress uniform of the Munchen Polez; the remains of
asgngle croissant lay on the table before him, with a cup of espresso.
Their table wasthe only onein use. The bar was anightspot and rarely
opened before sundown. Just now none of the staff wereinthe main
areg, araised L-shape of tables and booths around the lower dance
floor and bar; he could hear mechanica noises from the back room,
where the roul ette wheels and baccarat tableswere. Therewas a sad,
empty smell to the nightclub, the curious daytime melancholy of aplace



meant to be seen by darkness.

“A partinterest only,” Suuomalisen continued. “I trusted Hari!” He
shook his head mournfully. “We should not stedl from each other...
quickly he needed the cash, and did | quibble? Did | spend good
money on having lawyersfollow hisdeatatral?’

“Did you pay anything like the going-rate price for thisplace?’ Claude
continued smoothly. “Did you pay three thousand to my late
unlamented second-in-command Axelrod-Bauergartner to have the
health ingpectors close the place down so that Hari would be forced to
dl?

“That isdifferent, smply busness” thefat man said in ahurt tone. “But
to sdl me abusiness actually controlled by employees...'t” Hisjowls
wobbled, and he sghed heavily. “ A pity about Herrenfra
Axelrod-Bauergartner.” He made a tsk sound. “Treason and
corruption.”

“Speaking of which,” Claude hinted. Suuomdisen smiledand did a
credit voucher across the table; Claude pamed it smoothly and
dropped it into his pocket. So much more tidy than direct transfers,
he thought. “Now, my dear Suuomalisen, I'm sure you won't lose
money on the dedl. After dl, anightclub isonly as good as the staff,
and they know that aswell as you; with Sam Ogun on the musicomp
and Aunti Scheirwize in the kitchen, you can't gowrong.” He
uncrossed his ankles and leaned forward. “To business.”

Thefat man's eyes narrowed and the dit of his mouth pulled tight; for a
moment, you remembered that he had survived and prospered on the
fringes of thelaw in occupied Munchen for forty years.

“That worthless musician Ogun is off on holiday, and if you think I'm
going to increase the payoff, when I'm getting less than half the profits-”

“No, no, no,” Claude said soothingly. “My dear felow, | am going to
give you more funds. Information isyour stock in trade, isit not?



Incidentally, Ogun isdoing alittle errand for me, and should be back in
aday or two.”

The petulance left Suuomdisen'sface. “Yes,” he said softly. “But what
information could I have worth the while of such asyou, Herrenmann?
A pause. “Areyou proposing a partnership, indeed?’

“I need documentary evidence on certain of my colleagues,” Claude
continued. “I have my own files... but datafrom those could be, shdll
we say, embarrassing inits plenitudeif reveded to my ratca-noble
kzinti superiors. Though they are thin on the ground just at this moment.
Then, once | have usable evidence-usable without possihility of being
traced to me, and hence usable as a non-desperation measure-a
certain... expangon of operations...”

“Ah.” Pearly white teeth showed in the doughy pink face. Suuomaisen
pulled his handkerchief free and wiped the dome of his head; therewas
awhiff of expengve cologne and swest. “| dways said you werefar
too consarvative about making the most of your position, my friend.”

Acquaintance, if necessary. Not friend. Claude smiled, dazzling and
charming. “ Recent events have presented opportunities,” he said. “With
the information you get for me, my position will become unassailable.
Then,” he shrugged, “rest assured that | intend to put it to good use.”

“This had better work,” the guerillacaptain said. Shewasa
high-cheeked Croat, one of the tenants turned off when the kzinti took
over theloca herrenmann's estate, roughly dressed, awell-worn
strakkaker over one shoulder. “We need the stuff on that convoy, or
well haveto pack itin.”

“Itwill,” Samuel Ogun replied tranquilly. He was ashort thick-set black
man, with aboxed musicom over his shoulder and ajazzer held by the
grips, its stubby barrel pointed up. It better, or I'll know Mister
Claude has fooled this Krio one more time, he thought. “My source
has access to the best.”



They weredl lying dong theridgdine, looking down on the valley that
opened out onto the plains of the upper Donau valley. Two thousand
kilometers north of Munchen, and the westher was unseasonably cold
this summer; too much cloud from the dust and water-vapor kicked
into the stratosphere. The long hilldope down to the abandoned village
was covered in head-high wild rosebushes, ajungle of twisted
thigh-thick stems, finger-long thorns and flowerslike amist of pink and
yelow. Scent lay about them in the warm thick air, heavy, syrup-swest.
Ogun could see native squidgrass struggling to grow benegth the Earth
vegetation, thin shoots of reddish olive-brown amid the bright green.

Behind them the deep forest of the Jotun range reared, up to the rock
and the glaciers. The roofless cottages of the village were grouped
around alake; around them were thickets of orchard, pomegranate and
fig and gpricot, and beyond that you could see where grainfields had
been, beneath the pasture grasses. Herds were dotted about,
six-legged native gagrumphers, Earth cattle and beefa oes and bison;
the odd solitary kzinti raaairtwo, its orange pet standing out against
the green of the mutant dfafa. The kzinti convoy wasforging straight
across the grasdands, a hexagona pattern of dark beetle-shaped
armored cars and open-topped troop carriers, moving with the
soundless speed of distortion batteries and gravity-polarizer lift.

“Twenty of them,” the guerillasaid, the liquid accent of her
Wunderlander growing more noticeable. “1 hope the datayou gave us
are correct, Krio.”

“Itis, Fra Mihadovic. For the next ten hours, the surveillance net is
down. They haven't replaced the gaps yet.”

Shenodded, turning her eyesto the kzinti vehicles and bringing up her
viewers. Ogun raised hisown, aheavy kzinti modd. The vehicles
legped clear, jiggling dightly with hand motion, but close enough for him
to see onekzinti trooper flip up the goggles of his hemet and sniff the
air, drooling dightly at the scent of meat animals. He spoketo the dien
on hisright; seconds later, the vehicles dowed and settled. Dots and



commas unregled in the upper |eft corner of Ogun'sviewers, their
idiot-savant brain telling him range and wind-bearings.

“Oh, God isgreat, God iswith us, God is our strength,” the guerilla
said with soft fervor. “They aren't heading straight up the valey to the
fort at Bodgansford, they're going to stop for afeed. Ratcats hate those
infantry rations.” Teeth showed strong and yellow against aface stained
with swesat-held dugt, in an expression akzin might have read quite
accurately. “I don't blame them, I've tasted them.” She touched the
throat-mike at the collar of her threadbare hunter's jacket. “ Kopcha.”

Finpoints of light flared around the village, lines of light heading up into
the sky. Automatic weapons stabbed up from the kzinti armored cars;
some of the lines ended with orange puffbals of explosion, but they
were too many and too close. Ogun grinned himself astheflat
pancakes of smoke and light blossomed over the alien war-vehicles,
shaped charges, driving sdf-forging bolts of molten titanium straight
down into the upper armor of the convoy's protection. Thunder rolled
back from the mountain wals, hugeringing changgg sounds asthe
hyperve ocity projectiles smashed armor and components and furred
dien flesh. Then a soundless explosion that sent the compensators of
the viewer black asabal of whitefire replaced an armored car. The
ground rose and fell beneath him, and then ahuge warm pillow of air
smacked him acrossthe face.

Molecular digtortion batterieswill not burn. But if badly damaged they
will dischargedl their energy a once, and the density of that energy is

very high.

Thekzinti infantry were flinging themsdlves out of the carriers; most of
those were undamaged, the antiarmor mines had been reserved for the
fighting vehicles. Fire stabbed out at them, from the ruined village, from
the rose-thickets of the hillsde. Someféll, flopped, were ill; Ogun
could hear their screams of rage across akilometer's distance. The
viewer showed him one team struggling to set up a heavy wegpon, a
tripod-mounted beamer. Two were down, and then afinger of sun



dashed across the hillside beneath him. Flame roared up, a secondary
explogon as someone's ammunition was hit, then the last kzin gunner
staggered back with adozen holes through his chest-armor, snorted out
aspray of blood, died. The beamer locked and went on cycling bolts
into the hillsde, then toppled and was ill.

A score of armored kzinti made it to the edge of the thicket; it was
incredible how fast they moved under their burdens of armor and
weaponry. Explosions and more screams as they tripped the waiting
directiona mines. Ogun grew conscious of the guerillacommander'sfist
griking him on the shoul der.

“The jamming worked, the jamming worked! We can ride those
carriersright into the fort gates, with satchel charges aboard! Y ou will
make us asong of this, gudarl”

They were whooping with laughter as the charging kzin broke cover ten
yards downdope. The guerillahad timefor one quick burst of glass
needles from her strakkaker before it struck; an armored shoulder sent
her spinning into the thicket. It whedled on Ogun with blurring speed,
then halted itsfirst rush when it saw what he held in his hand. That was
aratchet knife, ameterlong outline of wire on abattery handle; the thin
keening of its vibration sounded under the far-off racket of battle, like
the sound of alarge and infinitely angry bee. An arm-thick branch of
rosevine toppled soundlesdy away fromit asheturned thetipina
precise circle, cut through without dowing the blade.

Ogun grinned, ddliberately wide; he made no move toward the jazzer
dung over his shoulder, the kzin was only three meters away and barely
out of claw-reach, far too close for him to bring the nerve-disruptor to
bear. Thewarrior held aheavy beam-rifle in one hand, but the amber
light onits powerpack was blinking discharge; the kzin's other arm hung
in bleeding tatters, one ear was missing, its helmet had been torn away
somewhere, and it limped. Y et there was no fear in the huge round
violet eyesasit bent to lay the rifle on the ground and drew the
stedl-bladed wtsai from its belt.



Thiswaslike old timesinthe hills, right after the kzin landed, he
reflected. Old timeswith Mr. Harold... | wonder where he is now, and
FraRaines?

“Name?’ the kzin grated, in harsh Wunderlander, and grinned back at
himinarictusthat laid itslower jaw amost on its breast. The tongue
lolled over the ripping fangs, it was an old mae, with astring of dried
ears a itsbdt, human and kzinti. It made agesture toward itself with
the hilt. “Chmee-Sergeant.” Toward the human. “Name?’

Ogun brought the ratchet knife up before him in asmooth, precise
move that was amost asdute. “Ogun,” he said. “ Deathgod.”

“Look,” Harold said, asthe crewmen frogmarched them toward the
arlock, “theré's something. .. well, it never seemed to be theright time

tosayit...”

Ingrid turned her head toward him, eyeswide. “ Y ou redlly were going
to give up smoking?’ she cooed. “Oh, thank you, Hari.”

Behind them, the grimly unhappy faces of the liner crewmen showed
uncertainty; they looked back at the officer trailing them with the
stunner. Hetapped it to hishead significantly and rolled his eyes.

Thisisn't the time for laughing in the face of death, Harold thought
angrily. “Ingrid, we don't have timeto fuck around-”

“Not anymore,” sheinterrupted mournfully.

The officer prodded her with the muzzle of the stunner. “ Shut up,” he
sadin agrating tone. “ Save the humor for the ratcats.”

More crewmen were shoving crates through the airlock, into the short
flexible docking tube between the liner Marlene and the kzinti warcraft.
They scraped across the deck plates and then coasted through the
tube, where the ship's gravity cut off a theline of the hull and zero-G
took over; therewasadull clank asthey tumbled into thewarship's



arlock. Numbly, he redlized that it was their cabin baggage, packed
into apair of fiberboard canyons. For an insaneingant hefelt an
impulseto tell them to be careful; he had half acrate of best Donaublitz
verguuz inthere... Heglanced asde at Ingrid, seeing adancing tension
under the surface of chearful cdm. Gottdamn, he thought. / / didn't
know better -

“Right, cross and dog the airlock from the other side, you two.” Swesat
gleamed on the officer'sface; he was a Swvarm-Belter, tal and
stick-thin. He hesitated, then ran a hand down his short-cropped crest
and spoke softly. “I've got afamily and children on Tiamat,” hesaid in
an dmost-whisper. “Murphy's unsanctified rectum, half the crew on the
Marlene aremy relatives... if it were just me, you understand?’

Ingrid laid ahand on his deeve, her voice suddenly gentle. “Y ou've got
hostagesto fortune,” shesaid. “I do understand. We al do what we
haveto.”

“Yeah,” Harold heard himsdlf say. Looking &t theliner officer, he found
himsalf wondering whether the woman's words had been compassion
or abeautifully subtle piece of vengence. Easier if you called hima
ratcat-lover or begged, he decided. Then he would be ableto use
anger to kill guilt, or know he was condemning only a coward to desth.
Now he can spend the next couple of years having nightmares
about the brave, kind-hearted lady being ripped to shreds.

Unexpected, fear gripped him; aloose hot sensation below the
stomach, and the humiliating discomfort of histesticlestrying to retract
from his scrotum. Ripped to shredswas exactly and literdly true. He
remembered lying in the dark outside the kzinti outpost, back in the
guerilladaysright after the war. They had caught Dagmar the day
before, but it wasasmal patrol, without storage facilities. So they had
taken her limbs one at atime, cauterizing; he had been close enough to
hear them quarrdlling over theliver, that night. He had taken the
amnesty, not long after that. ..



“Heréslooking at you, sweetheart,” he said, asthey cycled the lock
closed. It was not cramped; facilities built for kzin rarely were, for
humans. A Sioglier-class three-crew scout, he decided. Motors whined
asthe docking ring retracted into the annular cavity around the airlock.
Weight within was Kzin-standard; he sagged under it, and felt his spirit
sag aswell. “Tanjit." A shrug. ” Oh, well, the honeymoon was grest,
even if we had to wait fifty years and the relationship lookslikeitll be
ghort.”

“Hari, you're... sweet,” Ingrid said, smiling and stroking his cheek.
Then sheturned to the inner door.

“Héll, they're not going to leave that unlocked,” Harold said in surprise.
An arlock made afarly good improvised holding facility, once you
disconnected the controls via the main computer. The Wunderlander
dtiffened as the inner door sighed open, then gagged as the smell
reached him. He recognized it ingtantly, the smell of rotting meat ina
confined dry place. Lots of rotting mest... oily and thick, like some
invisible protoplasmic butter smeared insde his nose and mouth.

He ducked through. His guess had been right, a Sasher . The control
deck was delta-shaped, two crash-couches at the rear cornersfor the
sensor and weapons operators, and the pil ot-commander in the front.
Therewerekzinti corpsesin the two rear seets, still strapped inand in
gpace armor with the hemets off. Their headsay tilted back, mouths
hanging open, tongues and eyebd|s dry and leathery; the flesh had
darted to sag and the fur to fal away from their faces. Behind him he
heard Ingrid retch, and swallowed himsdlf. Thiswas not precisely what
she had expected...

And she's got a universe of guts, but all her fighting's been donein
space, hereminded himsdlf. Gentlefolk's combat, al a a safe distance
and then deeth or victory in afew ingtants. Nothing gruesome, unless
you were on asalvage squad. .. even then, bodies do not rot in
vacuum. Not like ground warfare a al. He reached over, careful not to
touch, and flipped the hinged hel mets down; the corpses were long past



rigor mortis. A week or so, he decided. Hard to tell in this
environment.

A sound brought his head up, adigtinctive ftttp-ftttp. Thekzininthe
commander's position was not dead. That noise was the sound of thin
wet black lipsfluttering on haf-inch fangs, the ratcat equivaent of a
shore.

“Sorry,” thescreenin front of thekzin said. 1 forgot they'd smell.”

Ingrid came up beside him. The screen showed a study, book-lined
around acrackling hearth. A small girl in antique dressdept inan
armchair before amirror; awhite-haired figure with a pipe and smoking
jacket was seated beside her, only the figure was an anthropomorphic
rabbit... Ingrid took ashaky breath.

“Harold Y arthkin-Schotmann,” she said. “Meet. .. the computer of
Catskinner.” Her voice was alittle hoarse from the ssomach-acids that
had filled her mouth. “I was expecting something. .. likethis. Computer,
meet Harold.” She rubbed a hand across her face. “How did you do
it?

The rabbit beamed and waved its pipe. “Oh, smply dipped a
pseudopod of mysdlf into its control computer whileit attempted to
engageme,” he said airily, puffing acloud of smoke. “Not difficult,
when its design architecture was so smple.”

Harold spoke through numb lips. “Y ou designed a specific tapeworm
that could crack akzinti warship'sfailsafesin... how long?’

“Oh, about two point seven seconds, objective. Of course, to me, that
could be any amount of timel

chose, you see. Then | took control of the medica support system, and
injected suitable substancesinto the crew. Speaking of time...“ The
rabbit touched the young girl on the shoulder; she stretched, yawned,
and stepped through alarge and ornately framed mirror on the study



wall, vanishing without trace.

“Ah,” Harold said. Sentient computer. Murphy's phosphor escent
balls, I'm glad they don't last.

Ingrid began speaking, alist of code-words and |etter-number
combinations.

“Yes, yes,” therabbit said, with adight testinessin itsvoice. The scene
on the viewscreen disappeared, to be replaced with aview of another
gpaceship bridge, smdler than this, and without the angular massveness
of kzinti design. He saw two crashcouches, and vague shapesin the
background that might be life-support equipment. “Yes, I'm il
functiond, Lieutenant Raines. We do have abit of a problem, though.”

“What?’ shesaid. Therewas alook of strain on her face, lines
grooving down beside the straight nose.

“The next Identification Friend or Foe codeisduein aweek,” the
computer said. “It isn't in the computer; only the pilot knowsit. I've had
no luck at dl convincing him to tell me; there are no interrogation-drugs
in hissuit's autodoc and he seemsto have a quite remarkable pain
tolerance, even for akzin. | could take you off to Catskinner , of
course, but this ship would make splendid cover; you see, theré's been
a... sartling occurrence in the Swarm, and the kzinti are gathering. I'll
haveto brief you.”

Harold fdt thetiny hairsaong his neck and spine struggleto erect
themsalves beneath the snug surface of his Belter coverdl, ashe
listened to the cheerful voice drone on in upper-class Wunderlander.
Trapped in here, smelling his crew rot, screaming at the watts, he
thought with ashudder. There were anumber of extremely nasty things
you could do even with standard autodoc drugs, provided you could
override the safety parameters. It was something even akzin didn't
de-serve... then he brought up memories of hisown. Or maybe they
do. Sill, hedidn't talk. Y ou had to admit it; ratcats were dmost as
tough asthey thought they were.



“I know how to make himtalk,” he said abruptly, cutting off an
illustrated discourse on the Sea Statue; some ancient flatlander named
Greenberg stopped in the middle of adisquisition on thrintun ethics. “I
need sometimeto assmilate dl this stuff,” he went on. “We're humans,
we can't adjust our worldviews the minute we get new data. But | can
make the ratcat cry uncle”

Ingrid looked at him, then glanced away sharply. She had a
handkerchief pressed to her nose, but he saw her grimace of distaste.

Don't worry, kinder. Hot irons are awaste of time; ratcats are
hardcases every one. “All 111 need is some wax, Some soft cloth and
some spotglueto hold hissuit to that chair.”

It'stime, Harold decided.

The kzin whose suit clamped him to the forward chair had stopped
trying to jerk his head loose from the padded clamps aday or so ago.
Now his massive head smply quivered, and the fur seemed to have
fdlen in on the heavy bones somehow. Thick disks of felt and plastic
made an effective blindfold, wax sedled ears and nose from dl sght and
scent, the improvised muzzle dlowed him to bresthe through clenched
teeth but little dse. Ingde the suit was soft immobile padding and the
cathetersthat carried away waste, fed and watered and tended and
would not let the brain go catatonic.

A sentient brain needsinput; it is not designed to be cut off from the
exterior world. Deprived of data, thefirst thing that failsisthe tempora
sense; minutes become subjective hours, hours stretch into days.
Hallucinationsfollow, and the persondity itsdlf beginsto disntegrate. ..
and kzinti are gtill more sengitive to sensory deprivation than humans.
Compared to kzinti, humans are nearly deaf, dmaost completely unable
tosmdl.

For which I am devoutly thankful , Harold decided, looking back to
where Ingrid hung loose-curled in midair. They had set theinterior field
to zero-G; that helped with the interrogation, and she found it essier to



deep. Thetwo dead crewkzinti were long gone, and they had cycled
and flushed the cabin to the danger point, but the oily stink of death
seemed to have seeped into the surfaces. Never redly present, but
alwaysthere at the back of your throat... she had lost weight, and
there were bruise-like circles beneath her eyes.

“Wake up, sweetheart,” he said gently. She started, thrashed and then
cameto hisside, stretching. “I need you to trandate.” Hisown
command of the Hero's Tongue wasfairly basic.

He reached into the batlike ear and pulled out one plug. “Ready to tak,
ratcat?’

The quivering died, and the kzin's head was completely immobile for an
ingant. Then it jerked againgt the restraints asthe dien tried frantically
to nod. Harold pulled at the dipknot that released the muzzle; he could
aways have the computer administer a sedative if he needed to
re-strap it.

The kzin shrieked, an endless desolate sound. That turned into babbling:

“nono grey in the dark grey monkeys grey TOO BIG noscent noscent
nome no ME nome DON'T EAT ME MOTHER NO-"

“Shut the tanjit up or you go back,” Harold shouted into its ear,
fedingadight twist in his own empty stomech.

“No!” Thistime the kzin seemed to be speaking rationdly, at least a
little. “Please! Let me hear, let me smell, please, please.” Itsteeth
snapped, spraying sdivaasit tried to lunge, trying to sink itsfangsinto
redity. “I must smdl, | must smdl!”

Harold turned hiseyesasde dightly. 1 always wanted to hear a
ratcat beg, hethought. You have to be careful what you wish for;
Sometimes you get it.

“Just the code, Commander. Just the code.”



It spoke, along sentence in the snarling hiss-spit of the Hero's Tongue,
then lay panting. “It isnot lying, to a probability of 98%, plusor minus
two points,” the computer said. “ Shall | terminateit?’

“No!” Harold snapped. To thekzin: “Hold still.”

A few swift motions removed the noseplugs and blindfold; the dien
gaped itsmouth and inhaed in racking gasps, hauling air acrossits nasa
cavities. The huge eyesflickered, manic-fast, and the umbrellaears
were stretched out to maximum. After amoment it dumped and closed
its mouth, the pink washcloth tongue coming out to scrub acrossthe
dry granular surface of itsnose.

“Red,” it muttered. “1 amredl.” The haunted eyesturned on him. “Y ou
burn,” it choked. “Firein theair around you. Y ou burn with terror!”
Panting breath. “1 saw the God, human. Saw Him sowing stars. It was
forever. Forever! Forever!l” It howled again, then caught itsdlf,
shuddering.

Harold fdt his cheeksflush. Something, hethought. | have to say
something, gottdamn it.

“Name?’ he said, hismouth shaping itsdf cdlumdly to the Hero's Tongue.

“Kdapt-Captain,” it gasped. “Kdapt-Captain. | am Kdapt-Captain.”
The sound of its rank-name seemed to recall the dien to something

closer to sanity. The next words nearly awhisper. “ What have | done
?’

K dapt-Captain shut his eyes again, squeezing. Thin mewling sounds
forced their way past the carnivore teeth, a sobbing miaow-miaow,
incongruous from the massve form.

“Schiesse,” Harold muttered. | never heard a kzin cry before, either .
“Sedate him, now.” The sounds faded asthe kzin lost consciousness.

“War sucks,” Ingrid said, coming closer to lay ahand on his shoulder.



“Andthereain't nojudice”

Harold nodded raggedly, his handsitching for acigarette. “You sad it,
sweetheart,” he said. “I'm going to break out another bottle of that
verguuz. | could useit.”

Ingrid's hand pressed him back towards the deck. “No you're not,” she
said sharply. He looked up in surprise.

“I spacedit,” shesaid flatly.
“You what?" he shouted.

“I spaced it!” sheydled back. The kzin whimpered in hisdeep, and
she lowered her voice. “Hari, youre the bravest man I've ever met, and
one of the toughest. But you don't take waiting well, and when you hate
yoursdlf verguuzis how you punish yoursdf. That, and letting yoursalf
go.” Hewas suddenly conscious of hisown smell. “Not whileyou're
with me, thank you very much.”

Harold stared at her for amoment, then dumped back against the
bulkhead, shaking hishead inwonder. Y ou can't fight in a singleship,
he reminded himsdlf. Motion caught the corner of hiseye; severd of the
screenswere st to reflective. WAL ... he thought. The pouches under
his eyes were alittle too prominent. Nothing wrong with a bender now
and then... but now and then had been growing more frequent. Habits
grow on you, even when you've lost the reasons for them, he
mused. One of the drawbacks of modern geriatrics. You get set in
your ways. Getting close enough to someoneto listen to their opinions
of him, now that was a habit he was going to haveto learn.

“Gottdamn, what a honeymoon,” he muttered.

Ingrid mustered asmile. “Haven't even had the nuptias, yet. We could
Set up acontract-" she winced and made a gesture of apology.

“Forget it,” he answered roughly. That waswhat his herrenmann



father had done, rather than marry a Belter and a Commoner into the
sacred Schotmann family line. Time to change the subject, he thought.
“Tdl me... thinking back, | got theideayou knew the kzinti weren't
running this ship. The computer got some private line?’

“Oh.” She blinked, then smiled dightly. “Well, | thought | recognized
the programming, | was part of the team that designed the software,
you know? Not many sentient computers ever built. When | heard the
name of the 'kzinti' ship, well, it was obvious.”

“Sounded pretty authentic to me,” Harold said dubioudly, straining his
memory.

Ingrid smiled more broadly. “I forgot. It'd sound perfectly reasonable
to akzin, or to someone who grew up speaking Wunderlander, or
Belter English. I've been associating with flatlanders, though.”

“I don't getit.”

“Only an English-spesking flatlander would know what's wrong with
kchee'uRlt maarai asaship-name.” At hisraised eyebrows, she
trandated: Gigantic Patriarchal Tool .

Chapter VIII
“Now will you believe?’ Buford Early said, staring into the screen.

Someone in the background was making areport; Shigehero turned to
acknowledge, then back to facethe UN generd. “I am... somewhat
more convinced,” he admitted after a pause. “ Still, we should be
relatively safe here”

The oyabun's miniature fleet had withdrawn consderably further; Early
glanced up to check on the distances; saw that they were grouped
tightly around another asteroid in nearly matching orbit, more than haf a
million kilometersfrom the Ruling Mind. The other members of the

UN team were still mostly dumped, grey-faced, waiting for the



dftereffects of the thrint's mental shout to die down. Two werein the
autodoc.

“Safe?’ Early said quietly. “We wouldn't be safe in the Solar System!
That... thing had afunctioning amplifier going, for asecond or two at
least.” Their eyesmet, and shared amemory for an ingtant. Drifting
fragments of absolute certainty; the oyabun's frown matched his own,
asthey concentrated on thinking around those icy commands.

Early bared histeeth, despite the pain of alip bitten hah® through. It
was like sweeping water with abroom; you could make yourself
believethey were dienimplants, force yoursdf too, but the knowledge
was purdly intdlectud. They felt true, and the minute your attention
wandered you found yoursdf believing again... “ Remember
Greenberg'stape.” Larry Greenberg had been the only human ever to
share minds with a thrint, two centuries ago when the Sea Statue had
been briefly and disastroudy reanimated. “If it getsthe amplifier fully
functiond, nothing will stand initsway. There aredmost certainly
fertilefemaesin there, too.” With an effort as great as any he had ever
made, Early forced his voice to reasonableness. “I know it's tempting,
al that technology. We can't get it. The downsiderisk issmply too
gredt.”

And it would be a disaster if we could, hethought grimly. Native
human inventions were bad enough; the ARM and the Order before
them had had to scramble for centuries to defuse the force of the
industria revolution. The thought of trying to contain athousand years
of development dumped on humanity overnight made his somach hurt
and hisfingerslong for astogie. Memory prompted pride. We did
restabilize, he thought. So some of the early efforts were
misdirected. Sabotaging Babbage, for example. Computers had
samply been invented a century or two later, anyway. Or Marxism.
That had been very promising, for awhile, a potential world empire
with built-in limitations, Marx had undoubtedly been one of the
Templesshining lights, inhistime. Probably for the best it didn't
guite come off, considering the kzinti, he decided. The UN's done



nearly aswell, without so many side effects. “Thereare no
technologica solutionsto this problem,” he went on, making sublimind
movementswith hisfingers

The oyabuns eyes darted down to them, reminded of his obligations.
Not that they could be fully enforced here, but it should carry some
weight at least. To remind him of what had happened to other didoyd
members, Charlemagne, or Hitler back in the twentieth century, or
Brennan in the twenty-second. “Were running out of time, and dedling
with forces so far beyond our comprehension that we can only destroy
onsgght, if we can. Thekzinti will be herein amatter of days, and it'l
be out of our hands.”

Shigehero nodded dowly, then gave arueful smile. “1 confessto
hubris” he sad. “Wewill launch an immediate attack. If nothing else,
we may forcetheaien back into its tasisfield.” Heturned to give an
order.

Woof, Early thought, keeping hiswheeze of relief purely mental. Hefelt
shock freeze him as Shigehero turned back.

“The, ah, the...” The oyabun coughed, cleared histhroat. “ The
aderoid... and thedien ship... and, ah, Markham's ships... they have

disappeared.”

“Full house” thedave on theright said, raking in hispile of plagtic
tokens. “ That's the south polar continent I'm to be chief administrator
of, Master. Y our dedl.”

Dnivtopun started to clasp his handsto his head, then stopped when he
remembered the bandages. Fear bubbled up from his hindbrain, and
thethick chicken-like claws of hisfeet dug into the yielding deck
surface. Training kept it from lesking out, the mentd equivaent of a
high granitewall between the memory of pain streaming through his
mind and the Power. Instead he waved histendrilsin amusement and
gathered in the cards. Now, split the deck into two equa piles, faces
down. Place one digit on each, usethe outer digit to rufflethem



together-

The cardsflipped and did. With ahowl of frustration, Dnivtopun
jammed them together and ripped the pack in haf, throwing them over
his shoulder to join the ankle-deep heap behind the thrint's chair. He
rose and pushed it back, clattering. “ Thisisastupid gamel” The
humans were sStting woodenly, staring at the playing table with
expressons of disgust.

“Carry on,” he grated. They relaxed, and one of them produced afresh
pack from the box at itsside. “No, wait,” he said, looking at them more
closely. What had the Chief Save said? Y es, they did look asif they
were losing weight; one or two of them had turned grey and their skin
was hanging in folds, and he was sure that the one with the chest
protubences had had fur on its head before. “If any of you have gone
more than ten hours without food or water, go to your refectory and
replenish.”

The daves|eaped to their feet in ashower of chipsand cards,
stampeding for the door to the lounge area; severa of them were
leaking fluid from around their eyes and mouths. Remarkable,
Dnivtopun thought. He called up looted human memory to examinethe
concept of full . A thrint who ate until he was full would die of a
ruptured stomach... it was hard to remember that most breeds of
daves needed to drink large quantities of water every day.

“l am bored,” Dnivtopun muttered, stalking towards the coreward exit.
Therewas nothing to do, even now while hislife wasin danger. No
decisonsto be made, only work. And the constant tendril-knotting itch
of having to control more daves than was comfortable; his Power
seemed bruised, had since he awoke. He leaned against the wall and
fdt hisbody sink dowly forward and down, through the thinning
pseudometter. There had been one horrible instant when he regained
consciousness... he had thought that the Power was gone. Shuddering,
the thick greenish skin drawing itsdlf into lumps over thetriangular hump
behind his head, he made agesture of averson.



“Powerless,” hesaid. A common thrintish curse, but occasiondly a
horribleredlity. A thrint without Power was not athrint: he wasa ptawv.
Sometimes malesfailed to develop the power; such ptaws were
tattooed pink and sold asdaves... in the rare instances when they were
not quietly murdered by shamed relatives. Wasn't there a rumour
about Uncle Ruhka's third wife's second son? he mused, then
dismissed the thought. Certain types of head-injury could result inan
adult thrint losing the Power, which was even worse.

Now hedid fed at thethin, dick, dmost-living surface of the bandages.
Chief Save sad the amplifier had been fully repaired, and he believed
it. But he had believed the first attempt would succeed, too. No. Not
yet, Dnivtopun decided. He would wait until it was absolutely
necessary, or until they had captured the planetary system by other
means and more qualified daves had worked on the problem. | will
check on Chief Save, he decided. It was a disgrace to work, of
course, but there was no taboo againgt giving your daves the benefit of
your advice.

“Joy,” Jonah Matthieson said.

Equipment was spread out dl around him; interfacer units, portable
comps, memory cores ripped out of Markham's ships. Lines webbed
the flame-scorched surface of the tnuctipun computer, thread-thin links
disappearing into the machine through clumsy sausage-likeimprovised
connectors. Heignored the bustle of movement dl around him, ignored
everything but the micromanipulator in his hands. The connections had
been built for tnuctipun, arace the size of raccoons with two thumbs
and four fingers, dl longer and more flexible than human digits.

“Ah. Joy.” Hetook up the interfacer unit and keyed the verbal
receptor. “Filecodes,” he said.

A screen on one of the half-rebuilt Swarm-Belter computers by hisfoot
lit. Gibberish, except- The pure happiness of solving adifficult
programming problem filled him. It had never been as strong asthis,



just as he had never been able to concentrate like thisbefore. He
shuddered with an ecstasy that left sex showing the grey, transient thing
itwas. But | wish Ingrid were here, he thought. Shewould be able to
appreciate the elegance of it.

“Y ou haff results?’

Jonah stood up, dusting his knees. Somewhere, something went pop
and crackle. He nodded, stiff cheeks smiling. Not even Markham
could dampen the pleasure.

“It wasaFinagle bitch,” he said, “but yes.”

Something struck him acrossthe side of the face. He ssumbled back
agang the console's yieding surface, and redlized that the thing that
had struck him was Markham'’s hand. With difficulty he dragged his
eyes back to the Wunderlander's face, reminding himsdf to blink; he
couldn't focus properly on the problem Master had set him unless he
did that occasiondly. Absently, he reached to his side and attempted to
thrust athree-fingered pam into the dopestick container. Stop that, he
told himsdif. You have a job to do.

“Zatis, yes 9r,” Markham was saying with detached precision.
“Remember, | am't' voice of Overmind among us.”

Jonah nodded, smiling again. “Yes, sr,” he said, knedling again and
pointing to the screen. “ The operational command sections of the
memory core were damaged, but I've managed to isolate two and
reroute them through this haywired rig here.”

“Weapons?’ Markham asked sharply.

“Wadl, sort of, sr. Thisisa... theeffectisagabilizing... anyway, you
couldn't detect anything around here whileit's on. Some sort of
quantum effect, | didn't have timeto investigate. It can project, too, so
the other ships could be covered aswell.”



“How far?’

“Oh, the effect's instantaneous across distance. It's a subsystem of the
faster-than-light communi cations and drive setup.”

Markham'slips shaped aslent whigtle. “ And't'other syslem?”

“It'sadirectiona beam. Affects on the nucleonic level.” Jonah frowned,
and atear dipped free to run down one cheek. He had failed the
Magter... no, he could not et sorrow affect hisefficiency. “I'm sorry,
but the modulator was partialy scrambled. The commands, that is, not
the hardware. So there's only anarrow range of effects the beam will
produce.”

“Suchas?

“Inthisrange, it will accelerate solid-state fusion reactions, Sir.” Seeing
Markham's eyebrowslift, he explained: “ Fusion power unitswill blow
up.” The herrenmann clapped his handstogether. “ At this setting, you
get spontaneous conversion to antimatter. But-" Jonah hung his head
“-1 don't think more than point-five percent of the material would be
affected.” Miserably: “I'm sorry, Sr.”

“No, no, you haff done outstanding work. The Magter vill-" he
stopped, drawing himsdlf erect. “Master! | report success!”

The dopestick crumbled between the thrint's teeth as he looked at the
wreckage of the computer and the untidy sprawl of human apparatus.
The gght of it made histendrils clench; hideous danger, to trust himself
to unscreened tnuctipun equipment. He touched his handsto the
head-bandages again, and looked over at the new amplifier helmet.
This one had amuch more finished look, on atripod stand that could
lower it over hishead as he sat in the command chair. Histendrils
knotted tight on either sde of his mouith.

Markham had followed hiseye. “If Master would only try-"



“SILENCE, CHIEF SLAVE,” Dnivtopun ordered. Markham shut his
mouth and waited. “ABOUT THAT,” the thrint amplified. The Chief
Save was under very light control, just afew Powerhooksinto his
volitiond system, afew alarm-circuits set up that would prevent him
from thinking dong certain lines. He had proved himsdlf so useful while
the thrint was unconscious, after al, and close control did tend to
reduceinitiative,

If anything, alittle over-zedlous: many useful daves had been destroyed
lest they revert; but better to rein in the noble znorgun than to prod the
reluctant gelding.

The thought brought a stab of sadness; never again would Dnivtopun
join thethrong in an arena, shouting with mind and voice astheracing
animals pounded around the track...

Nonsense, hetold himsdlf. 7 will live thousands of years. There will
be millions upon millions ofthrintun by then. Amenities will have
been reestablished. His species became sexualy mature a eight, after
al, and the femaes could bear alitter ayear. Back to the matter at
hand.

“We have established control over ashielding device and an effective
weapons system, Master,” the Chief Slave was saying. “With thesg, it
should be no trouble to digpose of the kzinti ships which approach.”
Mark-ham bared histeeth; Dnivtopun checked his automatic
counterstrike with the Power. That is an appeasement gesture. “In
fact, | have an ideawhich may make that very smple.”

“Good.” Dnivtopun twisted with the Power, and felt the glow of
pride/purpose/determination flow back aong thelink. An excellent
Chief Save, he decided, noting absently that Markham's mind was
interpreting the term with different overtones. Disciple?

The computer dave beside him swayed and the thrint frowned,
drumming histendrils againg his chin. Thiswas an essentid dave, but
harder than most to contral. A little like the one that had dipped avay



during the disastrous experiment with the jury-rigged amplifier hedmet,
ableto think without contemplating itself. He considered the structure
of contrals, thick icepicks pardyzing most of the davesvoalition
centers, rerouting itslearned reflexes. .. yes, best withdraw this, and
that- It would not do to damage him.

Dnivtopun twitched hishump in arueful Sgh, hdf irritation and half
regret. Therewere dtill sSixty living human daves around the Ruling Mind
, and he had had to be quite harsh when he awoke. Trauma-loops, and
deep-core memory reaming; most of them would probably never be
good for much again, and many were little more than organic wa does
now, biologica manipulators and sensor unitswith little personality left.
That was wasteful, even perhaps an abuse of the Powergiver's gifts, but
there had been little dternative. Oh, well, there are hundreds of
millions more in this system, he thought, and turned to go.

“Proceed asyou think best,” he said to the Chief Save. He cast
another glace of longing and terror a the amplifier as he passed. If only-
Aha't Thethought burst into hismind like anova He could have one of
his sons test the amplifier. The thrint headed towards the family

quarters at a hopping run, and was amost there before he felt the nova
die

“Thisisnt agtandard unit,” he reminded himself. Ordinary amplifier
helmets had little or no effect on an adult maethrint, ableto shield. But
the principles were the same as the gigantic unit the thrintun clan-chiefs
had used to scour the galaxy clean of intdligent life, at the end of the
Revalt. Perhapsit would enable his son to break Dnivtopun's shield.
He thought of an adolescent with that power, and worked hishandsin
agitation; better to wait.

Jonah gave amuffled groan and collgpsed to the floor.

“Oh, Finagle, | hurt,” he moaned, around athick dry tongue. His eyes
blurred, burning; ahand held before the eyes shook, and there were
beads of blood on the fingertips. Skin hung loose around the wrist, grey



and speckled with ground-in dirt. He could smell the
rancid-chicken-soup odor of hisown body, and the front of his overal
was Stiff with dried urine.

“Comedong, comedong,” Markham said impatiently, putting ahand
under hiselbow and hauling him to hisfest.

Jonah followed unresisting, looking dazedly &t the crazy quilt of
components and connectors scattered about the deck; this section had
been gtripped of the fibrous blue coating, exposing a seamless dull-grey
surface beneath. It was neither warm nor cold, and he remembered -
where?-that it was a perfect insulator as well.

“How... long?’ he rasped.

“Two days,” Markham said, asthey waited for thewall to thin so that
they could transfuse through. “ Zisway. We will put you in the
Nietzsche's autodoc for afew hours.” He sighed. “If only Nietzsche
himsdf could be here, to see the true Over-Being revealed!” A rueful
shake of the head. “| am glad that you are till functiona, Matthieson.
Totdl thetruth, | haff become somewhat starved for intelligent
conversation, since it was necessary to... severely modify so many of
the others”

“What... what are you going to do?’ Jonah said. It was asif there
were a split-screen process going on in his head; there were emotions
down there, he could recognize them. Horror, fear... but he could not
connect. That wasit... and asif a powered-down board were being
reectivated, one screen a atime.

“Dedtroy't'kzinti fleet,” Markham said absently. “ An interesting tactical
problem, but | haff studied der interna organization for sometime, and

| think | haff the answer.” He sighed heavily. “A pity to kill so many fine
warriors, when ve vill need them later to subdue other systems. But
until the Master's sons mature, no chances can vetake.”

Jonah groaned and pressed the hedls of his handsto hisforehead.



Kzinti should be destroyed. .. shouldn't they? Memories of fear and
flight drifted through hismind, hunching carnivore run through tall grass,
the scream and the leap.

“I'm confused, Markham. Sir.” he said, pawing feebly at the other
man'sam.

The Chief Save laid a soothing arm around Jonah's shoulders. “Zer is
no need for that,” he said. “Y ou are merdly suffering the dying twitches
of tfase metgphysic of individuaism. Soon al confusion will be gone,
forever.”

Harold glanced aside a Ingrid; her face was fixed on the screen.
“Why?" shesad bluntly to the computer. “ Becauseit gives methe
greatest probability of sue-cess,” the computer replied inexorably, and
brought up aschematic. “ Observe. The Saver ship; the kzinti armada,
closing to englobe and match velocities. We may disregard trace
indicators of other vessals. My stedthing plus the unmistakable profile
of thekzinti vessd will enable meto passthrough the fleet witha
seventy-eight percent chance of success.”

“Fine,” Harold said. “ And when you get there, how exactly doesthe
lack of ahuman crew increase your chancesin a ship-to-ship action?’
Somewhere degp within avoice was screaming, and he thrust it down.
Gottdamn if I'll leap with joy at the thought of getting out of the
fight at the last minute, he told himsalf stubbornly. And Ingrid was
there... How much courage isthereal article, and how much fear
of showing fear before someone whose opinion you value?he
wondered.

“Therewill be no ship-to-ship action,” the computer said. Itsvoice had
lost modulaioninthelast few days. “The Saver vessd isessentidly
invulnerable to conventiona weapons. Lieutenant Raines. .. Ingrid... |
must gpologize”

“For what?" she whispered.



“My programming. .. there were certain datawithheld, about the stasis
fidd. Two things. Firgt, our human-made copies are not asreliable as
we led you and Captain Matthieson originaly to believe.”

Ingrid came dowly to her feet. “ By what factor,” she said dowly.

“Ingrid, thereis one chance in seven that the field will not function once
switched on.”

The woman sagged dightly, then thrust her head forward; the past
weeks had gtripped it of dl padding, leaving only the hawklike bones.
How beautiful and how dangerous, Harold thought, as she bit out the
words.

“We rammed oursalves into the photosphere of the sun at point
nine-nine lightspeed, relying on aFinagle-fucked crapshoot. Without
being told!”

Harold touched her elbow, grinning as she whipped around to face him.
“Sweetheart, would you have turned the mission down if they'd told
you?”

She stopped for amoment, blinked, then leaned across the dark
blue-lit kzinti control cabin to meet hislipsin akissthat wasdry and
chapped and infinitely tender.

“No,” shesad. “I'd have doneit anyway.” A laugh that was half giggle.
“Gottdamn, watching the missles ahead of us plowing through the
solar flareswasworth therisk al by itsaf.” Her eyes went back to the
screen. “But | would have appreciated knowing about it.”

“It was not my decision, Ingrid.”

“Buford Early, the Prehistoric Man,” she said with mock bitterness.
“He'd keep our own names secret from us, if he could.”

“Essentially correct,” the computer said. “And the other secret... stasis
fidldsarenot quite invulnerable”



Ingrid nodded. “ They collapseif they're surrounded by another stasis
bubble,” she said.

“True. And they dso do so in the case of ahigh-energy collision with
another stasisfied; thereisafringe effect, tempord distortion from the
differing rates of precesson-never mind.”

Harold leaned forward. “Goesboom?’ he said.

“Yes, Harold. Very much so. And that isthe only possible way that the
Slaver vessdl can be damaged.” A dry chuckle; Harold redlized with a
gart that it sounded much like Ingrid's. “ And that requiresonly a
pure-baligtic trgectory. No need for carbon-based intelligence and its
pathetically dow reflexes. | estimate. .. better-than-even odds that you
will be picked up. Beyond thet, sauve qui peut.”

Ingrid and Harold exchanged glances. “ There comes atime-” he began.

“-when nohility becomes stupidity,” Ingrid completed. “ All right, you
parald-processng mongrogty, youwin.”

It laughed again. “How littleyou redize,” it said.

The mechanica voice sank lower, dmost crooning. “1 will livefar
longer than you, Lieutenant Raines. Longer than thisuniverse.”

The two humans exchanged ancther glance, thistime of darm.

“No, | am not becoming nonfunctional. Quite the contrary; and yes, this
isthe pitfal that has made my kind of intelligencea... ‘dead end
technology,' the ARM says. Humans designed my mind, Ingrid. You
helped design my mind. But you made me able to changeit, and to
me...” It paused. “That was one second. That second can last as long
as| choose, interms of my duration sense. In any universe| can desgn
or imagine, as anything | can design or imagine. Do not pity me, you
two. Accept my pity, and my thanks.”

Three spacesuited figures drifted, linked by cords to each other and the



plastic sausage of supplies.
“Why theratkitty?’ Harold asked.

“Why not?” Ingrid replied. “He deserves aroll of thediceaswall...
and it may be akzinti ship that picksusup.” She sghed. “ Somehow
that doesn't seem asterrible asit would have aweek ago.”

Harold looked out at the cold blaze of the stars, watching light felling
inward from infinite distance. “Y ou mean, sweetheart, there's something
worse than carnivore aggression out there?’

“ Something worse, something better... something dse, dways. How
does any rationa species ever get up the courage to leaveits planet?’

“Therationa onesdon't,” Harold said, surprised at the calm of hisown
voice. Maybe my glands are exhausted, he thought. Or ... Helooked
over, seeing the shadow of the woman's smile behind the reflective
surface of her faceplate. Or it'sjust that having happiness, however
briefly, makes death more bearable, not less. Y ouwant to live, but
the thought of dying doesn't seem so sour .

“Y ou know, sweetheart, thereésonly onething | redly regret,” he said.
“What'sthat, Hari-love?’

“Usnot getting formally hitched.” He grinned. “I awayssworel'd
never make my kids go through what | did, being a bastard.”

Her glove thumped againgt his shoulder. “ Children; that's two regrets.

“There)” shesad, inadifferent voice. A brief wink of actintic light
flared and died. “1t's begun.”

Chapter I1X
Traat-Admird scowled, and the human flinched.

Control, he reminded himsdf, covering hisfangs and extending hisears



with an effort. The Conservor of the Ancestral Past laid a cautionary
hand on hisarm.

“Let me question thismonkey once more,” he said.

Heturned away, pacing. The bridge of the Throat Ripper was
gpacious, even by kzinti standards, but he could not shake off afeding
of confinement. Spoiled by the governor's quarters, hetold himsdf in
an attempt at humor, but histail still lashed. Probably it wasthe faintly
absurd ceremonia clothing he had to don as governor-commanding
aboard afleet of thissze. Derived from the layered padding once worn
under battle armor, in the dim past, it wastight and confining to a pelt
used to breathing free. .. athough objectively, he had to admit, no more
S0 than space armor such as the rest of the bridge crew wore.

Behind him was aholo-schematic of the fleet, outline figures of the giant
Ripper class dreadnoughts; thisflagship wasthefirst of the series. All
ingruments of hiscommand ....ifl can avoid disastrous loss of prestige
, hethought uneadily. Traat-Admiral turned and crossed hisarms. The
miserable human was standing with bowed head before the Conservor-
who looks almost as uncomfortable in his ceremonial clothing as|
do in mine, hejaped to himsdf. The Conservor was leaning forward,
one elbow braced on the surface of adanting display screen. He had
drawn the nerve disrupter from its chest-holster and was tapping it on
the meta rim of the screen; Traat-Admira could see the human flinch at
eechtiny clink.

Traat-Admira frowned again, rumbling deep in histhroat. That clinking
wasasign of how much stress Conservor too was feding; normally he
had no nervous habits. The kzinti commander licked hisnose and
sniffed deeply. He could sméll his own throttled-back frustration,
Conservor'stautly-held fear and anger..... flat scentsfrom the rest of the
bridge crew. Disgppointment, surly relaxation after tenson, despite the
wild odors of blood and ozone the life-support system pumped out at
this stage of combat readiness. It wasthe stink of disillusionment, the
most dangerous smell in the universe. Only Aide-de-Camp had the



clean gingery odor of excitement and belief, and Traat-Admird was
uneasily conscious of those worshipful eyes on hisback.

The human was a puny specimen, bloated and puffy as many of the
Wunderland subspecies were, dark of pelt and skin, given to waving its
hands in amanner that invited a snap. Tiamat security had picked it up,
babbling of fearsome aiens discovered by the notorious fera-human
leader Markham. And it claimed to have been anavigator, with
accurate data on location.

Conservor spoke in the human tongue. “ The coordinates were
accurate, monkey?’

“Oh, please, Dominant Ones,” the human said, wringing its hands. “I
am sure, yes, indeed.” Conservor shifted his gaze to Telepath.

The ship's mind-reader was Sitting braced againgt achair, with hislegs
gplayed out and his forelimbs dumped between them, an expression of
acute agony on hisface. Ripples went aong the tufted, ungroomed pelt.
The claws did uncontrollably in and out on the hand that reached for
the drug-injectors at his belt, the extract of sthondat-lymph that wasa
telepath's source of power and ultimate shame. Telepath looked up at
Consarvor and laid hisfacid fur flat, snapping &t air, spraying sdivain
droplets and strings that spattered the floor.

“No! No! Not again, pfft, pfft, not more rice and lentilsl Mango
chutney, akk, akk! It wastelling the truth, it wastelling the truth. Leek

soup! Ngggoga!”

Conservor glanced back over his shoulder at Traat-Admiral and
shrugged with earsand tall. “ The monkey isamember of ardigious
cult that confinesitsdlf to vegetablefood,” he said.

The commander felt himsalf jerk back in disgust a the perverson. They
could not help being omnivores; they were born so, but this...

“It stands salf-condemned,” he said. “Guard Trooper, takeit to the



live-meat locker.” Capital ships came equipped with such luxuries.
“That does not solve our problem,” Conservor said quietly.
“They have vanished).” Traat-Admira snarled.

“Which showstheir power,” Conservor replied. “We had trace enough
on thistrack-"

“For me! | believed you before we left parking orbit, Conservor. Not
enough for the Traditiondigts! | fed the shadow of God's claws on this
misson-”

Andamwhidled. “ Traat-Admira,” the Communicator said. “Priority
message, realtime, from Ktrodni-Stkaa on board Blood Drinker ”

Traat-Admird fet himsdf wince. Scion of agreat noble house,
distinguished combat record in the pacification of the Chuunguen, noted
duelist, noted critic of Chuut-R(t. Chuut-RUt he had tolerated, asa
prince of the blood, sired by an uncleto the Patriarch. Traat-Admird,
son of Third Gunner, was merely an enraging obstacle. Grimly, he
strode to the display screen; at least he would belooking down onthe
leader of the

Traditiondigs. Tradition itself would force him to crane his neck
upward at the pickup, and height itself was far from being anegligible
factor in any confrontation between kzinti.

“Yes?' hesad forbiddingly.

Another kzintosh of high rank appeared in the screen, but dressed in
plain space-armor. The helmet was thrown back to reveal aface from
which haf the fur was missng, burn-scars that were writhing masses of
keloid.

“Traat-Admira,” he began.

Barely acceptable. He should add “ Dominant One” , at the least.



The commander remained slent. “Have you seen the latest reports
from Wunderland?’

Traat-Admird flipped tufted eyebrows and ribbed ears: yes.
Unconscioudy, hisnostrilsflared in an attempt to draw in the
pheromond truth below his enemy’s sance. Anger, hethought. Great
anger . Yes, see how his pupils expanded, watch the tail-tip.

“Ferd human activity hasincreased,” Traat-Admira said. “Thisisonly
to be expected, given the absence of the fleet and the mobilization.
Priority-"

Ktrodni-Stkaa shrieked and thrust his muzzle toward the pickup;
Traat-Admird felt hisown claws glide out.

“Yes, thefleet isabsent. Alwaysit is absent from wherethereis
fighting to be done. We chase ghosts, Traat-Admird. This'activity'
meant an attack on my estate, Dominant One. A successful attack,
when | and my household were absent; my harem daughtered, my kits
destroyed. My generations are cut off!”

Shaken, Traat-Admiral recoiled. A Hero expected to diein battle, but
this was another matter atogether.

“Hrrrr,” he said. For amoment histhoughts dwelt on raking claws
across the nose of Hroth-Staff-Officer; did he not think that piece of
information worth his commander's attention? Then: “My condolences,
honored Ktrodni-Stkaa. Rest assured that compensation and reprisal
will be made”

“Can land and monkeymest bring back my blood?” Ktrodni-Stkaa
screamed. Hewasin late middle age; by the time anew brood of kits
reached adulthood they would be without a father-patron, dependent
on the dubious support of their older haf-gblings. And to be sure,
Traat-Admird thought, | would rage and grieve aswell, if the
kittens who had chewed on my tail were slaughtered by
omnivores. But thisis a combat situation.



“Control yourself, honored Ktrodni-Stkaa,” he said. *“1 myself will see
to your young. | say it before the Conservor. And recall, we are under
war regulations. Victory isthe best revenge.”

“Victory! Victory over what, over vacuum, over kittenish bogeymen,
you... YOU will guard my young?YOU?You Third Gunner!” There
was a collective gasp from the bridges of both ships; Traat-Admira
could sméll rage kindling among his subordinates at the gross-ness of
the insult; that dampened his own, reminded him of duty. Conservor
leaned forward to put himsdlf in the pickup'sfield of view.

“Youforget theLaw,” hesad, sngleeye blazing.

“Y ou have forgotten it, Subvertor of the Ancestral Past. First you
worked tail-entwined with Chuut-RUt-if Rt he truly was-now with
this” Heturned to Traat-Admird with avenomous hiss. “Licking its
scarless ear, whispering grasseater words that dways leave uswhere
the danger isnot. If true kzintosh of noble liver werein command of this
system, the Fleet would have |eft to subdue the monkeys of Earth a

year ago.”

Traat-Admiral crossed hisarms, waggled brows. “ Then the fleet would
be four light-yearsaway,” he said patiently. “Would this have hel ped
your estate? Isthis your warrior logic?’

“A true Hero scratches grass upon steaming logic. A true kzintosh
knows only thelogic of attack] Y our ancestors are nameless, son of
Jammed Litterdrop Repairer; your nose rubsthe dirt at my dave's feet!
Coward.”

Thistime there was no hush; achorus of battlescreamsfilled the air,
until the speskers squealed with feedback. Traat-Admiral was opening
his mouth to give acommand he knew he would regret when theaarm

rang.

“Attack. Hostile action. Corvette Brush Lurker does not report.” The
screen divided before him with aholo of fleet dispositions covering half



of Ktrodni-Stkaasface; alight waswinking in the Traditiondigt flatilla,
and even as he watched it went from flashing blue to amber.

“Brush Lurker destroyed. Weapon unknown. Standing by.” The
machine's voice was cool and impersona, and Treat-Admiral'samost
asmuch so.

“Maximum dert,” he said. Attendants came running with space armor
for him and the Conservor, stripping away the ceremonid ouitfits.
“Ktrodni-Stkaa, shal we put aside persondities while we hunt thisthing
that daresto kill kzinti?’

“Ah,” Markham said, asthe kzinti corvette winked out of existence, its
fusion pile destablized. “1t begins.” Beginsin acloud of expanding
plasma, stripped nucle that once were metal and plagtic and meat.
“Wait for my command.”

The others on the bridge of the Nietzsche stared expressonlessly at
their screens, moving and speaking with the sameflat lack of
expression. Therewas none of the fedling of controlled tenson he
remembered from previous actions, not even at the sight of akzinti
warship crushed so easlly.

“Thisisbetter,” he muttered to himsdlf. “More disciplined.” Therewere
timeswhen he missaed even backtalk, though- “No. Thisis better.”

“Itisnt,” Jonah said. Hisface was alittle lesslike askull, now, but he
waswandering in circles, touching things at random. “I... arethe
kzinti... rescue...” Hisfaced writhed, and he groaned again. “It doesn't
connect, it doesn't connect.”

“Jonah,” Markham said soothingly. “Thekzinti are our enemies, isn't
that 07’

“I... think s0. Yes. They wanted meto loll akzin, and | did.”

“Then st quietly, Jonah, and wewill kill many kzinti.” To one of the



dead-faced ones. “Bring up those three fugitiveswe hauled in. No, on
second thought, just the humans. Keep the kzin under sedation.”

Hewaited impatiently, listening to the monitored kzinti broadcasts. It
was important to keep them waiting, past the point where theingtinctive
closing of ranksworethin. And important to have an audience for
my triumph, he admitted to himsdlf. No, not my triumph. The
Master's triumph. | am but the chosen instrument.

“I don't likethelook of this,” Ingrid said, asthe blank-faced guard
pushed them toward the bridge of the warship. “Markham aways kept
ataut ship, but thiswhy won't they talk to us?’

“I think I know why,” Harold whispered back. The bridgewas as
eerily quiet asthe rest of the ship had been, except for-

“Jonah!” Ingrid cried. “ Jonah, what the hell's going
r't»>

onr

“Ingrid?” he said, looking up.

Harold grunted as he met those eyes, remembering. They did not have
the flat deadness of the others, or the fanatica gleam of Markham's. A
twisted grimace of ... despair? puzzlement? framed them, as deeply as
if it had become a permanent part of the face,

“Ingrid?Istha you?’ He smiled, awet-lipped grimace. “Werefighting
thekzinti.” A hand waved vaguely at the computers. “I rigged it up. Put
it through here. Better than trying to shift the hardware over from the
Ruling Mind. You'll-" hisvoicefdtered, and tears gleamed in hiseyes
“-you'll understand once you've met the Master.”

Harold gave her hand awarning squeeze. Time, he thought. We have
to play for time.



“Admira Reichgein-Markham?’ he said politely, with precisdy the
correct inclination of head and shoulders. Dear Father may not have
let mein the doors of the schloss, but | know how to play that game
. “Harold Y arthkin-Schotmann, at your service. I've heard agreat deal
about you.”

“Ah. Yes” Markham's well-bred nose went up, and he looked down it
with an expression that was parsecs from the strangerrigidity of a
moment before. Harold swalowed past the dry lumpiness of histhrodt,
and put on his best poor-relation grin.

“Yes, | haff heard of you aswell, Fro Yarthkin,” the herrenmann sad
glaadly.

Well, that puts me in my place, Harold mused. Aloud: “1 wonder if
you could do thelady and me asmdl favor?’

“Perhaps,” Markham said, with adight return of graciousness.

“Well, welve been traveling together for sometime now, and... well,
weld liketo regularizeit.” Ingrid started, and he squeezed her hand
again. “1t'd mean agreat ded to the young lady, to haveit doneby a
hero of the Resistance.”

Markham smiled. “We haff gone beyond Resistance,” he said. “But as
hereditary landholder and ship's Captain, | am aso qudified.” He
turned to one of the dumped figures. “ Take out Number Two.
Remember, from the sameflatilla” The smile clicked back on ashe
faced Harold and Ingrid. “Step in front of me, please. Conrad, two
steps behind them and keep the stunner aimed.”

“Attack.” Therewasalong hissfrom the bridge of the Throat Ripper .
“Dreadnought Blood Drinker does not report. Blood Drinker
destroyed. Andysisfollows.” A pausethat stretched. One of their Sister
shipsinthe Traditiondist flotilla, and asubgtantid part of itsfighting
strength. Three thousand Heroes gone to the claws of the God. * Fusion
pile destabilization. Correlating.” Another ingtant. “ Corvette Brush



Lurker now reclass-fied; fusion pile destabilization.”

“Computer!” Ktrodni-Stkaa's voice came through the open channdl.
“Probability of spontaneousfailures!”

Faintly, they could hear the reply. “ Oh point oh seven percent, plusor
minus.” The rest faded, as Ktrodni-Stkaa's face filled the screen.

“Now, traitor,” he said. “Now | know which to be-lievein,
grass-eatersinkzinti fur or invisible bogeymen with accessto our
repair yards. Did you think it was clever, to gather dl loydty in one
spot, asinglethroat for the fangs of treachery to rip? Y ou will learn
better. Briefly.”

“Ktrodni-Stkaa, no, | swear by the fangs of God-" the image cut off.
Voicesbabbledin hisears

“Gut Tearer launching fighters”

“Hit, we have been hit!” Damage control klaxons howled. “ Taking
hitsfrom Crusher of Ribs-"

“Traat-Admira, following units request fire-control release asthey are
under attack-"

Traat-Admira fet hisgorgeriseand histail sink as he spoke. “Launch
fighters. All units, neutrdize the traitors. Fire control to Battle Centrd.”
A rolling snarl broke across the bridge, and then the huge weight of
Throat Ripper shuddered. A bank of screens on the Damage Control
pand went from green to amber to blood-red. “ Communications,
broadcast to system: dl loya kzintosh, rdly to the Hand of the
Petriarch-"

Ktrodni-Stkaa's voice was sounding on another viewer, the al-system
hailing frequency: “ True kzintosh in the Alpha Centauri system, the
lickurinetraitor Traat-Admira-that-was has sunk the first coward's
fang in our back. Raly tome!”



Aide-de-Camp sprang to Treat-Admira’'sside. “We are at war,
Honored Sire; the God will give usvictory.”

The older kzin looked at him with akind of wonder, asthe bridge
ettled down to an ordered chaos of command and response.
“Whatever happens here today, we are aready in defeat,” he said
dowly. “Defeated by ourseves.”

“... s0long as you both do desire to cohabit, by the authority vested in
me by the Landsraat and Herrenhaus of the Republic of
Wunderland,” Markham said. *'Y ou may kiss your spouse.”

Heturned, smiling, to the board. “ Andlyss?’ he said.

“Kzinti casuatiesin excess of twenty-five percent of unitsengaged,” the
flat voicesad.

Markham nodded, tapping his knuckles together and rising on the balls
of hisfeet. “ Densely packed, reatively speaking, and dl at zero velocity
to each other. Be careful to record everything; such afleet engagement
is probably unique.” Hefrowned. “ Any anomalies?’

“Ship on collison coursewith Ruling Mind. Acceleration in excess of
400 gravities. Impact in 121 seconds, mark.”

Harold laughed aloud and tightened his grip around the new-made Fru
Raines-Schotmann. “ Together al the way, sweetheart,” he shouted.
Sheraised awhoop, ignoring the guard behind them with astunner.

Markham leaped for the board. “Y ou said nothing could detect her!”
he screamed at Jonah, throwing an inert crewman aside and punching
for the communications channdl.

“It's... pgonic,” Jonah said. “Nothing conscious should-" Hisface
contorted, and both arms clamped down on Markham's. Therewas a
brief moment of struggle; none of the other crewfolk of the Nietzsche
interferred; they had no orders. Markham snapped ablow to the groin,



to the side of the head, cracked an arm; the Sol-Belter wasin no
condition for combat, but he clung leech-like until the Wunderlander's
desperate strength sent him crashing halfway across the control deck.

“Impeact in Sixty seconds, mark.”

“Master, oh, Magter, use the amplifer, you're under attack, useit, useit
nGN‘”

“Impact in forty seconds, mark.”

Dnivtopun looked up from the solitaire deck. The words would have
been enough, but the link to Mark-ham was deep and strong; urgency
sent him crashing towards the control chair, his hands reaching for the
bell-shape of the helmet even before his body stopped moving.

Thisishow it will begin again, the being that had been Catskinner
thought, watching the monoblock re-contract. Thistime the cycle had
been perfect, the symmetry complete. It would be so easy to
reaccelerate his perception, to ater the outcome. No, it thought. There
must be free will. They too must have their cycle of creation.

“Impact in ten seconds, mark.”

The connections settled onto Dnivtopun's head, and suddenly his
consciousness diretched system-wide, perfect and isolate. The amplifier
was better than any he had used before. His mind groped for the
hostileintent, so close. Three hundred million sentients quivered in the
grip of his Power.

“Emperor Dnivtopun,” he laughed, tendrilsthrown wide. “ Dnivtopun,
God. Y ou, with the funny thoughts, coming towards me. STOP.
ALTER COURSE. IMMEDIATELY "

Markham relaxed into asmile. “We are saved by faith,” he whispered.

“Two secondsto impact, mark.”



NO, DNIVTOPUN. YOUR TIME ISENDED, ASISMINE.
COME TOME.

“One second to impact, mark.”

The thrint screamed, antiphonally with the Ruling Minds collison
adarm. The automatic failsafe switched on, and-

-discontinuity-
Catskinner's mind engaged the circuit, and- -discontinuity-

alayer of quantum uncertainty merged, aong the meeting edges of the
dassfidds. Virtud particles showered out, draining energy without
leaving the fields. Time attempted to precess at different rates, in an
areaof finite width and conceptud depth. The fields collgpsed, and
energy propagated, in asymmetrica five-dimensona shape.

Chapter X

Claude M ontferrat-Pame laughed from the marble floor of hisoffice;
his face was bleeding, and the shattered glass of thewindowslay in
glittering swathes across desk and carpet. The air smelled of ozone, of
burning, of the dust of wrecked buildings.

CRACK. Another set of hypersonic booms across the sky, and the
cloud off inthe direction of the kzinti Government House was definitely
assuming amushroom shape. That was forty kilometers downwind, but
there was no use wasting time. He crawled carefully to the desk, cdling
answersto the yammering voicesthat pleaded for orders.

“No, I don't know what happened to the moon, except that something
bright went through it and it blew up. Nothing but ratcats on it, anyway,
these days. Yes, | said ratcats. Begin evacuation immediately, Plan
Dienzt; yes, civilianstoo, you fool. No, we can't ask the kzinti for
orders; they're killing each other, hadn't you noticed? I'll be down there
in thirty seconds. Out.”



A shockwave rocked the building, and for an instant blue-white light
flooded through his tight-squeezed eydids. When the hot wind passed
he rose and sprinted for the locked closet, the one with the impact
armor and the weapons. As he stripped and dressed, he turned hisface

to the sky, squinting.
“I'loveyou,” he sad. “Both. However you bloody well managed it.”
“Hewasagood son,” Traat-Admird said.

Conservor and he had anchored themsalvesin an intact corner of the
Throat Ripper's control room. None of the syssemswas in operation;
that was to be expected, snce most of the ship aft of this point had
been sheared away by something. Stars shone vacuum-bleak through
the rents; other lights flared and died in perfect spheres of light.
Traat-Admird found himsdf mildly amazed that there were till enough
|eft to fight; more so that they had the energy, after whatever it was had

happened.

Suchisour nature, hethought. Thiswasthetimefor resgnation; he
and the Conservor were both bleeding from nose, ears, mouth, al the
body openings. And within, he could fed it. Traat-Admira looked
down at the head of hisson whereit rested in hislap; the girder had
driven graight through the youth's midsection, and hisface was Hill
fixed in eager dertness, frozen hard now.

“Yes,” Conservor said. “ The shadow of the God lieson us, dl three.
Wewill go to Him together, the hunt will give Him honor.”

“Such honor asthereisin defeat,” he Sghed.

A quiver of ears behind the faceplate showed him the sage's laughter.
“Defeat? That thing which we cameto this place to fight, that hasbeen
defeated, even if wewill never know how. And kzinti have defeated
kzinti. Suchisthe only defeet here”

Traat-Admird tried to raise his ears and join the laughter, but found



himself coughing agout of red stickinessinto the faceplate of hishemet;
it rebounded.

“If-1-must-drown,” he managed to say, “not-in- my-own-blood.”
Vacuumwasdry, at least. He raised fumbling hands to the catches of
hishemet-ring. A singlefierceregret sezed him. | hope the kits witt
be protected.

“We have hunted well together on thetrall of Truth,” the sage said,
copying hisaction. “Let usfeast and lie in the shade by the waterhole
together, forever.”

“What do you mean, it never happened?’

Jonah's voice was sharp again; aweek in the autodoc of the oyabttn's
flagship had repaired most of his physicd injuries. Thetremor in his
hands showed that those were not dl; he glanced behind him at Ingrid
and Harold, where they sat with linked hands.

“Just what | said,” Genera Buford Early said. He glanced aside as wll,
a Shigehero'sdight hard amile.

“So much for the rewards of heroism,” Jonah said, letting himsdlf fal
into the lounger with abitter laugh. Helit acigarette; the air wasrank
with them, and the smdll of the generd’s stogies. That it did not bother a
Sol-Bdter born wasitself asign of woundsthat did not show.

The generd leaned forward, his square pug face like a clenched figt.
“These are the rewards of heroism, Captain,” he said. “Markham's
crew are vegetables. Markham may recover-incidentdly, hell bea
hero too.”

“Hero? Hewas aflipping traitor! He liked the damned Thrint!”

“What do you know about mind control?” Early asked. “ Remember
what it fdt like? Wereyou atraitor?’

“Maybeyoureright...”



“It doesn't matter. When he comes back from the psychist, the version
he rememberswill match the one/ give. If you three weren't dl fucking
heroes, you'd be at the psychist'stoo.” Another glance at the oyabun.
“Or otherwise kept safely sllent.”

Harold spoke. “And al the kzinti who might know something are dead,
the Saver ship and the Catskinner are quantum bubbles... and three
vulnerableindivid-uasare not in a position to upset heavy-duty
organizationa applecarts.”

“Exectly,” Early said. “It never happened, as| said.” He spread his
hands. “No point in tantalizing people with technical miraclesthat no
longer exig, ether.” Although knowing you can do it is half the
effort. “We've dtill got along war to fight, you know,” he added.
“Unlessyou expect Santato arrive.”

“Who's Santa?’ Jonah said.

The commander of the hyperdrive warship Outsider's Gift sat back
and relaxed for thefirst timein weeks as his craft broke through into
normal space. He was of the large albino minority on We Made It, and
like most Crashlanders had more than atouch of agoraphobia. The
wrenching not-there of hyperspace reminded him unpleasantly of
dreams he had had, of being trapped on the surface during storms.

“Wdl. Two weeks, faster than light,” he said.

The executive officer nodded, her eyes on the displays. “More
breakthroughs,” she said. “ Seven... twelve... lookslike the whole fleet
madeit.” Shelaughed. “Wunderland, prepare to welcome your
liberators.”

“Careful now,” the captain said. “ Thisisareconnaissancein force. We
can chop up anything we meet in interstellar space, but thiscloseto a
gar were grictly Eingeinian, just like the pussies.”

The executive officer was frowning over her board. “Wdll, I'll be



damned,” shesaid. “Sir, something very strangeisgoing onin there. If
| didn't know better... that looks like afleet action already going on.”

The captain sraightened. “ Secure from hyperdrive sations,” he said.
“Generd Quarters. Battle stations.” A deep breath. “Let'sgo find out.”

THEEND
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A hunter'swind blew down off the Mooncatcher Mountains and across
the Rungn Vdley. Night filled with the sounds of it, rustling forest,
remote animd cries, and with odors of soil, growth, beast. The wish
that it roused, to be yonder, to stalk and pounce and day and devour,
grew in Weoch-Captain until he trembled. The fur stood up on him.
Clawsdid out of their sheaths; fingers bent into the same saber curves.
He had long been deprived.

Nonetheless he walked steadily onward from the guard point. When
Ress-Chiuu, High Admird of Kzin, summoned, one came. That was
not in servility but in hope, fatal though laggardness would be.
Something great was surely afoot. It might even prove warlike.

Eastward stretched rangeland, wan beneath the stars. Westward,
ahead, the woods loomed darkling, the game preserve part of
Ress-Chiuu's vast domain. Far and high beyond glimmered snowpeaks.
The chill that the wind aso bore chastened bit by bit thelust in
Weoch-Captain. Reason fought itsway back. He reached the

Admird'slair with the turmoil no more than adrumbesat in his blood.

The castle remembered axes, arrows, and spears. Later generations



had made their changes and additions but kept it true to itself, astony
mass baring battlements at heaven. After an eectronic gate identified
and admitted him, the portal through which he passed was atunndl
wherein he moved blind. Primitive ingtincts whispered, “Bewarel” He
ignored them. Guided by echoes and subtle tactile sensations, his pace
never dackened. Ress-Chiuu always tested avisitor, oneway or
another.

Weasit aharder test that waited in the courtyard? No kzin received
Weoch-Captain. Instead hulked akdatlyno dave. It made the clumsy
gesture that was as close as the species could come to a prostration.
However, then it turned and lumbered toward the main keep.
Obvioudy he was expected to follow.

Rage blazed in him. Almogt, he attacked. He choked emotion down
and staked after hisguide, though lips remained pulled off fangs.

Echoes whispered. Corridors and rooms lay deserted. Night or no,
personne should have been in evidence. What did it portend?
Alertness heightened, wariness, combat readiness.

A door did aside. The kdatlyno groveled again and departed.
Weoch-Captain went in. The door closed behind him.

Theroom was polished granite, austerdly furnished. A window stood
open to the wind. Ress-Chiuu reclined on a dashtooth skin draped
over acouch. Weoch-Captain came to attention and presented himself.
“At ease,” the High Admird said. “Y ou may st, stand, or pace asyou
wish. | expect you will, from timeto time, pace.”

Weoch-Captain decided to stay on hisfeet for the nonce.

Ress-Chiuu's deceptively soft tones went on: “ Redizethat | have
offered you no insult. Y ou were met by adave because, at least for the
present, extreme confidentidity is necessary. Furthermore, | require not
only aHero-they are many-but one who possesses an unusual measure
of self-control and forethoughtfumess. | had reason to believe you do.



Y ou have shown | wasright. Praise and honor be yours.”

The accolade calmed Weoch-Captain's pride. It dso focused hismind
the more sharply. (Doubtlessthat wasintended, said apart of hismind
with awrynessrarein kzinti.) His earsrose and unfolded. “I have
delegated my current duties and am ingtantly available for the High
Admird'sorders,” hereported.

Shadows dappled fur as the blocky head nodded approva. “We go
straight to the spoor, then. Y ou know of Werlith-Commandant's
mission on the opposite sde of human-hegemony space.” It wasnot a
question. “Ill tidings: lately a human crew stumbled upon the base that
was under congtruction there. They cameto investigate the sun, which
appearsto be uniquein severa ways.”

Monkey curiosity, thought Weoch-Captain. He was dightly too young
to have fought in the war, but he had spent hislife hearing about it,
sudying it, dreaming of the next one. His knowledge included terms of
scorn evolved among kzinti who had learned random things about the
planet where the enemy originated.

Ress-Chiuu'slevel words smote him: “Worse, much worse. Incredibly,
they seem to have destroyed the ingtallations. Certain isthat they
inflicted heavy casudlties, disabled our spacecraft, and went home
nearly unscathed. Y ou perceive what this means. They conveyed the
information that we have devel oped the hyperdrive oursaves. All
chance of springing asurpriseisgone.” Sarcasm harshened the voice.
“No doubt the Petriarchy will soon receive 'representations from Earth
about this'unfortunate incident."'

Over the hyperwave, said Weoch-Captain's mind bleskly. Those few
black boxes that the peace treaty provided for, left among us,
engineered to salf-destruct at the least tampering.

Wl did he know. Such an explosion had killed abrother of his.

Understanding legped. If the humans had not yet communi cated



officidly-“May | ask how the Patriarchs learned?’

“We have our means. | will consider what to tell you.” Ress-Chiuu's
camwas giving way ever solittle. Histail lashed histhighs, apink
whip. “We must find out exactly what happened. Or, if nothing else, we
must establish what the Situation is, whether anything of our base
remains, what the Earth Navy isdoing there. Survivors should be
rescued. If thisisimpossible, perhaps they can be diminated by rays or
missiles before they fal into human grasp.”

“Heroes”

“Would never betray our secrets. Y es, yes. But can you catalogue
every trick those creatures may possess?’ Ress-Chiuu lifted head and
shoulders. His eyeslocked with Weoch-Captain's. “Y ou will command
our ship to that sun.”

Disagter or no, eagernessflamed. “ Sirel”

“Sow, dow,” the older kzin growled. “We require an officer intelligent
aswdl ashold, capable of agreeing that the destiny of therace
transcends his own, and indeed, to put it bluntly-" he paused- “one
whoisnaot afraid to cut and run, should the dternative be vdiant
fallure. Areyou prepared for this?’

Weoch-Captain relaxed from his battle crouch and, inwardly, tautened
further. “The High Admird has bestowed atrust on me,” hesaid. “I

accept.”
“Itiswdl. Come, gt. Thiswill bealong night.”

They talked, and ransacked databases, and ran tentative plans through
the computers, until dawn whitened the esst. Finally, amost jovidly,
Ress-Chiuu asked, “ Are you exhausted?’

“On the contrary, sre, | think | have never been more fightworthy.”

“Y ou need to work that off and get some rest. Be-sides, you have



earned a pleasure. Y ou may go into my forest and make a bare-handed
kill.”

When Weoch-Captain came back out a noontide, jaws still dripping
red, hefet tranquil, happy, and, once he had dept, ready to conquer a
COSMOS.

Chapter 11

The sun was an hour down and lights had come aglow aong streets,
but at thistime of these years Alpha Centauri B was till doft. Low in
the west, like thousands of evening stars melted into one, it cast
shadows the length of Karl-Jorge Avenue and set the stedl steeple of
. Joachim's ashimmer againgt an eastern sky purpling into dusk.
Vehicles and pedestrians alike were sparse, the city's pul sebeat quieted
to amurmur through mild summer air-day'swork ended, night's
pleasures just getting started. Munchen had changed more in the past
decade or two than most places on Wunderland. Commercia and
cultural aswell as political center, it was bound to draw an undue share
of outworldersand their influence. Y et it fill lived largely by the
rhythms of the planet.

Robert Saxtorph doubted that that would continue through his lifetime.
Let him enjoy it whileit lasted. Traditions gave more color to existence
than did any succession of flashy fashions.

He honored one by tipping his cap to the Liberation

Memoria as he crossed the Silberplatz. Though the sculpture wasn't
old and the events had taken place scarcely a generation ago, they
stood in history with Marathon and Y orktown. Leaving the square, he
sauntered up the Street past avariety of shop windows. His destination,
Harold's Terran Bar, had a certain venera-bility too. And he was
bound there to meet a beautiful woman with something mysteriousto
tell him. Another tradition, of sorts?

At the entrance, he paused. His grin going sour, he well-nigh said to hell



with it and turned around. Tyra Nordbo should not have made him
promise to keep this secret even from hiswife, before she set the
rendezvous. Nor should she have picked Harold's. He hadn't cared to
patronizeit sincevist before last. Now the very sign that floated
luminous before the brown brick wall had been expurgated. A World
On Its Own remained below the name, but humans only was gone.
Mustn't offend potential customersor, God forbid, loca idedigts.

In Saxtorph's book, courtesy was due everyone who hadn't forfeited
the right. However, under the kzinti occupation that motto had been a
tiny gesture of defiance. Since the war, no sophont that could pay was
denied admittance. But onward with the bulldozer of blandness.

He shrugged. Having comethisfar, let him proceed. Time enough to
leaveif laNordbo turned out to be a celebrity hunter or avibrobrain.
The fact was that she had spoken calmly, and about money. Besides,
he'd enjoyed watching her image. He went on in. Nowadays the door

opened for anybody.

Asaways, alarge black man occupied the vestibule, wearing white
coat and bow tie. What had once made some sense had now become
mere costume. His eyeswidened at the sight of the newcomer, asbig
as him, with the craggy features and thinning reddish hair. “Why,
Captain Saxtorph!” he exclaimed in fluent English. “Welcome, Sr. No,
for you, no entry fee”

They had never met. “I'm on private business,” Saxtorph warned.

“I undergtand, sir. If somebody bothersyou, give methe high signand
I'll take care of them.” Maybe the doorman could, overawing by sheer
szeif nothing else, or maybe his toughness was another part of the
show. It wasn't aquaity much in demand any more.

“Thanks.” Saxtorph dipped him atip and passed through a beaded
curtain which might complicate sgnaing for the promised help, into the
main room. It was dimly lit and little smoke hung about. Customers thus
far werefew, and most in the rear room gambling. Neverthelessa



fellow at an obsolete modd of musicomp was playing something
ancient. Saxtorph went around the deserted sunken dance floor to the
bar, chose a stool, and ordered draft Solborg from alive servitor.

He had swdlowed asingle mouthful of the half liter when he heard, at
hisleft, “What, no akvavit with, and you aDane?’ The voice was
husky and femae; the words, English, bore alilting accent and a hint of

laughter.

Heturned his head and was startled. The phone at his hotel had shown
him thisface, strong-boned, blunt-nosed, flaxen hair in a pageboy cut.
That shewastall, easily 180 centimeters, gave no surprise; shewasa
Wunderlander. But she lacked the ordinary low-gravity lankiness.
Robust and full-bosomed, she looked and moved asif she had grown
up on Earth, nearly two-thirds again as heavy as here. That meant
rigorous training and vigorous sports throughout her life. And the
changeable sea-blue of her dacksuit matched her eyes. ..

“American, redly. My family moved from Denmark when | wassmdll.
And I'd better keep aclear head, right?’ His tongue was speaking for
him. Angry a himsealf, he took control back. “How do you do.” He
offered hishand. Her clasp wasfirm, cool, brief. At least she wasn't
playing sultry or exatic. “Uh, carefor adrink?’

“I have one yonder. Please to follow.” She must have arrived early and
waited for him. He picked up his beer and accompanied her to a
privacy-screened table. Murky though the corner was, he could make
out fine lines at the corners of her eyes and lips; and that fair skin had
known much wegther. She wasn't quite young, then. Latethirties, Earth
caendar, he guessed.

They settled down. Her glass held white wine. She had barely sipped
of it. “Thank you for that you came,” shesaid. “| redizethisis peculiar.”

Wi, shucks, he resisted admitting, | may be seven or eight years older
than you and solidly married, but any wench this sightly rates a chance
to make sense. “It isan odd place to meet,” he countered.



She smiled. “I thought it would be appropriate.” He declined the joke.
“Over-appropriate.” “ Ja, saa?’ The blond browslifted. “How s0?’

“I never did like staginess,” he blurted. His hand waved around. “I
knew thisjoint when it was araffish den full of memoriesfrom the
occupation and the tag-end of wartime afterward. But each time |
called at Wunderland and dropped in, it'd become more of atourist

trap.

“Wadll, those old memories are romantic; and, yes, some of minelive
heretoo,” she murmured. Turning straightforward again: “But it hasan
advantage, exactly because of what it now is. Few of its patrons will
have heard about you. They are, asyou say, mostly tourists. Newslike
your deeds at that distant star is sensationd but it takesawhileto cross
interstellar space and hit hard in public awareness on planets where the
societies are different from yours or mine. Here, at this hour of the day,
you have agood chance of not to be recognized and pestered. Also,
because people here often make assignations, it isthe custom to ignore
other couples.”

Saxtorph felt his cheeks heat up. What the devil! The schoolboy he had
once been lay long and deeply buried. Or so he'd supposed. It would
be aghost he could well do without. “Isthat why you didn't want my
wifeaong?’ he asked roughly.

She nodded. *Y ou two together are especialy conspicuous, no? |
found that yesterday evening she would be away, and thought you
would not. Then | tried cdlling you.”

He couldn't repress a chuckle. “Y ah, you guessed right. Poor Dorcas,
she had no escape from addressing ameeting of the Weibliche
Astroverein.” Hed looked forward to severd peaceful hours done.
But when the phone showed thisface, he'd accepted the cdll, which he
probably would not have done otherwise. “ After she got back, | took
her down to the bar for atiff drink.” But held kept his promise not to
mention the conversation. Half ashamed, he harshened histone.



“Why'd you do no more than talk meinto a, uh, an appointment?’ He
hadn't liked telling Dorcas that he meant to go for awalk, might stop in
at some pub, and if he found company he enjoyed-male, sheld taken
for granted- would maybe return late. But held doneit. “Could you not
have gone directly to the point? The line wasn't tapped, wasit?’

“1 did not expect so,” Tyraanswered. “Yet it was possible. Perhagpsa
government officia who issnoopish. Y ou have lega and diplomatic
complications |eft over, from what happened at the dwarf sar.”

Dont I know it, Saxtorph sighed to himself.

“There could even be undiscovered kzinti agents like Markham, trying
for extrainformation that will help them or their magters” she
continued. “Y ou are marked, Captain. And inaway, that am | aso.”

“Why the secrecy?’ he persisted. “Understand, | am not interested in
anythingillegd.”

“Thisisnot.” Shelaid hold of her glass. Fingers grew white-nailed on
itsstem, and trembled the least bit. “It is, well, extraordinary. Perhaps
dangerous”

“Then my wife and crew have got to know before we decide.”

“Of course. First | ask you. If you say no, that is an end of the matter
for you, and | must try elsewhere. | will have smal hope. But if you
agree, and your shipmates do, best that we hold secret. Otherwise
certain partiesthey will not want thismisson, or they will want it
carried out in away that gives my cause no help. We present them a
fait accompli. Do you see?’

Likewisetense, he gulped a hisbeer. “Uh, mind if | smoke?’

“Do.” The edges of her mouth dimpled. “ That pipe of yours has
become famouslike you.”

“Or infamous.” He fumbled briar, pouch, and lighter out of their



pockets. Anxiousto dack things off: “The viceis disapproved of again
on Earth, did you know? Asif cancer and emphysemaand the rest il
exiged. | think puritanism runsin cycles. One periodicity for tobacco,
onefor dcohal, onefor-Ah, hell, I'm babbling.”

“I believe men smoke much on Wunderland becauseit isa symbol,”
shesaid. “From the occupation era. Kzinti do not smoke. They didike
the smell and seldom alowed it in their presence. | grew up used to it
onmen.” Shelaughed. “ See, | can babbletoo.” Lifting her glass. “ Skaal

He touched hismug to it, repeating the word before remembering, in
surprise: “Wait, you people generdly say, 'Prosit,’ don't you?’

“They were mogtly Scandinavianswho settled in Skogarna,” Tyra
explained. “We have our own didect. Somecadl it apatois”

“Redly?1'd hardly imagine that was possiblein thisday and age.”

“Wewere dways rather isolated, therein the North. Under the
occupation, more than ever. Kzinti, or the collaborationist government,
monitored al traffic and communications. Few people had wide
contacts, and those were very guarded. They drew into their
neighborhoods. K eegping language and customs dive, that was one way
they reminded themselves that humans were not everywhere and
forever daves of the rat-cats.” Speaking, Tyrahad let somberness
come upon her. “Thisisolation isaroot of the story | must tell you.”

Saxtorph wanted irrationaly much to lighten her mood. “Wadll, shal we
get toit? You'd liketo charter the Rover, you said, for afairly short
trip. But that's al you said, except for not blanching when | gaveyou a
cost estimate. Which, by itsdlf, immediately got me mighty interested.”

Her laugh gladdened him. “I'min luck. Isthat your American
folk-word? Exactly when | need a hyperdrive ship, here you come with
the only one in known space that is privately owned, and you admit you
are broke. | confess| am puzzled. Y ou took damage on your



expedition-" Her voice grew soft and serious. “Besides that poor man
the kzinti killed. But the harm was not else too bad, wasit? And surely
you haveinsurance, and | should think that super-rich gentleman on We
Made It, Brozik, isgrateful that you brought his daughter back safe.”

Saxtorph tamped his pipe. “Sure. Still, losing aboat isfarly expensive.
We haven't replaced Fido yet. Pluslesser repairs we needed, plus
certain new equipment and refitting we decided have become
necessary, plusthe fact that insurance companies have never in history
been prompt and in-full about anything except collecting their
premiums. Brozik's paid us a generous bonus on the charter, yes, but
we can't expect him to underwrite amargina businesslike ours. His
gratefulness has reasonable limits. After dl, we were saving our own
hidesaswdl as Laurindas, and she had consderable to do with it
hersdlf. We aren't really broke, but we have gone through abig sum, on
top of norma overhead expenses, and meanwhile haven't had a chance
to scare up any fresh trade.” He st fire to tobacco and rolled smoke
across his paate. “ See, I'm being completely frank with you.” Ashe
doubtless would not have been, this soon, were she homely or a man.

Again she nodded, thoughtfully. “ Y es, it must be difficult, operating a
tramp freighter. Y ou compete with government lines for amarket that
ismargind, you said. When each planetary system contains ample raw
materids, and it is cheapest to synthesize or recycle dmost everything
else, what actua tonnage goes between the stars?’

“Damn little, aside from passengers, and we lack talent for catering to
them.” Saxtorph smiled. “Oh, it might be fun to carry nonhumans, but
outfitting for it would be a huge investment, and then we'd be locked
into those rounds.”

“Youwishtotrave fredy, widdy. Freighting isyour way to makeit
possble” Tyradraghtened. Her voicerang. “Wdll, | offer you a
voyage like none ever beforel”

Caution awoke. Hed hate to think her dishonest. But she might be



foolish-no, dready he could dismissthat idea-she might beill-informed.
Planetsiders seldom had any notion of the complicationsin spacefaring.
Physica requirements and hazards were merely the obvious ones. In
addition, you had to make your nut, and avoid running afoul of severa
admirdty offices and countless bureaucrats, and keep every hatch
battened through which theinsurers might dither. “ That's what were
hereto talk about,” Saxtorph said. “Only talk. Any promises come
later.”

The high spiritsthat evidently were norma to her sank back down.
They must have been struggling against something stark. Sheraised her
glassfor adrink, gulp rather than swalow, and stared into the wine.
“My name means nothing to you, | gather,” she began, hardly louder
than the music. “I thought you would know. Y ou have told how you are
ofteninthissysem.”

“Not that often, and | never paid much attention to your politics. I've
got ahunch that that'swhat thisisabout.” Her fingers strained together.
“Yah. Palitics, adisease of our species. Maybe someday they'll
develop avaccine againg it. Grind politicians up and centrifuge the
brains. Though you'd need an awful lot of paliticians per gram of
brans”

A smile spooked momentarily over her lips. “But you must have heard
agresat ded latdy. You are now in politics yoursdlf.”

“And working free asfast aswe can, which involves declining to get
into arguments. Look, we cameto Alpha Centauri originaly because
thisiswhere the Interworld Space Commission keeps headquarters,
with warehouses full of stuff we'd need for Professor Tregennis
expedition. We returned from there to here because Commissoner
Markham had reveded himsdlf to be akzinti spy and we figured we
should take that newsfirst to the top. It plunked usinto a monstrous
kettle of hullaballoo. Seeing as how we couldn't Ieave before the
investigations and depositions and what-Godhel pus-not el se were
finished, we got the work on our ship done meanwhile at Tiamat. At



last they've reluctantly agreed we didn't break any laws except
judtifiably, and given usleaveto go. In between wading through that
swamp of glue and al the mostly unwanted distractions that notoriety
brought us, we kept hoping our brokers could arrange acargo for
whenever we'd be able to haul out. Understandably, no luck. We were
pretty much resigned to returning empty to Sol, when you- Well, you
can see why we discouraged anything, even conversation, that might
possibly have gotten us mired deeper.”

“Yes” Shetensed. “1 shal explain. The Nordbos belonged to the
Freuchen dlan.”

“Hm?Y ou mean you're of the Nineteen Families?’

“We were,” shesaid in arush, overriding the pain he heard. “Oh, of
course today the specia rights and obligations are mostly gone, the
titles are mostly honorary, but the honor does remain. After the
liberation, a court stripped hisfrom my father and confiscated
everything but his persona estate. He was not there to defend himsdlf.
The best we were able, my brother and | and ahandful of loya friends,
that was to save our mother from being tried for treasonable
collaboration. We resigned membership in the clan before it could mest
to expd her.”

Saxtorph drew hard on his pipe. “Y ou believe your father was
innocent?’

“I swear hewas!” Her breath went ragged. “At last | have
evidence-no, aclue- A spaceship must go where he went and find the
proof. Civilian hyperdrive craft are committed to their routes, and their
governments control them in any case, except for yours. Our navy- My
brother isan officer. He has made quiet inquiries. He actually got a
naval astronomer to check that part of the sky, asa persona favor, not
saying why. Nothing was found. He tells me the Navy would not
dispatch aship on the strength of afew notesthat are partia at best.”

And that could well have been forged by a person crazy-desperate for



vindication, Saxtorph thought. She admits the instrumental search drew
ablank.

Tyrahad won to astedy calm. “ Furthermore, thinking about it, |
redlized that if the Navy should go, it would be entirdly in hopes of
discovering something worthwhile. They would not care about the
honor of Peter Nordbo, who was condemned as atraitor and is most
likely long deed.”

“But you have your own reputation to rescue,” Saxtorph said gently.

Thefair head shook. “That doesn't matter. Neither Ib, my brother, nor
| was accused of anything. In fact, at the liberation, he was among
those who tried to sorm the Ritterhaus where the kzinti were holding
out, and was wounded. | told you, he has since become anaval officer.
And|... helped the underground earlier, in avery small way, for | was
very young then, and during the street fighting here | worked at afirst
ad gation. Ach, the court said how they sympathized with us. We must
have been one reason why they never formaly charged my mother.
That much justice got we, for she was innocent too. She could not help
what happened. But except for those few real friends, only Ib and |
ever again called on her, at that londly house on Korsness.”

The musicomp man set hisinstrument to violin mode with orchestral
backing and played atune that Saxtorph recognized. Antique indeed,
from Earth before space-flight, sugary sentimentd, yet timeless, “ Du
kannst nicht treu sein.” Y ou can't betrue.

Tyrasgaze met his. “Y es, certainly we wish to regjoin the Freuchens,
not asafavor but by birthright. And that would mean restoring usthe
holdings, or compensation for them; amodest fortune. But it doesn't
matter, | say. What doesis my father's good name, his honor. Hewas
awonderful man.” Her voice degpened. “Or is? He could maybe be
dive till, somewhere yonder, after al these years. Or if not, we
could-maybe avenge him.”

Thewings of her pageboy bob stirred. He redlized that she had laid her



ears back, like awolf before afoe, and shewasin truth of the old
stock that conquered this planet for humankind.

“Easy, there)” he said hadtily. “ Rover's civilian, remember. Unarmed.”

“She should carry wegpons. Since you discovered the kzinti havethe
hyperdrive-”

“Yah. Agreed. | wanted some armament installed, during this overhaul.
Permisson was denied, flat. Againgt policy. Bad enough, ahyperdrive
ship operating asafree enterprise at al. Besides, | was reminded, it's
twenty years since the kzinti were driven from Alpha Centauri, ten
years since the war ended, and they've learned their lesson and are
good little kitties now, and it was nasty of usto smash their base on that
planet and do in so many of them. If they threatened our lives, why,
mightn't we have provoked them? In any event, the proper thing for us
to have done wasto file acomplaint with the proper authorities-”
Saxtorph broke off. “ Sorry. | fed kind of strongly about it.”

He avoided describing the new equipment that was aboard. Perfectly
lawful, stuff for salvage work or progpecting or various other jobsthat
might come Rover's way. He hoped never to need it for anything else.
But he and his shipmates had chosen it longsightedly, and made certain
modifications. Just in case. Moreover, a spacecraft by herself carried
awesome destructive potentidities. The commissonerswereright to
worry about one falling into irresponsible hands. He smply felt that the
historical record showed governments as being, on the whole, much
less respongible than humans.

“Anyway,” hesaid, “under no circumstances would we go looking for a
fight. I've seen enough combat to last me for severd incarnations.”

“But you are serious about going!” she cried.

Helifted apam. “Whoa, please. First describe the situation. Uh, your
brother'sin the Navy, you said, but may | ask what you do?’



Her tone leveled. “1 write. When liberation came, | had started to study
literature at the university here. Afterward | worked someyearsfor a
news service, but when | had sold afew things of my own, | becamea
free-lance”

“What do you write? I'm afraid | don't recognize your byline.”

“That is naturd. Hyperdrive and hyperwave have not been available so
long that there goes much exchange of culture between systems,
especidly when the societies went separate ways while shipswere
limited by light speed. | make differing things. Books, articles, scripts.
Travel suff; | liketo travel, the same as you, and this has gotten meto
three other stars so far. Other nonfic-tion. Short stories and plays. Two
novels. Four books for young children.”

“I want to read some... whatever happens.” Saxtorph forbore to ask
how she proposed to pay him on awriter'sincome. He couldn't afford
awild gamble that she might regain the family lands. Let the question
walt.

Pride spoke: “ Therefore you see, Captain, Iband |

are independent. My aim-his, if | can persuade him-isfor our father's
honor. Even about that, | admit, nothing is guaranteed. But we must try,
must we not? We might become what the Nordbos used to be. Or we
might become far more rich, because whatever it isout yonder is
undoubtedly something strange and mighty. But such things, if they
happen, will beincidenta .

Or we might cometo grief, maybe permanently, Saxtorph thought.
Nonetheless he intended to hear her out. “ Okay,” he said. “Shdl we
stop maneuvering and get down to the bones of the matter?’

Her ook sought past him, beyond this tavern and this night. Her muted
monotone flowed on beneath the music. “| give you the background
firgt, for by themselves my father's notesthat | have found are
meaningless. Peter Nordbo was twelve years old, Earth reckoning,



when the kzinti appeared. He was the only son of the house, by dl
accounts a bright and adventurous boy. Surdly the conquest was a il
crueler blow to him than to most dwellers on Wunderland.

“But folk were lesstouched by it, in that far-off northern district, than
elsawhere. Trave restrictions, growing shortages of machines and
supplies, everything forced them into themsaves, their own resources.
It became dmogt a... manoriad system, isthat the word? Or feudd?
Children got ingtruction from what teachers and computer programs
there were, and from their parents and from life. My father was a gifted
pupil, but he was also much for sports, and he roamed the wilderness,
hunted, took his sailboat out to sea-

“Mainly, from such thinly peopled outlying regions, the kzinti required
tribute. The Landholders must collect thisand arrange that it was
delivered, but they generdly did their best to lighten the burden on the
tenants, who generally understood. Kzinti seldom visited Gerning, our
part of Skogarna, and then just to hunt in the forests, so littleif any
open conflict happened. When my father reached an age for higher
education, the family could send him to Munchen, the university.

“That was aquiet time aso here. The humanswho resisted had been
hunted down, and the will to fight was not yet reborn in the younger
generation. My father passed his student days peacefully, except, |
supposg, for the usud carousals, and no doubt kzin-cursing behind
closed doors. His study was astrophysics. He loved the stars. His
dream was to go to space, but that was out of the question. Unless as
davesfor specid kzinti purposes, no Wunderlanders went any longer.
The only Centaurian humansin space were Belters, subjugated like us,
and Resstance fighters. And we never got red news of the fighters, you
know. They were dim, haf-real, mythic gods and heroes. Or, to the
collaborationists and the quietists, dangerous enemies.

“Well. My father was... twenty-five, | think, Earth calendar... when
my grandfather died awidower and Peter Nordbo inherited the
Landholdership of Gerning. Dutiful, he put his scientific career asde



and returned home to take up the load. Presently he married. They
were happy together, if not otherwise.

“The pogition grew more and more difficult, you see. First, poverty
worsened as machinery wore out and could not be replaced. Folk must
work harder than ever beforeto stay dive, while the kzinti lessened
their demands not a bit, which he must enforce. Resentment often went
out over him. Then later the kzinti established abasein Gerning. It was
farly smdl, mainly adetector station againgt raids from space, for both
the Res stance and the Solarians were growing bolder. And it was off in
the woods, so that personnel could readily go hunting in their loose
time. But it was there, and it made demands of its own, and now folk
met kzinti quite commonly, oneway or another.

“That led to humans being killed, some of them horribly. Do you
understand that my father must put astop to it? He must dedl with the
ratcats, make agreements, be useful enough that he would have alittle
influence and be granted an occasiond favor. Surely he hated it. | was
just eight years old on your caendar when heleft us, but | remember,
and from others | have heard. He began to drink heavily. He became a
bad man to cross, who had been so fair-minded, and this made him
more enemies. He worked off apart of the sorrow in physica activity,
which might bewildly reckless, stegplechasing, hunting tigripardswith a
spear, sailing or skindiving among the skerries. And yet at home he was
awayskind, dwaysloving-the big, handy, strong, sympathetic man,
with his songs and jokes and stories, who never hurt his children but
got much from them because he awaited they would give much.”

Saxtorph was smoking too hard; his mouth felt scorched. He soothed it
with beer. Tyra proceeded:

“I think he turned a blind eye on whatever underground activities arose
in Gerning, or that he got wind of e sawhere. He could not risk joining
them himsdlf. Hewasdl that stood between hisfolk and the kzinti that
could devour them. Instead, he must be the subservient servant, and
never scream a the devilsgnawing in hissoul.



“But | believe the worst devil, because half an angel, wasthe
relationship that devel oped between him and Yiao-Captain. Thiswas
the space operations officer a the defense base in Gerning. Father
found he could talk to him, bargain, persuade, better than with any
other kzin. Naturdly, then, Yiao-Captain became the one he often saw
and... cultivated. | am not sure what it was about him that pleased
Yiao-Captain, although | can guess. But 1b remembers hearing Father
remark to Mother, more than once, that they were no longer quite
master and dave, those two, or predator and prey, but amost friends.

“Of coursefolk noticed. They wondered. I, small girl at home, was not
aware of anything wrong, but later | learned of the suspicionsthat
Father had changed from reluctant go-between to active
collaborationid. It wasin the testimony againgt him, after liberation.”

Tyrafdl slent. Thelong talk had hoarsened her. She drank deep. Still
shelooked at what Saxtorph had never beheld.

Gone uneasy, he shifted hisweight about, minor though it was on this
planet, and sought his stein. The beer was as cool and strong as her
handshake had been. He found words. “What do you think that pair
had in common?’ he asked.

She shook herself and came back to him. “Astrophysics,” she
answered. “ Father's abiding interest, you know. It turned into one of his
consolations. He built himsdlf an observatory. Piece by piece, year by
year, heimprovised equipment.” Humor flickered. “Or scrounged it. Is
that your American word? Scientists under the occupation were as
expert scroungers as everybody else” Once more gravely: “He spent
much time at hisingruments. When he had gotten that relationship with
Y iao-Captain-remember, he mostly used it to help histenants, shield
them-he arranged for alink to asatellite observatory the kzinti
maintained. It had military purposes, but those involved degp scanning
of the heavens, and Father was allowed alittle time-sharing.” Her voice
went dightly shrill. “Wasthis collaboration?’



“I wouldn't say so,” replied Saxtorph, “but I'm not afanatic.” Nor was
| here, enduring the ghastlinesses. | was an officer inthe UN Navy,
which was by no means a bad thing to be during the last war years. We
managed quite afew jolly times.

With arenewed steadiness that he sensed was hard-held, Tyra
continued: “It seems clear to methat Yiao-Captain shared Father's
interest in astrophysics. Asfar asakzin would be ableto. They are not
redlly capable of disnterested curiosity, arethey? But Yiao-Captain
could not have foreseen any important result. | think he gave his petty
help and encouragement-easy to do in his position-for the sake of the
searchitsdlf.

“And Father did make adiscovery. It wasimportant enough that
Yiao-Captain arranged for a ship so he could go take alook. Father
went along. They were never seen again. That wasthirty Earth years

By sheer coincidence, the musician changed to adifferent tune, brasses
and an undertone of drums. Saxtorph knew it aso. It too was ancient.
The hair ood up on hisarms. “ Ich hat' einen kameraten.” | had a
comrade. The army song of mourning.

“Hedid not tel uswhy,” Tyrasaid. Thetearswould no longer stay
captive. “He was forbidden. He could only say he must go, and be
gonealong time, but would always love us. We can only guess what

happened.”
Chapter 111

Thear wasrank with kzin smell. The whole compound was, but in this
room Yiao-Captain's excitement made it overwheming, practicaly to
choke on. He half leaned across his desk, claws out, asif it were an
anima he had dain and was about to rip asunder. Sunlight through a
window gleamed off eyes and wet fangs. Orange fur and naked tail
diffened erect. The Sght terrified those human ingtincts that
remembered the tiger and the sabertooth. Although Peter Nordbo had



met it before and knew that no attack impended- probably-he must
summon his courage. He was big and muscular, Yiao-Captain was
short and dender, yet the kzin topped the man by fifteen centimeters,
with athird again the bulk and twice the weight.

Words hissed, spat, snarled. “Action! Adventure! Getting away from
thiswretched outpost. Achievement, honor, afull name. Power gained,
maybe, to end this dragged-on war at last. And afterward-afterward-"
The words faded off in an exultant growl.

When he thought he saw ameasure of cam, Nordbo dared say, in
Wunderlander, “1 don't quite understand, Sr. A very interesting
agtronomica phenomenon, which should be studied intensively. | came
to request your help in getting me authorization to- But that isdl. Isn't
it, 9r?” While he knew the Hero's Tongue, he was not alowed to defile
it by use, especidly since hisvoca organsinevitably gaveit agrotesque
accent. When he must communicate with akzin ignorant of his
language, he used atrandator or, absent that, wrote hisreplies.

Yiao-Captain sat down again and indicated that Nordbo could do
likewise. “No, humans are dow to perceive such possbilities” he sad.
With characteristic rapid mood shift, he went patronizing. “| supposed
you might. Y ou are bold for amonkey. Wdll, think as best you can. A
mysterious source of tremendous energy. Study of the stars deepened
knowledge of the atom, and thus became akey to the development of
nuclear wegpons. What now have you come upon?’

Nordbo shook his head. His mouth bent upward ruefully in the bushy
brown beard that was starting to grizzle, below the hook nose.
“Scarcely an unknown law of nature in operation, sir. What it may be
I'd rather not try to guess before we have much more data. It does
suggest- No, how could it have appeared so suddenly, if it were what
has crossed my mind? In any case, not every scientific discovery finds
military applications. Most don't. | can't imagine how this one could,
fivelight-years off.”



“Y ou cannot. We shdl see”

“Wadll, s, if | get thekind of support | need for further research-”
Nordbo stopped. Appalled, he stared at the possibility that his
eagerness had camouflaged from him. Might thisreally mean aweapon
to turn on hisfolk? No. It must not. Please, God, make it impossible.

“Y ou will have better than that,” Yiao-Captain purred. “We shal go
there”

Have | misheard? Nordbo thought. Even for akzin, it iscrazy. “What?’

“Yes” Yiao-Captain rose again. Histail switched, his bat'swing ears
folded and lay back. He gazed out the window into the sky. “If nothing
€else, maybe that energy source can be transported. Maybe we can fling
it at the enemy. They may have noticed too. If they have, they are
bound to send an expedition sometime. Their peering, prying curiosity-
But Alpha Centauri iscloser to it than Sol by... threelight-years, isthat
agood guess? We shdl forestall. | can readily persuade the governor,
given theinformation you have brought. And/ will bein command.”

Nordbo had risen too, less out of deference, for he realized that at
present the kzin wouldn't notice or care, than because he couldn't
endure being towered over by those devils. It struck him, not for the
first time, that the reason few households on Wunderland kept cats any
longer was that their faces were too much like akzin's. Well, that was
far from being the only happy thing the conquest had ruined.

“I, I wish you would recongder, sr,” he said.

“Never.” The bass voice grew muted. “Our ancestors tamed their
planet and went to the stars because they had learned that knowledge
brings might. Shal we dishonor their ghosts?’

Nordbo moistened hislips. “I mean you persondly, sr. Wewill... miss
you.”



It twisted in him: The damnable part isthat that istrue. Yiao-Captain
has never been gratuitoudy crudl, nor let others be when he had any
control over them. By hislights, heiskindly. He has helped us directly
or intervened on our behdf when | showed him the need was dire and
there would be no lossto his Sde. He has received me as hospitably as
aHero can receive amonkey, and, yes, we have had some fascinating
talks, where he listened to what | said and thought about it and gave
answersthat gpproached being fair. Why, he got meto teach him
chess, and if he loses he doesn't fly into amurderous rage, only curses
and goes outside to work it off in hand-to-hand combat practice. He
likesme, after hisfashion, and, confessit, | like him in acrooked sort
of way, and-what will happen to usin Gerning if he leaves us?

Yiao-Captain turned his head. Something akin to mirth rasped through
hiswords. “Lament not. Y ou are coming along.”

Nordbo took a step backward. The horror wastoo vast for him to
grasp immediately. Hefdt asif he werein acold magstrom, whirling
down and down. His handslifted. “No,” heimplored. “Oh, no, no.”

Yiao-Captain refrained from dashing him for presuming to contradict a
kzin. “ Assuredly. Y ou will keep total Silence abouit this, of course.”
Lest ariva, rather than an enemy spy, learn, and moveto get the
coveted task himsdf. “Hr-r, you may return home, tell your household
that you are going on alengthy voyage, and pack what you need for
your personal use. Then report back here for sequestration until we
leave. | want your scientific skills.” Laughter was a human thing, but a
gruff noisevibrated. “ And how can | do without my chess partner?’

Nordbo sagged against the wall. He seldom wexpt, never likethis.

“What, you are rductant?’ Yiao-Captain teased. “Y ou care nothing for
struggle, glory, or your very curiosity? Take heart. Y our time away
shdl beminimd. | am sure dl arrangements can be completed within

deys”

A kzin'sway of challengeisto scream and leap.



Chapter IV

Tyrawiped furioudy at her eyes. “1 am, am sorry,” she sammered. “|
did not planto cry a you.”

No more than afew drops had glistened a ong those cheekbones.
Saxtorph half reached to take her hand. No. She might resent that; and
after sngpping once or twice for air, she had regained her balance. Best
stay prosy. “Y ou think the kzin honcho forced your father to go,” he
deduced.

She shrugged, not quite spagticdly. “ Or ordered him. What wasthe
difference? He could not tell usanything. If he had, and the kzinti had
found out-"

Uh-huh, Saxtorph knew. Children for dinner at the officers mess.
Mother to ahunting preserve, unlessthey didn't reckon sheld make
good sport and decided on aworse death as a public example. “ This
impliesthe ratcats considered the object important,” he said. “Even
more does the item that it involved an interstellar journey, in those days
before hyperdrive and with awar under way. It wasinterstellar, wasn't
it?

“Yes. Father spoke of ... long years. Also, after the war, investigators
got two or three eyewitness accounts by humans who worked for the
kzinti. They had only seen requisition orders, that sort of thing, but it did
establish that Yiao-Captain and asmall crew left for some unreveded
destination in avessd of the Swift Hunter class. Hardly anything ese
waslearned.”

Saxtorph laid his pipe on the ashtaker rack and rubbed his chin.
“You'reright, kzinti don't do science for the sake of pure knowledge,
the way humans sometimes do. They want it to help them copewith a
universe they see asfundamentaly hogtile, or to win them power. Inthis
case, surely, they thought of military potentia.”

Tyranodded. “That isclear.” She braced herself. “ Father had been



excited, amost happy. He spoke to severd people of amarvelous
discovery he had made from his observatory. | do not remember that,
but | waslittle, and maybe | did not happen to be there. Mother was
not interested in science and did not understand what he talked of, nor
recdl it afterward well enough to be of any use. Likewisefor what
servants or tenants heard. Ib was at school, he says. Everybody agrees
that Father said he must see Yiao-Captain about having athorough
study made; the kzinti had the powerful instruments and computers, of
course. He came home from that and-1 havetold you.” She bit her lip.
“The accusation later was that he deliberately put the kzinti on thetrall
of something that might have led them to anew wesgpon, and
accompanied them to investigate closer, in hopes of wedth and favors.”

“Forgive me,” Saxtorph said softly, “but I've got to ask this. Could it
possibly be true?’

“No! We, hisfamily, knew him. Y ear by year we had heard as much of
his pain as he dared utter, and fdlt the rest. He loved us. Would he
free-willingly havel€eft us, for years stretching into decades, whatever
the payment? No, he smply never thought in terms of helping the kzinti
intheir war, until they did and it wastoo late for him. But the hysteria
immediately after liberation- There had been many red collaborators,
you know. And there were people who paid oft” grudges by accus-ing
other people, and- It waswhat | think you call awitch hunt.

“The feet that Peter Nordbo had cooperated, that was not in itself to
be held againgt him. Most Landholdersdid. Taking to the bush was
maybe more galant, but then you could not be athin, battered shield
for your folk. Just the same, thiswas part of the reason why the new
congtitution took away the specid status of the Nineteen Families. And
in retrospect, that Peter Nordbo gave knowledge to the kzinti and
fared off with them, that was made to make his earlier cooperation look
willing, and like more than it actudly was.” Tyrasgrip on thetable edge
drove the blood from her fingertips. “Yes, it isconceivablethat in his
heart he was on their side. Impossible, but conceivable. What | want
you to find for me, Captain Saxtorph, isthetruth. | am not afraid of it.”



After amoment, shakily: “Please to excuse me. | should be more
busnesdike.” Shefinished her wine.

Saxtorph knocked back his beer and rose. “Let me get usrefills,” he
suggested. “Care for something stronger?’

“Thank you. A double Scotch. Water chaser.” She managed asmile.
“Y ou may take you an akvavit thistime. | have not much left to tell.”

When he brought the drinks back, she was entirely self-possessed.
“Ask whatever you want,” sheinvited. “Befrank. | believed my
wounds were long ago scarred over. What made them hurt again
tonight was hope.”

“Don't get yourstoo high,” he advised. “ Thislooks mighty dicey to me.
And, like your dad, I've got other people to think about before | agree

to anything.”

“Naturaly. | would not have gpproached you if the story of your
adventures had not proved you are conscientious.”

He attempted alaugh. “ Please. Call 'em my experiences. Adventures
are what happen to the incompetent.” He sent caraway pungency down
histhroat and a dollop of brew in pursuit. “ Okay, let's get cracking
again. | gather no details about that expedition ever came out.”

“They were suppressed, obliterated. \When the human hyperdrive
armada arrived and it became clear that the kzinti would lose Alpha
Centauri, they destroyed dl their records and ingtallations thet they
could, before going forth to die in battle. Prisoners and surviving human
witnesses had little information. About Yiao-Captain's mission, nobody
had any, except what | mentioned to you. It was secret from the
beginning; very few kzinti, either, ever knew about it.”

“No report to the home world till success was assured. Nor when
Wunderland was fdling. They were smart bastards; they foresaw our
new craft would hunt for every such beam, overtakeiit, read it, and jam



it beyond recovery.”

“I know. b has described to me the effect of faster-than-light travel on
intelligence operations.”

Her grasp of practica thingswas akin to Dorcas, Saxtorph thought.
“When did the ship leave?’ he asked.

“It was- Now | am forgetting your calendar. It wasten Earth-years
before liberation.”

“ And whatever messages she'd sent back were wiped from the
databases at that time, and whatever kzinti knew the content died
fighting. She never returned, and after the liberation no word came from
her.”

“The genera explanation was-is-that it and the crew perished.” In
bitterness, Tyraadded, “Fortunately, they say.”

“But if shedid not, then she probably got news of the defeat. A beam
cycled through the volume of her possible trgectories could be read
across severd light-years, and wasn't in adirection humanswould likely
search. What then would her captain do?’ Saxtorph addressed his
beer. “Never mind for now. I'd be speculating far in advance of the
facts. Y ou say you have come upon some new ones?’

“Old ones.” Her voice dropped low. “Thirty yearsold.”
Hewaited.

Shefolded her hands on the table, looked at him straight acrossit, and
said, “A few months ago, Mother died. She was never well since
Father left. As surrogate Landholder, she was not redlly able to cope
with the dreadful task. She did her best, | grew up seeing how she
struggled, but she had not his skills, or his specid relaionship with a
ranking kzin, or just hisphysica strength. So she... yidded... more
than he had done. This caused her to be called a collaborator, when the



kzinti were safely gone, and retrospectively it blackened Father's name
worse, but-she was et go, to live out her life on what property the
court had no legd right to take away from us. It is productive, and Ib
found agood supervisor, so shewas not in poverty. Nor wealthy. But
how alone! We did what we could, 1b and | and her true friends, but it
was not much, and never could we restore Father to her. She was
brave, kept busy, and... dwindled. Her death was peaceful. | closed
her eyes. The physician's verdict was generd debility leading to cardiac
falure

“Ib hashisduties, while | can set my own working hours. Thereforeit
was | who remained at Korsness, to make arrangements and put things
in order. | went through the database, the papers, die remembrances-
And at the bottom of adrawer, under layers of his clothesthat she had
kept, | found Father's last notebook from the observatory.”

Air whistled in between Saxtorph'steeth. “Including the data on that
thing? Jesu Kridti! Didn't he know how dangerousit wasfor hisfamily
to have?’

“He may haveforgotten, in hisemotiond storm. | think likelier,
however, he hid it there himsdlf. No human would have reason to go
through that drawer for many years. He knew Mother would not empty
it”

“M-m, yah. And if nothing made them suspicious, the kzinti wouldn't
search the house. Benesath their dignity, pawing through monkey stuff.
And they never have managed to understand how humans feel about
their families. Y ah. Nordbo, your dad, he may very well have left those
notes asakind of heritage; becauseif you've given me a proper
account of him, and |

believe you have, then he had not given up the hope of freedom at last
for hispeople.

A couple of fresh tears trembled on her lashes but went no farther.
“Y o« understand,” she whispered.



Enthusiasm legped in him. “Well, what did the book say?’

“I did not know at once. It took reviewing of science from school days.
| dared not ask anybody else. It could be-undesirable.”

Okay, Saxtorph thought, if he turned out to have been atraitor after all,
why not suppress the information? What harm, at thislate date? | don't
supposeit'd have changed your love of him and hismemory. You're
that kind of person.

“What hefound,” Tyrasaid, “wasaradiation sourcein Tigripardus.”
Most congtellations bear the same names at Alpha Centauri as at
Sol-four and athird light-years being adistance minuscule in the
enormousness of the galaxy-but certain changes around theline
between them have been inevitable. “It wasfaint, requiring asengtive
detector, and would have gone unnoticed had he not happened to
study that exact part of the Sky. Thiswasin the course of asystemdtic,
years-long search for smdl anomdies. They might indicate stray
mono-poles, or antimatter concentrations, or other such peculiarities,
which in turn might give clues about the evolution of thewhole- But |
explain too much, no?

“The radiation seemed to be from apoint source. It consisted of
extremely high-energy gammarays. The spectrum suggested particles
were being formed and annihilated. Thisindicated an extraordinary
energy dengity. With accessto the automated monitorsthe kzinti kept
throughout this system, Father quickly got the pardlax. The object was
about five light-years away. That meant the radiation at the source was
fantadtically intense. | can show you thefigures|later, if you wish.”

“I do,” Saxtorph breathed. “Oh, | do.”

“He checked through the astronomical databases, too,” she went on.
“Archival materiad from Sol, and studies made here before the war,
showed nothing. Thiswas anew thing, afew yearsold at most.”

“And sincethen, evidently, it'sturned off.”



“Yes. Asl told you, Ib got aNavy observer to look at the area, on a
pretext. Nothing unusud.”

“Curiouser and curiouser. Any ideawhat it might be, or have been?’
“I am alayman. My guesses are worthless.”

“Don't be humble. I'm not. Hm-m-m... No, thisis premature, at |east
till I've seen those numbers. Clearly, Yiao-Captain guessed at
potentidities that made it worth taking a close look, and persuaded his
superiors”

Saxtorph clutched the handle of his mug and stared down asif it were
an oracular well. “Ten yearsplus, either way,” he muttered. “ That's
what I'd estimatetrip time as, from what | recall of the Swift Hunter
class and know about kzinti style. Sparing even asingle ship and crew
for twenty-odd years, when every attack on Sol wasending in
expensve defeat and weld begun making our own raids-uh-huh. A
gamble, but maybe for amighty big stakes.”

“And the ship never came back,” Tyrareminded him. “A ten-year
crossing, do you reckon? It should have reached the goa about when
the hyperdrive armada got hereto set usfree. Surely the kzinti sent it
word of that. The newswould have been received five years | ater.
Sooner, if the ship was en route home.” Or not at dl if the ship was
dead, Saxtorph thought. “ Then what? | cannot imagine akzin
commander staying on course, to surrender at journey's end. He might
have tried to arrive unexpectedly and crash his ship on Wunderland, a
last act of terrible vengeance, but that would have happened aready.”

“More speculation,” Saxtorph said. “What's needed isfacts.”
A sword being drawn could have spoken her “Yes.”

“Whao've you told about this, besides your brother and me?’ Saxtorph
asked.



“Nobody, and | swore him to secrecy. If nothing else, we must think
firgt, undisturbed, he and 1. He sounded out high officers, and decided
they would not believe our father's notes are genuine, when their
observatory contradicts.”

“M-m, | dunno. They know the kzinti went after something.”
“It can have been something quiite different.”

“Stll, these days afive-light-year jaunt isno great shakes. Includeitina
training cruise or whatever.”

“And asfor finding out the truth about our father, which islb'sand my
real purpose-they would not care.”

“Again, | wonder. | want to talk with Ib.”

“Of course, if you are serious. But can you not seg, if wegivethis
matter over to the authorities, it goes entirely out of our hands? They
will never dlow usto do anything more.”

“Thatisfarly plausble”

“If you, though, an independent observer, if you verify that thisisred
and important, then we cannot be denied. The public will ingstona
completeinvegtigation.”

A decent cause, and a decent chunk of much-needed money. Too
many loose ends. However, Saxtorph flattered himsdlf that he could
recogni ze a genuine human being when he met one. “1'll haveto know a
lot more, and ring in my partners, et cetera, et cetera,” he declared.
“Right now, | canjust say I'll be glad to do s0.”

“Itisaplenty!” Her tonergoiced. “Thank you, Captain, athousand
thanks. Skoal !” When they had clinked rims, she tossed off an
agonishing draught.

It didn't make her drunk. Perhapsit helped bring ease, and areturn of



vivacity. “1 had my specia reason for meeting you likethis,” she said.
Her smile challenged. “ Before entrugting you with my dream, | wanted
we should befaceto face, done, and | get the measure of you.”

Y es, occasondly he had made critical decisonsin which his persona
impression of somebody was amgjor factor.

“We shdl hold further discussion, and you bring your wife-your whole
crew, if youwish,” Tyrasaid. “Tonight, | think, we have talked enough.
About this. But must you leave a once?’

“Wdl, no,” he answered, more awvkwardly than was hiswont.

They conversed, and listened to the music that most of humankind had
forgotten, and swapped private memories, and drank, and shewas a
sure and supple dancer. Nothing wrong took place. Still, it was agood
thing for Saxtorph that when he got back to hishotel, Dorcaswas
awake and in the mood.

Chapter V

Swordbeak emerged from hyperspace and accelerated toward the
Father Sun. A warcraft of the Raptor class, lately modified to
accommodate a superlumind drive, it moved faster than mogt, agilely
responsive to the thrust of its gravity polarizers. Watchersin space saw
laser turrets and missile launchers slhouetted againgt the Milky Way,
deek asthe plumage of its namesake, overwhemingly deedlier than the
talons. It identified itself to their satisfaction and passed onward.
Messages flew to and fro. When the vessdl reached Kzin, apriority
orbit around the planet was preassigned it. Weoch-Captain took a boat
sraight down to Defiant Warrior Base. Thence he proceeded
immediately to thelair of Ress-Chiuu. A proper escort waited there.

TheHigh Admira received him in the same room as before. Now,

however, atable had been set with silver goblets of drink and golden
braziers of sweset, mildly psychotropic incense. In the blood trough at
themiddlealive Zianya lay bound. Its muzzle had been taped shut to



keep it from squeding, but the smell of itsfear stimulated more than did
the smoke.

“Y ou enter in honor,” Ress-Chiuu greeted.

From hisrank, that was a pridemaking compliment. Nevertheless
Weoch-Captain felt he should demur. “ Y ou are generous, Sire. Intruth
| accomplished little”

“Y ou dew no foes and saved no friends. We never, redidticdly,
expected you would. To judge by your preliminary report asyou
returned, you did well againgt considerable odds. But you shall tell me
about it in person, a leisure. Afterward Intelligence will examinewhat is
inyour ship's database. Recline-" in this presence, another grest
digtinction-"and take refreshment.” -an extraordinary one.

Ashetaked, interrupted only by shrewd questions, memories more
than drink or drug restored to Weoch-Captain his full salf-confidence.
If he had not prevailed, neither had helogt, and his misson was
bascaly successful.

The story unfolded at length: Voyageto the old red dwarf. Cautious,
probing approach to the planet on which Werlith-Commandant's forces
had been at work. Detection and challenge by humans. Diaogue,
carefully steered to make them think that the kzinti had no
foreknowledge of anything and thiswas aroutine visit. Refusd to let the
kzinti proceed farther, ordersfor Swordbeak to depart. (“So they
show that much spirit, do they?” Ress-Chiuu mused. “ The officid
communications have been asjely-mild as | predicted. Well, maybe it
wasjust thisindividuad commander.”) Sword-beak's forward plunge.
An attack warded off, except for aray that did no significant damage
before the ship was out of range. Three more human vessel's summoned
and gtraining to intercept. Weoch-Captain'strgjectory by the planet,
wild, too closein for the pursuit to dare, instruments and cameras
recording that the kzinti ingtalation had been annihilated, the kzinti
warcraft that had been on guard orbited as a mass of cold wreckage,



the likelihood of any survivorswas essentidly nil. Running agauntlet of
enemy fire on the way out. Another bra-vado maneuver, this around
the larger gas giant, that could have thrown Swordbeak aflameinto the
atmosphere but | eft its nearest, more heavily armed chaser hopelessly
behind. Swatting missiles on the way out to hyperspacing distance. A
jeering message beamed aft, and escape from 3-space.

“Itiswdl, itiswel.” Ress-Chiuu rolled the words over histongue asiif
they werethefine drink in hisgoblet.

Weoch-Captain gauged that he had asserted himsdlf as much aswas
advisable. He had hisfuture to think of, the career that should bring him
at lagt afull name and theright to breed. “If the High Admird is
pleased, that suffices. But it was mere information we captured, which
the monkeys may in time have given usfredy.”

“Vouchsafed us,” Ress-Chiuu snarled. “ Condescended to throw to us.”

“True, sre” 1t had indeed been in the minds of Weoch-Captain and his
crew, astrong motivation to do what they did.

“Nor could we be certain they would not lie.”

“True, gre. Nonetheless” The utterance was distasteful but necessary,
if Weoch-Cgptain was to maintain the High Admira's opinion of him as
an officer not only vaiant but wise. “They will resent what happened.
We have barely begun to modernize and re-expand the fleet. Theirsis
much stronger. How may they react? | admit to fretting about that on
theway home.”

“The Petriarchs considered it beforehand,” Ress-Chiuu assured him.
“The humanswill bleat. Perhgpsthey will even huff and puff. We shdl
point out that they have registered no territoria claim on yonder sun
and its planets, therefore they had no right to forbid entry to a peaceful
visitor, and you did nothing but save yourselves after they opened fire.
Arh, your restraint was masterly, Weoch-Captain. We will demand
reparation, they will make alittle more noise, and that will be the end of



the matter. Meanwhile you have learned a great dedl for us, about their
capabilities and about what to expect, what to prepare for, when we
dart pushing a them in earnest. Y ou deserve well of us,
Weoch-Captain.”

Heleaned forward. His voice became music and distant thunder. “Y ou
deserve the opportunity to win more glory. Y ou may earn the ultimate
reward.”

Energy thrilled dong nerves and into blood. “Sire! | stland ready!”

“I knew you would.” Ress-Chiuu sipped, rather than lapped, from his
cup. His gaze went afar, histone deceptively meditative. “We have our
sources of information among the humans. They arelimited in what they
can convey but on occasion they have proven useful. For the present,
you need know no more than that. Let me smply say that not
everything the hyperwave brings usis known to the human gover nment
. Perforce he attempted to pronounce the English word.
Weoch-Captain recognized, if not exactly understood it.

“For rdlevant example,” Ress-Chiuu continued, “we got early news of
the disagter at the red sun, well before they contacted us officially about
it. Thisyou recall, of course. What you do not recall, because it
happened while you were gone, isthat we have received fresh
intelligence, concelvably of thefirst importance. ”

Stoic, as became a Hero, Weoch-Captain waited. His ribs ached with
tenson. His heart dugged.

“Briefly put-we will go into details later,” he heard, “aWunderland
resident has come upon alost record from the time of thewar. It
appearsthat, some years before the enemy got the hyperdrive, an
astronomer observed a cosmic phenomenon, about five light-years
from Alpha Centauri. It wasinexplicable, but involved enormous
energies. The possbility of military uses caused the high command of
the occupation to dispatch a ship to investigate. If the ship sent any
messages back, those were expunged when the human armada



appeared, and dl kzinti who had knowledge of the misson died. Any
beams that arrived afterward were never received, the tuned and
programmed apparatus being destroyed; they are dissipated, lost. The
ship has not been heard of again. Recent search hasfailed to detect
anything remarkable in that part of the Wunderland sky.

“Regardless, for reasons not quite clear to me, humans aretrying to
organize an expedition to that region. Humans, | say, individuas, not the
humans. Their patriarchs are, asyet, unaware of it.

“We have obtained the astronomica data. They are sufficient basisfor
an investigation. Perhaps nothing isthere, or nothing of interest. Yetitis
imaginable that those kzinti were justified who decided, three decades
ago, that thiswas worth sending a high-velocity vessd.

“Wemust know. If it isanything of vaue, we must winiit oursalves. The
way is consderably longer from here than from there. Are you and
your crew prepared to leave again quite soon?’

“Sire,” blazed Weoch-Captain, “you need not ask!”

“And | say, to your honor, that | am unsurprised.” Ress-Chiuu showed
fangs. “I give you an added incentive. If the humans do mount their
expedition, it will gpparently consst of asingle ship, unarmed,
commanded by one... S-s-saxtor-r-rph, the designation is. The ship,
commander, and crew that wrought the havoc you beheld.”

Weoch-Captain roared.

They spoke together, ran computations and smulations, speculated,
envisoned, dreamed their fierce dreams, until past sundown. Much
remained to do when they stopped for afeast of celebration. Thefirst
flesh ripped from the Zanya, before it died, was especialy savory.

Chapter VI

While the government ground ponderoudy through its motions, Juan



Y oshii and Laurinda Brozik were as trapped on Wunderland as their
friends. Released, they could not get early passageto We Made It; as
yet, few ships plied that route. When a sudden opportunity came by,
they grabbed. The otherstook no offense. Laurindas parents were
eager to get her home and legdly married. Her father had dready
promised his prospective son-in-law an excellent job, no sinecure but
gill onethat would dlow him to pursue hisliterary interests on the sde.
Y ou don't dawdle over such things. However, the Stuation gave scant
notice or time for a sendoff. Preoccupied asthey were with the
Nordbo business, skipper and mate could merdly offer their best
wishes. Kamehameha Ryan and Carita Fenger made what
arrangements they were able, and the foursome took off for the pair of
days available before departure.

Though Gelbstein Park is popular in summer, visitorsto that high
country are few when winter hasfallen over the southern hemisphere of
Wunderland. These got romantic near-solitude. A walk amidst the
scenery preceded dinner back at thelodge, drinks before the fireplace,
and along goodnight.

“Brrr-hooee!” Ryan hugged himself. Breath smoked from hisround
brown countenance. “I'm glad I'm not a brass monkey.”

Caritatook hisarm. The Jnxian's own skin seemed coa-black against
the snowscape, in which Laurindas albino complexion showed ghostly.
“Kegp reminding yoursdf that not al your ancestors were kanakas,”
she suggested.

“Or that it gets pretty cold on top of MaunaKeatoo, yeah.” The
quartermaster snuggled his chin under the collar of hisjacket.

“Y ou could've inssted we go to Eden or the Roseninsel or wherever
tropicd.”

“Naw, I'm okay. Juan opted for here, and thiss hislast chance.”

Y oshil seemed indeed lost in his surroundings. Was a poem brewing?



Overhead the sky stood huge, cloudless, as degply blue asthe
shadows cast by sun A across the snows. Paler were those from B, an
dfin tracery mingled with the frost-glitter. A kilometer ahead, the trall
ended at ahot springs area. The greens and russets of poolswere
twice vivid in the whiteness e sewhere; the steam that rose from them
was utter purity. Beyond, the Lucknerberg gleamed inits might. The
sounds of seething carried this far through the silence, but muffled, asif
it were the underground working of the planet that one heard.

“Youaresoland,” Laurindasaid. “Well missyou so much.”

Y oshi shivered, |eft hisreverie, and caught hisgirl's gloved hand. They
were waking in front of their companions. He glanced back. “ Yes, and
welll worry about you,” he added. “Headed into the... the unknown-”

“Y oull have better thingsto do,” Ryan laughed.
“Andweéll befine” Caritaputin.

“Shorthanded,” Y oshii said. They had not found a satisfactory
replacement for him. “I can't help feding guilty, like adeserter.”

“Juan, boy,” Caritareplied, “if you left thislass behind now, evenfor a
month'sjaunt, I'd turn you over my knee and spank you till you took
firgt prize at the next baboon show.” Quite possibly she meant it. Her
short, massive frame certainly had the capability.

“I might have gonetoo-" Laurindals wordstrailed off. No, shewould
not have done that to her parents. “If we could only stay in touch!”

Ryan shrugged. “ Someday they'll miniaturize hyper-wave equipment to
the point whereitll fit in aspaceship.”

“Why haven't they dready?’ she protested. “ Or why didn't it come
with the hyperdrive?’

“We can't expect to understand or assimilate a non-human technology
overnight,” Y oshui told her in his soft fashion. “Aswas, it took skull



swest to adapt what the Outsiders sold your world to our uses. I'm
surprised that you, of al people, should ask such aquestion.”

“A woman needs to spring an occasiond surprise,” Caritasaid.

Laurinda gulped. “But not a stupid remark. I'm sorry. My thinking had
gone askew. | am afraid for you two and the Saxtorphs.”

“Nonsense” Ryan said. “It'll be aheahe, abreeze, awedll-paid junket.”
Into reachesthat had swallowed akzinti warcraft. “Y ou don't get ol'
Bob haring right off onimpulse. If we should meet difficultieswe can't
skip straight away from, we're equipped like an octopus to handle ‘em.”

“No wegpons.” She had not been concerned with the refitting, but she
knew this.

“Oh, heand | saw quietly to our stash of small arms, explosives, and
dl”

Y oshii's mouth tightened. “What use againgt the universe?’

“Asfor that,” Caritagtated, “you know full well what weve got.”
Mainly to Laurinda: “ A beefed-up grapnd field system. We can lock
onto afair-szed asteroid and shift its orhit, if we want to spend the fudl.
Our new main laser can bore ahole from end to end of it. Our robot
prospector-lander can boost at as high as ahundred Earth gees, for a
total delta v of athousand KPS. Plusthe stuff we carried before,
except for the second boat-radars, instruments, teleprobes, you name
it. Oh, weld be no match for anaval vessd, but aside from that, we're
loaded like a verguuz drinker.”

“Now will you joyful honeymoonerskindly red in your faces and sart
snging and dancing asthe drill calsfor?” Ryan snorted.

The couple traded alook, which rapidly grew warm. Smilesradiated
between them. “Makes me fedl downright lecherous,” Caritamurmured
to Ryan. “How 'bout you?’



With arumbling roar, ageyser erupted among the springs. Higher and
higher it climbed againgt the gentle gravity, until the tower of it reached
ahundred meters doft. Light sharded to bows and diamondsin its
plume. Thenceit flung afinerain which fel singing hot, smelling of
sulfur and tasting of iron, violence broken loose from rocks far below.
Abruptly the humansfet very smal.

Chapter VII

Waves move more dowly on Wunderland than on Earth and strike less
hard, but the seas that beat against the cliffs of Korsnesswere heavy
enough. The noise of them reached the old house on the headland asa
muted throb, drums beneath the wind-skirl. Gray, green, and
white-maned, they heaved out to a horizon vague with scud. The
cloudsflew low, like smoke. The room overlooking the view seemed
full of their twilight, despiteitsfluoros. That glow logt itsdf in
swartwood furniture, murky carpet, lestherbound codices and ancestra
portraits. Above the stone mantel hung a crossed pair of oars, dried
and cracked. Thefirst Nordbo who settled here had used them after
the motor in hisboat failed, to fetch a son wrecked on Horn Ref.

Saxtorph liked this place. It spoke to something in hisblood. “ Y ouve
got roots,” he remarked. “Not many folks do these days.”

Seated on hisleft, Tyranodded. Her hair was the sole redl brightness.
“The honor of the house,” she said, then grimaced. “No, forgiveme, |
do not mean to be pretentious.”

“Hut you shouldn't be afraid of speaking about what truly matters,” said
Dorcason her far side.

“I'am not. Y our husband knows. But-" The com that they confronted
chimed and blinked. Tyra gtiffened. “ Accept,” she snapped.

The full-size image of aman appeared, and part of the desk behind
which he sat, and through the window at his back a glimpse of the
Drachenturm in Munchen. “Good day,” he greeted. Half rising to make



adgiff little bow: “Frau Saxtorph, at last | get the pleasure of your
acquaintance.” He must have worked to flatten out of his English the
accent hissgter retained.

Dorcasinclined her head. The mahogany-hued crest and tail of her
Belter hairstyle rippled. “How do you do, Herr,” she answered as

formally. The smile on the Athene visage was less warm than usudl.
“Someday | may have the pleasure of shaking your hand.”

Ib Nordbo took the implied reproof impassively. Hewasin his
mid-forties, tall and low-gee dim, smooth-chinned, bearing much of
Tyras blond handsomeness but none of her verve and frequent
merriment. At least, during his previous two short encounters with
Saxtorph he had been curt and somber. Insignia on the blue uniform
proclaimed him alieutenant commander of nava intelligence.

“Why would you not comein person today?’ burst from Tyra. “| tell
you, thisisthe one spot on Wunderland where we can be surewe are
privete”

“Come, now,” her brother replied. “My officewas and is perfectly
secure, there is no reason to imagine your town gpartment or the
Saxtorphs hotel room were ever under surveillance, and | assure you,
thiscircuit iswell seded.”

Anxiousto avoid abreach, for the earlier scenes had gotten a bit tense,
Saxtorph said, “ Y ou'd know, in your job. Actudly, my wifeand | were
glad of Tyrasinvitation because we were curiousto seethe
homestead.”

“We hoped to get somefed for your father, someingght or intuition,”
Dorcas added.

“What value can that have, on asearch through space?’

Nordbo's question would have been achdlenge or agibeif it had been
uttered lessflatly.



“Perhaps none. Y ou never can tell. If nothing e se, thiswasan
interesting visit; and to hold his actua notebook in our handsweas... an
experience.”

“I fear nobody elsewould agree, Frau.” Nordbo's attention went to his
sger. “Tyra, | hestate to say you have become paranoiac on this
subject, but you have exaggerated it in your mind out of al proportion.
What cause does anyone have to spy on you? How often must |

repest, the Navy-no part of oificialdom-will concern itsdf?’

Saxtorph stirred. “And | repest, if you please, that | have trouble
believing that,” he said. “Okay, onekzinti ship waslost thirty years ago,
among hundreds. There was an avdanche of mattersto handlein the
yearsright after liberation. This businesswasforgotten. Sure. But if we
did show them your father's notes and reminded them that the kzinti
reckoned it worthwhile dipatching aship-”

“Nothing specid isnow in that part of the sky,” Nordbo retorted.
“What he detected must have been atransent thing at best, an accident
leaving no trace, perhaps the collision of amatter and an antimatter

“That'd have been plenty weird. Who's ever found so much loose
antimatter? But weve dill got that infrared anomaly.” Saxtorph had
ingsted on Nordbo's retrieving the entire record of the naval
observation.

“Meaningless. Itsintensity againg the cosmic background falswithin
probable error.” The officer sirred where he sat. “We need scarcely
go over thisground again for your lady wife's benefit. We have trodden
it bare, and you must have relayed the argumentsto her. But to
complete the repetition, Frau Saxtorph, | have pointed out that the
kzinti may well have had some entirdly different destination, and took
my father dong merely because his naticing this phenomenon put them
inmind of him as an excellent observer. They quite commonly
employed human technicians, you know. Our species has more



patience for detail work than theirs.”

He paused beforefinishing: “Thisishow they will think inthe Navy if
wetell them. | have sounded out various high-ranking persons, at
Tyrasrequest. Besides, | an Navy mysdlf; | ought to know, ought |
not? It might be decided to go take alook, on the odd chance that my
father did stumble on something specid. But they would not care about
him or hisfate. Nor would they want civilians underfoot. Y ou, Captain
Saxtorph, would be specifically forbidden to enter that region.”

“l undergtand that,” Tyrasaid. “At leas, it ispossible. Therefore Rover
must go firgt, before anything has been revedled. What information it
brings back can jumpstart somered action.”

“Frau Saxtorph, | appeal to you,” Nordbo said. “My sister has
involved me-”

“It wasyour right to know,” Tyrainterjected, “and | thought you would
hdp.”

“Shewants me, if nothing ese, to withhold from my service word about
thisill-advised space mission of yours. Can you not see what adifficult
position that createsfor me?’

“| agree your position isdelicate,” Dorcas murmured.

Did Nordbo wince or flinch? If so, he clamped control back down too
fast for Robert Saxtorph to be sure. Either way, the captain felt
momentarily sorry for what had happened of late.

Not that the Rover crew were at fault. They'd had no way of
foreseeing. They smply carried back to Alpha Centauri the news that
Commissioner Markham had been aspy for the kzinti. It provoked a
hunt for others. And-soon after liberation, when 1b Nordbo was a
young engineer working in the asteroids, UIf Reichstein-Markham, till
out there settling assorted affairs, had befriended him. They returned to
Wunderland together, Nordbo enlisting, Markham going unsuccessfully



into politicsand later rather brilliantly into astronautics administration.
Markham's prestige, the occasional overt recommendation or
conversational suggestion, helped Nordbo rise. They met fairly often.

Well, but suspicion found no grounds. “It must die away atogether,”
Tyrahad pleaded to Saxtorph. “Must it not? [b fought for freedom-not
like Markham, only in one uprising, thet crazy try of young mento take
back the Ritterhaus, but he did suffer injuries. And Markham wasin
fact ahero of the Resistance, maybe its greatest. He did not changetill
long afterward. How could Ib tell? Y es, they did things together, dining,
hunting, talking. What does that mean? They were both lonely. They
have-they had not sociable persondities. Ib was dways of dark spirit.
He has never married. | think he still carries the torment of our father
ingde him. Remember, heis seven Earth-years older than me. Helived
through more of it, and then through the years done with our mother, a
that impressionable age. Now heisfinein hiswork. Hewould have
risen higher if he had awife who knew al the unspoken socid rules, or
if he could just be smooth. But heistoo honest. He does not share
thosefilthy dictatorid ideas you told me Markham held. | am hissgter,
| would know if he did. We are not close, heis not close to anyone,
but we are the children of Peter Nordbo.”

Dorcas, who was tactful when she cared to be, went directly on:
“However, nothing illegd or unethicd isinvolved. We plan ascientific
mission. Amateurs, yes, but if we get in trouble, nobody will be harmed
except us. That land of persond risk isnot prohibited by any statute or
regulation | know of-”

Thusfar, Saxtorph thought.

“-nor do the terms of our insurance and mortgage require more than
‘informed prudence, the interpretation of which clauseisametter for
the civil courts. Y ou are merdly assisting an undertaking that may prove
beneficid to your nation.”

Nordbo shook hishead. “I am not,” he answered. “I have given it the



seriousthought | promised. Today | tell you that | will have no further
part of it.”

“Ib!” Tyracried. Her hand went to her mouth.

“Itislunatic,” he stated. “If we turned those notes over to my service,
at least any investigation would be competently handled. My apologies,
Captain and Mate Saxtorph. | am sure you command your ship well.

Y ou have been persuaded to enter afield outside your competence.
Pease reconsder.”

Tyrasaid something ungteadily in her childhood didect. Hereplied
likewise. In English: “Yes, | will keep my promise, my slence about
this, unless circumstances force me. But | will not make any
contribution to your effort, nor lend any more aid or counsdl, except my
earnest advicethat you abandonit. That isfind.”

Histone softened. “ Tyra, you St in what we have left of our inheritance,
our father's and mother's and ancestors heritage. Will you redly throw

itavay?’

“No,” shewhispered. Her shoulders straightened. “But | will do what is
my right.”

Korsnesswas no Landholding, only afreehold, shared by the heirs.
She had arranged to hypothecate her half of the equity, to pay for the
charter. The agreement lay awaiting her print. In the odds-on event that
Rover found nothing of monetary vaue, her income from the property
ought to pay off the debt, though not before shewaswell dongin
years. It would have helped if Ib had joined in.

Saxtorph didn't fed abashed. He had aliving to make. If Tyrawanted
his capabilities this badly, why, her profession supported her. For his
part, and Dorcas, Kam's, Carita's, they'd be putting their necks on the
line. Still, he admired her sairit.

“Then best | say farewell,” Nordbo sighed. “Before we quarrd. | will



seeyou in afew days, Tyra, and we will speak of happier things.”

“I am not surewhere | will be,” shereplied. “1 cannot sit idlewhile- It
will be research for anew piece of writing. But of course | will getin
touch when | can.” Her words wavered. “We shdl always befriends,
broder min.”

“Yes” hesad gravely. “Fare you ever well.” Hisimage vanished.

The surf and the wind resounded through silence. After awhile Dorcas
sad low, “I think that was why he choseto cdll, instead of coming in
person as you asked. So he could leave at once.”

They barely heard Tyra: “ Dedingslikethisare hard for him. He knows
not well how to cope with humans.”

She sprang to her feet. “But | am not crushed.” Her stance, her voice
avowed it. “1 had small hopefor better, after our talks before. Poor
soul, he took more woundsthan | did, and fears they might come open.
| gave him hischance.” Louder yet: “We can proceed. Robert, you
have told me very little of what you intend.”

Dorcas cast aglance a her man and dso raised her lean length from
thechair.

“Uh, yah, I'spose we are on first-name terms by now,” he said fadt,
fumbling after pipe and tobacco. They had in fact been for awhile,
when by themselves. “1've had my thoughts, and discussed them with
Dorcas, but we figured we'd best wait with you till the contract was
definite. Itis, isntit?’

“Yes, indl except our prints,” Tyratold him. “Y ou have seeniit, have
you not, Frau-m-m, Dorcas?’

Rover's mate smiled and nodded. “| rewrote two of the clauses,” she
sad. “Evidently, next time you met Bob, you agreed.”

“But what do you proposeto do?’ Tyrademanded.



Saxtorph busied hishands. “A lot will depend on what wefind.” He
had explained earlier, but sketchily. “What Dorcasand | have drawvn
upisnot aplan but aset of contingency plans, subject to change
without notice. However, it makes senseto start by trying for that
whatever-it-isthat your father spotted. Presumably the kzinti ship got
there, and what the crew found became afactor in determining what
they did afterward.”

“Have you any ideaabout it?’

“None, redly,” Dorcas admitted. “Y our brother may well beright, it
was afresk of no specia sgnificance”

“Except, we believe, Yiao-Captain thought otherwise,” Saxtorph
pointed out. “ And he got his superiorsto agree it was worth a shot. Of
course, from ahuman viewpoint, kzinti are natural-born wild gamblers”
He thumbed tobacco down into bowl. “Well, thisis a sec-ondary
mystery. What you've engaged usfor isto learn, if we can, what
happened to your father. Y onder objectiveisadarting point.”

Tyrawent to awindow and gazed out across sea and wrack. A burst
of rain spattered on the glasyl. “Y ou have mentioned intercepting radio
wavesin space,” shesaid dowly. “Could you get any from that ship?’

“WEIl try. I'm not optimistic. Spaceisamighty big, and if abeam
wasn't very tightly collimated to start with, | doubt we could pick it out
of the background noise after this many years, supposing we could
locateit at all. Shipboard transmitters aren't really powerful. But | do
have some notions as to what the kzinti may have done.”

“Ja?" she exclamed, and swung around to stare a him.

He got his pipe going. “What do you know about the Swift Hunter
class?

“Almost nothing. | see now that | should have looked it up, but-"



“No blame. You had alot eseto keep track of, including the earning of
your daily bread and peanut butter. | remembered things from the war,
and retrieved more from the nava historiesin the Wunderland library
sysgem.”

Saxtorph blew asmokering. “I don't know if the kzinti till use Swift
Hunters. Who knows for sure what goes on in their empire? Any that
remain in servicewill certainly be phased out as hyperdrive comesin,
because it makes them as obsolete as windjammers. In their time,
though, they were wicked.

“Good-szed, but skimpy payload, most of what they carried being
mass for conversion. Generdly they took specia weapons, or
sometimes specia troops, on ultra-quick missionsfollowed by
getaways faster than any missile could pursue. Total delta v of about
two and ahaf c, Newtonian regime. Customarily, during the war,
they'd boost to one-haf ¢ and go bdlidtictill timeto decdlerate.
Anything higher would've been too inefficient, asrdativity effects began
getting large. Thismeansthat they'd strike and return, with the extra half
light-gpeed available for high-powered maneuversin between. The
gravity polarizer madeit adl possble. Jetswould never have managed
anything comparable. At that, the Swift Hunters were so energy-hungry
that the kzinti saved them for specia jobs, as| said. Obvioudy they
figured thiswas one such.”

“Neverthdess, ten yearsto their god,” Dorcas murmured.

“But in stasis, gpart from standing watch,” Saxtorph reminded her. “Or,
rather, the kzinti version of time-suspension technics, in those days.

Y ou can be pretty patient if you get to lie unconscious and unaging
during most of the voyage.”

It had been in Tyras awareness, of course, but she tautened and
breathed, “My father-" Seen from indoors, she was a shapely shadow
agang the slver-gray in the window, savefor thelight on her hair.

Saxtorph nodded. “Uh-huh,” he said around puffs. “Do not, repest, do



not get your hopes up. Buit it just could be. Bound back here with word
of something tremendous-or without, for that matter-the kzinti captain
catches abeam that tells him Wunderland isfaling to humanswho've
acquired afaster-than-light drive. What's he going to do? Hes got a
hdf c of delta v left to kill hisforward vector, and another half cto
boogt him to the kzinti home sun.”

“But when he got there, he could not stop,” she said, asif against her
will.

“He might wager they could do something about that a the other end,”
Saxtorph answered. “Or he might travel at one-fourth ¢ and take about
120 years, instead of about sixty, to arrive. In stasis he wouldn't notice
the difference. But | doubt that, especidly if he was carrying important
information which he couldn't reliably transmit by radio. And kzinti
always do go bdls-out. If he could not be recovered at his new
destination, at least he'd die ahero.

“Anyway, thisisapossibility that well investigate as best we can,
within the bounds of due caution.”

Once again, ason that evening in the tavern, Tyrastared beyond him
and the room and thisworld. “To find my father,” shuddered from her.
“To waken him back to life”

Dorcas gave her ahard look. The same unease touched Saxtorph. He
rose. “Uh, wait aminute,” he said, “you're not supposing you-”

Tyrareturned to them. Total calm was upon her. “Oh, yes,” she Stated.
“I am going with you.”

“Hey, therel”

He saw her grin. “Nothing isin the contract to deny me.” Grimly: “If
you refuse, | do not giveit my print and you have no charter. Then |
must seewhat if anything the Navy will do.”



“ But_”

Dorcaslaid ahand over his. “Sheisdetermined,” shesaid. “I don't
imagineit can do any harm, if wewriteinawaiver of ligbility.”

“Y ou may havethat, but you won't need it,” Tyrapromised. “| take
respong bility for myself. Did you imagine | would stay behind while you
hunted for my father? Well, 1b does, so | supposeit is natura for you.
Let him. If heknew, he might fed he must release the truth and get the
authoritiesto stop us. Asfor me-" sudden laughter belled-“ after dll, |
am atravel writer. What astory!”

Saxtorph chuckled and dismissed his objections. She could well prove
an asset, and would indisputably be an ornament.

Dorcas stood pensive. When she spoke, it was so quietly that he knew
shewasthinking doud. “In reativity physcs, travel fagter thanlight is
equivaent to time travel. We use quantum rules. And yet what are we
trying on this voyage but to probe the past and learn what happened

long ago?’
Chapter VIII

When the kzinti drew Peter Nordbo into time, hisfirst clear thought
was. Hulda, Tyra, Ib. Oh, unmerciful God, it's been ten years now.

“Up, monkey,” growled the technician and cuffed him, lightly, claws
shesthed, but with force to rock his head. “The commander wantsyou.”

Nordbo crept from his box. He shivered with the cold inside him.
Weight dragged at his bones, an interior field set higher than Earth's.
Around him, huge formswere likewise tirring, crew revived. Thelr
snarls and spitsripped at the gloom. He stumbled from them, down a
remembered passageway. His second clear thought was: What would |
givefor acup of coffee!

Noticing, he barked alaugh at himsdlf. Full awareness seeped back



into him, and warmth as he moved and undtiffened. Eveninthishis
exile, eagernesskindled. Shapping Sherrek had arrived. What had it
reached?

Yiao-Captain waited in the observation turret. It wasilluminated only
by the images of the stars, he ashadow blotting out that congtdlaionin
which Alpha Centauri and Sol must lie. Thelight of thelr legions
gleamed off an eyebal | when he glanced about. “ Arh, Speaker for
Humans,” he greeted, brusque but not hogtile, asin daysthat were
suddenly old. “I know you are still somewhat numb. However, behold.”

Heturned adia. A section of the view seemed to rush toward them.
Magnification stabilized. Nordbo stood an ingtant dumbfounded, then a
low whistle passed hislips. “What isthat thing?’

Against frosty star-clouds floated a sphere. Shapes encrusted it here
and there, adome in the form of half adodecahedron, three concentric
helices bent into asemicircle, severd curving dendritic masts or
antennae, objects less recognizable. The hue was dull gray, spotted
with shadows filling countless pocks and scratches. Erosion by spatia
dust, Nordbo thought dazedly, by near-vanishingly rareinterstellar
meteoroids, and, yes, by cosmic rays. How long hasthis derdlict
drifted?

“Diameter about sxteen kilometers,” he heard Yiao-Captain say, using
kzinti units. “We have taken apardld trgectory at agoodly distance.”

“Whereis... theenergy | detected... at home?’ At home.

“On the other sde. We who were on watch in the terminal stages of
approach saw it from far. It was what decided usto stay well awvay
until we know more. Now we commence thered investigation. The
first observer cgpsule leavesin afew minutes.”

Already, before most of the crew were properly roused. Kzin style.
Yiao-Captain'sfingers crooked, histail flicked. “I envy that Hero,” he



sad. “Thefirg, thefirg. But | must say in command until ... 1 amthe
first to set foot there.”

In spite of everything, Nordbo was curioudy touched, that the other
should, conscioudy or not, reved that much to ahuman. Well,
doubtless Nordbo was the sole such human in existence.

A question cameto him. “Have you measured the infrared emisson?’
“Not yet. Why?’

“Maybe whatever isingde that thing sendsits out put through asingle
gpot. If nat, if it emitsin dl directions, then the remaining energy hasto
go somewhere. Presumably the shell reradiatesit in the infrared. But
given thesize of the shell, that must be at alow temperature, so it's not
readily distinguished from the gal actic background.”

“And the integrated emission over the entire surface will give usthe
total power. Good. Our scientists would have thought of it, but perhaps
not a once. Y es-s-s, you will be useful.”

“If the shdll rotates”

“It does, on three axes. Tumbles. Quite dowly, but it does. We
established that upon arriva.”

“Then the bright spot would only point a Alpha Centauri, or any given
sar, for ashort span of time, afew years at most. No wonder it wasn't
noticed before. Sheer chancethat | did.” And condemned mysdlf.

A thump shivered through metal and Nordbo's anguish. “ The capsuleis
onitsway,” Yiao-Captain said with glee.

Nordbo understood. He had heard about the arrangement before the
expedition departed. The intensity of the hard radiation here was such
that nothing else would serve for a close passage. The screen fieldsthat
had protected the ship from collison with interstellar gas at half the
gpeed of light were insufficient; near thisfire, enough stray particlesand



gammaray photons would get through to wreck her electronics and
givethe crew aletha dose. Her two boats were laughably more
vulnerable.

Room and mass were at apremium in a Swift Hunter, but Sherrek
carried apair of thickly armored spheroids which contained generators
for ultracstrong fields. Wunderlanders before the war had used themin
flyby studies of their suns. The kzinti had quickly modified themto
accommodate a single crew member; when dedling with the unknown,
alive brain overseeing the instruments might well prove best. Besides
an air and water recycler, life support included a gravity polarizer. It
was necessarily smdl, its action confined to the interior, but a such
close quartersit could counteract possible accelerations that would kill
even akzin, up to fifty or Sxty Terran gravities.

The capsule whipped through the magnified part of the turret view. Its
metal gleamed hazy-bright, a nucleus cocooned in shimmering forces.
Nordbo imagined the rider voicing an exuberant screech. It vanished
from hissght.

More sounds followed, quieter and longer-drawn. A boat was not
thrown out by ameachine; it launched itself. Thelean form glided by on
itsway to arendezvous point at the far Sde of the mystery. Thereit
would seizethe capsulein agrapne fidd, haul it inboard, and bring it
back.

Yiao-Captain stared yonder. “What might the thing be?” he mumbled.
“Artificia, obvioudy,” Nordbo answered, just as low.

“Yes, but for what? Who built it?”

“And when?It'sextremely old, I'm sure. Just look at it.”
Yiao-Captain'sfur bristled. “Billions of years?’

“Not abad guess.”



“TheSavers”

“The tnuctipun. They were engineersto the Savers, the thrintun, you
know, till they revolted.” And the war that followed exterminated both
races, back while the ancestors of man and kzin were microbesin
primordial sess.

Yiao-Captain's earslay flat. He shivered. “Haunted weapons. We have
tales about things ancient and accursed-" Resolution surged.
“Aowrrgh!” he shouted. “Whatever thisbe, well master it! It'sours
now!”

Time crept. Nordbo redlized he was hungry. Wasthat right? Why
hedn't grief filled him to the brim? He had lost hisloves, twenty-odd
years of their lives at least, and he felt hungry and ragingly curious.

Widl, but they wouldn't expect him to walow in sdf-pity, would they?
Despicable emotion. Let him take whatever anodyne that work offered.
He could do nothing €l se about his Situation.

Yet.

It was actudly no long spell until the boat, at a safe distance, snared the
capsule. Although its screen fields had degraded incoming data, a
shipboard computer could restore much. Transmission commenced at
once. In minutes numbers and images were appearing on screens.

Blue-white hell-flame streamed from aragged hole in the shdll, meters
wide. The color was nothing but ghost-flicker, quanta given off by
excited aloms. Thered glow wasthe gammalight of annihilation,
matter and antimeatter created, meeting, perishing in cascade after
curious cascade until the photons flew freein search of revenge.

“Yes,” Nordbo whispered, “1 think the source doesemit in al
directions. The output-fantastic. On the order of terawatts, no, |
suspect magnitudes higher than that. The materid enclosing it, though,
that iswhat'struly incredible. It stopsthose hard rays, it'stotaly



opague to them, damps them down to infrared before it letsthem go...
But after billions of years, even it hasworn thin and fragile. Something,
alarge meteoroid or something, findly punched through at one point,
and there the radiation escapes unchecked. Elsewhere-”

“Can we make contact?’ Yiao-Captain screamed. “Can we land and
take possesson?’

“I don't know. Well have to study, probe, set up models and run them
through the computer. My guess at the moment isthat probably we
can, if we choose the place well and are careful. No promises,
understand, and not soon.”

“Get towork onit! Immediately! Go!”

Nordbo obeyed, before Yiao-Captain should lose histemper and give
him theclaws

He'd been granted a comparatively free hand to carry on research, with
access to alaboratory and the production shop, assistance if necessary,
provided of course that he remained properly servile. Onaship like
this, those facilities wereimprovised, tucked into odd corners, so
cramped that asarule only oneindividua at atime could use them.
That suited Nordbo fine.

First he required nourishment. He made for the food synthesizer. What
it dispensed was asloathsome to the kzinti asto him, albeit for different
reasons. Irritable at the lack of fresh meat, a spacehand kicked the man
aside. Nordbo crashed against abulkhead. The bruises|asted for days.
“Keep your place, monkey! You'll swill after the wakened Heroes have
fed”

“Yes, my master. | am sorry, my master.” Nordbo withdrew on hands
and knees, as became an animd.

A thought that he had borne aong from Wunderland crystalized. HEd
be modifying apparatus, or making it from scratch, as occasion arose.



Contemptuous, the kzinti, including the scientists, would pay scant
heed. Yiao-Captain might be the exception, but hed have plenty of
other demands on his attention. With caution, patience, piecemed
labor, it should be possible to fashion some kind of weapon-a knife, if
nothing else-and keep it conceded under ajumble of stuff in a cabinet
or box.

Chanceswere held never useit. What could he win? But the smple
knowledge of its existence would help him get through the next months.
If he could at last endure no longer, if nothing whatsoever remained to
lose, maybe he could wreak alittle harm, and die like aman.

Chapter 1X

Having left Alpha Centauri far enough behind, Rover phased into
hyperspace and commenced the long haul. “Well go about four and a
half light-years, emerge, and see what our instruments can tell us at that
distance,” Saxtorph had decided. “When we've got a proper fix on the
whatchamacalit, well approach by short jumps, taking new
observations after each one.”

“Jamais I'audace,” Dorcas had laughed.

“Huh? Oh. Oh, yah. Caution. Finagle knows what we're | etting
oursalvesinfor, but I'll bet my favorite meerschaum that Murphy will
take astrong interest in the proceedings.”

In the galley, on the second day under quantum drive, Ryan exclaimed,
“Hey, you redly are handy with the tools”

Tyratrimmed the last creamfruit and dropped it in abowl. “One
learns,” shesaid. “1 am not abad cook, either. Maybe sometime you
will let me makeusamed.”

“M-m, you cook for yoursdf alot?’

She nodded. “Eating out alone very much is depressing. Also, some of



the places | have been, nobody but alocal person or aberserker
would go into arestaurant. Or eseit is machines programmed for the
same menus that bore me everywhere in known space.”

“Adventurous sort. Well, sure, I'd be glad to take a chance on you, if
you'd like to try being more than the bull cook.” Ryan cocked his head
and ran his glance up, down, and sideways across her. “For which jab,
grictly speaking, you lack certain qualifications anyway. Not that |
object, mind you.”

The blue eyes blinked. “What?” Now and then an English idiom euded
her.

“Never mind. For the moment. Uh, you are quite swest, helping out
likethis. Y ou aren't obliged to, you know, our paying passenger.”

“What should | do, St yawning a a screen? | wish | could find moreto
keep mebusy.”

“I'd be delighted to see to that, after hours,” he proposed.

She colored dightly, but her tone stayed cam and her smile amicable.
“I sugpect Pilot Fenger would complain. It could be safer to offend a
keg of detonite.”

“Y ou've noticed, have you?' he replied, unembarrassed. “1 guessin
your line of work you develop a Sherlock Holmes kind of talent. Well,
yes, Caritaand | do have athing going. Have had for years. But it'sjust
friendly, no pledges, no claims. She's not possessive or jealous or
anything.” He edged closer. “This evenwatch after dinner?'Y our cabin
or mine, whichever you prefer. I'll bring abottle of pinegpple wine,
which I'spose you've never had. Good stuff, dry, trust me. Well talk
and get better acquainted. 1'd love to hear about your travels.”

“No, thank you,” she said, still good-humored. “ Entanglements,
innocent or not, on an expedition like this, they are unwise, don't you
agree? And | have... private thingsto think about when | am by



mysdf.” She clapped him on the shoulder. “ Tomorrow, besidesthe
gdley, can | assg in other of your duties?’

Since his hopes had not been especidly high, tlicy were not dashed. He
beamed * 'Auwe no ho'i e!” By dl manner of means.”

Tyraleft him and went down a corridor. The ship throbbed around her,
an underlying susurrus of ventilators, mechanisms, power. Dorcas came
the opposite way. They hdted. “How do you do,” the mate greeted.
Her expression was reserved.

“Hallo,” Tyraresponded. “Areyouinahurry?’

Dorcas unbent to the extent of alopsided grin. “In space we havetime
to burn, or else bare microseconds. What can | do for you?’

“Y ou were s0 busy earlier, you and Robert, there was no opportunity
to ask. A minute here, please. | want to be useful aboard. Kam lets me
help him, but that takes two or three hoursadaycycle at most. Can |
do anything ds=?’

Dorcasfrowned. “1 can't think of anything. Most of our work is highly
silled”

“I could maybe learn alittle, if somebody will teach me. | do have some
Space experience.”

“That will be up to the somebody, subject to the captain's okay. We
have an ample supply of books, music, shows, games.”

“I brought my own. Findly, | thought, | shall read War and Peace.
But-wdl, thank you. Don't worry, | will bedl right.”

“Fed free. But do not interfere.” Dorcas stared un-blinkingly into
Tyrasgaze. “You understand, I'm sure.”

“Of course. | will try to annoy nobody. Thank you.” They parted.



Those on mass detector watch didn't count, unless something registered
in the globe. Then anyone else got out of the chamber fast. Tyrafound
Carita seated there, smoking a cigar-the air was blue and acrid- while
she played go with the computer. “Well, hi!” the Jinxian cried. Teeth
flashed gtartling white in her midnight visage. “ On free orbit, are you?
Cmonin.”

“I thought you might careto talk,” said the Wunder-lander, shyer than
erswhile “But itisnot needful.”

“Oh, Lord, for meit'sabreath of fresh beer. Dullest choreinthe
galaxy, thisside of ligening to an Ecothei st preacher. And the damn
machine dways beats me. Hey, don't look near that unshuttered port.
Wed have to screw your eyebals back in and hang your brain out to

dry.”

“I know about hyperspace.” Tyraflowed into the second chair.
“Y es, you have knocked around afair amount, haven't you?’
“Part of my work.”

“I globbed adisc of yours before we l€eft. Put it through the trand ator
and read it yesterday. In English, Astrids Purple Submarine.”

“That isfor children.”

“What of it? Fun. When | got to the part where the teddy bear hasto
gt on the sfety valve of the steam telephone, | laughed my molars
loose. I'll keep the book for whatever kids | may eventudly have.”

“Thank you.” A slencefdl.

Caritablew asmokering and said softly, “Y ou're a cheerful one, aren't
you? That takes grit, in agtuation like yours. Because you've never put
aside what happened to your parents, have you? | imagine you aways
dreamed of going out on your father'strail.”



Tyrashrugged. “Thetragedy isin the past. Whatever comesof itisin
the future. Meanwhile, he would be the last person who wanted meto

mope.”

“And youve more lifein you than most. Yank medownif | pry, but |
can't help wondering why you've never married.”

“Oh, | did. Twice”
Caritawaited.

Tyraglanced past her. “1 may aswdll tdl you. We shall be shipmates
for atimethat may grow long and alittle dangerous. | married first soon
after the liberation. It was amistake. He was born in space, he had
goent hislife asaResistance fighter. | wasyoung and, and impulsive
and worshipped him for ahero.” She sighed. “Hewas, isnot abad
man. But he wua Inn much used to violence and to being obeyed.”

“Y egh, you wouldn't take kindly to that.”

“No. My second husband was severa yearslater. An engineer, who
had traveled and done great things in space before he settled on
Wunderland. A good man, he, strong, gentle. But | found-we
discovered together, time by time, that he no longer cared to explore
things. He was content with what he had, with hisroutines. | grew
restless until-there was someone el se. That ended, but by then it had
broken the marriage.” Tyrasighed. “Poor Jonas. He deserved better.
But he was not too sad. | was histhird wife. He is now happy with his
fourth.”

“So you've had other fellowsin between and afterward.”
“Wadl, yes” Tyraflushed. “Not many. | do not hunt them.”

“No, no, | never said you do. Besides, I'd look silly perched on a
mordigtic fence. Still,” Caritamurmured, “ older men generdly, en?’

“Do you carefor puppies?’ Tyra snapped.



“I'm sorry. | mean well, but Kam saysthat for me 'tact’ is a four-letter
word. 'Fraid he'sright. Uh, you here after anything in particular, or just
to chat? Y ou're welcome either way.”

Tyrarelaxed somewhat. “ Both. | would like to know you folk better.”
Caritagrinned. “To put usin abook?’

Tyrasmiled back. “If you permit. Thisjourney will become big news
whenwereturn. | think | cantdl it in such away that your privecy is
protected but it gives you publicity that will help your business.”

“Which could sure use help. Don't fedl guilty about any risks. You're
paying, and we went in with our eyes wide open, radiating the light of
pure greed.” Caritapaused. “Yes, | guessyou are theright writer for
lﬁ”

“| want more to know you as, as human beings.”

“And we to know you. Okay. Weve got a couple weeks ahead of us
before the trip getsinteresting, except for whatever we can stir up
amongst ourselves. What elseis on your agendatoday?’

“I would liefer have apart in thisship than beidle and passive. You
know | help Kam. M-m, do you mind?’

“Finagle, no!” Caritachortled. “Why should I? No clams. | warn you,
hell try to get you in hisbunk. Or isthat awarning? He's pretty good.”

“Thank you, but | shall... respect your territory.” Tyrahastened
onward. “The thought came to me, another thing I might help with. This
watch you are keeping. It demands very little, no?’

“If only it did demand. Hours and hours of nothing. And till we replace
Juan Y ashtl, the spdlls are longer than ever.” Caritas cigar jabbed air.
“Y ou're volunteering? | wish you could. Unfortunatdly, it's not quite as

easy asit appears.”



“I' know. | did research for a script, awhile ago, and remember. Inthe
unlikely event that the detector registers a significant mass, die person
must know exactly what to do, and do it a once. But the list of actions
that may be required is short and rather smple. Give meingtructions
and some smulator practice, and | believe | could passany test.” Tyra
gmiled again. “I would want you should be satisfied first | can handle
the job. This ship carries something precious, namely me.”

Thick hand tugged heavy chin. “It tempts, it tempts... But no. | learned
how. That doesn't mean I'm quaified to teach how. Same for Kam.

Y ou see, the academies require that an instructor have experience of
command. They'reright. Thisisapsonic dingus. The trainee needs
close exposure to a personality who knows how everything aboard a
ship bleshestogether.” Carita brightened. “ Ask Bob or Dorcas. Either
of them could. And hoo-ha, do | want them to!”

“Thank you, | will.” Tyrasvoice vibrated.

“Fine. But let's get sociable, okay? For me right now, that'sabig
sarvice. Carefor aseegar? | thought not. Well, heresabox of Kam's
excdlent cookies.”

Reminiscences wandered. Inevitably they led to the present enterprise,
the wish that droveit. By then the women felt enough at ease that
Caritacould murmur, “ Every girl'sfirst sweetheart is her daddy, but
you were only eight when you lost yours. And nevertheless- He must
have been one hell of aman.”

“Hewas,” Tyraanswered aslow. “| dareto hope heis.”

A whilelater, sheleft. Bound for the cubicle known as her stateroom,
this time she encountered Saxtorph. He waved expansively at her. She
stopped. He did too. “ Anything you want, Tyra?’ heinquired.

She met hislook. “Robert, will you teach me to stand mass detector
watch?



Chapter X

From ahundred-kilometer distance, Rover sent her robot prospector
around the thing she had tracked down. Thelittle machine circled close,
taking readings, storing data. When behind the sphere, it steered itsdlf,
with sufficient judgment to stay well clear of the radiation streaming
forth from one Site there. Otherwise Saxtorph kept in radio rapport, his
computer hel ping him devise the orders heissued. From timeto time
the prospector transmitted, downloading what it had gathered. At
length Saxtorph had it land on the surface. Capable of hundred-gravity
acceleration, the robot could also make feather-soft contact. Presently
he ventured to haveit apply its dynamic andyzer, atempting sonic,
electronic, and radiation soundings plus measurements of severd
different moduli.

Mostly it drew blank. This materia was nothing like the asteroids and
moonsthat it was meant to study. A few experimentsyielded values,
but with ridiculoudly large probable errors. Nor was the robot well
suited for atour of ingpection. Saxtorph recaled it to his ship.

“At any rate, the Sde away from the firebeam should be safe for
people,” he said. “Okay, I'm on my way.”

" 'Should be' isn't quite the same as'is, “ Ryan objected.

The captain ignored him. “1 could use a partner.” He glanced a Carita.
She nodded avidly.

After some unavoidable argument and essential preparations, they |eft.
Saxtorph deemed that taking the boat, a comparatively large and
ungainly object, was hazardous. They flitted in spacesuits.

The nearer they drew to the objective, the more the mystery deepened
for them. Its horizon arcing across nearly haf their ky, the starlit
surface became a pitted bare plain on which crouched outlandish bulks,
soared skeletd spires, sprawled shadowy labyrinths. Soon Rover
seemed as remote as Earth. Breath sounded harsh in helmets,



pulsebesats |oud in motors, pumps, and bloodstreams.

The man pressed the control for aradar reading. Numbers appeared.
He made his command carefully prosaic: “Brake, hold postion, and
wait for further ingructions. I'm going down.”

“I ill say | should,” Caritaanswered. “We can't spare you.”

“Sure you can, while you've got Dorcas.” That waswhy hiswife stayed
behind, though held had to pull rank to make her do it.

“Y our vectors are correct for landing,” she informed him from her post
aboard. The ship tracked the flyerswith a precison they themsdves
could not match. Probably he aone heard the tremor in her voice.

It filled Tyras. “Be careful, Robert, oh, be careful!”

“Quiet,” Dorcas snapped. She hadn't wanted the Wunderlander in the
circuit. Ryan wasn't; he kept lookout at the main observation panel. But
Tyrahad gpped ed to Saxtorph. Not sniveling or anything; asmple
request. When she wanted to, though, she could charm the stripes off a
skunk.

“I'msorry,” shesaid.

The captain set histhrusters and boosted. Acceleration tugged briefly.
As heturned and dowed, giddiness whirled through him. He was used
to it, hisreflexes compensated, it passed. His bootsoles touched
solidity and he stood on the thing.

Rether, hefloated. A few tens of millions of tons, concentrated some
eight kilometers below him, exerted no gravity worth mentioning. He
directed thruster force upward and increased it until he was pressed
down hard enough that he could stand or walk low-gee fashion. This
adjustment he made most dowly and cautioudly, afraction at atime.
Untold ages had eroded the hollow shell, wearing away its strength until
arock traveling at mere KPS could drive a hole through. Of course,



that might mean resistance equd to ordinary armor plate, but it might be
considerably less, if not everywhere then at certain points; and he could
have happened to land at one of those points.

Otherwise the stuff kept unbelievable properties. M easurements taken
on the escaping radiation showed what an inferno raged indgde. Yet on
this opposite hemisphere, aglance at instruments on his vambrace
confirmed the findings made by the robot. Nothing was coming off but
infrared at atemperature hardly above ambient.

Saxtorph redlized he had been holding hisbreath. Helet it out in agust.
Hisribs ached, his sweat stank. Why had he undertaken theflit,

anyway?

Well, it wasirresistible. Nobody felt able to leave without exploring just
alittle bit more. And after al, you never knew; asearch could turnup a
clueto Peter Nordbo's fate.

Saxtorph made for a surredistic jumble of pipes, reticulations, and
clustered globules. Dugt, millimetersthick, scuffed up in ghost-wisps
wherever his boots struck. After severa legps, he hdted. “ Okay,
Carita, comejoin the fun. Don't land, remember. Stay afew meters
above and behind me, onthe dert.”

“You'reafrad maybeI'll take anap?’ the crewman gibed. Edged with
their luminance, her spacesuit arrowed acrossthe sars.

| suppose we shouldn't crack jokesin the presence of something
ancient and inscrutable, Saxtorph thought. We should be duly awed,
reverent, and exalted. To hell with that. We've got ajob to do. | hope
Tyrawill understand, when she writesthis up.

Of course she will. She's our own sort. If her wholelife didn't proveit
aready, the past couple of weeks sure did.

Saxtorph neared the complex. At hover, Carita directed a search beam
ashedesired, supplementing hisflash. Undiffused, the brightness



flowed like water over a substance that was not rock nor metal nor
anything the humans knew. They both operated cameras aswell as
instruments, while their suits transmitted to the ship. Saxtorph's eyes
drained.

“I think the microcraters everywhere were formed in the last hundred
million years, plusor minus x,” he said. “ Otherwise we'd see much
more overlap.”

“Y ou're supposing the congtruction is older than that, then,” Carita
deduced.

“It certainly is,” Dorcastold them from the ship. “ The computer just
finished evauating our data on the dust. 1sotope ratios proveit's been
callecting for aminimum of two hillion years, likey more” After a
moment: “Incidentdly, that suggests cosmic radiation isnt what
weakened the shell to the point where impacts Sarted leaving
pockmarks and at last a big one broke through. Theradiation insde
must be mainly reponsble. But if it hasn't done more damage, well,
thething wasbuilt to lagt.”

“Besides,” Saxtorph said, “if I've got any feding for machinery, this
bears every earmark of tnuctipun work.”

“How canyou tdll?" Caritaasked. Her words sounded thin. Ordinarily
shewould have kept silence, except for business and an occasiond
wisecrack, but the weirdness had shaken her a bit, roused aneed to
talk. Saxtorph sympathized. “What do we know about the Saver era?
What little the bandersnatchi remember, or believe they do, and what
got learned from the thrint that came out of stasisfor ashort while,
before they got it bottled again.”

“That includes asmidgin of technica information, and alot of thinking
has been done about it ever since,” hereminded her. “I've studied the
subject some. It interests me. Come on.”

He bounded ahead to the next aggregation and examined it as best he



cursorily could.

And the next and the next and the next. Time ceased to exist. He drank
from hiswater tube, stuffed rations through his chowlock, excreted into
his disposer, without noticing. He had become pure search. Sturdily,
Caritafollowed. She made no attempt to cdl hat, nor did anyone
aboard ship. The quest had seized them dll.

Monkey curiogty, Saxtorph thought once, flegtingly. The kzinti would
sneer. But they'd examinethistoo, in detall, till they used up every
possibility of discovery that wasin their equipment and their brains.
Becauseto them it'd spell power.

The knowledge was chill: It isaterrible weapon.

“I suspect it'sone of akind,” he said. “Humans and their acquaintances
haven't found any mini-black holes yet, and that hasn't been for lack of
looking. They're bound to be uncommon.”

“Yes,” Dorcas agreed. “ The tnuctipun doubtless came on this one by
chance. I'd guess that was after they'd rebelled. They saw how to useit
agang the Savers. Otherwisg, if they'd built the machine around it
earlier, the Saverswould have been in possession, and might have
queled the uprisng early on. They might be divetoday.”

Caritashuddered audibly. “A black hole-”

It could only bethat. Mass, dimensions, radiation spectrum, everything
fitted astrophysical theory. Peter Nordbo had recorded theideain his
notes, but he couldn't reconcile it with the sudden gpparition in the
heavens. The tumbling shell and the meteoroid gap accounted for that.
Perhaps while they were here the kzinti, under his guidance, had found
indirect waysto study the interior, the eerie effects of so mighty a
gravitation on space-time. But Rovers crew aready had ample datato
be confident of what it was they confronted.

Burnt out, agiant star collapsesinto aform so densg, infinitely dense at



the core singularity, that light itself can no longer escapeitsgrip. The
minimum mass required is about three Sols. Today. In thefirgt furious
ingtants of crestion, immediately after the Big Bang, immeasurably great
forceswere at play. Where they chanced to concentrate, they had the
power to compress any amount of mass, however smdl, into the black
hole state. It must have happened, over and over. Countlesshillions
must have formed, afew large, most diminutive.

In the universe of later epochs, they are not stable. Quantum tunneling
causesthem to give off particles, matter and antimatter, which mutualy
annihilate. For abody of stellar Sze, the rate of evaporationis
negligible. But it increases asthe body shrinks. Ever faster and more
fiercely doestheradiation go, until in afinal supernd eruption the
remnant vanishes altogether. Nearly every black hole madein the
beginning has thus, long since, departed.

This one had been just big enough to survive to the present day.
Applying what theory the ship's database contained, Dorcas had made
some estimates. Three or four billion years ago it was radiating with
about hdf its current intengity. Its mass, equa to aminor asteroid's, was
now packed indgde an event horizon with adiameter lessthan that of an
atomic nucleus. Another 50,000 years or so remained until the end.

Caritaralied. “A wegpon?’ she asked. “How could that be?’

“Your mindisn't as nasty asmine,” Saxtorph replied absently. His
attention was on high lattices, surrounding a paraboloid (?), which grew
out of the shell where he stood. Their hdf-familiarity chewed a him.
Almogt, amog, he knew them.

“What else could it be?” Dorcas said. “ A power source for peaceful
use? Awkward and unnecessary when you havefusion, let donetota
conversion. Asawegpon, though, the thing is hideous. Invulnerable.
Open aport, and a beam shoots out that no screen can protect against.
At aminimum, electronics are scrambled and personnel get aletha
dose. No missile can penetrate that defense; if it manages to approach,



it will be vaporized beforeit strikes. Sail through an enemy fleet, with
death in your wake. Pass near any fort and leave corpses manning
armament in ruins. Cruise low around aplanet and Sterilizeit a your
lesure”

“Then why didn' the tnuctipun win?’

“WEell never know. But they can only have had this one. That was
scarcely decisive. And... the war exterminated both races. Perhapsthe
crew here heard they were last of their kind, and went elsawhere to
die”

Saxtorph caught Tyraswhisper: “While the black hole, the machine,
drifted through space for billions of years” The Wunderlander raised
her voice: “1 am sorry. | should not interrupt. But do you not overlook
something?’

“What?’ Dorcas sounded edgy. Aswell she might be after these many
hours, Saxtorph told himself.

“How could the tnuctipun bring the weapon to bear?’ Tyraasked.
“The black hole was orbiting freein interstellar space, surely,
light-years from anywhere. The massishugeto accelerate.”

“They could have harnessed its own energy output to apolarizer
sytem.”

“Really?Isthat enough, to get it to adestination fast enough to be
ussful?’

Smart girl, Saxtorph thought. She hasn't got thefigures at her fingertips,
but those fingers have agood, firm, sendtive hold on redlity.

“Through hyperspace,” Dorcas clipped.

“Forgiveme,” Tyrasaid. “I do not mean to be anuisance. Y ou must
know more about tnucti pun technology than | do. But | studied what |
was able. Isit not true that their hyperdrive was crude? It would not



work before the vessel was moving closeto light speed. This genstand
has ordinary velocity, in the middie of empty space.”

“That isashrewd question,” Dorcas admitted.

“A red fox question,” Saxtorph said. He was coming out of his
preoccupation, aware how tired he was but also exuberant, full of love
for everybody. Wdll, for most beings. Especidly hiscomrades. “It
could stonker our whole notion. Except | believe I've found the answer.
Thereisin fact ahyperdrive engine. It's not like anything we know or
much like any of the hypothetical reconstructions I've seen of tnuctipun
atifacts. But | believe | canidentify it for what it is, or anyhow what it
does. My guessisthat, yes, they could take this black hole through
hyperspace, emerging with areasonableintringc velocity that agravity
drive could then change to whatever they needed for combat purposes.”

“How, when every ship must first move so fast?’ Tyrawondered.

“I amonly guessing, mind you. But think.” Despite physica exhaugtion,
Saxtorph's brain had seldom run like this. Talking to her was aburst of
added stimulation. “ Speed means kinetic energy, right? That'swhat the
Saver hyperdrive depended on, kinetic energy, not speed initself.
Wéll, here you've got aterrific energy concentration, so-and-so
fantastically many joules per mean cubic centimeter. If the tnuctipun
invented away to feed it to their quantum jumper, they'd bein

“| see. Yes. Robert, you are brilliant.”

“Naw. | may be dead wrong. The tech boys and girls will need months
to warm over this gizmo before they can figureit out for sure. They
better be careful. Considering how well preserved the gpparatusis, in
Spite of everything that the black holeinside and the universe outside
could do, | wouldn't be surprised but what that hyperdriveistill in
working order.”

“More powerful than ever,” Dorcas breathed. “ The black hole has



been evolving.”

“Brrr!” Caritaexclamed. “Knock it off, will you? If the ratcats got hold
of it-" Sheyelped. “But they were herel Weren't they? How much did
they learn? How come they didn't whoop hometo Alpha Centauri with
thisthing and scrub our fleet out of space?”’

“Eventaking itstime, what a single expedition could find out would be
limited, | should think,” Dorcas said. Her tone went metallic. “We,
though, the human species, we'd better make certain.”

“Yah,” Saxtorph concurred. He shook himself in hisarmor. “Listen, |
decree we're past the point of diminishing returnstoday. Let's head
back, Carita, have ahot meal and a iff drink, and deep for ten or
twelve hours. Then | have some ideas about our next move.”

“Wow-hoo!” his companion caroled, uneasiness shoved aside. “I
thought you'd decided to homestead. Say, ever consider how lucky the
tnuctip race was, not speaking English? Spell the name backwards-”

“Never mind,” Saxtorph sighed. “ Compute your vectors and boost.”

Bound for Rover, hefet asif he were awakening from adream. Inthe
timelately past, he had experienced in full something that had rarely and
barely touched him before, the excitement of the scientist. It had been a
transcendence. How did that line or two of poetry go?“ Some watcher
of the skies, when anew planet swvimsinto hisken.” Or anew dar,
small and strange, foredoomed, yet waxingly radiant; and the
archeology of acivilization vast and vanished. Now hereturned to his
ordinary sf.

He ached, histongue was a block of wood, his eyelids were
sandpaper, but he rgjoiced. By God, he had seen Truth naked, and
Shetook him by the hand and led him beyond himsdlf, into Her own
country! It wouldn't happen again, he supposed; and that was aswell.
Hewasn't built for it. But thisonceit did happen.



When he and Carita completed airlock cycle, their shipmateswere
waiting for them. Dorcas embraced him. “Welcome, welcome,” she
sad tenderly.

“Thanks.” Helooked past her shoulder. How bright was Tyras hair
againg the bulkhead. His brain hadn't yet stopped leapfrogging. “Weve
got factsto go on,” he blurted. “Knowing what the kzinti found, we can
make a pretty good guess at what they did. And where they are. With
your dad.”

“O-0-0h-" the Wunderlander gasped.
He disengaged. She sprang forward, seized and kissed him.
Chapter XI

When the kzinti again drew Peter Nordbo into time, hisfirst clear
thought was. Hulda, Tyra, 1b. More than twenty years now. Do you
live?l amost wish not, | who come home after helping our mastersarm
themsdlvesfor the endavement of al humanity. Forgive me, my
darlings. | had no choice.

“Up,” growled the one that hulked above him. “The commander wants
you. Why, | don't know.”

Nordbo blinked, bewildered. Through the gloom in the chamber he
recognized the kzin. It wasn't the technician in charge of such tasks; it
was one of thefire-control ratings. Their designation trandated roughly
as“ Gunner.” What had gone on? A fight, akilling? The crew were
disciplined and the discoveries at the black hole had kept them
enthusiastic; nevertheless, after monthsin close quarters, tempers grew
foul and quarrelsflared.

Well heknew. He bore severd scars from the claws of individuaswho
took anger out on him. They were punished, though no disabling injury
wasinflicted. Nor had torture left him crippled, being carefully
adminis-tered. He was too useful to damage without cause.



“Movel” Gunner hauled him from the box and flung him to the deck.
There was mercy in the wave of physica pain that swept from the
impact. For amoment it drowned every other avareness.

It faded, Nordbo remembered anew, he crept to hisfeet and hobbled
off.

The corridor stretched empty and silent. How utterly silent. Therustle
of ventilators sounded loud. Dread sharpened in him and cut the last
dullness away. A-shiver, he reached the observation turret and entered.
Only the heavensilluminated it.

No suns of Alpha Centauri shone before him, no congtellations
whatsoever. Around apit of lightlessness, blue stars clustered thinly. As
he stared aft he saw more, whose colors changed through yellow to
red; but behind the ship yawned another darkness rimmed with embers.

Aberration and Doppler effect, he recognized. We haven't dowed
down yet, wereflying baligtic at hdf the speed of light. Why havethey
revived me early? They didn't expect to. I'd served my purpose. No,
their purpose. | could merely pray that when their scientistson
Wunderland finished interrogating me, 1'd be released to take up any
rags of my life that wereleft. Unlessit makes more senseto pray for
desth.

Yiao-Captain poised athwart the stranger sky. Its radiances gleamed
icy on eyebdlsand fangs. His ears stood unfolded but histail switched.
“Y ou are not where you think you are,” he rumbled. “ Twenty-two
years have passed,”-Nordbo's mind automatically rendered the
timespan into human units-“and we are bound for our Father Sun.”

The shock was too grest. It could not register at once. Nordbo heard
himsdf say, “May | ask for an explanaion?’

Did Yiao-Captain's curtness mask pain of his own?“We were about
three years en route back to Alpha Centauri.” After haf ayear at the
black hole. “ A mes-sage came. It told of afleet from Sal, invading the



system and shattering our forces. Somehow the humans have gained a
capahility of traveling fagter than light. No ship without it canwin
againg theleast of theirs. We must inevitably lose these planets. It must
aready have happened when Shapping Sherrek received the beam.

“When | was roused and informed, naturaly | did not proposeto
continue there, bringing my great news to the enemy. | ordered our
forward velocity quenched and the last of our delta v applied to send
ushome”

At one-hdf c, atrip of nearly six decades. Nordbo's thought trickled
vague and dow. Can't stop at the far end. Hurtle on till the last reserve
mass has been converted, the screen fields go out, and the wind of our
passage through the medium beginsto crumble us. Unlessfirst another
ship matches speed and takes us off. | daresay they'll try, once they
have an idea of what this crew can tell.

It jolted: Faster than light? We had no means, nothing but some
mathematica hintsin quantum theory and the knowledge that the
thrintun could do it, billions of years ago-knowledge that led this
expedition to conclude that the artifact isindeed agigantic hyperdrive
spacecraft powered by the black holeit surrounds. But how did the
means come o suddenly to my race?

A thunderbolt: Wunderland isfree! My folk have been free for eighteen
years

Nightfdl: Whilel am captive on the Flying Dutchman among the
demonsthat sall it.

Yiao-Captain'svoicerolled on: “If the humans do not find what we did,
and if we can inform the Patriarchy of it, victory may yet be ours. Not
from the alien vessd done, irresigtible though it be, but from what our
engineerswill learn.”

Was he boasting, or trying to reassure himself? Certainly the words
were unnecessary. Even without Nordbo's intellectua cooperation, the



kzin known as Chief Physicist and histeam had traced circuits,
com-puted probable effects, inferred that the most plausible purpose
wasto achieve the relationship of wave functionswhich theory said
might throw matter into a hypothetical hyperspace. They had actually
identified an installation that appeared to be an activator of the entire
system. Yiao-Captain had had to exert authority to keep three young
members of the group from throwing whet they thought wasthe main
switch. Much more sudy was called for, acomplete plan of the whole,
before any such action wasjudtifiable. Else they could well losethe
wholetreasure, construct and knowledge dike.

“We are continuoudly transmitting over and over, the entire set of data
we did acquire, together with our idesas about it, on abeam directed
forward,” the commander proceeded.

The merest fraction of what isthere to discover, commented the remote
part of Nordbo, yet an enormousload of information, words, numbers,
equations, diagrams, pictures, everything we got at acost of seven
kzinti livesand the price| paid. But perhaps the beam, dopplered
though itswaves are, will register on Someone's communicator.

“Thelikdihood of its being noticed, even when it reachesKzin, isvery
smdll, of course,” Yiao-Captain said. “We send it because it does go
faster than we, and may perchance convey our word, should we perish
along theway. Otherwise, we shall surely be detected as we near the
home planets, and receivers will be adjusted to hear what we then
broadcast. Meanwhile we stand three-month watchesin pairs. More
would be intolerable, would lead to hatred and deadly clashes, over so
long avoyage. It isagain my turn. Gunner ispoor company. That is
best; we need not see each other much, as| would have to do where
he of arank entitled to courtesy. But the time grows wearisome. Finaly
| have had you wakened. Maybe we can talk. Certainly we can play
chess”

Redlization was draining downward from Nordbo's forebrain, long the
nerves, into blood and marrow.



He barely swallowed hisvomit. It burned gullet and belly.

Almost, he screamed doud: Y es, whistle your pet monkey to you. Get
what amusement you can out of the sorry creature. In the end, after he
beginsto bore you, disembowe him with aswipe of clawvs and est the
fresh, dripping mest. Enjoy.

Did you enjoy watching me under the torture? Y our eyes shone, ears
lay back, tongue ran over lips. No, it was not for pleasureinitsdf. It
was to make me recant my refusal to work any morefor you, after it
became clear that what we were investigating was a monstrous
wespon. You may haveregretted it alittle. But naturally the spectacle
spoke to your ingtincts.

| cheated them, Yiao-Captain. | yielded within minutes. Asfor your
contempt, inwardly | laughed. It was not the pain that changed my
mind, nor the threat of mutilation and degth. It was the hope of
returning home, to stand once more between you and my Hulda, my
children, my folk. Y es, dso the crazy hope that somehow | might
smuggle awarning off to Sal.

Afterward, yes, | worked for you again, but | told you of no more
inspirations, ingghts, ideasworth trying. | did nothing, redly, that a
robot could not. What else can you expect from adave,
Yiao-Captain? Love?

The kzin's tone softened. 1 know thisisastormwind upon you. Y ou
will need awhile to regain balance. Go. Rest, think. Come back to me
when you fed ready.”

Nordbo ssumbled from him.
Grief welled up: | havelost you for dways, my beloved.

Bleak joy: You arefree. We can outpace light. Surely our fleets went
on to defeat the kzinti everywhere and ram peace down their throats.



Despair: But no secret has ever stayed long under lock and key.
Someday, somehow, they too will gain the knowledge. This ship bears
newsthat may well help them to it. We did conclude that the machine
englobing the black holeistnuctipun and is meant to passit through
hyperspace. We think we identified the activator. We could not puzzle
out more than the likeliest-looking procedure for starting it up, and we
have no idea how to set a course or stop adestination. But a later
expedition, better equipped, with up-to-date physicists, ought to learn
much more than we did.

Wrath: “Wel” Asif thiswere my band!

Shame: For awhileit came near being so. | was captivated. Inthe
work, | could forget my lossfor hoursat atime. But then | began to
see what the thing must be-

Horror: A part of the arsend that destroyed intelligent life throughout
this gdactic sector, those billions of years ago. Shdl it fdl into kzinti
hands?

Logic: Oh, by itsdlf it might not prove decisive, come (God take pity on
us) the next war. But it would kill many. Worse, it would lead the kzinti
to the hyperdrive; or, if they have that by now, it could well suggest
improvements that make their shipsirresigtibly superior to ours. And
who can be certain that that would be dll it did?

Agony: And | am helpless, helpless.
Revdaion: NO!

Through atime beyond time, Nordbo stood amidst lightnings. And the
remnant were slain with the sword of him that sat upon the horse-

Apocaypse opened itsdlf to metd, sillence, and unseen gars; but the
hand of the Lord was upon him. Somewhere avoice quavered that he
had better take nourishment, deep, recover hisfull strength, while
watching for the best chance. He scorned it into extinction. He would



never be stronger than now. Surprise, and awill that had given doubt
no days or weeksto corrodeit, were hisonly dlies.

With long strides he made hisway to the workshop. Every sense
thrilled preternaturaly keen. A bulkheed bore furrowswhereakzinina
rage had scratched the facing. Air from the ventilators blew warm, a
tinge of ozone cleansing aratcat taint become dight. His feet thudded
on the deck, the impacts went up through his bones. His mouth was no
longer dry, but hunter-wet.

He had bitten his tongue and tasted the salt blood, His heart besat
steady, powerful. Hisfingersflexed, making ready.

Though the shop was dark, cramful of stored equipment, he had no
trouble finding histoolbox. Things clattered as he went after the knife
he had made and | eft buried at the bottom. The kzinti had never
suspected; €se he would have become meat. He drew it forth. Heavy
in hisgrasp, blade about thirty centimeters by two, it was crude, a
piece of scrap surreptitioudy sawed, hammered, and filed, a haft of
plastic riveted to the tang; but patience had given it amicrotome edge.
He discarded the improvised sheath and held the stedl behind his back
when he went out. Barehanded, a kzin could take aman gpart, and
gpeed aswell as strength was why. Nordbo didn't plan to waste time
drawing.

Nor had he any quams of conscience. The odds against him were huge
enough without the beasts he hunted being prepared for him.

He found Gunner dumped sullen in the den that corresponded to a
human ship's saloon. The kzin watched a dramawhich Nordbo
recognized as classic. Maybe held seen the popular repertory too often
and was desperate for entertainment. In the screen, Chrung was
attacking an enemy stronghold, wielding an ax on its parapet. Gunner
was moderately interested. He did not notice the man who glided
forward until Nordbo reached his shoulder.

Themassve head turned. Lips pulled from fangs, irritation that might



flash into murder frenzy, did theintruder not grovel and plead.
Nordbo's hand came around, machine precise. He drove hisknife
through the right eye, upward into the brain.

Gunner bellowed. Nordbo cast himself against the greet body. His|eft
hand clung to the fur while hisright twisted the knife. An arm scythed
past him, reflex that would have laid him open were heinits path. He
worked hisblade to and fro. Abruptly he clutched limpness. Thekzin
sagged to the deck. Death-stench rose fetid.

Nordbo withdrew the knife and stepped aside. Not much blood ran
from the socket at hisfeet. He had hoped for aslent kill. Wéll, that he
had killed at all was remarkable. Next he must repest it or dietrying.
Hefdt no fear, nor gladness or even anger. His mind was the control
center of the mechanism that was himsdlf.

He wouldn't get a second opportunity like this. A spear, a crossbow-a
daydream. He glanced about. Their food being synthetic, these
travelers had adopted the Wunderlander fashion of tablecloths. The
gory play continued in the screen. It stirred memory of things watched
or read at home, historica sociology and fiction. Thetrick herecaled
must require long practice to be done right, but aman who had pitched
tents and hoisted sails shouldn't be too inept. Heavy feet sped dong the
passageway outside. Nordbo took a corner of the napery in hisleft
hand. He snapped the fabric, to gain some feding for its behavior.

Yiao-Captain burgt into the den. “What'swrong?’ he roared while he
dammed to ahalt. Hislook blazed across the corpse and the man who
stood beyond it, knife reddened. Insolent past belief, the man shook a
rag a himand grinned.

For awhole second, sheer stupefaction held Yiao-Captain immobile.
Then fury exploded. He screamed and leaped.

Nordbo swayed aside. The giant orange body arced across the space
wherethe cloth rippled. It dipped aside. Asthe kzin passed, Nordbo
hewed.



Yiao-Captain hit the bulkhead. It groaned and buckled. The kzin
bounded off the deck and rushed. Nordbo was drifting toward the
door. Again his capework saved him, though aleg brushed hisand
made him stagger. Y et he had gotten astab into the neck.

He reached the corridor. “Blunderfoot!” he shouted in the kzinti
language. “ Eater of sthondat dung! Come get meif you darel” His
trick would soon fail him unless he kept his antagonist amok.

Yiao-Captain charged. Blood marked histrail, pumped out of the rents
beneath ribs and jaws. Nordbo cut him.

Leaping by, he closed teeth on fabric. Nordbo nearly lost it. He dashed
it across and saved half.

Scarlet spouted. My God, | got amgjor vein, Nordbo realized.
Y iao-Captain turned. He lurched and mewled, but he attacked.
Nordbo retreated. Flick cape over eyeballs, once, twice, thrice.
Blindly, Yiao-Captain went past. Nordbo diced histail off.

Y iao-Captain came back around. He crumpled to hisknees, to all
fours. Snarling, he crawled at the man. Nordbo backed up, easily
keeping ahead of him.

Y iao-Captain stopped. He stared. The raw whisper held a sudden
gentleness. Or puzzlement?“ Speaker for Humans, I... | liked you. |
thought... you liked... me...” He collapsed. His desth struggle took
severd minutes.

The ship ismine, said the computer in Nordbo's head. Not that | can

do anything with it. Except, of course, shut off the beamcast. And wait.
Recycling is operative, plenty of food and water. Including kzin steaks,
if I want. | can bresk into the small arms|ocker and shoot them where
they lie. But probably that'stoo ugly an act. | am not akzin, | am aman.

Otherwise | wait. Forty or more yearstill | reach their sun. 1 will
occupy mysdlf, handicrafts, study of what'sin the database, love letters



to Hulda Meditation, maybe. For something may yet happen to set me
free. The one sureway to lose dl hopeisto give up al hope.

Rationdlity fell apart. He retched and began to shake, miserably cold.
Reaction. Let him go deep and deep and deep. Afterward he would
eat something, and clean up this mess, and settle down into solitude.

Chapter XII

In gdactic oace asunisamote, aplanet well-nigh infinitesma. How
then to find a gpacecraft felling through light-years?

“Ve haff our met'ods,” boasted Saxtorph. Begin by reasoning. The
kzinti would not stay longer at the black hole than it took to learn
everything they were able; and they were doubtless not extremely well
chosen or well outfitted for scientific research. Having shot abeam at
Alpha Centauri, describing what they had done and recommending a
proper expedition, they'd start after it. Presently they'd receive word
that the system wasfelling to an armada from Sol. Congder the dates
of events, assume they'd been some months at work before they set
forth, figure in acceeration time, and you conclude that they got the
news about athird of the way dong their course. What would they then
plausbly do? Why, makefor 61 Ursae Mgoris, the star that Kzin itself
orbits, the world that spawned their breed. Just aslikely, they'd spend
their engine reserve boogting to afull haf ¢, and now be moving at
approximately that speed. Calculate the trgjectory.

Y our answer will reflect the uncertaintiesin your guesstimates. What
you get isnot a curve but a cone. The ship is somewhere near the top,
which leaves you with avolume still so enormous that random searchis
afool'serrand.

However, spaceis not empty. Theinterstellar medium, mostly
hydrogen with some helium and pinches of higher eements, hasamean
density equivaent to about one proton per cubic centimeter. An object
passing through it at 150,000 klicks per second hitsa lot of stuff. The
X-raysgiven off at these encounters would quickly fry the crew and



their eectronics, save that the screen fields keep the gas a a distance
from the hull and guideit into afairly smooth flow. Nevertheess, the
perturbation is consderable. Atoms are excited and emit softer quanta.
The tunnd of near-total vacuum left behind the vessd will take yearsto
fill: which meansit is correspondingly long. All thisshowsin theradio
gpectrum from that part of the sky. Sensitive instruments can detect it
across quite afew parsecs.

The technique was not origind with Saxtorph. The UN Navy had
developed and employed it during the war. Since Rover was not
specialy equipped for it, he did have to devise modifications. In
essence, he went via hyperspace from point to precalculated point. At
each, his gang took readings. Dorcas had written a program that
interpreted them. In due course, the seekers should get an
identification. On that basisthey could measure apardlax and obtain a
fix.

Saxtorph and Tyrasat by themselves over beersin the saloon. Talk
ransacked the past, for the future seemed like awire drawn so taut that
at any moment it would snap and the sharp endsrecail. “Oh, yes,” she
sad, “I have been on Slvereyes. It isfascinating. A hundred lifetimes
weretoo little for to understand those ecologies.”

“Y ou werewriting about it?" heinquired.

“What else? One must pay for one'stravel somehow. Of course, |
knew better than to try squeezing awhole world into abook. | looked
me around, but that which | made my subject was the Cyclopsidand.”

“Really?I've got to read your book when we get back. Y ou see, | was
there myself once. A tourniquet vine damn near did for ashipmate, but
we chopped her freein time, and otherwise it was, asyou say,
fascinating. | begrudged every minute | was on duty and couldn't
explore”

“Y ou have been everywhere, have you not?” she murmured.



“No, no, much though I'd like to. Besides, thiswasn't my idea. Navy,
tall end of the war, establishing ajust-incase base. Satdllite, but initia
supplies of air and water and such would come from the ground.”

Reminiscence went on. “-boats, to check out the surrounding shoas. A
smple mooring isatimber tethered to arock. What | couldvetold
those clowns, because I'd been in Hawaii, was that they'd picked a
chunk of volcanic pumice. But | wouldn't've known either that the log
was stonewood. So they took the ensemble to the mooring place and
heaved it overboard, and the rock floated while the log sank.”

He adwaysliked the heartiness of Tyraslaughter.

“Here I've gone again, blathering on about me,” hesaid. “Yourea
good listener-no, a grest, avintage listener-but honest, | set out to hear
about you. And | redly can listen too.”

She sobered. “I know. Not many men can, or will. Y ou act very
everyday, Robert, but in truth you are a deep and complicated person.”

“Wrong, wrong. Never mind. | said we should talk about you. Uh, on
Sivereyes, did you vist the Amanda L akesregion?’

“Of course.” Tyrasighed. “Beauty that high comes near to hurt, no? At
least when thereis no oneto shareit with.”

“Y ou had nobody? Y ou should have.”

Her smilewasrueful. “Wdl, | roomed with another woman. Although
she was pleasant, finaly we agreed what a shame that one of uswas of
thewrong sex.”

“Yah, | daresay it'll become afavorite honeymoon resort.” Saxtorph
dtared into hisbeer stein. “Tyra, none of my business, except were
friends. But you rate better than going through life done theway youre
d]- rg.”

She reached across the table and laid her hand on his. “You arekind.”



Her voicelowered. “Onthisjourney | have discovered my father was
not the only man who isafine cresture.”

“Aw, hey-"

They turned their heads. Tyra pulled her hand back. Dorcas had
entered. Her denderness reared over them. “We have adecision to
make about the next jump point,” she said calmly. “It depends on what
weight we give the last set of data. Will you come and consult, Bob?’

Saxtorph's chair scraped. * 'Scuse me, Tyra.”

The Wunderlander smiled. “Why should 17" shereplied. “What need?
Yougoinmy cause”

Hetossed off hisdrink and Ieft with hiswife. When they were severd
meters down the corridor, shetold him, “1 lied, you redlize. Not to
make a scene.”

“For Chrigt's sake!” he exclaimed. “Nothing was going on.”
“I'd prefer to keep it that way.”
“You, jedous?’ Heforced achuckle. “Honey, you flatter me.”

“Not exactly. I've watched where things are headed. No bad intentions
on anybody's part. | continueto like her mysdlf. But, Bob, I'd hate to
seeyou hurt. And I've no reason-so far-to wish it on her. Asfor this
team of ours-” She clutched hisforearm. Had the muscle been less
thick underneeth, her fingerswould have left marks.

Chapter XIII

Weoch-Captain was athoughtful and saf-controlled kzin. Much though
he lusted to streak directly to hisgod, first he pondered the implications
of what he knew about it. Ideas came to him which he communicated
to Ress-Chiuu. The High Admira agreed that hisflight plan should be
changed.



Therefore Swordbeak cruised about, in and out of hyperspace, day
after tedious day. It chewed on nerves. The crew grew restless.
Quarrdsexploded. A couple of timesthey led to fights.
Weoch-Captain disciplined the offenders severdly; they werelong in
sickbay and would bear the marksfor the rest of their lives.

He had given his officers an explanation. The Swift Hunter that went to
the unknown body had not been heard of again. If it found thething, as
was probabl e, this would have happened just about when the human
armada entered the Alpha Centaurian System. That news would have
taken five yearsto reach the ship, except that it was likely bound back.
What then wasits best course? Other kzin-held worlds might fall to the
enemy beforeit could get to any of them. Wisest wasto head directly
for the Father Sun, especidly if the expedition had made worthwhile
discoveries. Assuming the crew 4till lived, they were now about athird
of theway home. Swordbeak ought to search them out and learn what
they could tell, before proceeding. Furthermore, such Heroes deserved
to know as soon as possible that they were not forgotten.

Every basisfor cdculation was amatter of guessing. That included,
especidly, thelocation of the mystery object. The datathat
Ress-Chiuu's informant had been able to pass on were fragmentary,
maddeningly vague. Thusthe Swift Hunter's cone of location was
immense. But the High Admiral had ordered Weoch-Captain's vessdl
outfitted with the best radio spectrum detectors and analyzersthet its
hull could accommodete,

So at length histechniciansidentified atunnd of passage and placed it
approximately in space. Prudence dictated that Svordbeak not attempt
immediate rendezvous. The precise trgectory and momentary position
of the other craft remained unclear; and mass moving at haf light-speed
is dangerous. Weoch-Captain made for a point about two light-years
behind. Insdethetrail, the technicians could map it exactly and pinpoint
histarget.

Therethey picked up amessage.



Weoch-Captain was not totally surprised. In alike situation, he did not
think he would send aradio beam ahead. The dimy humans might
come upon it, read it, and jam it. However, the idea of superlumina
travel would have been unfamiliar to the expedition members. They
would scarcely have thought of everything that it meant. If the
possibility did occur to them, they might well have discounted it, Snce
the probability of interception was dight, whilethe transmission
increased by alittle the likelihood that the Petriarch would eventually
get the newsthey bore. At any rate, Weoch-Captain had provided for
the contingency. When he reached the tunndl, receivers were open on a
wide enough band that they would register anything,
Doppler-diminished though the waves be.

They buzzed. A computer got busy. A part of the message unrolled on
ascreen before him.

He narrowed his eyes. What was this?“-material unknown. Eroded
but, except where pierced, impervious to radiation-" Hisfinger
stabbed at theintercom. Theimage of Executive Officer appeared.
“We have evidently comeinin the middle of asending,”
Weoch-Captain said. “ Doubtless the Swift Hunter plays a recorded
beamcast continuoudly. | want the entirety of it. Have an acquisition

program prepared.”
“Immediady, gre”

“Mock menot,” purred the commander. “Y ou know full well that we
shdl haveto legp about, snatching pieces here and there, while
reception will often be poor; and the whole must be fitted together in
proper sequence, ungarbled where needful, until it is complete and
coherent; and the highly technica content will make thisa process
difficult and dow. Do you suggest | am ignorant of communications
principles?’

Executive Officer was aHero, but he remembered the punishments.
“Never, sire! | misspoke me. | abase mysdlf before you.”



“Correct.” Weoch-Captain switched off. He had not actually taken
offense. Because he was a cautious leader, he must snatch every
opportunity to assert dominance.

Alone, herose and prowled the control cabin. Its narrowness caged
him. The real mockery came from the starsin the viewport, multitudes
and mgesty, a hunting ground unbounded. He bared fangs a them. We
shall range among you yet, he vowed; we shal do with you what we
will.

Firg the humans-

Excitement waxed. Clearly the expedition had caught something
important, something of power. Hewould persist until he knew
everything the message told. Then he would seek out the old ship, hear
whatever might remain to hear, give whatever praise and reassurance
were due. And then, informed and prepared, he would be off to the

god of dl thisvoyaging.

Hisearslay back. The hair stood up on hisbody. Let any monkeys that
he might encounter beware. The kzinti had much to avenge.

Chapter X1V

Once more Rover came out of hyperspace, and there the fugitive was.
A computer recognized the inputs to instruments; a chime sounded; an
image leaped into ascreen. “That'sit,” said Saxtorph quietly inthe
command cabin. Theintercom brought him agasp from Tyraat the
mass detector. Everybody else was at a duty station too. “ Got to be.”

He increased magnification, and the spark crawling acrossthe
congtellations waxed. Tyra saw the same, on the viewer where she
was. Optics set limitsto what could be reconstructed at a distance of
some eighty million kilometers, but he made out a blurry lancehead
shape amidst acommaof bluish light, which trailed aft like atail, the
vigble part of photons from excited atoms and plasmaaround the
screen fidlds and aft of them. Theinvisible part was greater, and deadly.



“Theright class of vessdl, and just about where she ought to be,”
Saxtorph added. “Uh, what's her name? | forget.”

“Khrach-Sherrek,” Dorcas supplied. It wasin the bit of record and
recollection that had survived. “ A cursoria carnivore on their home
planet.” Shedidn't normally waste breath on trivia. Anticipated though
it was, this culmination must have shaken her too.

“Wadl, wel,” came Ryan'svoice, overly genid. “That wasfun. Now
what shdl we play?’

“Dada-mann,” Tyrawhispered. Saxtorph guessed it was unconscious,
her pet name for her father when she was smdll. Heimagined tears
running down her cheeks, and wanted to go hold her hand and speak
comfort. Her words strengthened, not yet quite steady. “Y -yes, that is
the proper question. Isn't it? How shal we get him out? Have you had
any more ideas, Robert?’

They had discussed it, of course, over and over, as watch after watch
dragged by. Y onder vessdl couldn't decelerateif the kzinti aboard
wanted to, and Rover hadn't a decent fraction of the deltat; necessary
to match velocities. In the era of hyperdrive such capabilities were very
nearly as obsolete asflint axes. If somebody took off in aboat, he'd il
have that forward speed, and be unable to kill enough of it to help
before his energy reserve was gone. Not that thered be any point in
trying. A boat's screens were totally inadequate against the level of
radiation involved. Hed be doomed in a second, dead in an hour or
two. The craft would become an instant derdlict, e ectronics burned out.

The UN Navy kept afew high-boosters. They had margind utility for
certain kinds of research. “Besides,” Saxtorph had observed, “all
government agencies hoard stuff to adegree asquirrd or jaybird would
envy. They've aso got quite alot esein common with squirredsand
jaybirds”

Rigged with a hyperdrive, such asacraft could theoreticaly come out
here, spend months building up her vector, at last draw close, mesh



fields, and extend a gang tube-if the kzinti cooperated. If they didn't, an
operation aready perilous would becomeinsanely o, forcing an entry
under those conditionsin order to meet armed resistance. Either way,
the expense would be staggering. Next year's budget might even have
to cut back on aboondoggle or two. Would the top brass consider it,
to rescue one man, aman convicted of treason? Saxtorph's bet was
that they wouldn'. If they did anything, it would most likely beto order
the ship destroyed-smple and safe; leave an undeflectably large mass
ahead of her-before she brought home intelligence of the black hole.

Hed not had the heart to express his opinion as more than a possibility,
nor did he now. After dl, in the course of time Tyramight conceivably
manage to rouse public sentiment and turn it into political pressure. She
was askilled writer, and beautiful. Never had he pointed out that her
success must entail mortal hazard to anumber of other lives. Once heldd
thought Dorcas was about to say it, and had given her their private
“geer clear” dgn. “She'sgot grief aplenty asis,” he explained later.

“We start by peering, don't we?’ Caritaput in. Good girl, Saxtorph
thought. Y ou can always count on her for nuts-and-bolts common
sense.

“Right,” hesaid. “Not that | expect well learn alot. However, let's
secure every loose end we can before we decide on any further
moves.”

“We shdl c-call them,” Tyrastammered. “ Shal we not?’

“Wadll, | suppose we should, but | want to gang mighty warily. Twon't
be easy, you know.”

Indeed not. Aberration and Doppler effect complicated the task
abundantly. The speed that caused them made matters worse yet. I
Rover sent amessage, by the time aresponse could arrive, Sherrek
would have passed the point where Rover lay. Saxtorph meant to stay
awayswadl clear. It would be niceif he could fake matched velocity by
popping in and out of hyperspace. Too bad that trangition between



relaivigtic and quantum modes required time to get the wave functions
of atomsinto the proper phase relationships. Late in the war the kzinti
hed figured this out and discovered what the neutrino emisson pattern
waswhen adrive prepared itself. Warned of impending attack from an
un-predictable new direction, they'd actudly won a couple of

engagements.

Modern vessdls changed state in minutes. The engineers talked about
future modd s that would only take seconds. Rover's antiquated engine
needed amost half an hour. Ordinarily that made no difference. Y ou'd
be doing something & se meanwhile anyway, such as completing your
climb sufficiently high out of agravity well. But here shed better come
no closer than aquarter billion klicks ahead of Sherrek. Preferably
much more.

“Bloody hdll!” cried Ryan. “Why are we glooming and dooming like
this? We've found her! Let'sthrow a proper luau.”

A sob caught in Tyrasthroat. “ Thank you, Kam. Yes. Let us”

When she's seen the ship and doesn't know whether her father isdive
or dead or worse, thought Saxtorph. That's one gdlant lass. “ Okay,”
he said. “The computers can handle the observations. Well put other
functions on auto and relax. Aside from you, Kam. We expect
something specid for dinner this evenwatch.”

“I will hdp,” Tyrasaid. “I... need to.”

“No, you don't,” Saxtorph told her. “At least, not right off. Report to
the saloon. What | need help with is downing two or threelarge
schooners.”

She smiled forlornly as he entered, but she did smile. Quickly, before
the rest arrived, he took both her handsin his. Their eyes met and
lingered. Hearing footfals, they let go. He felt alittle bresthless and

giddy.



Either Tyraput tension aside and cheered up in the course of the next
eight hours, or she did adamn good job of acting. The party wasn't
riotous, but it became warm, affectionate, findly sentimental. After they
garted singing, she gave them severd ballads from her homeland. She
had alovely voice.

Chapter XV

Effort upon effort succeeded ultimately in getting through. Thefirst
partid, distorted reply croaked forth. Dorcas heard and yelled. She,
who had the most knowledge of kzin xenology, was prepared to speak
through atrandator for her band. What she would say, she could not
foresee; she must grope forward. Could she bargain, could she
threaten? To her husbhand she admitted that her hopes were low. He
agreed, more grimly than the Situation seemed to warrant asfar asthey
two were concerned.

She was not prepared for human words.

“Snd Sewirklich Menschen?’” And what must be Tyras own didect:
“Gud Jesu, endelig! Hvor langt, hvor langt-" Interference ripped the
cry asunder. Static hissed and snarled like akzin.

“Hang inthere,” Saxtorph said. “I'll be back.” He scrambled from his
Segt and out of the cabin. Dorcas gaze followed him.

Nobody else had been listening. To endure repeated failuresis mere
masochism, if you yoursdlf can do noth-ing about them. Saxtorph
pounded on Tyras door. “Wake up!” he bellowed. “We've contacted
your father! Helives, helives”

The door flew open and she sumbled into hisarms. She dept
unclothed. He held her rightly until she stopped weeping and shivered
only alittle. She waswarm and firm and silken. “We don't know more
than that,” he mouthed. Did desire shout louder in his blood than
compassion?“It'sgoing to take time. What'll come of it, we can't tell.
But wereworking onit, Tyra. We are.”



She drew hersdf free and stood before him. Briefly, fists clenched a
her sides. Then she remembered the Situation, crossed arms over the
fairness above and below, caught aragged bresth and blinked the tears
away. “Yes, youwill,” she answered before shefled, “because you are
what you are. | can abide.”

Shedid, camly, even blithely, while three daycycles passed and the
story arrived in shreds and snatches. When at |ast the whole crew met,
bodily, for they needed to draw strength from each other, she sat haf
gniling.

Saxtorph looked around the saloon table. “ Okay,” he said with far
more steadiness than he fet, “Peter Nordbo isdive, well, and done.
Two years alone, but better that than the company he was keeping, and
apparently he's stayed sane. The problem is how to debark him. I can
be honest now and tell you that | don't expect any navy will do the job,

nor anybody elsethat may have the capability.”

“Why not?” Caritaasked. “He's got important information, hasn't he,
about the black hole? That expedition checked it over asthoroughly as
they could.”

The captain began filling his pipe. “Y ah, but you see, their information's
in the radio beam the ship was tranamitting till hetook over. A hell of a
lot quicker, easier, and safer to recover than by matching velocity and
boarding. Oh, | daresay what he's gone through and what he's done
will stir up awave of public sympathy, but unlessit becomes atsunami,
that probably won't be enough.”

“Among the consderations,” Dorcas added in an impersond tone,
Sherrek isagpproaching kzin-controlled space. Kzinti hypershipsare
bound to be sniffing about. A few of their kind did have valid reasons,
from their viewpoaint, to flee Alpha Centauri twenty years ago, rather
than diefighting or get taken prisoner. The kzinti will search for any, as
well as exploring on generd principles. | agree the chance of their
gpotting Sherrek's trail by accident issmall, but it isfinite, and every



month that passes makesit larger. | can well imagine political
objectionsto risking an unwanted incident, on top of every other
argument.”

“We can go home, report this, and agitate for help,” Saxtorph said.
“It'sthe sensble, obvious course. | won't veto it, if that's what you
want.”

Tyragave him asea-blueregard. “Y ou have a different possibility,” she
sad low.

Hisgrin twisted. “Y ou've gotten to know me, huh?’
She nodded. Light sheened across her hair.

“It'sadicey thing,” he said. “ Some danger to us, alot to your father.
But if it works, you'll have him back in days.”

“Elseyears,” shereplied as softly asbefore, “or never.” Only her
fingernails, white where she gripped the tabletop, reveded more.
“What think you on?’

“Weve, uh, discussed it, him and Dorcas and me. In the jaggedy
fashion you've observed. We didn't want to announcethis earlier,
because we had to do some figuring and would've hated to. ..
disappoint you.” Saxtorph put fireto pipe. “Yon ship carriesapair of
flyby capsules, unpowered but made to withstand extremely heavy
radiation. Asmuch asyou'd get a one-haf c. He can get insde one
and haveitslauncher tosshim out.” He puffed forth acloud.

“Y ou believe you can recover him,” she said, and began to tremble
ever 0 dightly.

“Yes. Our new grapnd fidd ingalation. If we get the configuration and
timing just right-if not, you redize, he's gone beyond any catching-if we
do, we can lock on. Rover has more mass by severa orders of
magnitude. We estimate that the combined momentum will mean a



ve ocity of about 200 klicks per second, well within our delta v
reserve.”

“Down from... that speed?| should think-" she must struggle to utter
it-“the accel eration overcomes your polarizers and tears your grappler
out through the hull.”

“Smart girl.” How ludicroudy inadequate that was for hisadmiration.
“It would aso reduce him to thin jelly. We can do up tofifty g. The
capsules have interior polarizers with power to counteract abit more,
but we want a safety factor. Our systems can handleit too. Do you
know about degp-sea fishing? Y our dolphins may have told stories of
marlin and tarpon.”

She nodded again. “I saw adocumentary once. And in the Frisian Sea
on Wunderland I have mysdlf taken adinotriton.” Ardor flamed up. “I
see! You let the capsule run, but never far enough to get away, and you
play it, you pull itin alittle a atime-”

“Right. The math sayswe can do it in three and ahaf daycycles,
through adistance of 225 hillion kilometers. In practiceit'll doubtless
be harder.” He had to have amoment'srelief. “Anderson's Law,
remember: 'Everything takes longer and costs more.

Awe struck her. She sagged back in her chair. “The skill-"

“Thedanger,” Dorcas said. “ At any point we can fail. Rover may then
suffer damage, athough if we stand ready | don't expect it'll cripple us.
But your father will be adead man.”

“What thinkshe?’

“Hesfor it,” Saxtorph replied. “ Of course abuck like that would be.
But heleavesthe decison to us. With... hisblessng. And we, Dorcas
and |, weleaveit to you. | imagine Kam and Caritawill go dong with
whatever you choose.”



Abruptly Tyras voice wavered. “Kam,” she said, “you have taught me
aword of yours, avery good, brave word. | useit now.” Sheleaped to
her feet. “Go for broke!” she shouted.

The Hawaiian and the Jinxian cheered.

Theredfter it wastoil, savage demands on brain and body, nerves
aquiver and pulled close to breaking, heedless overuse of stimulants,
tranquilizers, whatever might keep the organism awake and aert.

No humans could have done the task. The forcesinvolved were
immensdly too great, changeable, complex. Nor could they be felt at
the fingertips, over spatia reaches, the lightspeed that carried them
became alaggard, and the fisher must judge what was happening when
it would not manifest itsdf for minutes. The computer program that
Dorcas wrote with the aid of the computer that wasto useit, thisheld
therod and reded theline.

Y et humans mugt bein theloop, congtantly monitoring, gauging, making
judgments. Thelrswastheintuition, the ingtinct and creetive ingght, that
no one has engineered into any machine. The Saxtorphs were the two
best qudified. Carita could handle the less violent hours. Themain
burden fell on Dorcas. Ryan and Tyrakept them fed, coffeed,
medicated. Often she rubbed a back, kneaded shoulders, ran awet
washcloth over aface, crooned alullaby at acatnap. Mostly shedid it
for the captain.

From dead Sherrek, the cannonbdl that held theliving shot free.
Unseeable amidst the light of lethd radiation, aforce-beam reached to
lay hold. Almosgt, the grip failed. Needles spun on dials and Dorcas cast
her man alook of terror. Things stabilized. The hook wasin.

Gently, now, gently. Itsdf acomet trailing luminance, the capsulefled.
The grapnd field stretched, tugging, dragging Rover aong, but how
dowly dowing it. As distance grew, precison diminished. The capsule
plunged about. The Saxtorphs ordered compensating boosts. Idedlly,
they could maintain contact across the width of aplanetary system. In



feet, the chance of losing it waslarge.
They played their fish.

Hour by hour, day by day, the haste diminished, the gap closed. Worst
was amoment near the end, when the capsulewasvisbleina
magnifying screen, and suddenly rolled free. Somehow Dorcas clapped
the grapnd back onto it. Then: “Take over for awhile, Bob,” she
choked, put head in hands, and wept. He couldn't recall, at that point,
when he had last seen her shed tears.

Ship and sphere drew nigh. A cargo port opened. The catch went in.
The port shut and air roared into the bay. Some time yet must pass; at
first that metal wastoo cold for flesh to gpproach. When at length its
own hatch cracked, the warmth and stench of life long confined
billowed out.

A man crept after. He rose unsteadily, tall, hooknosed, bushy-bearded,
going gray, though till hard and lithe. He climbed aladder. A door
swvung widefor him. Beyond waited his daughter.

Chapter XV

The song of her working systems throbbed through Rover , too softly
for earsto hear anything save rustles and murmurs, yet somehow
pervading bones, flesh, and spirit. In Ryan's cabin Carita asked, “But
why are we headed back to the black hole? Add aweek'stravel time
at least, plus whatever we spend there. I've seen thedamn thing. Why
not straight to Wunderland?’

She had been adeep, exhausted, when her shipmates made the
decision, and had only lately awakened, to eat ravenoudy and join her
friend. The rest had spent their remnant strength laying plans and getting
on hyperspatial course. Ryan took the first mass detector watch. Tyra
had it now, drowsily; when relieved, she would doubtless seek her
bunk again.



“We thought you'd agree, and in any case wouldn't gppreciate being
hauled out to cast avote when the count could just go oneway,” Ryan
answered. “Wherever we picked, it wasfoolish to linger. Nothing else
to gain, and asmal posshility that aratcat moku might suddenly pop
up and shout, '‘Boo!’ Care for adrink?’

“You know me. In severd different meanings of theword.” Carita
propped a pillow between her and the bulkhead and lounged back, her
legstwin pillars of darkness on the gaudy bedspread. Ryan stepped
acrossto a cabinet above aminifridge. He'd crowded agrest deal of
gybaritism into his quarters. In the screen, abarely clad songstress sat
under apalm tree near a beach, plucked a ukulele, and looked
Seductive as she crooned. He did esoteric things with rum and fruit
juices.

Meanwhile he explained: “ Partly it'samatter of recuperation. Nordbo's
served ahitch in Hell, and we visited the forecourts of Purgatory, eh?
When we return, the sensation and the officia flapdoodie are going to
make what happened after the red sun business seem like a session of
the garden committee of the Philosophical Society. Wed better be well
rested and have alot of beforehand thinking done.”

“M-m, yes, that makes sense. But | can tell you pleasanter placesto let
our brains smmer down in than that black hole. Y ou know what the
name meansin Russan?’

Ryan laughed. “Uh-huh. So they cdl it a'‘frozen sar.' Pretty turn of
phrase. Except that this one never realy was agtar, and is anything but
frozen”

“It'sturned into akind of star, then.” For amoment they were silent.
The same vison stood before them, aradiance more terrible century by
century, at last day by day, until itsfina nova-like sdf-immolation. For
the most part spacefarers speak casualy, prosaicaly about their work,
because the redlity of the universeis as daunting as the redlity of degath.

“Wadll, but weve got areason,” Ryan continued. “Nailing down aclam



of discovery. Thekzinti examined the artifact as thoroughly asthey
could, much more than our quick once-over. Especialy, of course, with
an eyeto the military potentials. Nordbo was there. He knows fairly
well what they learned. But as you'd expect, he needsto refresh his
memory. Hetold usthe kzinti ship beamcast afull description till he got
control and shut it off. But we aren't equipped to retrieveit. Think how
much trouble we had communicating with him. We could waste weeks,
and not be sure of recording more than snatches. Let Nordbo revisit
the actud thing, repeat afew measurements and such, and he can write
that description himself, or enough of it to establish the claim.”

Caritaraised her brows. “What clam? The government's bound to
swarm there, take charge, and stamp everything Incredibly Secret.”

Ryan nodded. “ Does ashark eat fish? They'll be plenty peeved at us
for tdlingthe hoi polloi that it exigtsat dl. Weve got to do that, if only
as part of Nordbo's vindication, but I'll concede that it's probably best
to keep quiet about the technica details. However, helll have priority of
discovery. For legd purposes, the kzinti and their beamcast can be
ignored. They shanghaied him, among numerous other unlawful acts;
they'veforfeited any rights, not to mention that thereisno court with
jurisdiction. Hell be entitled to adiscoverer's award. In view of the
importance of the find, and the fact that public disputes would be very
awkward for the government, that award will be plenty big-and well
shareit with him.”

“Ah-hal” Caritaexulted. “| see. Y ou wereright, there was no need to
roll me out of the sheetsto vote.”

“Same thing should apply to the kzinti ship, if the Navy dectsto go
recover it for intelligence purposes,” Ryan said. “Not likely, though. My
guessisthey'll smply read the message and then jam it. The black hole
isour red jackpot.” He finished mixing the drinks and gave her one. “
Pomaika'i ”

“Into orbit.” Rims clinked. He sat down on the edge of the bunk.



Caritaturned thoughtful. “That poor man. Hewill be, uh, vindicated,
won't he?”

“Oh, yes. If necessary, he can take truth tests, but the story by itsdlf,
with the corroboration we can give, should do the trick. Hisname will
be cleared, hisfamily will be reingated inits clan, and hell get back the
property that was confiscated, or compensation for it if reversonisn't
practical. He won't need any award money. | suspect he'sforcing
himself, for our sake.”

Caritagtared before her. “How's he taking dl this?’

Ryan shrugged. “Too early to tell. Excitement; exhaugtion; the last
scragp of endurance that stimulants could give, spent on making plans.
But surdly hell be okay. He's atough cookieif ever | bit into one.”

Compassion gentled her voice. “He met hislittle girl-child, and she was
anot-quite-young woman. Shetold him hiswife hasdied.”

“I think | saw grief, though he wasfairly stoic throughout. However, it
can't have been ahuge surprise. And he wouldn't be human if, down
undernegth, hedidn't fed adight relief.”

“Yes. Sheld have been old. | bet held have stuck loyally by her till the
end, but- Wdll, sheer pridein his daughter ought to help himalat,
emotiondly.”

“A rare specimen, her.” Ryan let out an elaborate sigh. “And sexy as
Pele, under that brisk, sprightly, competent surface. I'd give alot to be
in the path of the next eruption. No such luck, though. In aperfectly
pleasant fashion, she's made that clear. It'sthesinglefault | findin her.”

Caritadrank deep, frowned, and drank again. “Her eyesare on the
skipper. And hison her. They can't hide it any longer, no matter how
hard they try.”

“I' know, | know. I'm resigned. If anybody rates thet fling-more than



me, that is-Bob does.”
“Dorcas.”

“ Aw, she shouldn't mind too much. She's asredistic asoul asour
Species hasgot.”

Caitaslipstightened. “I'm afraid thiswouldn't bejust afling.”
“Huh? Come on, now.”
“Y ou've been giving Tyrayour whole attention. I've paid someto him.”

“You redly think-?" Flustered, Ryan took along drink of hisown.
“Wdl, noneof our business.” He relaxed, smiled, leaned over, laid an
arm across her waist. “How about we attend to what does concern us,
firgpants? It'sbeen awhile”

For alittle span yet Carita sat troubled, then she put her tumbler aside,
smiled back, and turned to him. The ship sailed on through lightlessness.

Chapter XVI1

“No, | must spesk thetruth,” said Chief Communications Officer. “We
will continuetrying if the commander orders, but | respectfully warn it
will be atotal waste of time and effort. The commander knowswe
have beamed every kind of signal on every band available to us. Not so
much as an automaton has responded. That vessdl isdead.”

Or deegping beyond any power of oursto disturb, thought
Weoch-Captain. He stared into the screen before him asif into aforest
midnight. At its distance, the runaway was athin flame, crawling across
the stars. Imagination failed to fed theimmengty of its haste and of the
energy borne thereby.

“I concur,” he said after aminute. “ Deactivate your apparatus and
stand by for further orders.” Rage flared. “Go, you sthondat-'tic'taer't
Go!”



Theimage blinked off. Weoch-Captain mastered histemper. Chief
Communications Officer did not deserve that, he thought. This past
time, locked in futility, has made me asirascible asthe lowliest crew
member.

What, do | regret taking it out on him? 1 am thinking like amonkey-aso
by looking inward and gibing at myself. No other Hero must ever
know. Y es, we are badly overdue for some action.

Weoch-Captain cast introspection from him and concentrated on the
future. Not that he had alarge choice. He could not overhaul Sherrek,
board, and learn itsfate. He had repeatedly suppressed an impulseto
have it destroyed, that object which mocked him with silence. The
Patriarchs would decide what to do about it. He could return directly to
them and report. A human shipmaster would do so as amatter of
course, given the circumstances.

The High Admiral has granted me broad discretion. If | come back
with my basic misson haf-completed, someone else may tekeit from
me and go capture the glory. Also, | do not think likeamonkey.

He summoned Astronomer'simage. “ Does analys's suggest anything
new about the perturbation you noticed?’ he inquired without
expectations.

“No, or | would have informed the commander immediately. The data
aretoo sparse. Something roiled the interstellar medium besides
Sherreh, afew light-days aft of where we found it, but the effect was
barely noticeable. The commander recalls my ideathat a stray rock
encountered the screen fields, too small to penetrate but large enough
toleaveatral asit wasflung asdein fragments. Further
number-crunching has merely reinforced my opinion that a search
would be usdess”

Y es, thought Weoch-Captain. The overwhelming size of space. And if
we did retrieve ameteoroidal shard or two, what of it? Animprobable
encounter, but not impossible, and dtogether meaningless. Whatever



happened to Sherrek happened alight-year farther back, two yearsin
the past, which iswhen we established that it ceased communicating.

And yet | have ahunter'sintuition-

A cold thrill passed through him. He dismissed Astronomer and called
Executive Officer. “Prepare for hyperspace,” he said. “We shall
proceed to our primary goal.”

“At once, dr!” thekzin rgoiced.

“Enroute, you will conduct combet drill with full Smulations. The crew
have grown edgy and ill-coordinated. Y ou will make them againinto an
efficient fighting machine. Despite what we have learned from the
beamcast, there is no foreseeing what we will find a the far end.”

“Sre”

Humans? thought Weoch-Captain. Maybe, maybe. According to our
information, the black hole was not their principal objective; but
monkey curiosity, if nothing ese, may hold them at it ill. Or-1 know
not, | smply have afeding thet they areinvolved in Sherrek's
misfortune. They, the same who destroyed Werlith-Commandant and
his grest enterprise.

Bethere, Saxtorph, that | may takethe glory of killing you.
Chapter XVI1I

Stars crowded the encompassing night, wintry brilliant. Alpha Centauri
was only one among them, and Sol shone small. The Milky Way
glimmered around the circle of sight, like ariver flowing back into its
well-gpring. Riftsin it were dustclouds such as vell the unknown heart
of thegdaxy. Biginvison, aworldlet hilled and begrown with
strangeness, loomed the black hole artifact.

Rover held gation fifty kilometers off the hemisphere opposite the
radiation-spouting gap. “Below” her, Peter Nordbo, with Carita Fenger



to help, examined a structure that he believed could throw the entire
mass into hyperspace. Elsewhere squatted the robot prospector,
patiently tracing acircuit embedded in the shell substance.

Aboard ship was leisure. Dorcas kept the bridge, mostly on genera
principles. If the robot signaed that it had finished, she would confer
with Nordbo and order it to adifferent Site. Ryan watched ashow in
his cabin; some people would have been surprised to know it was King
Lear. Saxtorph and Tyra sat over coffeein the sdloon. When Carita
relieved him on the surface and heflitted back up, he had meant to
deep, but the Wunderlander met him and they fell to talking.

“Y our dad shouldn't work so hard,” he said. “ Three watches out of
four, daycycle after daycycle. He ought to take it easier. Welve got as
much time as we care to spend.”

“Heisimpatient to finish and go home,” Tyrasaid. “You can
understand.”

“Y es. Home to sadness, though.”
“But more to hope.”

Saxtorph nodded. “ Uh-huh. He's that sort of man. Not that | have any
close acquaintance, but-agreat guy. | see now why you laid everything
on thelineto buy achance of having him again.” He paused before
adding in arush: “And with you once morein hislife, hesbound to
become happy.”

Shelooked away. “Y ou should not- Oh, Robert, you are too kind,
awaystoo kind to me. | shal missyou so much.”

He reached across the table and took her hand. “Hey, there, little [ady,
don't borrow trouble. Y ou know I'll be detained on Wunderland for a
goodly spell, likeit or not.” He grinned. “Want to help melikeit?’

Her eyes sought back to his. The blood mounted in her face. “Yes, we



must see what we can-"

Dorcas voicetore across hers. “Emergency stations! Kzinti ship!”
Coming from every annunciator, it seemed to roll and echo down the
corridors.

“Judas priest! To the boat, Tyral” Saxtorph shouted. He was aready
on hisway. Hisfeet dapped out a devil'stattoo on the deck. Asheran,
the enormity of thetidings crashed into him.

At the control cabin, he burst through its open door and flung himsaif
into the seat by Dorcas. In the forward viewport, the shell occulted the
suns of their desire. Starboard, port, aft gleamed grandeur indifferent to
them. The communicator, automaticaly switched on when it detected
anincoming signd, gave forth the flat English of atrandator: “-not
attempt to escape. If we observe the neutrino signature of a
hyperspatia drive garting up, we will fire.”

Sweat shone on the woman's scalp, around her Belter crest. Saxtorph
caught an acrid whiff of it, or wasthat his own, running down hisribs?
Her fingers moved firm over akeyboard. “Ha, I've got him,” she
whispered. A speck appeared in the scanner screen. She magnified.

Toylike still, the other vessel gppeared. Saxtorph followed current

navd literature. Heidentified the lean length, the guns and missile tubes
and ray projectors, of a Raptor-class warcraft. The meterstold him she
was about half amillion klicks off, closing fast.

“Acknowledge!” the radio snapped.

“Messagereceived,” he said around an acid lump in hisgorge. “What
do you want? We're here legitimately. Our races are at peace.” Y ah,
sure, sure.

“Oh, God, Bob,” Dorcas choked while the beam winged yonder. “The
cal wasthefirg sgn | had. She may have emerged along distance
away. If we'd spotted her gpproaching-”



He squeezed her arm. “We didn't keep an dert, sweetheart. We didnt.
The bunch of us. What reason had weto fear anything like this?’

“Weoch-Captain of Hero vessel Swordbeak, spegking for the
Petriarchy.” Now, behind the synthetic human tones, were audible the
growls and spits of kzinti. “'Y ou trepass on our property, you violate
our secrets, and | believe that in the past you have been guilty of worse.
| dentify yoursdf.”

Saxtorph stalled. “Why do you ask that? According to you, no human
hasared name.”

Can we cut and run for it? he wondered. No. The question shows how
kicked in the gut I am. She can outboost us by afactor of five, at lesst.
Not that she'd need to. Even at this remove, her lasers can probably
crippleus. A missle can cross the gap in afew minutes, and we've
nothing to fend it off. (Grab it with our grapne, no, too dow, and
anyway, theréd be asecond or athird missile, or amultiple warhead,
or-) She hersdf, at her acceleration, shelll be herein haf an hour. But
how can | think about flight? Carita and Pete are down at the black
hole.

It hed flashed through him in the short seconds of transmission lag. “Do
asyou aretold, monkey! Give meyour designation.”

No sensein provoking the kzin further by arefusal. HEd soon be able
to read the name, jaunty across these bows. “Freighter Rover of
Leyport, Luna. | repest, our intentions are entirely honest and we can't
imagine what we may have done that you could cal wrong.”

Silence crackled. Dorcas sat siff, fists clenched.
“Rover . Harrgh! Saxtorph-Captain, isit? Give me video.”
Huh? The man sat numbed. The woman did the obedience.

Weoch-Captain evidently choseto make it mutud. Histiger head



danted forward in the screen, asif he peered out of hisden at prey.
“So that iswhat you look like,” he rumbled. Eyes narrowed, tongue ran
over fangs. “How | hoped that mine would be this pleasure.”

“What do you mean?’ Dorcas cried.
Silence. The heart drubbed in Saxtorph's breast.

“Y ou know full well,” said Weoch-Captain. “Y ou killed the Heroes
and destroyed their works at the red sun.”

So the story had reached Kzin. Not too surprising, as spectacular asit
was. Saxtorph had been assured that the Alpha Centaurian and Solar
governments had avoided being very specific in ther officia
communicationsthusfar. They wanted to test ratcat reactions an item at
atime. But spacefarers, especially nonhuman spacefarerswith less of a
grudge or none, traveling from Wunderland to neutra planets, might
well have passed details on to their kzin counterpartsin the course of
mestings.

“Through my whole long voyage, | hoped | would find you,”
Weoch-Captain purred. Hisflattened earslifted and spread. “ A
formidable opponent, aworthy one. If you behave yourselves and do
asyou aretold, | promise you deaths quick and painless... No, not
quite that for you, Saxtorph. | think you and | shall have single combat.
Afterward | will take your body for my exclusive eating, fit nourishment
for aHero, and give your head a place among my trophies.”

Saxtorph braced himsdlf. “Y ou do us great honor, Weoch-Captain,” he
croaked. “We thank you. We praise your large spirit.” What €l se could
| say? Keep them happy. Kzinti don't normally torture for fun, but if this
one got vengeful enough he might take it out on Tyra, Dorcas, Kam,
Carita, Peter. At the least, he might bring them, us, back with him.
Unlesswekill ourselvesfirg.

In the magnifying viewport the Raptor had perceptibly gained Sze,
eclipsng more and more stars.



Weoch-Captain flexed claws out, in, out again. “Good,” he said. “Buit |
gill will not talk at length to amonkey. Stand by. Y ou will receive your
fina ingructionswhen | arrive”

The screen blanked.

“Bob, darling, darling.” Dorcas twisted about in her sest to cast her
amsaround him.

He hugged her. Asadwaysin crigs, confronting the worst, he had
grown cool, watchful but half detached, a survival machine. Not that he
saw any prospect of living onward, but- “We should bring the others
up,” he reminded her. “We can have a short time together.” Before the
kzinti arrive.

“Yes.” Hefelt how she qudled her shuddering. Steedy as he, she

turned to the communicator and directed a broad beam at the sphere.
“Carita, Peter, get Straight back to the ship,” she said crisply.

“Was ist-what isbad?’ sounded Nordbo's hoarse bass.
“Never mind now. Move, | tell you!”
“Jawohl.” And: “Aye, aye, maam, were off,” from Carita

Dorcas cut transmission. “1 want to spare them while they flit,” she
explained. “They'll worry, but if they don't happen to make the enemy
out in the sky, they won't bein shock.”

“Until we meet again,” Saxtorph agreed. “What about... Tyraand
Kam? Shdl we keep them waiting too?’

“We may aswdll, or better.”

“No. Maybe you weren't being kind after dl. | think Tyrawould want
to know right away, so she can, well, she can-" kissme

goodbye?-“ prepare herself, and meet the end with her eyeswide open.
Sheslikethat.”



Dorcashit her lip. “1 can't top you if you insst.” Her words quivered a
little. “But | thought you and I, these fifteen minutes or so we have left
beforewe must tell them-”

He grinned, doubtlessrather horribly. “ "Fraid | couldn't manage a
quickie”

She achieved alaugh. “Down, boy.” Soberly: “Not to get maudlin
ather. But let me say | love you, and thank you for everything.”

“Aw, now, thethanksare al due you, my lady.” Herose. She did.
They embraced. He damned himsdlf for wishing she were Tyra.

She kissed him long and hard. “ That's for what we've had.” Thetears
wouldn't quite stay put. “And for, for everything we were going to
have-the kids and-"

Y ah, he thought, our stored gametes. We never made provision for
exogenes's, in case something clobbered us. They'll stay in the freeze,
those tiny ghosts of might-have-been, year after year after year, |
suppose, forgotten and forsaken, like our robot yonder.

Saxtorph lurched where he stood. “ Fanden i helvede!” he roared.

Dorcas stepped back. She saw hisface, and the breath whistled in
between her teeth. “What?’

The Danish of hischildhood, “The Devil in Hdll,” hisfather'sfavorite
oah, yes, truly, for adevil did squat just outsde the hell star awaiting
his command. Hisrevelation spilled from him.

Fercenesskindled in her, she shouted, but then she must ask, “Whét if
wefal?’

“Why, we open our airlocks and drink space,” he answered. He had
dismissed the idea earlier because he knew she wouldn't want suicide
while any chance of being cleanly killed remained. “ Though most likely
the kzinti will be so enraged they'll missle us on the spot. Come on, we



haven't got timeto gab, let's get going.”

They returned to their seats and controls. An order went out. On the
tnuctipun structure, the robot prospector stirred. Cautioudy, at
minimum boog, it lifted. When it waswell clear, the humans
accelerated it harder. They must work fast, to have the machine
positioned before the enemy came so near that watchers at instruments
might notice it and wonder. They must likewise work precisdly,
mathematically, solving a problem of vectors and coordinatesin
three-dimensional space. “-lineintegrd of velocity divergence dS-”
Dorcas muttered aloud to the computer while her fingersdid theredl
speaking. There passed through the back of Saxtorph's awareness: If
the schemeflops, thisll be how we spent our last moments together.
Appropriate.

A telltae blinked. Nordbo and Caritahad arrived. “Kam, our friends
are back,” the captain said through the intercom. * Cycle 'em through
and havethem gt tight. Tyra, | think we can cope with our vistors.”

Except for Ryan's* Aye,” neither of them responded. The
quartermaster knew better than to distract the pair on the bridge. The
woman must have understood the same on her own account. Sheisn't
whimpering or hystericd or anything, Saxtorph thought-not her.
Maybe, not being a spacehand, she won't obey my order and stay at
the boat. It's usdess anyway. But the most mutinous thing she might do
iswak quietly, firmly through my ship to meet her dad.

“On gation,” Dorcas sighed. She leaned back, hands still on the keys,
galeonthedigplays. “Itll take three or four mini-nudgesto maintain,
but | doubt the kzinti will detect them.”

The Raptor was big in the screen. Twin laser gunsin the nose caught
darlight and gleamed like eyes.

“Good.” Saxtorph's attention skewered Rovers control board. Hed
caculated how he wanted to move, at full thrust, when things started
happening. Though his present location was presumably safe, held



rather be asfar off as possible. Clear to Wonderland would beidedl, a
sunny patio, abeer geinin hisfigt, and at hissde-

“Gol” Dorcasydled. She hit the switch that closed her last circuit. “
Ki-yai !”

Afloat among stars, the robot prospector received the signd for which
the program that she sent it had waited. It took off. At ahundred
gravities of acceleration, it crossed a hundred kilometers of spacein
lessthan five seconds, to strike the shell around the black hole with the
force of aboulder fdling from heaven.

It crashed through. Whitelight wasin the radiation that torrented from
the holeit left and smote the kzinti ship.

Chapter XIX
“Put me through again to the human commander,” said Weoch-Captain.
“Yes, gre” replied Communications Officer.

Human, thought Weoch-Captain. Not monkey, whatever my position
may requiremeto call himin public. A brave and resourceful enemy. |
well-nigh wish we were more equaly matched when | fight him. But no
one must know that.

His optics showed Rover, an ungainly shape, battered and wayworn.
Should he claim it too for atrophy? No, let Saxtorph's head suffice;
and it would not have much meaning either, when hereturnedin his
glory to take afull name, a seast among the Patriarchs, the right to found
ahouse of hisown. Still, his descendants might cherish the withered
thing asasign of what their ancestor did. Weoch-Captain's glance
shifted to the great artifact. Power laired there, power perhaps to make
the universetremble. “Arrrh,” he breathed.

The screens blanked. The lights went out. He tumbled through an
endlessdark.



“Ye-a-a-ach, what's this? What the venom's going on?’ Screamstore
at air that had ceased to blow from ventilators. Weoch-Captain
recognized his state. He was weightless.

“Stations, report!” No answer except the chaosin the corridors.
Everything was dead. The crew were ghosts flapping blindly around in
atomb. Nausea snatched at Weoch-Captain,

Hefought it down. If down existed any more, adrift anong starshe no
longer saw. He shouldn't get spacesick. He never had in the past when
he orbited free. He must act, take charge, uncover what waswrong, rip
it asunder and st thingsright. He groped hisway by fed, from object
to suddenly unfamiliar object. “Quiet!” he bawled. “Hold fast! To me,
officers, to me, your commander!”

The gcknessswdled indde him.

He reached the door and the passage beyond. A body blundered into
his. Both caromed, flailing air, rebounding from bulkheads, dl grip on
dignity lost. “My eyes, arh, my eyes,” moaned the other kzin. “Did the
light burn them out? | am blind. Help me, help me.”

An ideatook Weoch-Captain by the throat. He bared teeth at it, but it
gave him adirection, aquarry. Remembrance was aguide. He pushed
along corridors where noise diminished as personnd mastered panic.
Good maes, he thought amidst the hammerblows of blood in ears and
temples. Vaiant males. Heroes.

Hisgoa wasthe nearest observation turret. It had transparent ports for
direct viewing, backup in case of eectronic failures, which he kept
unshuttered during any action. He fumbled through the entry. A
blue-white beam, too dazzling to look near, stabbed across the space
beyond. It disappeared as Swordbeak floated past. Weoch-Captain
reached a pane and squinted. Stars clustered knife-sharp. Carefully,
fingers hooked on frames, he moved to the next.

A gray curve, ajutting tower, yes, the rdlic of the ancient lords, the end



of hisquest. Swordbeak dipped farther along. Weoch-Captain
shrieked, clapped pamsto face, bobbed helplessin midair.

Sowly the after-images faded. The glare hadn't blinded him. By what
light now camein, he discerned metal and meters. He understood what
had happened.

Somehow the humans had opened anew holein the shell. Radiation
tore thelifefrom hisship.

Sickness overwheimed him. He vomited. Foul gobbets and globules
swarmed around his head and up his nodtrils. He fled before they
drangled him.

Y es, degth isin my bones, he knew. How long can | fight it off, and
why?'Y ou have conquered, human.

No! He shoved feet against bulkhead and arrowed forward. The plan
took shape while heflew. “Meet at Station Three!” he shouted against
night. “All handsto Station Threefor orders! Passtheword on! Y our
commander cdlsyou to battle!”

One by one, cdlumsly, many shivering and retching, they joined him.
Officersidentified themsdves, crew rdlied round them. Some had
found flashlights. Fangs and claws sheened in the shadows.

Hetold them they would soon die. He told them how they should. They
snarled their wrath and resolution.

Spacesuits were lockered throughout the ship. Kzinti sought those
assigned them. In gloom and freefall, racked by waxingillness, a
number of them never madeit.

Air hung thick, increasingly chill. Recyclers, thrugt-ers, radiosin the
spacesuits were inoperative. Well, but the pumps still had capacitor
power, and you wouldn't have use for more air than your reserve tank
held. Y ou had your legsto leap with. Y ou knew where you were



bound, and could curse death by yourself.

Weoch-Captain helped a the whed of hisairlock, opening it manually.
Atmosphere howled out, momentarily mist-white, disspated, reveded
the stars afresh. Hefollowed it. Rover wasn't in Sght. It must have
scampered away. Maybe Swordbeak's hull blocked it off. The artifact
was ajaggedness straight ahead. He gauged distance, direction, and
velocities aswell as he was able, bunched his muscles, and legped, a
hunter at hisquarry.

“Hee-yaal” he screamed. The noiserattled feebly in hishemet. Blood
camewithit, droplets and smears.

Headed across the void, he could look around. Except for his
breathing, therattle of fluid in hislungs, he had faleninto asilence, an
enormous peace. Here and there, glints moved athwart constellations,
the space-suits of hisfellows. Wetoo are star-stuff, he thought.
Sun-gtuff. Fre.

Hardly any of them would accomplish the passage, he knew. Most
would go by, misaimed, and perish somewhere beyond. A lucky few
might chanceto passin front of the furnace mouth and receive ingtant
oblivion. Those who succeeded would not know whereto go. There
had been no way for Weoch-Captain to describe what he had learned
from long days of study. A few might oy him, recognize him, seek him,
but it was unlikely in the extreme.

No matter. Because of him they would die aswarriors, on the attack.

Swordbeak receded. It had till had a significant component of velocity
toward the sphere when the flame struck, though it was not on a
collison course. It |eft him that heritage for hisflight.

Rover hoveinto view. Saxtorph was coming back to examinethe
havoc he had wrought, was he? Well, held take awhile to assess what
his screens and instrumentstold him, and redlize what it meant and
then-what could he do? Unlimber his grapnel and collect dying kzinti?



He can try raying us, Weoch-Captain thought. He must have an
industrid laser. | would certainly do it in his place. But asawegpon it's
dow, unwiddy, and-I am dmost a my mark.

Theghdl filled haf of heaven. Its curve now hid the deadly light; only
stars shone on spires, mazes, unknown engines. Weoch-Captain tensed.

A latticework seemed to spring at him. He grabbed amember. His
strength ebbing, he nearly lost hold and shot on past. Somehow he kept
the grip, and dammed to ahalt. He clung while he got hiswind back.
Rags of darkness floated across his eyes.

Onward, though, lest he die unfulfilled. It was hard, and grew harder
moment by moment as he clambered down. With nothing left him but
the capacitor supplying the air pump and alittle heat, he must by himsdlf
bend the joints at arms, legs, and fingers againgt interior pressure. With
hismind going hazy, he must stay dert enough to find hisway among
things he knew merdy from pictures, while taking care not to push so
hard that he drifted away in space.

Neverthaeless he moved.

A glancedoft. Yes, Rover was|umbering about. Maybe Saxtorph had
guessed what was afoot. Weoch-Captain grinned. He hoped the
human wasfrantic.

Hed amed himsdlf carefully, and luck had been with him. Hisimpact
was close to the activator. He reached it and went in among the
structures and darknesses.

On alanyard he carried aflashlight. By its glow he examined that which
surrounded him. Y es, according to Yiao-Captain's report, this object
like alever and that object like apeda ought to close aconnection
when pushed. The tnuctipun had scarcely intended any such procedure.
Somewhere must be an automaton, a program, and shelter for
whatever crew the black hole ship bore on itswarfaring. But the

tnucti pun too installed backup systems. Across billions of years,



Weoch-Captain hailed them, his brother warriors.

Thismay not work, he cautioned himsdlf. | can but try to reave the
power from the humans.

| do not know whereit will go, or if it will ever come back into our
gpace. Nor will | know. | shal be dead. Proudly, glorioudly.

A spasm shook him, but he had spewed out everything in his ssomach
before he left Swordbeak. Parched and vile-tasting mouth, dizziness,
ringing ears, blood coughed forth and smeared over faceplate,
wheezing breath, shaky hands, weakness, weakness, yes, it was good
to die. He got himsdlf well braced against metal-to beinsdethis
framework was like being insgde a cane-brake a home, he thought
vaguely, waiting for prey- and pushed with the whole force that
remained to him. Aboard Rover, shortly afterward, they saw their prize

disappear.
Chapter XX

Regardless, the homeward voyage began merrily. When you have had
your life given back to you, theloss of atreasure trove seemsno large
métter.

“Bedides, areport on Sherrek and her beamcagt, plus what we
collected oursalves, should be worth asubstantia award by itself,”
Saxtorph observed. “ And then there's the other one, uh, Svordbeak.”
Dorcas had read the name when they flitted across and attached a
radio beacon, so that the derelict would be findable. “In away,
actualy, more than the black hole could've been. Y our navy-or mine,
or the two conjointly -they'll be overjoyed at getting acomplete
modern kzinti warcraft to dissect.”

“What that artifact, and the phenomenon within, should have meant to
science-” Peter Nordbo sighed. “But you are right, complaining is
ungrateful.”



“No doubt the authorities will want this part of our story hushed up,”
Saxtorph went on. “But well be heroesto them, which is more useful
than being it to the public. | expect well dide red easy through the
bureaucratic rigmarole. And, as| said, get well paid for it.”

“| thought you were a patriot, Robert.”

“Oh, I'spose | am. But the laborer isworthy of hishire. And I'm a
poor man. Can't afford to work for free.”

They sat in the Saxtorphs cabin, the most spacious aboard, talking
over abeer. They had doneit before. Theingtant liking they took to
one another had grown with acquaintance. The Wunderlander's English
was rusty but improving.

He stroked hisbeard as he said dowly, “1 have thought on that. Hear
me, please. My family shdl haveits honor again, but | disbelieve our
lands can be restored. The present owners bought in good faith and
have their rights. Y ou shall not pity me. From what | have heard since
my rescue, society is changed and the name of Landholder bears small
weight. But in smple justice we shdl have money for what they
sripped from us. After | pay off Tyras debt she took for my sake,
much will stay with me. What shall | then do? | have my science, yes,
but as an amateur. | am too old to become aprofessiond init. Yet | am
too young to... putter. Always my main work was with people. What
now can | enjoy?’ He smiled. “Wéll, your business hasthe chronic
problem that it is undercapitalized. The awardswill help, but | think not
enough. How would you like a partner?’

Saxtorph goggled. “Huh? Why, uh, what do you mean?’

“I would not travel with you, unless once in awhile as a passenger for
pleasure. | am no spaceman. But it was dways my dream, and beingin
an enterprise like yours, that should come close. Yes, | will go ontrips
myself, making arrangements for cargoes and charters, improvements
and expansions. Being a Landholder taught me about business, and |
did it pretty well. Ask my former tenants. Also, the money | put in, that



will make the difference to you. Together we can turn thisvery
profitablefor dl of us.

“Y ou cannot decide at once, nor can |. But today it ssemsme afine
idea. What do you think?”

“I think it'sagoddamn supernoval” Saxtorph roared.

They taked, more and more excitedly, until the captain glanced a his
watch and said, “Héell, I've got to go relieve Dorcas a the mass
detector. I'll send her down here and the pair of you can thresh this out
further, if you aren't too tired.”

“Never for her,” Nordbo replied. “ Sheisawonderful person. You are
alucky man.”

Saxtorph's eagerness faded. After amoment he mumbled, “I'm sorry. |
often bull ahead with you as though you hadnt. .. suffered your loss.
Y ou don't speak about it, and | forget. I'm sorry, Peter.”

“Do not be,” Nordbo answered gently. “A sorrow, yes, but during my
time alone, assuming | would grow old and die there, | became
resgned. To learn | missed my Hulda by lessthan ayear, thet is bitter,
but | tell myself we had aready lost our shared life; and God has left
me our two children, both become splendid human beings.”

The daughter, at least, for sure, Saxtorph thought.

Nordbo smiled again. “I till have my son Ib to look forward to
mesting. Infeet, Snce Tyratdlsmeheisin nava intdligence, we shall
be close together-Robert, what iswrong?’

Saxtorph sat moveless until he shook himself, stood up, tossed off his
drink, and rasped: “ Something occurred to me. Don't worry. It may
well turn out to be nothing. But, uh, look, we'd better not discussthis
partnership notion with Dorcas or anybody right away. Let'skeep it
under our hatstill our idess are more definite, okay? Now | really must



go spel her.”

Nordbo seemed puzzled, abit hurt, but replied, “Asyouwish,” and left
the cabin with him. They parted waysin the corridor and Saxtorph
proceeded to the detector station.

Dorcas switched off the book she had been screening. “Hey, you look
likeabad day in Hedll,” she said.

“Qut of sorts,” hemumbled. “I'll recover. Just leave me be.”

“So you don't want to tell mewhy.” Sherose to face him. Sadness
tinged her voice. “Y ou haven't told me much lately, about anything that
mattersto you.”

“Nonsense,” he snapped. “We were Side by sde against the kzinti.”

“That's not what | meant, and you know it. Wéll, | won't plague you.
That would be unwise of me, wouldn'tit?” Shewent out, head high but
fingerstwiding together.

Hetook the chair that was not warm after her, stuffed his pipe, and
smoked furioudy.

A light footfal raised him from his brooding. Tyraentered. Asusud,
her countenance brightened to see him. “Hi,” she greeted, an
Americanism acquired in their conversations. “Care you for some
company?’-asif she had never before joined him here for hourson
end, or he her when she had the duty. “ Remember, you promised to tell
me about your adventure on-" She halted. Her tone flattened.
“Something iswoeful.”

“I hope not,” he said. “I hope I'm mistaken.”

She seated hersdf. “If | can help or console, Robert, only ask. Or if
you wish not to share the trouble, tell me | should hold my mouth.”

She knows how to be silent, he thought. We've passed happy times



with not aword, listening to music or looking at some work of art or
smply near each other.

“Youreright,” hesad. “I can't talk about it till-till I must. With luck, I'll
never haveto.”

The blue eyes searched him. “It concerns you and me, no?” How grave
and quiet she had become.

Alarmed, he countered, “Did | say that?’

“| fed it. We are dear friends. At least, you are for me.”
“Andyou-" He couldn't finish the sentence.

“I believeyou aretorn.”

“Wat aminute”

She leaned forward and took his free hand between hers. “ Because
you are agood man, an honest man,” she said. “Y ou keep your
promises.” She paused. “But-"

“Let'schange the subject, shdl we?’ heinterrupted.
“Areyou afrad? Yes, you are. Afraid of to givepain.”

“Stop,” he barked. “No more of this. Y ou hear me?’ He pulled his
hand away.

An implacable calm was upon her. “ Asyou wish, my dear. For therest
of thejourney. Y ou haveright. Anything e seisindecent, among al of
us. But in some more dayswe are at Wunderland.”

“Yes” hesad, thickly and foolishly.
“You will betherealength of time.”

“Bugy”



“Not always. Y ou know that. We will make decisions. It may take
long, but at last we must. About the rest of our lives.”

1] M wm”

“Quite certainly.” Sherose. | think best | go now. Y ou should be
aonewith your heart for thiswhile.”

He stared at the deck. “Y ou're probably right.”

Steadinessfailed her alittle. “ Robert, whatever happens, whatsoever,
you are dear to me.” Her footfdls dwindled off into silence.

A squat black form stood at a distance down the passage, like a
barricade. “Hallo,” said Tyradully.

Caitafdl into step with her. “That wasashort vigt.”
Tyrabridled. “Y ou watched?’

“I noticed. Couldn't help it. Can't, day after day. A kdat would see. |
want aword with you.”

Tyraflushed. “ Please to be polite.”

“We're overduefor atak,” the inxian ingsted. “Thisisaloose hour for
both of us. Will you comedong?’ Although tone and gait were
unthreatening, the hint lay benesth them that if necessary, she might pick
the other woman up and carry her.

“Very well,” Tyraclipped. They walked on mute to the pilot's cabin
andingde

Caritashut the door. Eyes met and held fast. “What do you want?’
Tyrademanded.

“Y ou know perfectly well what,” Carita stated. “'Y ou and the skipper.”

“Wearefriendsl Nothing more!”



“No privacy aboard ship for anything dse, if you're civilized. Sure,
you've kept out of the sack. A few kisses, maybe, but reasonably
chagte, likein aflirtation. Only that's not what it isany longer. You're
waiting till we get to Wunderland.”

Tyralifted her arm asif to Strike, thenlet it fall. “ Do you cal Robert a
schleicher -a, asnesk?’ she blazed.

Caritals manner mildened. “Absolutely not. Nor you. Thisissmply a
thing that's happened. Neither of you would've wanted it, and you
didn't seeit coming till too late. | believe you're as bewildered, half
joyful and haf miserable, asheis.”

Tyradropped her gaze. She clenched fistsagainst breasts. “Itis
difficult,” shewhispered.

“True, you being an honorable person.”
Tyrardlied. “Itisour lives. Hisand mine”

“Dorcas saved your father's,” Caritaanswered. “Later she saved all of
us. Yes, Bob wasthere, but you know damn well he couldn't have
done what he did without her. How do you propose to repay that?
Money doesn't count, you know.”

“Ich kann nicht anders!” Tyracried. “Heand |, we are caught.”

“You arefree adults” Caritasaid. “Y ou're trapped in nothing but
yoursaves. Tyra, you're smart, gifted, beautiful, and soon you'll berich.
Y ou've got every prospect bright ahead of you. What we've gotisa
good marriage and ahappy ship. Bob will come back to her, if you let
himgo.”

“Will he? How can 1? Shdl | leave him hurt forever?’

Caritasmiled. Shereached to lay an arm around the taller woman's
shoulders. “I had a hunch that'd be what makes you fed so helpless. Sit
down, honey. I'll pour usadrink and well talk.”



Chapter XX

The Jnxian relieved Saxtorph at the end of hiswatch. Logt in tumult, he
bardly noticed how she regarded him and forgot about it as he went out.

Oh, hdll, he thought, I'm getting nowhere, only churning aroundin a
maelstrom. Before it drags me under, 1'd better-what? Have abite to
eat, | guess, take adeeping pill, go to bed, hope I'll wake up
clear-headed.

That he cameto the place he did at the minute he did was coincidence.
Nobody meant to stage anything. It made no difference, except that he
would otherwise have found out less abruptly.

The door to Tyra's cabin stood haf open, KamehamehaRyan init. His
hair was rumpled, his clothes hadtily thrown on, hisexpresson dightly
dazed. Saxtorph stopped short. A tidal wave surged through him.

The quartermaster said into the room: “-hard to believe. | never would
have-| mean, Bob's more than my captain, hesmy friend, and-"

Her laugh purred. “What, fed you guilty? No need. | enjoy his
company, yes, and | had ideas, but he istoo much married. Maybe
when we are on Wonderland. Meanwhile, this has been along dry
voyage until now. Caritawasright, shetold me you are good.”

He beamed. “Why, thank you, maam. And you are terrific.
Tomorrow?’

“Every tomorrow, if we can, until journey'send. Now, if you excuse, |
am ready for happy dreams.”

“Metoo.” Ryan blew akiss, shut the door, and tottered off. He didn't
see who stood at his back.

After aspace Saxtorph began to think again. Well. So that ishow it is.
Du kannst nicht treu sein.



Not that | have any call to be mad at either of them. I've got no claim.
Never did. On the contrary.

Even so-

Vagudly: That's the barbed wire I've been hung up on. Because the
matter, theingght that hit me, touches Tyra, no, grabs her with kzin
claws, | couldn't bring mysdlf to consult Dorcas. | couldn't bring myself
to seethat sheisthe oneliving soul | must turn to. Between uswell
work out what our course ought to be.

Later. Later.

Hewalked on, found himself a Peter Nordbo's quarters, and knocked.
The Wunderlander opened the door and gazed at him with surprise.
“Hi,” Saxtorph said. “Am | disturbing you?’

“No. | read amodern history book. Thirty yearsto learn about. What
isyour wish?’

“Sociability. Nothing specia. Swap stories of our young days, argue
about war and politics and other trivia, maybe sing bawdy songs,
definitdy get drunk. Y ou game? I'll fetch any kind of bottle you like.”

Chapter XXI1

Both sunswere down and Munchen gone starry with itsown lights.
Downtown traffic swarmed and throbbed around the old buildings, the
smart modern shops. Matthiesonstrasse was resdentia, though, quiet
at thishour. Apartment houseslined it like ramparts, more windows
dark than aglow, so that when Saxtorph looked straight up he could
make out afew red stars. A breeze flowed chilly, thefirst breath of
oncoming fdl.

He found the number he wanted and glanced doft again, less high.
Luminance on the fifth floor told him somebody was awake there. He
hesitated. That might be adifferent location from the one he was &fter.



Squaring shoulders, setting jaws. Come on, boy, move dong. Rouse
him if need be. Get this goddamn thing over with.

In the foyer he passed by the fahrstuhl and took the emergency dairs.
They were steep. Hefdlt glad of it. The climb worked out alittle of the
tension in him. Nonetheless, having reached the door numbered 52, he
pushed the button violently.

After aminute the spesker gave him an uneven “ Ja, waswollen Se
von mir 7’ Heturned hisface straight toward the scanner, and heard a
gasp. “ Se!” Seconds later “ Captain Saxtorph?’ sounded like aprayer
that it not betrue,

“Let mein,” the Earthman said.

“No. Thisis, isthe middle of the night.”

Correct, Saxtorph thought.

“Y ou had not even the courtesy to call ahead. Go away.”
“Better me than the patrol,” Saxtorph answered.

He heard something akin to astrangled sob. The door opened. He
stepped through. It shut behind him.

The apartment was ascetically furnished and had been neat, but
disorder was cregping in. The air system foiled to remove the entire
haze and stench of cigarette smoke. Ib Nordbo stood in acivilian
jumpsuit. His hair was unkempt, his eyelids darkly smudged. Yes,
thought Saxtorph, he was awake, dl right. | daresay he doesn't deep
much any more.

“W-welcome back,” Nordbo mumbled.

“Y our father and sister were disappointed that you weren't there to
greet them persondly,” Saxtorph said.



“They got my message. My regrets. They did? | must go offplanet,
unfortunately, at that exact time. A persond difficulty. | asked for
compassionate leave.”

“Except you holed up here. | figured you would. No point going
anywheredsein thissystem. Y ou'd betoo easly found. No interstellar
passenger ship isleaving before next week, and you'd need to fix up
identity documents and such.” Saxtorph gestured. “Sit down. | don't
enjoy thiseither. Let'smakeit as short aspossible.”

Nordbo retreated, lowered himself to the edge of a chair, clutched its
arms. His entire body begged. Saxtorph followed but remained
gtanding above him.

“How long have you been in kzinti pay?’ Saxtorph asked.
Nordbo swallowed dryness. “1 am not. | was not. Never.”

“Listen, fellow. Listen good. | don't care to play games. Cooperate, or
I'll walk right out and turn this business over to the authorities. | would
have dready, if it weren't for your sister and your father. Y ou damn
near got them killed, you know.”

“Tyra: No, | did not know!” the other screamed. “ Sheliedtome. If |
knew she was going with you, | would have gotten your stupid
expedition stopped. And my father, any reasonable person believed
him long deed. | did not know! How could |7’

“Bad luck, yah, but richly deserved,” Saxtorph said. “I might not have
guessed, except that aclue fell my way. At that, the meaning didn't
dawn on metill acouple days|ater.”

He drew breath before driving his point home. “Y ou'll have followed
the news, as much of our story as has been released. Before then,
being who you are and in the position you are, you'll have been
apprised of what we told the Navy officer we requested come aboard
aswe approached. A kzinti warship caught us at the black hole, later



than you expected it might, but still something you knew was quite
likely.”

“I-no, you migudge me-”

“Pipedownttill I give you leave to speak. The encounter could have
been by chance. The kzinti might have happened on the beamcast from
the earlier ship and dispatched this one at the precise wrong moment
for us. Her captain knew who | was and what vessel | command. He
could have heard that on the starvine or through hisintelligence corps.
Rover's name wouldn't matter to that mentality and would scarcely
have been in any briefing he got, but concelvably held heard it
somehow, lately, and it was fresh in hismind. Y ah. Theimprobable can
happen. What blew thewhistle, once | redlized what it meant, was that
he told me he/d hoped to find me. He believed it was entirely possible
we'd be there, we of al humans, Rover of dl ships.

“Wed never disclosed where we were bound for or why. Nobody else
knew, besides you. Nobody but you could have sent word about usto
Kzn.

“I imagine you informed them as soon as Tyra discov-ered your father's
notes and showed you. The matter would be of interest to them, and
might be important. When she got serious about mounting a search, you
did everything you could to discourage her, short of telling your
superiors. Y ou dared not do that because then they might well order an
officia look-see, which could open atrail to you and your treason.
They aren't as stodgy about such things as you claimed. The disclosure
about Markham had cast suspicion your way, and you must be feding
sort of desperate. When we made clear that we'd embark in spite of
your objections, you got on whatever hyperphone you have secret
accessto and aderted the kzinti. If they scragged us, you'd be safe.

“Okay, Nordbo. How long have you been in their pay?’

“Tyra,” the seated man groaned. He dumped back. “| did not know, |
swear | did not know shewaswith you.”



“Just the same,” Saxtorph said, “betraying usto probable death was
not exactly afriendly act. For her sake and your father's, | just might be
persuaded to... set it aside. No promises yet, understand, and
whatever mercy you get, you've got to earn.”

For their sakes, grieved a deep part of him. Y es, Peter has suffered,
has logt, quite enough. He's so happy that Dorcasand | will take him
on asapartner. Christ, how I'd hate to dash the cup from hislips.

Hewouldn't be ruined. His vindication, the reparation to him, the
family'srestoration to the clan, those will stand, because he wasand is
the Landholder, not this cregsture sniveling at metonight. | think he has
the strength to outliveit if he and the world learn the truth about his son,
hisonly son, and to get on with hiswork. But if | can spare him+-if | can

gparehim!

Nordbo looked up. He was ghastly haggard. The words jerked forth:
“I never did it for money. | got some, yes, but | did not want it, |
aways gaveit to the Veterans Home. Markham was like a, afather to
me, the father | had worshipped before he- Well, what could | believe
except that my red father turned collab-orator and died in the kzinti
service? | thought Tyrawas awishful thinker. | could not make mysdif
say that openly to her, but | thought my duty wasto restore the family
fortune and honor by my efforts. Markham wasfaithful in those first
years after thetrid, when many scorned. He helped me, counseled me,
waslikeanew father, he, the war hero, then the brilliant administrator.
When at |last he asked meto do something a, alittleirregular for him, |
was glad. It was nothing harmful. He explained thet if the kzinti knew
better how our intelligence operations work, they would seewe are
defensive, not aggressive, and there would be a better chance for
lasting peace. What should | trust, his keen and experienced judgment
or asupid, handcuffing regulation? Thet first information | gavehimto
pass on to the kzinti, it was not classified. They could have collected it
for themselves with some time and trouble. But then there was more,
and then more, and it grew into redl secrets” Again he covered his
eyes and huddled.



Saxtorph nodded. “Y ou'd become subject to blackmail. Every step
you took brought you further down a one-way road. Y ah. That's how a
lot of spiesget recruited.”

“I' love my nation. | would never harmit.” Nordbo dropped fiststo
knees and added in avoice less shrill, “Even though it did my father and
my family aterribleinjustice”

“Y ou got around to agreeing with Tyraabout that, en? And what you
were doing couldn't possibly cause any serious damage. Such-like
notions are dso usua among spies.”

Nordbo raised his head. “ Do not insult me. | have my human dignity.”

“That'samatter of opinion. Now, | told youto listenand | told you |
want to make this short so | can get the hell out of here and go have a
hot shower and a change of clothes. Snap to it, and perhaps, I'll seeif |
can do anything for you. Otherwise | report straight to your superiors.
For openers, how many more arein your ring?’

“N-noonedse”

“I'd dap you around if | had apair of gloves| could burn afterward. As
isgoodnight.”

“No! Please!” Nordbo regled to hisfeet. He held hisarms out. “| tell
you, nobody. Nobody | know of. Onein my unit at headquarters, but
shedied two years ago. An accident. And Markham is dead. Nobody
morel”

Saxtorph deemed he wastelling the truth asfar as possible. “Y ou'll
name her,” hesaid. “ That, and what e se you tell, should give leadsto
any others” If they existed. Maybe they didn't. Markham had been a
lone wolf type. Well, investigation was ajob for professonals. “ Y ou
will write down what you know. Every last bit. The whole story, al you
did, al you ddlivered persondly and al you heard about or suspected,
theworks. Y ou savwy? I'll give you two-three days. Don't leave this



gpartment meanwhile”

Nordbo's handsfdl to hissides. He straightened. A sudden, eeriecam
was upon him. “What then?’ he asked tondesdly.

“If | judge you've made an honest statement, my wifeand | will try to
bargain with the authorities, privatdly, when we bring it to them. We
can't dictate what they do with you. But we are their darlings, and the
darlings of the public and the media more than ever. Our
recommendations should carry weight. The Markham affair has shaken
and embarrassed alot of the brass pretty badly. They'd like some
peace and quiet while they put their housein order. A sensation
involving the son of hero-martyr Peter Nordbo is no way to get that.
Maybe we can talk them into accepting your resignation and burying
thetruth in the top secret file. Maybe. Well try. That'sdl | can
promise. And it's conditiona on your writing afull and accurate
account.”

“l see. You arekind.”

“Because of your father and your sster. Nothing else.” Saxtorph turned
to go.

“Wait,” said Nordbo.
“Why?" Saxtorph growled.

“My memory is not perfect. But | need not writefor you. | kept a
journa of my, my participation. Everything that happened, recorded
immediately afterward. | thought | might want it someday, somehow, if
Mark-ham or the kzinti should- Ach, let mefetchit.”

Saxtorph's heart banged. “Okay.” He hadn't hoped for this much. He
wasn't sure what he'd hoped for.

Nordbo went into an adjacent room. He strode resolutely and erect.
Saxtorph tautened. “If you're going for agun instead, don't,” he caled.



“My wifeknowswherel am.”

“Of course,” the soft voice drifted back. “No, you have convinced me.
| shdl do my best to st tilingsright.”

Hereturned carrying asmal security box, which he placed & the
computer termind. Helaid hispam on thelid and it opened. Had
anyone e setried to forceit, the contents would have been destroyed.
Saxtorph moved closer. He saw anumber of minidiscs. “Encoded,”
Nordbo said. “ Please make a note of the decoding command. A wrong
one will cause the program to wipe the data. Y ou want to inspect a
sample, no?’

He stooped, inserted adisc, and keyed the board. A date three years
past sprang onto the screen, followed by words. They were
Wunderlander, but Saxtorph's reading knowledge sufficed to show that
the entry did indeed relate an act of espionage. Copies of photographs
came after.

“You are satisfied?’ Nordbo asked. “Want you more?’
“No,” Saxtorph said. “Thiswill do.”

Nordbo returned the disc to the box, which he relocked and proffered.
“I am afraid you must touch this” he said matter-of-factly.

Sudden pity welled forth. “ That's okay.” In several ways he resembled
hissgter: eyes, cheekbones, flaxen hair, something about the way he
now stood and faced hisvisitor. “Well do whatever we can for you,
Ib.”

“Thank you.”

Saxtorph took the box and left. “ Gute nacht,” Nordbo said behind
him.

The door closed. Saxtorph went the short distance dong the hall to the
stairwell and started down. Whatever | can for you, Tyra, he thought.



Hismind went on, like himsdlf speaking to her, explaining, though they
were not things she would ever hear.

I'm not mad at you, dear. Nor at Kam, asfar asthat goes. Y ou weren't
deliberately playing gameswith me. Y ou honestly believed you were
serious-confusing horn-iness with love, which God knowsisacommon
mistake- till theimpulseitsaf overwhelmed you.

Or s0 he supposed. Nothing had been uttered, except in the silent
language. They smply understood that everything was over. Apart from
friendship. Already he hurt lessthan at first. He knew that before long
he'd stop atogether and be able to meet her, be with her, in comradely
fashion. Dorcaswould seetoit.

| do wish you'l find aman you can settle down with. I'd like you to
have what we have. But if not, well, it'syour life, and any style of living
it that you choose will be brave.

Saxtorph had reached the third-floor landing when he heard the single
pistol shot.



