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HAAKON SAT IN H'S CAPTAIN S CHAIR WTH H S BOOTED feet propped on the consol e
before him He liked sitting here, mainly because he liked the feeling of
bei ng the ship's commander and the know edge that he was absol ute nonarch of
the vessel. That did not always apply in other parts of the ship, which tended
to be chaotic. Here he could banish all others and rule in lonely splendor. A
speaker squawked beside him

"Hey, Boss. Jem says for you to get down here so we can get this dea

settled. "

Haakon ran a pal mover his bare scalp. Tinme to quit fantasizing and get back
to work. He rose fromthe chair in a ripple of springy nuscles and headed for
t he conpani on way. He was bi g and rough-hewn, and he | ooked |ike a convict,
whi ch he had been. His face was nore battered than sonme of the rocks he had
been forced

1

John Maddox Roberts

to break during his years in the pits. It gave hima certain noral ascendancy
in his business dealings.

As his father had once told him "Hack, if you can't be smart, at |east be
intimdating."

He had found it to be good advice, which was just as well, because advice was
about all he had been able to salvage fromhis inheritance. Hi s father had
been a viscount and so was Haakon, technically. The problemwas that the

pl anet where the fam |y estates had been was now in the hands of the
Bahadurans, a people notoriously reluctant to give back what they had taken.
That left himw th this ship, Eurynone, which was w thout question a spacer's
fantasy of a vessel, and his crewnren, who were sonewhat |ess than ideal froma
captain's viewpoint. There was al so his business, which today was smuggl i ng.
The crew was entertaining a syndicate of |ocal businessnen in Eurynone”

sunmpt uous mai n salon while the [ atest deal was being cl osed.

As he entered the salon, a small '"bot floated up to himand extended one of
the tequil a-and-iime concoctions he favored. The frosted gl ass was cool in his
hand as he crossed to where Soong was di splaying his Han calligraphy to a pair
of merchants who shared his ethnic and cultural origins. On a sheet of

of f-white paper, he had brushed a conplicated character in red ink. The two
nmerchants exanmined it closely and expressed both admiration and puzzl ement.

"I intend to have it registered among the official Han synbols," said the

smal |, neat man, "as soon as we reach a world where there is a guild house of
Master Scri bes.”
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"I amat a loss to interpret it," said one of the nerchants. "Of course, |
recogni ze the character for 'ship,' but what is this one which is repeated
tw ce?"

"It |ooks like a conbination of the characters for 'human' and
t he ot her.

"You are nost perceptive," Soong assured them "The character breaks down as
"two Felids in one ship.' Properly, it translates as 'discord.""

"Ah, | see," said one, looking just as nystified as before. He caught sight of
t he approachi ng Haakon. "Cone join us, Captain. M. Soong has been enthralling
us with his mastery of the brush.”

"He's a man of many talents," said Haakon w th nassive understatenent. Soong
had once been an assassin in the wars between Han and Bahadur. He was making a
living as a ganbl er when he joined Eurynome's crew.

A big, ugly man in flashy clothing wal ked over to Haakon, a steam ng
multilayered drink in one beringed fist. "Fantastic ship you have here,
Captain. Does it help you in nmoving goods that your ship |looks like a
space- goi ng bordell 0?" He pushed a hand through his el egant coiffure. Neither
cl othes nor hairdo softened the toughness of his face. This particul ar man,
Penrose, headed this planet's |argest and nost prestigious snuggling firm

‘cat,'" said



"Custonms authorities sel domdeal thoroughly with a luxury yacht," Haakon
acknow edged. "I'mnot sure why. There wouldn't be rmuch to find on this trip
anyhow. " He nodded toward the woman who sat in an al cove near them Six

ot hers—three men, two wonmen, and a herm-sat across fromher, all speaking at
once in
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a hi gh-speed, inconprehensible babble. It was the secret |anguage of
technot hi eves, by which they transmitted, stored, and delivered data otherw se
accessible only to conputers.

Haakon's technot hief was Mrabelle. She was small, brown-haired and

vol uptuous, and just now she was taking on their cargo: a list of transfer
coordi nates for hundreds of deep-space rendezvous to be carried out over the
next standard year by vessels of Penrose's firmand their custoners. It was a
sight he never quite believed, no matter how many tines he'd seen it:
Mrabelle could feed all this information back to a conputer, or to another
technothief, any tine she was called to. She could also erase it from her
menory instantly, which was what made technothi eves the best nethod of
smuggl i ng contraband dat a.

"She has the schedul e of contacts, of course,” Penrose said. "I am assured
that you shall be able to make all of themon time over the next six nonths
standard." He did not inflect it as a question, so Haakon did not answer it as
such. "That | eaves only the closing, then," Penrose said, holding out an open
pal m The two men touched pal ns and the deal was made. There could, of course,
be no official record, but if Haakon reneged on the agreenment, he would never
get another contract fromthe sub-Bahadur underworld. Penrose would suffer
likewise if paynment were not to be forthcom ng at the contact points.

Jemal came in, acconpanied by a man with long hair that had once been yell ow,
but was now heavily shot wth
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gray. "Hack," Jemal said, "meet Ham sh Connaught. He's Delian."

"Jemand | are fromDelius," Haakon said

"So he's told me," Connaught said. He was slightly drunk. "Says you were both
in the war. Which fleet?"

"S vth," said Haakon. "Lord Hatch's. You?"

"'Forty-seventh, the Prince's Owm. Put up a good fight, didn't we?"

"That we did," Haakon answered.
"Well, nmaybe we're not through yet,
thickly. "W can al ways—

"It's time we were going," Penrose interrupted- He gl anced at a readout
floating in front of a wall-screen. "These people have an opti numexit w ndow
to catch, and it's coming up within the hour. Captain, it's been a pleasure
and | look forward to a mutually profitable association."

Haakon saw the syndicate dignitaries to the airlock and went back into the
salon. The 'bots were tidying up as Al exander canme in. Al ex was a Singeur
with genetic properties of both human and nonkey. H s feet were |ike hands and
he had a prehensile tail decorated with several jeweled rings. "W headi ng
out, Boss?" From a passing 'bot, he grabbed a stein of beer and sucked up hal f
of it. Alex |ooked to be about fourteen standard years, but then he had | ooked
that way since joining Eurynome, some years earlier

"I n about"—Haakon cocked an eye toward the floating readout—=twenty m nutes.
What ' s Her Ladyship up to?"
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Al ex shrugged, a gesture performed with his entire body. "Ain't seen her in a
coupl e of days. She keeps to her room She's had the nedbot in there a |ot,
but she won't let it record or transmt no data. Me'n Soong got a bet going
about which it's gonna be, but even Mrabelle can't get the word."

"What about Numa?"

Connaught said, the words coming a little



"Keeps to hinself nostly. Been hiding down by hydroponics lately. Wy do you
keep hi m around?"

"Why do | keep you around?" Haakon asked. "Felids. Jesus! | guess I'd better
go see her."

"Must be tough being captain,” A ex conm serated.

"You don't know the half of it. Go tell Rand we're about to nove out. Go find
Jem—=

"I"'mright here," said Jemal. He was sitting in one of the little al coves off
the main salon, sipping a drink and staring out the big bubble wi ndow The

pl anet bel ow was spectacul ar, and the nearby station with its parked shi ps had
a certain el egant beauty. Haakon wal ked over and sat in one of the plush
chairs, which curved itself to fit himand began to hum softly.

"It's a good contract," Haakon said. "Easy, safe, and it pays well. W seemto
be working with pretty good people, too."

"Busi ness | ooks good," Jenmal agreed, "but our personnel situation is getting
out of hand. The six of us who started this business didn't have any choi ce.
Then Al ex showed up. Now we have Numa hangi ng around for his own Felid
reasons. And in a few weeks you know what Rama's going to present us with.
Hack, we just can't keep taking these—these" Jemal waved his hands
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in an uncharacteristic search for the proper word, "these civilians onto the

ship."

"They know the risks," Haakon said. "At |least, Alex and Numa were told. As for
Rama . . ." he said, trailing off into expressive silence. 'Td better go see
her. 1've put it off long enough.” He downed the last of his drink and took a
| ast | ook at the spectacular view out the bubble. It was the kind of sight
that a real spacer never tired of, no matter how |l ong he'd been in space. "If

I"mnot on the bridge within a half hour, send a rescue party."

Rama's suite was the nost splendid on the ship. It had been designed as the
Prince-Admral's quarters, back when Eurynone had been a royal yacht-cumlight
crui ser. Haakon knocked at the exotic-wood door

"Go away! | hate you!" Rama squalled frominside

"How did you know it was nme?" Haakon asked.

"There is nobody out there | don't hate,"” Rama said. "Well, come in if you
must . "

Cauti ously, Haakon entered. Rama was a Felid, and Felids were anong humanity's
deadl i er variations. She was vicious at the best of times and lately she had
been i nmpossi bl e. Besides that, when she was in a bad nood her snell could

rai se bubbl es on durasteel. Haakon checked his nose filters as he came in.
Rama |lay in her imrense bed, her silver-and-black-striped hair in disarray,

her claws unpai nted. She was wearing only the I ower half of a filmy pajama
suit, which was probably all she had that would fit these days.

"You see?" she hissed. "Does it give you satisfaction to behold the ruin of ny
beauty?" She gestured at her imrensely swollen belly, her distended breasts
with their
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el ongat ed, bl ack ni ppl es. Even the double row of vestigial nipples that dotted
her ribs had becone enlarged slightly. Her whol e white-skinned body was

envel oped in a net of blue veins. She glared at himwith her slit-pupiled
eyes. "Go head, you horrible person, gloat!"

"You don't |ook half bad, Rama," Haakon said. "Once the baby's born, you'll be
right back up to snuff in a few days." He wasn't sure what snuff was, but it
seened to be a good thing to be up to. In fact, even in this condition, Rama

was still beautiful enough to take his breath away. Wy did the cat-wonan have
to be such a pain?
"Do you really think so?" Rama asked, a little nollified. "I would hate to

thi nk of ny magnificence being di mmed permanently. What did you cone to tel
ne?"



"W | eave orbit in about twenty mnutes. Mrabelle has all the data. Qur next
schedul ed stop is Krishna in about a nonth, so we can take a side trip to
Balder. It's about time we had a little fun." Balder was the spacer's

par adi se, an unexanpl ed den of iniquity.

"Have fun if you nust," said Rana tragically. "I am denied such things now.
The denands of the species override that kind of self-indul gence.” She w ped
away a tear, which Haakon knew was fake since Felids could not weep.

"Look, Rama," he said confidentially, "there are a |ot of bets on the ship
whether it's going to be a boy or a girl. If you'd just tell nme, we could
split—=

"Cet out of here, bald one!" she shouted, flinging a pillow "M offspring
shal | never be the nere object of
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your greed! Go! And seventy-five/twenty-five nmy favor is the best deal you'l
ever get fromme!"

"To hell with that," Haakon said. "Strap your distended bulk Jn. W're on our
way. "

He whirled and stal ked out. She radiated a wave of scent that he couldn't
snell through his filters, but it was strong enough to feel through his skin.
The door shut behind himas he turned right and sprinted up the conpani onway.
The main sal on was battened down already. Ordinarily, Eurynone made her junps
so smoothly that all these precauti ons were unnecessary, but spacers were
creatures of habit, especially those who had learned their trade in the navies
of the recent wars.

When he got to the bridge, he found Jemal already there. Jemal was his second
in conmand and copilot. Rama was his—actually, he wasn't sure just what Rama
was. He plopped into his captain's chair. "Let's set course for Balder."

Wrdl essly, Jenmal pointed to a globe of light that hung above the console.
Haakon |l et | oose a stream of sotto voce profanity. "Damm!" he finished off.
"If it's Tinur Khan, 1'll—=

"Don't say it. Wo else would it be?" Jemal hit the interpreter. The bal
expanded into a hol ographic representati on of Timur Khan Bey hinself. The

i mge spoke. "You are sunmoned." Then it w nked out.

"A man of few words," Jenmal commented

"Too damm many for me," Haakon said. For nonths he had been able to hang on to

the illusion that he was the captain-adventurer of a free ship. Now he was
once again
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faced with the hard fact that he was a slave; a convict under suspended death
sentence, no different fromwhat he had been in the pits. He began to dictate
coordi nates for Bahadur

The Lower City of Baikal was the same as always. It was a warren of | ow
establishnents catering to the wants and needs of spacers of the "inferior
peopl es, " but not nearly as much fun as Bal der. The crew took a shuttle down
fromparking orbit to the port. Rama stayed with the ship, being in no nood
for parties. So did Rand, the engineer. It would be sone years before the

pl easures of the flesh appealed to himonce nore.

They couldn't just go to the Black Cbelisk w thout arousing suspicion anong
peopl e whose good opi ni on they valued, so an excursion anong the fl eshpots of
Lower Bai kal was called for. The array of |ow dives avail abl e was staggeri ng,
but they decided to begin with Star Hell. They were well-known there and it
was as good a place as any to let the word get around that Eurynone was back
The Pirian bouncer at the door gave themthe onceover with its eyel ess face,
but it was soon replaced by the owner, a small man in a sweep-sl eeved eveni ng
tuni c. "Haakon! Dear boy, where have you been? And you, too, Jemal, your fans
have m ssed you! Soong, Mra-belle, your tables await. |'m so sorry about that
little contretenps last tine. It was nothing personal, just that BT swi ne
showi ng up as he did, I'msure you understand. And where is dear Rama? W'l



be di sappointed if she doesn't dance and fight. Were is— The next word
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caught in his throat as he saw the man following Mrabeile into the foyer.
"Orozco," Alexander said, "meet Numa. Rama's a little indisposed just now
Nurma' s ki nd of her mate, you know?"

Nurma put a nassive, clawed hand on Orozco's enbroidered shoul der. "Pleased to
nmeet you. |'ve been hearing about the place."

"Ah, charmed, |'m sure, dear boy," Orozco said. He took in the sight before
himw th nore than custonary appreciation.

Numa was a Felid, and even bigger than Rama, and just as beautiful. H's mane
was gol den and spread from his brow across his shoul ders and well down his
back. As with Rama, his features were perfectly human except for the
slit-pupiled eyes, the bristly whiskers flanking the nose, and the generally
catli ke cast of countenance.

"And the, ah, nature of dear Rama's indisposition?" asked O ozco.

"She's great with kitten," Mrabeile explained. "Numa's the daddy."

"My congratul ations,” Orozco said to Numa, who nerely grunted. "Ah, what m ght
the little creature be?"

"We still don't know, " Haakon said. "But Soong's keeping book."
They went down the nmultiple levels into the anphitheater-style interior of
Star Hell. The descending tiers were packed with tabl es—the top ones for

eating, those lower for drinking or just watching the activities in the pit.
Everywhere, chenical snpkes and gasses | aced the air,
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and the noise was uproarious. On platfornms in the pit -there were dancers and
fighters going through their acts.

Jemal watched berusedly as a fighter was carried out, bleeding profusely from

a powerbl ade cut on the thigh. "I used to make ny living that way," Jema) said
to no one in particular.

"How cone you're still alive?" Numa asked

Jemal shrugged. "Sone of us are destined for greater things, | suppose.”

Overhead a police 'bot floated by and Numa snarled and fanned his nane as it
floated too close. Jemal put a restraining hand on his arm "Easy, there.
Those 'bots are never in working condition down here. The cops don't care what
foreigners do to one another. The 'bots are just to remind us that we're stil
under police authority.” As the thing floated past, they could see a |ong
crack running across its main visual sensor plate.

A band began a pounding rendition of an ancient piece by Bach. The A d-Earth
musi cal instrument revival was in full swing, and the band was equi pped wth
el ectroni c bagpi pes, al penhorn, and di geridoo. They took seats around one of
the tabl es and | ooked over the crowd. It was a typical assenbl age: nostly
humans of varying sorts, with a sprinkling of aliens. There was no day or
night in this place, because it catered largely to spacers, and the ships cane
in at all hours, discharging passengers and crew anxious for a little
diversion. Runor had it that Star Hell had not been closed in nore than a
century. A towering hermthreaded a way through the gaming tables to the one
occupi ed by the Eurynonme crew. For reasons of their own, the majority of herms
preferred to

12

THE SWORD, THE JEVEL, AND THE M RROR

be regarded as ferale, despite their possession of two sets of fully
functional reproductive organs—ale and female. The minority preferred to be
mal e. Attenpts had been nade to devise and institute new genders and pronouns
in the common | anguages, but these expedients had net with little enthusiasm
even anong the herns.

"Good to see you, Hack," the herm said, |ooking pointedly at a vacant seat
next to Haakon.

"Sit, Roche," Haakon said. "What's your pleasure?"



Roche tal ked to the waiterbot and received a glass of sonething layered in
shades of purple and a small inhaler. Roche was one of the minority of "nmale"
herms, massively nmuscled with small but prom nent breasts. The curvature of
hi ps was restrained and the nmal e genitals nmade a noticeable bulge in the
codpi ece of his bail oon-thighed trousers. He sniffed fromthe inhaler and

si pped off the top layer of his drink.

"How I ong's it been since you were here, Hack? A year?"

"Alittle nore than that. Why? Did you m ss ne?" Haakon was curious. Roche was
an acquai ntance, not the type he would have expected to be the first to seek
hi m out as soon as he nade planetfall.

"There are peopl e who've been m ssing you," Roche said.

Haakon was nystified, which translated as suspicious. "Wat are you trying to
tell me, Roche?"

"We coul d go soneplace private," Roche said. "Wat for? You know ny taste
doesn't run to herns." Roche gl ared. Haakon was being deliberately obtuse.

"C non, Roche," Jermal said. "This is Star Hell." 13
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Star Hell had three basic appeals: all tastes were catered to, patrons were as
safe fromthe authorities as anyone could be on Bahadur, and there was

absol utely no eavesdroppi ng. Anyone bringing a snoop device onto the premni ses
was i medi ately crucified to one of the walls.

Roche shot a glance at Numa. "He's crew, Roche,"” Haakon said. "Now give us
your mnessage."

"They want you at the C ngulum"

"W were there within the last year to drop people off," Haakon said. "They
were no happi er than usual to see us then. Wy this sudden interest?"

Roche shrugged. He took another sniff and sip. "How should I know? | got word
fromnmy contact. You're wanted there."

"When did this word come down?" asked Mrabelle.

"Ei ght een days ago, Bahadur. About sixteen-point-five standard."

"Thanks, Roche," Haakon said. "I appreciate getting the word."
"You'll be going, then?" Roche asked.
"I said thanks for delivering the nessage. W'll take it fromhere." Dammed if

he'd | et anybody know what his plans were. Especially since he didn't know
hi nmsel f.

"Well, just so you got the word. | said I'd deliver it."
"Thanks, " Haakon said. "Can | buy you anot her?"
"No. I'll be going. See you." The hermrose and made a sketchy bow to the

ot hers before | eaving.

"I don't trust him" Mrabelle said when the hermwas gone.

"Why?" Haakon asked. "Just because he has tits the size of yours and a schlong
to his knees."
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"No," she said inperturbably, "And don't think you can rattle me with
vulgarity. 1've spent too much time in jail. No, his timng is wong, and he's
too nervous. | vote we ignore this sunmons."

"I"d go along with you," Haakon said, "but it's kind of irrelevant, don't you
t hi nk? We've been called by Tinur Khan, and our main problemis how to survive
what ever he has in store for us. The folks in the G ngulumjust have to take
second place. Conme on, let's tie one on. W go neet with Tirmur Khan in the
morning, and |I'd hate to have to face himsober."

"I's he so fearsone?" Numa runbl ed

"We've told you about him™" Jemal said. "In any case, you aren't going. Pray
he never takes notice of you."

Ti mur Khan Bey hung his bow on its peg. The bow, along with its bow case and
qui ver, was the only decoration on the severely plain wall of his office in
the Black ohelisk. Atall, intense, slender nman of mddle years, Tinmur Khan
was the nost feared human bei ng of nuch of human-occupi ed space. He turned
toward his desk.



"Send in the Eurynone team"

The door opened and a pair of BT guards led four humans into the office. The
four were forced to their knees and made to bow until their foreheads touched
the floor. "There aren't as many of you as there used to be," observed Tinur
Khan.

"Rand stays with the engines, as usual, Noyon," said 15
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Haakon, his voice somewhat nuffled from speaking directly into the floor
"Rama is not well."

"Il ness and injury are not sufficient excuse to ignore a sumons fromthis
office. I choose to overl ook the offence this tinme. | have a mission for you."
"Let's hear it, Noyon," said Haakon, his face pressed to the floor

"You are aware of the planet naned Chanuka?"

| f Haakon had had any hair, it would have been standing up. "Yes, Noyon."
Chanmuka was a notorious hell hole of a planet.

"Some time ago, | sent an elite reginent of ny Black Tumans to quell a
rebellion there with mni mum di sruption of the |ocal econony. They have been
t aki ng excessive casualties both fromthe |Iocal rebels and fromthe natura

hazards of the place. | want to know how it occurs that a m serabl e popul ation
of subhuman peasants can weak such destruction anong the best troops in the
gal axy. Your task will be to infiltrate this nmovenent and report to ne. | do

not expect you to destroy the rebellion, just observe and report, is that
under st ood?"

"Under st ood, Noyon," Haakon said, relieved. Infiltrating a rebellion was
deadl y enough without having to take subversive action against it.

"Then go at once and do ny bidding. Fear nme and obey."
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HAAKON SAT AM D THE DI MNESS OF H S BRI DGE, THI NKI NG over the new assi gnment.
It was far fromthe worst Timur Khan had handed him At least, this tine, they
weren't being asked to bring back any heads. That made hi m suspi cious. There
had to be some ulterior factor here. Tinmur Khan had never used the Eurynone
team for nere spying. There was, of course, the planet itself.

"May | enter the bridge, Captain?" Soong interrupted his nusings.

"OfF course. Have a seat. | was about to see what we've got on this planet
Chanuka. "

"I have just been absorbing some of our data on the subject. Perhaps | can
save you sone time by abstracting a few of the nore cogent points."” He took a
cup of steanming tea froma 'bot and settled into the copilot's chair.
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"I'"d appreciate it," Haakon said. "AH | know about Chamuka is that it's
proverbially the | ast place anyone wants to be."

"And with excellent reason. Mich of the animal life is hostile to human
presence. Many of the plants are poi sonous or dangerous in sone other fashion
The climates are nostly ferocious and the terrain ranges fromswanp to desert
to forbidding nountains with very little inviting land to be had. The

i nhabitants are warlike and deeply divided into small, independent groups.”
"Sounds like a real vacation spot. Wat makes such a godforsaken pl ace
i mport ant ?"

"Catalytic crystals are produced there. Apparently these crystals are of
supreme i nportance in producing many of the exotic alloys necessary for ships
engi nes. They are horrendously expensive to nake under | aboratory conditions,
but they occur naturally on Chamuka. It seens they grow there, rather I|ike
plants."

Haakon | eaned back in his chair and | aced his fingers behind his head. "Wy
are the Bahadurans so tolerant with these people? Ordinarily, they don't
hesitate to sterilize a whole planet if it gives themtoo much trouble."

"It seens that these crystals nmust have a terribly precise bal ance of

chemi cal s and at nospheric conditions and such. If the environnment is disturbed



| oo much, they mght cease to grow "

"That explains a lot. Timur Khan sent in his BT's to surgically excise the
source of this rebellion, only they haven't been successful. Wat do we know
about the natives?"
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"Not much. The original colonists seemto have been Japanese, or at |east
Japanese- speaki ng. Incidentally, the name 'Chanuka' is one the Bahadurans gave
the place. The local name is a Japanese expression meaning 'Gass Cutter.'"
"Qdd nane for a planet."

"I checked on it. Grass Cutter was the nanme of a | egendary sword in ancient
Japanese history. Only one small continent is settled, little nore than a
large island. It is divided into districts by nunerous, intersecting nountain
ranges. All the districts seemto be named after swords as well."

"These peopl e have swords on the brain," Haakon nused.

"I suppose they have taken feudal Japan as their prime nmyth."

"Prinme nyth?" Haakon said,

"Yes. Many col oni al peoples have them Wen nen left Earth, they tried to take
much of their old culture with them Oten they [atched on to sone phase of
their ancestral history and clung to it. Look at the Bahadurans. They idolize
t he anci ent steppe horsenmen: the Hiung-Nu, the Turks, especially the Mngols.
To listen to Timur Khan speak, you would think that he and all his people were
the direct descendants of Genghis Khan. Yet anyone with eyes can see that the
Bahadurans are nmade up of a great mxture of races. My own peopl e of Han chose
to emul ate the great age of China, yet | amcertain that the great bulk of the
early colonists could not have read the ancient Chinese characters until they
wer e
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revived on Han. | amtold that ny clan canme fromnorthern China, up near the
Wall. | probably have nore steppe blood in ny veins than nost Bahadurans."

"So these people on Chanuka may not be Japanese at all?"

Soong shrugged. "Undoubtedly many of the original colonists were, but their
attachment to feudal Japan is nore likely to be a revival than a continuous
tradition."”

"We'll know nore when we get there. |'m suspicious of Tinmur Khan's notives,
t hough. "

"It is never a good idea to relax your suspicion of that man,'
concurred. He | ooked up to see Jermal standing in the doorway.
"Permission to enter," Jemal recited.

"Come on in and join our council. You been studying up on Chanuka?" Haakon
waved to a navigator's seat and Jemal took it.

"Yes. Nasty place. Wiat | cane to see about is what's our cover? Tinmur Khan
gave us a carte blanche, and I'mdamed if | know what to do withit. If we
don't know what's going on down there, how can we know what cover to use?"
"Good question. | suggest we keep the ship in high orbit and shuttle down to
the main port. Then we just hang around and behave suspiciously."

"Not a bad idea," JemaJ said. "If you want to contact rebels, it's best to
have a reputation for being anti-social. Finding the right port won't be
difficult, either, since there's only one."

Soong

"That's not so good," Haakon said. "I hate to go into a place that doesn't
have a back door."
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"Qurdata," Soong said, "lists only one official port."

"Hrm " Haakon rmused. "There could be any nunmber of smugglers' ports. Better
make that one of our first orders of business. W'll find out what they I|ike

to bring in, hint that we're snuggling it, and get some coordinates for a
qui ck getaway port."
"That woul d be prudent,’

Soong sai d.



"First party to go down," Haakon directed, "will be just the three of us. Alex
and Numa m ght attract too nmuch attention. Rama's indi sposed, and Rand stays
with the engines. If it looks Iike the kind of place where Mrabelle can pick
up information easily, she can come down next. | figure if we act shifty
enough, sonebody shoul d contact us pretty soon. Once we have contact with the
under ground market, contact with the rebels should be close behind."

That eveni ng Haakon wandered back to the engine room It was the one part of
his ship he rarely visited. Like everyone else, the big Teslas that powered

t he ship nade hi mnervous. They were notoriously tenperanmental, and were given
to spont aneous expul sions of nanel ess, deadly radiation, for reasons nobody
had ever been able to figure out.

He found Rand seated at the engineer's small desk next to the hunped, hul king
shapes of the Tesla engines. Rand was conpletely sheathed in a therapeutic
suit of Galen manufacture. It |looked like a suit of battle arnmor except for
some external tubes through which |iquids bubbled. Rand had once been standi ng
near a Tesla engine when it blew Burned down to little nore than a
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skel eton and a brain, he had been regenerating in the suit ever since. At

| east, that was his story. There was nuch di sagreenent within the crew whet her
there was really a human being in there at all

Haakon stopped short when he saw what |ay on Rand's desk. The engi neer had
taken one of his gloves off. Holding his wist with the other hand, he was
slowy flexing the fingers and thunb of the bare hand. The fingers were thin
and spidery, the bones nearly visible through the thin, pale flesh. Blue veins
| aced the back of the hand and the nails had grown long, curling i nward. The
sight nade Haakon a little queasy. He had never seen any of Rand's flesh

bef ore.

"Come in, Captain," said Rand through his voice grill. "I just took this off
for the first time in years. The regenerative process seens to be working." He
wi ggl ed the fingers proudly.

"Congratul ati ons. When will you be able to dispense with the suit?"

"Ch, a good nmany years yet. This hand's still so weak | couldn't pick up a
stylus with it. The skin's so delicate you could rub it off with your
fingertips. | took off the glove because fromnow on I'll have to cut ny naiis

regularly. They started to grow back in a few nonths ago."

"Good to know it's working, anyway. What | cane down to tell you is, we're
going to be staying in high orbit on this job, and I want the engines to be
ready for an instant junp if there should be trouble and we need to nmeke a
fast getaway."
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"You know there's no such thing as an instant junp, Captain. 1'll keep them on

standby ready to fire up for the first exit wi ndow, but that's the best | can
do. Anything nore, and we'd be in nore danger fromthe engines than we'd be
from whonever's chasi ng you."

"I't's your departnent," Haakon said. "But we rarely have time to spare when we
have to cut and run."

He hurried fromthe engine area. The place gave himthe creeps. He found npst
of the others in the main [ounge. "QGuess what | just saw? Rand had one of his
gl oves off, and there's a real hand in there. Flesh and bl ood, although not
much of either.”

Soong turned to Jemal in triunmph. "Pay ne.'
Rand was really a machi ne.

"Wait," Haakon told Soong, "you pay ne first. Qur bet was which part of him
we'd see first. | bet his hands and you—

They were interrupted by a summons fromthe planet-to-ship comruni cat or

"Looks like the people downstairs want to talk to us," said Mrabelle.

Haakon sumoned one of the floating 'bots and used its renote como-receiver.
"Identify yourself," droned a bored voice. "This is Chanuka transport control

Jemal had been of the opinion that



Identify yoursel f."

"Ship Eurynone, free trader, Captain Haakon speaki ng. Request perm ssion for a
shuttle | anding."

"What is the nature of your business, Captain?"

"Repair and nmai ntenance of our ship. W need parts and provisions." This was
t he usual excuse for visiting somepl ace when they had no cargo to | oad or

di schar ge.
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"How many in the |landing party?"

"Three. Myself and crewnen Jeman and Soong. It is possible that others may
wi sh to come down at sone later time." He saw Al exander sul king at not being
all owed to go down.

"Perm ssion granted for the first party to |land. Use Dock Ei ght. Report

i mediately to custonms and quarantine officers for exam nation. Do you have
per sonal ar nor?"

"Yes," Haakon answered the unexpected question

"Wear it." '

"Why arnor?" Jemal wondered

"We' Il find out soon." Haakon adjusted the sleeves of his arnorcloth singlet

over the steel bracelets he always wore. "Trouble is, | can't think of any

pl easant reason for wearing arnor."

The ground was conming up quickly now. They could see spectacul arly rugged
nmount ai ns, |l argely covered with [uxuriant vegetation. The spaceport was little
nore than a clearing in the woods at the bottom of a narrow valley. The untidy
sprawl of buildings had a prefabricated | ook, and the vegetati on had been
cleared back fromthe port for half a kiloneter

"I see gun enpl acenents and search towers down there. Al of it ainmed outward
No anti-ship defenses visible, but that kind of thing is usually buried
anyway. "

The shuttle docked at Dock Ei ght and a blast of warm humid air struck them as
the hatch cycled open. The | adder unfolded to the port surface and they
descended. The | anding pad area was paved with fused gl ass, made
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many years ago with atom cs. Now the thick glass was cracked extensively, and
plant |ife was pushing its way through. Burned and bl ackened vegetati on showed
where the growt h had been poi soned, but fresh growth was pushing up

ever ywher e.

There were several shuttles present, and cargo pallets were being gui ded anong
them Al the port |aborers were oddly dressed in plates of |loosely fitted,
ceram c arnor. They wore wide helnmets with spreadi ng neck guards that covered
much of their shoulders. A towering wall of black cloud was com ng over one of
t he nearby nountain ridges.

"Odd fol k costune they wear around here," Haakon said. There was a functionary
comng toward them fiddling with a recording device at his belt. He wore a
suit of the peculiar arnmor but his was plain brown.

"You are from Eurynomnel "

"Yes," Haakon said. "Why—

"Weren't you warned to wear arnor?" the man interrupted. He gl anced nervously
at the approachi ng cl oud.

"W are," protested Jenal

"I"'mafraid you were inadequately warned," the functionary said. "Arnorcloth
is not sufficient. Cone on, we might nake it to the customs building on tine,
but you'd better run."

"Anyt hi ng you say," Haakon answered. They broke into a trot and headed for the
nearby cluster of buildings. "Were we supposed to wear battle arnor?"

"That woul d have been better." It was getting very
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dark. "Too late," the official said. "Better take cover under there." He
pointed to a parked pallet. There was a hal f-neter of space under it.
Mystified, they dived beneath the little vehicle. They had no i dea what was
goi ng on, but they had not lived this long by ignoring warnings. The official
crowmded in with them CQut on the field, the pallet drivers were seeking
shelter or erecting coll apsible roofs over their vehicles.

Wth absolutely no prelude, the air was full of fist-sized hailstones. They
crashed to the glass, showering the huddling crewren wth stinging chips of

i ce, smashing overhead on the pallet with a roar so deafening that it could
have been m staken for shelling. The racket continued for five mnutes, then
st opped abruptly.

"Wl come to Chanuka," said the official. He began to push the piled hail stones
away so that they could clanber out fromunder the pallet. Qutside, the
landing field was conpletely invisible beneath a slush of smashed hail stones,
al ready steaming and nelting in the renewed heat of afternoon

"Does that happen often?" asked Jemal, aghast.

"A dozen or so times per day. Now you see why you need arnor."

"How do they practice agriculture around here?" Haakon asked.

"It's not easy," the official said. He led theminto the custonms shed, which
was at |east cool, although austere. Arnored suits hung on racks near the
doors. The functionary stepped around behind the custons table and assuned his
official nmein. "Now, you say you're here for parts and provisions. Wat kind
of parts do you need?"
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"The engi neer gave nme a shopping list. Nothing exotic. Is there a salvage yard
around here?" Jemal nudged himand he | ooked up to see a man entering the
station. He wore the black uniformof the Black Tumans, with the addition of
curtainlike plate arnor.

"About two kiloneters fromhere. Pretty linmted stock, but you m ght find what
you need. Your ship war surplus?"

"Ri ght," Haakon answered. "It's a light cruiser frane."

"I think they've been wecking a couple of light cruisers, wite-offs fromthe
end of the war. As for provisions, you mght find enough food to get you to

t he next decent port, but you won't want to lay in nmore than that. The grub
here isn't what you're used to, | can guarantee it."

The man in the BT uniformpulled off his helnet and dropped it onto the
custonms table. It was close-fitting, w thout the spreadi ng neck-and-shoul der
guard of the local helmets. He had cl ose-cropped hair and the narrow features

of the Bahadur upper classes. "You're fromthe ship that just arrived." It
wasn't a question.
"That's right," Haakon answered. "Eurynome, free trader. |'m Captain Haakon

"\What cargo do you carry?"

"Actually, we aren't unloadi ng anything here. Just stopped to—

"I said what cargo. Answer only what you are asked." True to type, the man was
i nsuf ferably arrogant.

Haakon fiddled in his belt pouch and came up with a 27
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thin disc. "Here's our mani fest. General cargo, nothing very interesting.”
The BT took the disc and inserted it in his belt recorder. It popped out
within a second and he tossed it onto the table. "Transact your business and
be on your way. Things are unsettled here and we have no time to protect
transients. Your presence is now registered with the | ocal police authority.
Restrict your activities to the port and the town of Misamune. |If you are
found outside these areas, or nore than fifty meters fromthe road connecting
them you'll be shot on sight." He collected his helnet, jamed it over his
head, and left.

"He's just a bundle of charm isn't he?" asked Jenal.

"How cone the BT's are here?" asked Haakon

The custons man | ooked quickly about to see if anyone was standing too near



"There's continuous rebellion going on here. Used to be, they'd send regul ar
Bahadur troops and rotate them out every year. The BT's got here a few nonths
ago. Wrd is, they're here for five years."

"Why such a long tour?" Jenal asked idly.

"You ask ne, they're here for punishnent. Sonebody nust have screwed up bad.
More than two-thirds of themill be dead in five years.”

"It is so bad?" Soong asked.

"Wirse. The locals are always up in arms about sonething, and even w t hout
themthere's plenty of other ways to die here."

"I take it you aren't local," Haakon prodded.

"I hope to all the gods not!" the official sai d

28

THE SWORD, THE JEVEL, AND THE M RROR

vehemently. "No, this is a hardship post for System Port Authority. Sixteen

i nhabited planets in this system and every one of them a garden spot conpared
to this one. Two years here with double pay and | get a pronotion and the post

of my choice at the end of it. Every day | ask nyself if it's worth it. I'm
short now, though. Fifty-two and a wake-up."
"Perhaps,"” Soong said, "it would be prudent to | earn about the dangers

awai ting us. Have you any information nodul es concerni ng such things?"
"There's a bus runs every hour into Masamune. It runs a briefing programfor
newconers. Keep your arnor-cloth buttoned up, the insects here are fierce. And
get some hail arnmor as soon as you get to town, is nmy advice. And be polite to
the natives. They'll kill you for |ooking cross-eyed at them There's the bus
now. In town you can arrange for transportation to the sal vage yard. Hope you
make it back alive."

They boarded the bus—an anti quated air-cushion vehicle with an opaqued done
top—and sat. "We were |lucky to encounter such a tal kative functionary," Soong
sai d.

"He was jittery," Haakon observed. "Typical short-tiner. He wants to get away
so bad, time seens to be standing still."

During their trip into town, a running hologramentertai ned themw th the many
ways one could die on Chanmuka. There were the giant flying insects with
buzz-saw noses, the plant that shot twenty-centineter bolts like a crossbow,
the flash floods, the poi sonous gas vents
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that mght erupt at any time frominnocent-Iooking ground, the extrenes of
tenmperature and, of course, the hailstornms. This, they were assured, nerely
scratched the surface of Chanuka's lethality. Even nore entertaining ways to
expire were to be found in the hinterlands. There was no mention of the

nati ves, rebellious or otherw se.

The town was a sprawl of incongruously delicate® | ooking buildings, with

sl ender beans supporting hi gh-pitched roofs of hard ceram c. The nuddy streets
were broad and the bl ocks of buildings were w dely separated, apparently as a
precauti on agai nst the spread of fires. Wl kways between buil di ngs had
overhead protection. Arnored people strolled in the streets, unconcerned at

t he buil dup of black clouds in the near distance.

The bus stopped and settled to the ground in an open square, and the
passengers departed into the shelter of one of the covered wal kways. \Wen the
hail stormhit they had to cover their ears with their hands agai nst the

t hunderi ng racket.

"Soong, can you read any of the signs?" Haakon asked when the hail let up
Soong tried to deci pher the extravagant calligraphy, which ran vertically down
the front of some buildings, but shook his head. "No. They use many of the old
Chi nese characters, but they use themto nean different things. Fromthe way
they are arranged, | suspect that each character represents a syllable in
their | anguage."”

By asking bystanders, they were able to make their way to a shop selling
protective gear. Like nost port
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cities, this one abounded in people able to speak sone of the spacer dialects.
The shop building consisted of little nore than a wooden platform sone
support posts of local wood, and a ceranmic roof. A few interior spaces were

cl osed off with hanging curtains.

"Most of the men here wear swords, |'ve noticed," said Jemal, exam ning a rack
of the weapons. He took one down and drew it fromits sheath. It roughly
resenbl ed the anci ent Japanese sword, with a very plain handle and a fi at
metal plate for a guard, but the blade was short, about sixty centineters in

| ength, and very broad, w dening sonmewhat toward the tip. It ended in an
abrupt hatchet point. It was made of plain steel but a pearly color along the
edge meant sone sort of special treatnent.

"Looks as much |ike a nmachete as a sword," Jenal said.

"Be nost careful of the edge," said the proprietor, a roly-poly man whose
nmoverments were surprisingly swift and deft. "It is as keen as your powerbl ade,
wi t hout the messy sparks and annoyi ng noi se. These swords are first sharpened
as perfectly as it is possible to sharpen steel, then a second edge of
perfectly aligned crystals is growmn atop the first edge. You can shave with it
after spending the day splitting wood with that edge."

"Why are they carried?" Haakon asked. "I haven't seen nore than ten worlds
where swords were worn with daily attire. Even on those worlds it was nostly
for show '

"These are not show weapons," said the proprietor
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smling. He picked one up and went through a dazzling sword drill with it. "It

i s a descendant of the ancient katana of our people, adapted for conditions on
Grass Cutter. Wth one of these, you can shear through a python vine at a
single stroke, before it has a chance to strangle you. Al so handy for dueling,
a popul ar pastinme here."

"What we stand in nost need of is hailstone protection," Haakon said. "Can you
outfit us?"

"I have everything you need," he assured them

"Why are the buildings constructed in this fashion?" Soong asked as he was
neasured for his arnor.

"It is light and airy, which is a blessing in this climate, and there is
little to crush you when the earthquakes strike. 1"

"I mght have known that you had earthquakes," Haakon said. "Very frequent?"
"Nothing like the hailstorns," the shopkeeper said. "W have severe ones no
nore than once or perhaps twi ce per nonth. The roofs come down in one piece,
so if you aren't directly under one of the corners—you notice how the sides
arch up?—you have an excel |l ent chance of escaping serious injury. Mst
partitions are made of cloth or paper and the support poles are hollow '' He
rapped one to denonstrate.

"What recreational facilities are avail abl e here?" Haakon asked.

"Probably nothing as | avish as you are accustonmed to. There is an inn at the
edge of town, if you plan to stay for the night. The service there is
adequate. Mst of our few
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transi ent spacers and the port personnel and the odd military person frequent
the tavern across the square, the one with scarlet lettering on a gold
background. Do your boots have arnored insol es?" They answered in the

affirmative. "Good. There is a little plant here called a pungi. It grows in
depressions in the ground, disguised by grass. About fifteen centineters in
| ength, perhaps five millineters in diameter, very sharp point. It will go

right through your foot."
"No poi son?" Haakon asked.
"Ch, no. But it stays in your foot. There is a little insect which lays its



eggs in the pungi. At the proper tenperature they hatch, and—=

"Don't tell us," Haakon said hastily. "We'Il just keep our boots on and try to
avoid the wilds." He tried on a rectangul ar plate that was designed to hang
fromthe shoul der and protect the whole upper arm A skirt of similar plates
protected the body fromwai st to knees. Shin-plates strapped on over their
boots, with projections to cover knee and instep. A boxlike cuirass covered
the torso with four hinged plates and buckled at the sides. The upper

shoul ders were covered by the helnet's spreading brim There were
close-fitting plates for the forearns, but Haakon elected to retain his stee
bracel et s.

Soong sel ected a shallow, conical helnmet and tried it on. "W still wear a hat
like this at home. Made of straw, though."

Haakon tried one with a dome-shaped crown and a wi de neck guard. "Wy isn't it
made |ike battle arnmor?" he asked. "Close-fitting, with articulated joints.
This system of curtains seens awkward."

33

John Maddox Roberts

"W have found this type to be superior,"” the shopkeeper assured him "It is
light and does not hanper novenent; it allows.air to circulate. After you have
worn it a while, you will feel relatively confortable Jn it. The | oca
contingent of the Black Tuman have insisted upon wearing their conventiona
battle arnor, and their casualties have been high."

"From Chanukan Mama Nature or from the Chanu-kans?" Jemal asked.

"Ch, fromboth," said the shopkeeper, bean ng

Dressed in their new finery, they stood on the veranda of the shop. The
ceramic arnor was finished in a multitude of bright colors to simulate

| acquer. They had added swords of the local type. "I never felt so silly in ny
life," Haakon said.

"I't's light, though, and easy to nove around in," Jemal said. "Tell ne, Soong,
did the old Japanese warriors wear arnor |ike this?"

"I believe so. Ad paintings | have seen show samurai dressed in roughly
simlar arnmor. It may be coi ncidence that the sane design is suited to the
exigencies of life here.”

"Let's find that tavern,"” Haakon said. "W haven't been acting suspicious
enough so far."

There were few people in the streets. Two men were passing in front of them
when they heard a | oud buzzing. A big blur was com ng down the street at about
shoul der level. It was headed straight for one of the two men in front of
them Before they could say a word, one of the nen ripped out his sword and
cut straight out in a single
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nmotion. The blur intersected the blade and flew off in two pieces. The two nen
| aughed and the swordw el der wi ped off his blade with a piece of tissue and
sheat hed the weapon wi thout |ooking at his scabbard.

Hal f of the blur had |anded at Jenal's feet. It was a fist-sized insect
equi val ent, divided neatly froma spot between the conpound eyes, down the

t horax and abdomen, and through its long, pointed tail. The side they could
see bore five jointed |l egs and a pair of |arge, gauzy wi ngs. "No wonder they
use steel,"” Jemal said. "I don't think a powerblade could charge up that fast.
Remind me not to tangle with these people.” Coming froma bl adesman |ike

Jemal, it was high praise.

They crossed the square, scanning their surroundings warily, and nounted the
veranda of the tavern. A nunber of |oungers sat at tables drinking fromsmall
cups. Conversation was notably nuted, presumably so people would be able to
hear the warning buzz of approaching insects. Sone of the |oungers were
clearly local, others wore their armor awkwardly.

Li ke, the shopkeeper, the bartender spoke fluent spacer. "What will you

gent| emen have?"

"What's the | ocal specialty?" Haakon asked.



"W have wines, brandy, and beer. Nothing else is drunk here, | fear."

"Let's have a representative sanple of everything," Jemal suggested, "then
we' |l decide what to stay with."

The bartender set up several tiny cups of various liquids and they tried them

all. The wines and brandies were far too sweet for their taste, so they
settled on beer.
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It canme in liter bottles with a stylized picture of sone horrible beast on the
printed | abel

"I hope that thing's mythical," Jemal said, brooding over a beer |abel

"In this place | wouldn't count on it," Haakon cautioned. He turned to the
bartender. "Tell me, friend—I've seen BT's around here. They aren't stationed
near by, are they?"

"They have a fortified encanpnment about three kil oneters north of the
spaceport. W sel dom see themhere in town."

"Good, " Haakon said. He signaled for another beer.

The barkeep brought it. "You have no | ove for the BT s?"

"You ever hear of anybody who had?" Jermal said. The |evel of conversation at
the tabl es had dropped fractionally. People were trying to eavesdrop

"One never knows," the bartender tenporized. "You are free traders?"

"Freer than nost," Haakon assured him If that didn't attract sone outl aw
attention, nothing would.

A small man rose fromone of the tables and cane to the bar. Hs arnor rattled
as if he were not used to it. "Just arrived, | take it?" H s head was shaved,
but he had a tiny chin beard that was bright blue, either dyed or a
gene-sport.

"That's right," Haakon said.

"Come sit at our table. We al ways buy newcomers a drink."

"That's hospitable of you." They took the remains of 36
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their beers to the table as anot her deafening hail storm began. Al

conversation stopped of necessity until the storm passed. Haakon took the
opportunity to study the table's other inhabitant. He was another short man,
stunpy where the bl uebeard was slender. Cbviously a local, he was dressed in
old, worn arnor decorated with a string of big beads passing over one shoul der
and beneath the opposite arm Hi s head and face were cl eanshaven and heavily
scarr ed.

"I"m Serge LeMat. This is Hori Soun, the abbot of Amida Tenple in New Kaga
Provi nce." Besides the usual sword, the abbot wore a long dirk and the
hand- pl ates of his arnor had spi kes over the knuckles. His was clearly not one
of the pacifist sects. Haakon made introductions all around. The proposition
arrived before the first round of drinks.

"You have a good shi p?" croaked the abbot in a voice that fitted his frog
face. "Fast? Able to make | engthy voyages?"

"That's right," Haakon said. "Are ships of sone interest to you?"

"W'd like to talk a little business," LeMat said. "I'mafraid ny coll eague
here is a little precipitate.”

"We're not here for business," Haakon said. "Just routine repair and

mai nt enance, nmaybe take on a few stores, the usual. This is pretty good beer

for instance; | might order a few hundred liters."

"OfF course," LeMat said, "it goes without saying that you aren't here for
busi ness. On the other hand, | never saw a free trader who wasn't interested
inalittle
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serendi pitous action that might fall his way by chance, especially if it

| ooked profitable."

"If it isn't profitable,"” Haakon pointed out, "it isn't business. However,
have no licenses or permts to trade on this world. You know how stuffy the



Bahadurans can be about people treading on their comrercial corns. It's not
worth it to me to lose ny trading license, not to nmention ny freedom ny ship,
and maybe ny head, just for a little inpronptu cargo run."

"There's really no reason to trouble the authorities about this," Lelat
assured him "Poor dears, they work so hard as it is. Let's just |eave them
out of this, shall we?" The man was all bl and assuredness.

"Smuggl i ng?" Haakon asked. He | ooked around. "lIsn't this place a little public
to be discussing such things?"

"Who' s tal king about smuggling?" LeMat asked, his eyes widening in a parody of
i nnocence. "What we need to transport isn't contraband."

"Then why not just hire space on a comercial freighter?" Jemal asked.

"You know how tedi ous that would be," LeMat said. "There're forns to go

t hrough and questions to answer and we really would rather not involve the
authorities."

"Why not ?" Haakon asked. "Since, as you say, your cargo isn't contraband."
"Ch, the itens thenselves are perfectly legal. You could wal k through the port
with them dangling fromyour fist and nobody'd say boo to you. It's the matter
of their destination that's tricky, you see. The Bahadurans

38

THE SWORD, THE JEVEL, AND THE M RROR

are picky about itens leaving the worlds they claim especially this one. It's
not enough to send sonething off this planet; you also have to state where
it's going and it has to go there with no side trips."

Now we reach the crux of the matter, Haakon thought. "All right, where do you
want these nysterious itens to

go?"

LeMat | eaned close. "Have you people ever heard of a place called the
G ngul un"
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Three

SENI OR SUBADAR HULAGU SWEATED IN HI' S BATTLE ARMCR as the transport bore him
and his squad along the road fromthe BT encanpnent to Masamune. BT arnor was
supposed to maintain a steady, optimm body tenperature and process any excess
perspiration, but nothing seened to work properly on this hellhole of a world.
The transport had lightly arnored sides to wai st height and an arnored roof.
Each man held a short beamrifle upright by his side, with its power jack

pl ugged into the forearmof his arnor.

"I think I saw an oni back there,"” the driver said to Hulagu. "It was in the
trees, ducked back just as | caught sight of it. Want to go after it, Noyon?"
Hul agu consi dered. Two of his nen had been eaten by oni in the last thirty-day

cycle. But the ghastly creatures were hard to kill, and hunting them soneti nes
mul tiplied
40
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the problem When the unit had first conme here, an oni had been seen | urking
outside the canp perinmeter. A sentry had cut it in tw with a heavy-duty
beamer. By the tinme Hul agu had gone out to investigate, the two hal ves had
craw ed off into the bush. Wthin ten days, they had two full-sized oni to
contend with.

"Let it go," Hulagu said. "This near the town it will only eat locals, which
it my do with ny blessing." He sat back but did not relax his vigilance.
Cccasional ly, a needl enose woul d come buzzing for the men, but soneone woul d
swiftly shoot it before it got near enough to do any harm Al of Hulagu's nen
were superb shots, although few could cut the insects fromthe air with swords
as the locals could.

They passed a small Buddhi st shrine, and again he cursed the Bahadur policy of
not interfering with local religion. It nade himfeel slightly disloyal to
resent a governnent policy, but it had been formulated for worlds where
religion was a stabilizing, rather than a rebellion-fomenting el ement. The one
savi ng grace was that here the various sects fought each other al nost as



ferociously as they did the Bahadurans.

By the time they reached the town, the stones of the nost recent hail storm had
nelted and already the air was dusty. It never failed to amaze Hul agu that a
place with so much precipitation could be so dusty. Like everything el se here,
all the elenments conspired to annoy human interlopers. The transport pulled
into the little town plaza and settled to its landing struts, which adjusted
their height to keep the vehicle |evel
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Hul agu clinmbed from his seat and blinked away the sweat that seeped from
beneath his helnet. "Don't wander too far fromthe transport," Hul agu warned
the squad. "Avoid trouble with the locals, but if you' re attacked, kill them

| don't want our infirmary or our stockade cluttered with prisoners.™

The nmen di smounted and stretched. They were not the usual Bahaduran troops,
recruited fromthe | ower classes. The Bl ack Tumans were recruited exclusively
fromthe best fanmlies, and nost of the nen were tall, with the narrow
features common to the aristocratic caste of Bahadur. They despi sed the
stocky, round-faced natives of Chamuka and the sentinent was richly

reci procat ed.

Hul agu and his nmen had no particular reason for visiting Masamune today, but

it was wise to remind people of their presence fromtime to time. The sight of
t he bl ack arnor brought the usual scow s and spittings fromthe natives, but
there was no i nmedi ate hostile action. He | ooked toward the conmmunal tavern
where the troubl emakers were usually to be found. The place was nearly enpty,
but his gaze was drawn back to a shaven-headed man at one of the tables. Bald
men were comon here, since about half the male popul ati on were adherents of
one Buddhi st sect or another, but this man did not |ook |like a |ocal

Sonet hi ng about himstirred a menory.

"Stay here," he said to his men as he wal ked toward the tavern

"Troubl e, Captain?" nurnured Soong. All conversa-
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tion had stopped upon the appearance of the BT wagon. Now an officer wearing a
Subadar insignia was com ng toward t hem

"No problem" Haakon said. "We're just |aw abiding spacers, after all." He had
a feeling that Soong neant nore than just ordinary BT trouble. Had they run
into this Subadar before?

The officer mounted the veranda and cane straight to their table. "You' re new
here," he said.

"That's right," Haakon affirned. "W just arrived this norning." He handed
over the transient's pernit he had been given at the port. The officer scanned
it, his eyes slitted and mouth conpressed into a thin |ine.

"You' ve cone to the scunmest dive first thing, | see.™

"Second, " Haakon said, gesturing to his arnor. "W thought it best to lay in
some weat her protection first. Besides,"” he said, |ooking around at the little
town, "is there anyplace el se around here to sanple the delights of urban
Chanuka?"

The officer went on as if he had not heard. "And you've taken up with sone | ow
conpani ons. "

LeMvat smiled and shrugged. "Just buying the newconers a drink, Subadar. |

al ways do."

"Be careful of this one, spacers. Just being in his conpany puts you under
suspi cion. That one, too. Don't let his priestly pose fool you. The
nonasteries here are nests of bandits and rebels."

Soun rai sed both hands with pal ns outward at shoul der height. It was not a
gesture of supplication, but of
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ritual. "Even a BT may be saved by calling upon the nane of Amda."

"I am al nost as suspicious of transients as | am of these two. Watch your step



while you are here and don't stay long."

"Much as | hate the thought of |eaving a garden spot like this," Haakon said,
"I"l1l take your words to heart. We'll transact our business and be on our
way. "

"Where do you go from here?" Hul agu demanded

"W need sone replacenent parts. W were told at the port that there's a
wrecking yard not far from here, back toward the port soneplace. Wen we've
had a few nore of these," he said and held up an enpty bottle, "we'll go find
it and see if it has what we need."

"Keep to the areas closely patrolled by the official forces,"” Hul agu ordered,
"and don't go wandering or exploring. You will give ne cause to be suspicious.
Besides, this is the deadliest planet in all of Bahadur's possessions that is
even renotely habitable by humans."

"So | deduced," Jemal said, |ooking at Hul agu's men grouped around the
transport. "I never saw a full senior Subador in charge of a nmere squad.
Casual ti es been heavy?"

Hui agu' s expression did not change, but his attitude became that of a nman
about to conmit violence. The tension crackled for a few seconds, then
abruptly relaxed. He tossed the permit back to Haakon. "Watch yourself," he
sai d.

Hul agu kept hinself under extreme control all the way back to his transport.
Hi s instinct had been correct. The
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three newcomers were the ones he had encountered before, far fromhere. He

al so suspected them of being the cause for his being transferred to this

hi deous pl ace. Now what could he do? He renmenbered them but he al so
renenbered where he had | ast seen them and in whose presence. He clinbed into
the transport and the others scranbl ed aboard. "Back to the canp," he said.
"Looks to ne like you've run into BT's before," LeMat said.

"Who hasn't?" Haakon asked. "Any free spacer who does business within the
Bahadur hegenmony has to take a lot of crap fromBT soldiers |ike that one."
"He's no toy soldier," LeMat said, "and neither are the rest of them They're
tough, and they know their work."

"They are much better than the old troops," Soun agreed. "W used to joke
about the foolish Bahadur soldiers who died so easily here. W joke no nore.
They are not as fine as the people of Gass Cutter, but they are fierce and
skillful."

"Now that we've attracted attention,'
did not tarry here long."

"I agree," Haakon said. "If you gentlenen want to continue a business

di scussion, we'd better pick sone other place to do it."

"No problem" LeMat said. "Just have a few nore cold ones and go about your
busi ness. When you get to the wecking yard, sonmebody will be there to neet
you. "

LeMat and Soun left the tavern, and Haakon ordered fresh ones all around
bef ore comrenci ng serious di scus-
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sion. "Was that the Subadar we net a while back, when Tinur Khan sent us to
Mughal ?" he asked, first checking to make sure they were out of hearing

di stance fromthe other custoners.

Soong suggested, "it might be best if we

"That is the one," Soong confirned. "I believe his nane is Hul agu, one of
t hose names out of Mngol history that the Bahadurans are so fond of. He
spotted us fromthe street. | could see his expression fromwhere | sat. He

m ght easily have made trouble for us.”

"I wish he had," Haakon said. "Then, if we got out of here alive, we could go
back to Tinmur Khan and tell himone of his own boys bl ew our cover."

"He probably blames us for his being here. This is quite a conedown from
Timur's own personal guard. We humiliated himin front of his boss and he got



sent here as a reprinmand."

"I have al ways thought that you behaved precipitately in that incident," Soong
sai d.

"I wonder what Tinmur's pets are doing here?" Haakon pondered. "Do you think
it's really for punishnent?"

"Undoubt edly," Soong said, "it reflects sone internecine power struggle within
the Serene Powers. That is the kind of situation one is well advised to |eave
strictly alone.”

"Except that it may well be why we're here,"” Jenal pointed out.

"Why are things always so conplicated?" Haakon benpaned. "Wy doesn't he ever
give us a sinple job?"

"If it were sinple," Soong pointed out, "he would not send the best."
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They hired a snmall transport to take-themto the wecking yard and backtracked
along the road to the port. Two or three kilometers fromthe port, they turned
off onto a path surfaced only with stabilized dirt. Apparently, the

vi ci ssitudes of nature on Chamuka made paved roads nore trouble than they were
worth. The dense grow h grew close to the road, and they kept a wary eye out
for flying lethalities. Once in a while they glinpsed odd creatures fading
back into the brush and they were not tenpted to investigate.

The wrecking yard was an unfenced area dotted with the gutted hul ks of severa
canni bal i zed ships. Mst of themwere vessels never designed to | and, and they
sagged and col |l apsed in a disconsol ate fashion as age and the human urge for
bargain prices reduced themto scraps of netal and plastic. Rand had equi pped
Haakon with a shopping list of the kind of items an ordinary free trader m ght
need to keep his overaged ship spacing.

A man cane out of a done-shaped plastic structure wiping his hands with a
scrap of cloth. His helnmet had a face plate which was pushed up clear of his
face, disclosing a countenance that was not native to Chanuka. "How may | be
of service?" he asked.

Haakon handed himthe list. "Do you have any of these whitchits?"

The man scanned the list. "Some of this we have. These Tesla transm ssion
nodes, though, they deteriorate pretty fast. There should be some in that hulk
over there." He pointed to the sad tail section of an old cruiser
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"You'll have to show ne what they are,"” Haakon said.

The man | ooked at hi m suspiciously. "You're a ship's captain, and you don't
know anyt hi ng about Tesl as?"

"Are you serious?" Haakon asked. "I have nothing to do with them | wouldn't
have the damm things on ny ship except it won't go anywhere w thout them™
"Can't say | blame you. | spaced for twenty years and had to abandon ship

three times because of blown Teslas. The last tinme the |ifeboat just barely
made it here, and | haven't gone offworld since. Cone on." He led the way
toward the hulk and the rest fell in behind.

"Why does your hel net have a face plate?" Jemal asked.

"You work in a junkyard, sonetines you got both hands full when the bugs cone
at you. Besides, you have to be born on this place before you can cut the bugs
out of the air. | like to have a second chance."

"I"ve noticed that nobody carries guns or beamers around here," Haakon sai d.
"W were warned not to bring any down. The Bahaduran authorities pretty strict
on weapons control ?"

"Yeah, but | don't think the | ocals would use them anyway, much as they |ove
to fight. They prefer hand weapons."

"Why don't they at |east set up electronic bug screens?" Jemal asked. "Even

t he Bahadurans woul dn't give them any trouble over that. Do they have sone

ki nd of taboo agai nst then®"

"Naw, " the man answered. "They just think cutting themdown on the wing is
nore fun."
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They poked through the ruined Tesla engines only to find that the transm ssion
nodes were indeed deteriorated past any possible use. They returned to the
done to | ook for sonme of the smaller itenms on the list. They found a small
reception commttee waiting for them

Three were burly, shaven-headed men who wore the strings of beads they had
seen Soun wearing. Their arnor and clothes were colored a subdued saffron. The
fourth person was plainly a wonan, although a close-fitting netal mask covered
her features. She was taller than her mal e conpani ons and | ooked wi |l ow even
i n her bul ky arnor.

"You are the ones who have agreed to take our treasures offworld, to the

G ngul un?" the woman asked.

"W haven't agreed to anything," Haakon said. "And nobody nentioned treasures.
W told LeMat and Soun that we'd talk further about a job, and we got sone
cagey tal k about sone items innocuous enough to be carried openly through
custonms. Now we're ready to hear nore."

"Very well," the woman said. "We—=

Haakon interrupted. "If you don't mind, |'d prefer it if you' d take off that
mask. | like to see who I'mtalking to when |I'm di scussing sensitive

busi ness. "

The bald nmen bristled but, after a nonent's hesitation, the wonman renoved her
hel met and then the netal mask. She handed themto the nearest of the nen and
faced Haakon. She was stunningly beautiful, with high cheekbones and a

hi gh- bri dged, aristocratic nose. Despite her old-ivory coloration and the
slight epicanthic fold in
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the inner corners of her eyes, her features were unlike those of the Chanmukan
natives they had seen so far. Her shiny black hair was gathered into a

wai st-length tail and her face was sheened with fine sweat fromwearing the
mask.

"I's that satisfactory?" she asked.

"Much better. |'m Captain Haakon. These men are ny officers, Jemal and Soong."
She scanned thembriefly with enornpbus brown eyes that were intimnidatingly
cool. "You've lived dangerously," she said, "and you are dangerous nen."

Startlingly, her teeth were | acquered gl ossy bl ack

"We've done what was necessary to stay alive," Haakon said. He was al ways
cautious with people who possessed that easy ability to read character

"Just as well," she said. "W weren't |ooking for saintly people. | don't
suppose ordi nary people would be entrusted with the coordinates to the

G ngul um "

"How do you know we have thenP" Haakon asked

"How coul d you hope to carry out our nmission if you didn't have then? O
course," she said and scanned them bl eakly, "there is always the possibility
that you intended to take our pay w thout holding up your end of the bargain-.
That woul d be unwi se. "

"No need for threats. W' re reputable snugglers. Ask anybody. We'll undertake
no job we can't see through."

"Captain," Jemal said, "before things proceed any further, | think it's tine
for the lecture.”

"Lecture?" the woman asked.

"W have to caution you about our relationship with
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the C ngulum" Haakon said. "You re aware that those coordi nates change from
tine to tinme?"

"I know. Is it really true that the whole planetary system can be noved at
will?"

"Quite true. In telling you that, |I'mrevealing nothing that Bahadur doesn't



al ready know. The inhabitants of the C ngulumare a truly hardcore pack of
resisters. If we ever brought them anybody or anything that was in the
slightest way dangerous or conpromising to them we'd be executed i mediately.
W don't take people there just for the asking. We're regarded with suspicion
there at the best of times. They think, quite correctly, that we |ack proper
revol utionary fervor."

"I think," Soong said, "that these people have heard enough fromus for now.

It istine that we | earn sonething about them and their nysterious mssion."
The wonman turned to the wecking yard man. "Kil ey, keep a | ookout and make
sure to warn us if anyone cones close."

The man nodded and | eft. The woman sat cross-1egged on the floor and the three
native nmen sank beside her in a peculiar crouch, with one knee on the fl oor
and the other foot planted flat, left hands grasping their sheaths. They
appeared to be as ready for action as when standi ng. Haakon and his nmen sat as
wel |, cross-legged |ike the wonman.

"The people of this planet," the woman began, "are w thout question the npst

i ntransi gent foes of Bahadur in existence. | realize that they continue to
exi st only because of the uni que econonics of the planet. Courage
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and character are as nothing in the face of nodern weapons."

"As | understand it," Haakon said, "this character doesn't extend to any
degree of unity."

"That is true," the woman adm tted. "They are deeply divided by regional and
religious differences especially. Still, there is a single rallying point: The
ancient royal line still lives here."

"That is not in agreement with the data in our banks'," Soong protested.
"According to our information, some nenbers of a cadet branch of the old

| mperial house were anmong the early settlers. There is no record of any
pretenders to a throne of Chanuka."

"Qur royal house," grow ed one of the warrior-nonks, "is not a foreigner's
illusion of thrones and pal aces. Their Mjesties have al ways been our
connection with the gods of our ancestors. They are our living gods, and we
have protected themfromthe upstarts of Bahadur by a conspiracy of silence."
Being told other people's secrets al ways nmade Haakon nervous. "Wat has al
this to do with the goods you want taken to the G ngul un"

"The ol d Enperor," the woman said, "Go-Hosokawa 111, is dying. He cannot | ast
out the year. He wishes to send the Three Treasures of the Inperial Regalia to
his son, Tametono. Tanetono is believed to be living somewhere in the

G ngul um "

"Bel i eved?" Haakon asked. "You nean, you've |lost track of the royal heir?"

"He disappeared during the last great war that
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Bahadur fought. One norning he picked up his sword, left the royal residence,
and bribed his way onto a srmuggler's vessel. He left a note saying, in verse
form that he was going to join a Han fleet and fight agai nst Bahadur. Since
he had six older brothers, he said, the famly would not mss him He was

si xteen years old."

"I take it the six brothers are no | onger anong us?" Soong asked.

"Three of themalso ran off to war and died. The others died of natural causes
here on Grass Cutter. Tanetono is the only one left of that generation. W
were able to trace the fleet that he joined. The greater part of it was
destroyed in a great battle within the Han system Tanetono's ship escaped
with some others and they linked with the Delian League. There was anot her
battl e, another defeat.

"After that, matters were so confused that we have been unable to find records
of the ships and their crews. There was desperation. Ships were attached to
whatever little fleet was still fighting. Eventually, there was nothing but a
few shi pl oads of fugitives |ooking for any sort of refuge to avoid the Bahadur



pits."
"I went through the same process," Haakon said. "All three of us did. In ny

case, | ended up in the pits. Wat makes you think he made it to the

G ngul un"

"His ship made it. At least, it was the ship he was | ast assigned to. Its

mani fest still carried a Captain of Marines T M nanoto. That nust be Tanet ono.
He was very fond of the tales of his namesake, the ancient
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warrior M nanmpoto Tanetono. He undoubtedly chose it so he would not have to use
his fam|ly nane."

"How did you get hold of this ship's nanifest?" Haakon asked.

"Froma contact,"” the woman said coofly. "You need not trouble yourself about
that."

"Why didn't he just conme home, or at |east send word?" Jemal asked. "The war's
over, you know. "

"He thinks," said the nmonk who had spoken earlier, "that it is not honorable
to return fromdefeat. The boy left here with a head stuffed full of old poens
and tales of heroes. If he had paid nore attention to the holy scriptures, he
woul d not be so full of enpty pride, but nore mindful of his duty to his
famly.'

"Maybe he just wants to keep on fighting," Haakon pointed out. "The G ngul um
is a hotbed of resistance novenments. None of it's ever come to anything, but
if you want to sit around with your friends and pl ot a comeback agai nst
Bahadur, the Cingulumis the place to be."

"You don't sound very inpressed with the G ngu-lans,"” the wonman said.

Haakon shrugged. "It's not our kind of show. Bahadur won. W just try to get
al ong as best we can. Someday the C ngulum may be an organi zed republic with a
fleet and a real chance against the Powers, but that's a long way off." This
was only partially true, but he saw no reason to be excessively candid with

t hese people. He knew that the wonman, for one, wasn't being conpletely open
with them
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"He nust be convinced," she said, "that this is one place where he can do
Bahadur sone real damage. He nust cone hone!"

"So that's howit is," Haakon said rhetorically. "And why nust he have these
Three Treasures? Wuldn't a sinple sumons from papa do as wel | ?"

"He would not trust the word of a stranger, or even a hol ogram of his father
speaki ng. Renenber how young he was when he left here, how many years and
hardshi ps have intervened. He is in his early thirties now, his nenories of
hone will be distorted. He renenbers his father as a vigorous man in the prine
of life. The Three Treasures are eternal. They cannot be duplicated, and he
will know that with them he holds the future of the royal l|ine, and
therefore, of Gass Cutter and all its people. He must cone hone."

It nade sense, Haakon had to admit. He remenbered what it was |ike, being an
ent husi asti ¢ young man, charging off to war full of ideals. He knew the

hum liation of defeat, the disorientation of a cause irretrievably lost, the
shane of returning honme beaten. O course, in his case, there had been no

choi ce about the last point. The aristocrat-officer class was forbidden to
return to Delius on pain of death.

"Al'l right," he said. "W'Il give it atry. | can't guarantee that he's alive
or even that we can find himif he is. The Cngulumis a stranger place than
you can imagi ne. O what do these treasures consist?"

"They are not bul ky," the wonman said. "They do not really look |ike treasures.
Their significance is spiritual, alnmost nystic for the people of G ass
Cutter.”
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"The Sword," said the nonk. "The Sword fromthe tail of the Coud Cluster



Dragon. The Mrror, which brought the Sun back to us, and the Jewel, which—=
"Those are the Three Treasures," the wonman interrupted. "Three rather snall
obj ects, unknown to the authorities, which you nay take up to your ship

wi t hout arousing official suspicion in the slightest."

"This all sounds extrenely sinple," Jermal said. "Extrenely agreeabl e and
risk-free. Wiy, | ask myself, why do | keep getting the inpression that
there's somet hing we haven't heard yet, something that's going to call for a
really good price for our services?" He wiggled his eyebrows in a comnica
gesture of query.

For the first tine, the woman snmiled very slightly. "As you say, it isn't as
sinmple as all that. You will have to come with us to see the Enperor. He is
old, and he trusts only his own instincts. He will have to interviewthe
couriers before he will entrust the Three Treasures to them"

"Ah, the light dawns," Haakon said. "WII this involve a lengthy trip? You
under stand, we've been warned by the local BT's that they' Il kill us if we
stray too far off the officially permtted road."

The nonk snorted. "You may depend on us to protect you fromthe Bahadurans!"
"It pleases ne no end," Haakon said, "that you have so high an opini on of
yourselves. It's a pretty extreme leap in credulity to trust our lives to it,
t hough. How | ong a journey are we tal king about ?"

"His Majesty,"” the woman sai d, "keeps his residence
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at the Great Boddhisatva Tenple in this province. Leaving Masanmune, and
traveling by animal transport, it will take no nore than two days to go
there."”

"That's plenty to get us killed," Haakon pointed out. "W've already attracted
some attention fromthe BT's. If they notice us taking a little jaunt into
unaut hori zed territory, there could be trouble for us."

"You let us worry about the BT's,"” the nonk said. "Wiile you go to see H s
Maj esty, we shall arrange a diversion for the Bahadurans. Nothing shal
disturb the serenity of H's Majesty's hours."

"We've dealt with these people before," said Haakon doubtfully, "and we know
that they don't spook easily. They're tough, smart, professional soldiers.
It'Il take a little nmore than sone shouting and shooting to take their
attention off suspicious characters like us."

"WIl an uprising of about fifty thousand guerrilla fighters suffice?" the
worman asked. "Wth a maj or offensive against some twenty Bahaduran positions,
hundr eds, perhaps thousands of casualties on both sides, and reprisals
afterwards by the BT's consisting of, say, ten thousand nonconbat ants executed
as an exanpl e?" She stared at themw thout flinching. The nonks stared

i kew se.

There was a period of silence. Then Haakon said, "You people are serious."
"We do not speak here," said the nonk, "of petty wars fought by little

nobl enen for contenptible gains of power and influence. W speak here of
raci al survival, of the preservation of a people and a culture. W are not a
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great, nunerous people |like some others." He stared at Soong. "The Han own
many worlds; they are a nunerous mnority on nmany others. You," he said,

| ooki ng Haakon in the eye, "represent the old European culture, from which
sprang the expansion of men fromEarth into the stars. No amount of sl aughter
even the Bahaduran sterilization of worlds, would w pe out your heritage.
"We," he said, sweat shining on his brow, "are a small people. Not nunerous,
not even unified, but a people. As far as we know, the culture of the Hone
Islands is |ost except for Grass Cutter. Qur |anguage, our |egends, our
custonms and religions may exi st nowhere el se except here. W are quite willing
to accept casualties in order to preserve these things. To you, we rmay appear
to be a backward peopl e—divided into warring religious and political sects, an
agricultural, iron-age race on a primtive planet. To us, we are the



conservators of an ancient cultural tradition. Any of us will happily die to
preserve it."

There was anot her short silence, then Haakon said, "All right, 1'll go for it.
W need4 a little time, though. | want to bring another of mnmy crew down. Wen
do you want to set off on this expedition?"

"The day after tomorrow will be convenient," the woman said.

"We'|l stay in the inn at Masamune we were told about," Haakon said. "Are
there any other surprises we should be | ooking for?"

She smled once again. "No, ail the cards are on the table now "
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"Il bet, Haakon thought. "We'Il need an excuse to prolong our stay. Bring
Kiley back in."

One of the nonks got up and ran out of the shed. After a few ninutes, he
returned with the junkyard-keeper in tow

"Kiley," Haakon said, "how long was it you figured it'd take to get those
Tesl a nodes pried out?"

"Tesl a nodes?" asked Kiley, nystified. "I already explained, they deteriorate
so fast."
"Kiley," Jemal said, "we need an excuse to stay here about four or five days."

"Ch, Tesla nodes! Well, like | was telling you, they get covered with all this
corrosion that takes days to chip away. You gotta do it careful, too. Job Iike
that, it could take five, six days easy."

"That's better," Haakon said. "One thing we can be pretty sure the BT's wll
know not hing about, it's Teslas. Now | think it's time we had a | ook at that
inn. When you're ready to | eave, bring transport for four of us."

"You'll have it." The wonman rose and redonned her nmetal mask and hel net. She
left the shed, trailing her escort of warrior-nmonks. Overhead, another

t hunderi ng hail st or m conmenced.

As they rode back to the town, Haakon said, "How do you read that woman? She's
not Chanukan."

"Unl ess my ethnol ogical analysis is terribly inaccurate," Soong said, "she is
a high-born | ady of sonme Bahaduran house. During ny years as an assassin, |

studi ed those people in great detail. She shows gene traces of sone of the
very hi ghest houses. Those famlies
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are so inbred that their genetic signatures are quite distinct."

"Now what's a Bahaduran nobl ewonan doi ng i nvolved in an anti-Bahadur novemnent
on a place |ike Chamuka?" Jemal asked

"Dammed if | know," Haakon said. "But we don't trust her."

"When did we ever trust any but our own shipmates?" Soong asked.
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NUMA DIDN T SMELL HAPPY To EVERYBODY' S GREAT relief, Felid nales were not
nearly the scent factories that the females were, but his changes of nood were
nevet hel ess signal ed by different odors.

"I'"ve always hated wearing arnor," he runbl ed.

H s large, clawed fingers adjusted the laces of his suit with incongruous
delicacy. It had taken them nost of a day to find arnor |arge enough to fit
him They had had to hire a craftsman to fashion sone of the plates especially
for the Felid.

The | ocal s had never seen a Felid, and many had wandered by to gawk, further
irritating his already uncertain tenper. He hissed at a bystander as they
awai ted their transport on the veranda of the inn

"You | ook splendid," Soong assured him "The red arnmor sets off your gold
coloration to perfection. That
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particul ar color combination is regarded as nost felicitous by Asian



cul tures.”

"Makes you | ook mean as hell, too," Jermal said. Numa's runbling subsided.
Felids al so had a weakness for flattery.

Haakon scanned the area. The inn was set in a picturesque grove of |oca

foil age and sone kind of nodified banboo. The buil di ngs were set on posts that
had been soaked in poison, to keep local wildlife fromcrawing in. There was
a rock garden with a pool and an ornamental bridge, giving a deceptive aura of
peace in the mdst of this deadly environment. The bridge | ooked fragile, but
it was made of the sane durable ceramic as their arnor. He had carefully

exam ned sone of the local trees. Their trunks were hard as stone and the

| eafl i ke appendages were tough and | eathery. Everything here was adapted to
resi st the hail stones, w nds, and earthquakes.

Their transport arrived to take themto the wecking yard and they clinbed in.
"I hope we don't run into the BT's on the road," Jemal said.

"W have our excuse ready," Haakon rem nded him

"I just don't want to attract attention. Hul agu may just be |ooking for an
excuse to kill us."

"He knows he'd have to answer to his boss for that," Haakon objected.

"Wth a situation as confused and volatile as this," Soong pointed out, "one
can get away with many things. Unsettled tinmes are the traditional opportunity
for settling old scores.™

"You two are just doing wonders for ny equaninmity,”

62

THE SWORD, THE JEVEL, AND THE M RROR

Haakon groused. "Wy not just shut up and let's deal with our problens as they
arise?" He could only take so much pessimsm especially when it was
justified.

Their traveling party did not appear until after the transport had returned to
town. They rushed for cover as a hailstormarrived, and when it was safe to

| eave the shed, they saw what was energing fromthe tree |line.

"What the hell are those things?" asked Jemal, aghast.

"Those are turkles," Kiley said. The creatures being ridden or |ed were about
four meters Iong and noved on four short, stunpy |egs. Their backs were
covered with a jointed carapace and their |ow slung heads were capped with a
pl ate of knobby horn

"I can't decide," Haakon said, "whether they're incredibly ugly or just plain
dunb- | ooki ng. "

Kiley shrugged. "They ain't pretty, but they're about the only animals on this
pl anet that won't deliberately try to kill you. Mght accidentally stonp you
to death, though."

"I don't think 1 like this idea," Jemal said. There was an anci ent spacer's
superstition that said it was bad luck for a spacer to clinb aboard any riding
ani mal .

"Best not sleep too close to them either,"” Kiley said helpfully. "Sonetimes
they roll over in their sleep and squash people."

"I can't imagine sleeping in the open in this place," Haakon told him They
went out of the fenced area and joined their escort, which turned out to be
the woman and the four nonks, with the addition of the abbot, Soun
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"This trip will go a lot easier," Haakon said, "if we have a nane to call you
by."

"My nane is Sarai," she said.

"Now we' re maki ng progress,"” Haakon said. "Are we really supposed to ride

t hese beasts?"

"That is why we brought them" she said. "You nount by stepping on top of its
head and clinbing up its back to your saddle."

Haakon surveyed the head in question doubtfully. The blunt face was divided by
a mouth that ran its entire width. The nouth was slightly open, revealing a
veritabl e pavenent of small, flat teeth. The creature stared back with an



amazi ng absence of intelligence. This thing was definitely designed for
durability rather than brain power.

Cautiously, he stepped up onto the head. It held steady enough for himto wal k
up to the short neck and onto the carapace. The saddl e was a padded seat wth
a folding roof stored behind it. When he sat, his legs stretched before him
alnost to its neck

"How do | steer it?" he asked.

"You don't," she answered. "One of us will be in the lead at all tinmes. The
others will follow GCuidance is rather conplicated, so don't even try it. A
tug on that strap behind you will unfold your shelter."

"What do we do about the bugs?" Jemal asked. "lI'mpretty quick with a bl ade,

but I don't think I'mthat quick."

"You needn't worry," she said. "They seldom attack recent arrivals. After

you' ve lived on Chamukan food
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and water for a year or so, they start to notice you. They seemto hone on
body chem stry."

Sarai noticed Numa for the first time. "Wat kind of person are you?"

"The best kind," he answered. "A Felid." Two bounds put himin the saddle, his
foot scarcely touching the top of his nmount's head. The nonks spoke excitedly
when they realized that Numa, beneath his arnmor, was not a standard hunan.
"They think you |l ook Iike one of the old guardian spirits,"” she expl ai ned.
"They have statues of themin the tenples. Don't be offended. They say it's a
sign that the gods favor their mssion."

"Gods?" Haakon asked, settling hinmself gingerly onto his saddle pad. "I

t hought this outfit was Buddhist."

"They are," she said, "but they've also incorporated Shinto into their sect.
Buddha is the suprene teacher, but the smaller gods al so exist and have their
own realms, along with spirits of other sorts. They maintain that it doesn't
conflict with the teachings of the Buddha."

"Nor should it," Soun said. "Were in the sutras does it say that—=

"W have a long trip ahead of us, folks," Haakon said. "I suggest we get

goi ng. "

Soun | ooked incensed, but Soong said soothingly, "My Lord Abbot, while we are
on this journey, would you be so kind as to inpart to me some-of the teachings
of your sect? In all my wanderings | have cone to realize that it is

i mpossi bl e to exhaust the possibilities of the words of the Lord Buddha."
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Soun regarded himwith a certain respect. "You are "a pilgrin®"

"I strive to regulate ny life properly, and any new facet of the Enlightened
One's teaching can only help ne to that end."

"We shall talk, then," Soun said. "I shall keep your beast and mine in

m nd- yoke. "

Haakon wasn't sure what that |ast reference nmeant, but there was no question
that Soong was a first-rate di pl onat. Wen he thought about it, it seened that
Soong and Mrabeile were about the only menbers of his crew who could be
depended on .to show a few socialJ graces. An assassin and a thief. He was sure
there Was a noral to be found in there sonmewhere, but he wasn't sure what it
m ght be. Eventually, everybody was nounted and nore or |ess ready to go.
"We'll travel in double file," Sarai announced. "That gives each of us only
one side to keep full |ookout on. First will go two of the nonks, then Abbot
Soun and Soong, then Captain Haakon and nme. Jemal and the Felid, M.-—=

"Nurmma. W only use one nane."

"Nurma, then. Since you're both new arrivals, there's little chance you'll be
attacked right away by the native life forns. Last of all, the other two
nmonks. Any questions?"

"One, " Haakon said. "We may be safe fromthe native life forms, but what about
t he I ocal human popul ati on?"



Soun | ooked at the woman and grunted. It was an |-tol d-you-so sound.
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"You needn't concern yourself about that," Sarai insisted. "There are severa
squabbl i ng sects here, but they won't endanger you. If there should be a

fight, it will be me, Soun, and the other nmonks who will take the brunt of
it."

Haakon | ooked idly at the backs of his hands. "I've been wounded many times in
conbat. Sonetimes it was by the eneny. Just about as often, though, it was an
acci dental wound frommy own side. Happens all the tinme in war. | figure a

neutral in a crossfire is about twice as likely to get hit as soneone on
either of the warring sides."

"Qur warriors will keep you safe,"” Soun barked. "If there is fighting, it will
be close, with blades and spears. Since the BT's canme, none of us goes arned
wi th beam weapons, or with firearnms or bows. They are npbst apprehensive of

m ssil e weapons, as well they might be. Qur people were the finest marksnen

and archers they had ever encountered. Gsne is seldominjured by an ill-ained
sword. "
"I believe you," Haakon said. "I just like to know what |I'mgetting into."

"Are you satisfied?" asked Sarai inpatiently. "Shall we go now?"

Haakon regarded her blandly. "Let's go."

The turkles lurched into stately progress. For such enornous animals, they
made remarkably little noise. It took Haakon a while to realize what was
strangest about them Then he noticed that he could not hear their breathing.
He had never encountered a beast so large that did not breathe |ike an ancient
st eam engi ne.
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"Ani mal transport isn't our favorite nmeans of travel,'
"Wul d you rather wal k?" Sarai demanded

"Not at all, but wouldn't sone kind of powered vehicle be nore practical, not
to mention faster?"

"Conditions here are hard on nmechani cal devices. Besides, anything that flies
or travels on the ground under power is easily spotted by BT surveillance.”

"I suppose we're stuck with these beasts." He sat back and adnmired the
scenery.

For all the ferocity of its climte, Chanmuka was an extraordinarily beautiful
pl ace. This part of it was, at any rate. The | and was nountai nous, densely
covered with rich, green vegetation. Picturesque, rocky crags jutted fromthe
nmount ai nsi des, many of them spouting graceful waterfalls. Something was

m ssi ng, though.

"No flowers," he noted.

"Not hi ng so delicate could live here. The plants have devel oped ot her neans of
reproduction. Sone keep their reproductive apparatus inside their stens or
trunks, and lure insect vectors in through small holes, using snells or colors
as bait. Some can even nake sounds like insect prey to lure themin. Gass
Cutter teaches all her children to be resourceful."”

"And deadly."

She smled. "That, too. Even in the relatively tranquil field of plant
reproduction, there can be dangers. You see that stand of trees on that
knol I ?" She pointed to a cl ose-set group of trees with squat trunks and
frond-ti pped branches sprouting in a helical pattern. "They are bisexual, and
each produces spermthat is stored in small
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thorns. Gas builds up in tubes behind the thorns. In the proper season, the
trees fire their thorns like darts, hard enough to penetrate the bark of

nei ghboring trees of the same species. It is very hard bark, too. Every thorn
in that stand will be launched at once, thousands fromeach tree. If you were
wandering through those trees, you would be cut to pieces in the crossfire.”

Haakon remar ked.



"Ni ce place you have here," Haakon said. "I'"'mgoing to mss it."

Fromtime to time, they passed small shrines in the forest. Sone housed carved
Buddhas, others held seem ngly random objects: a helnmet, a banmboo tea ladle, a
bolt of brightly dyed cloth. Sarai explained that the objects had sonme sort of
cult significance.

"I woul d not have taken you for an avid sightseer," Sarai said.

"I"'mnot, but it helps keep ny mind off what's going on here on Chanuka. When
does the hell-raising start?"

"The of fensi ve began before we started out. There is major conbat in progress
ri ght now "

It was hard to believe in such tranquil surroundings. "You take it al

calmy.'

She shrugged. "Life is terribly hard and brutal on this world. One cones to
accept violent death as a given."

"A rather Bahaduran attitude," Haakon said.

She gl ared venonously. "Bahadur accepts the slaughter of subject peoples and
enem es. W do not hold life cheap here; we nerely understand its inevitable
brevity." She pulled up her shelter as hail stones began to bounce fromthe
arnored hides of the turkles.
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Hul agu' s duty day began at sunrise. Light com ng through the translucent

pl astiyurt woke himnmonments before the duty officer's runner rapped on his
door. He rose fromhis hard pallet and splashed cold water on his face.
Dressed only in shorts, he wal ked outside along a covered wal kway to the
exercise field, where every nan of the Tuman who was not on guard duty or in
the infirmary was al ready assenbl ed. There were too few of them he noted, as
he had every norning for a long tine. Too many casualties. How woul d his Tuman
survive a full five years of this?

Twenty m nutes of stretching exercises were followed by an hour of violent
calisthenics. This ritual was followed religiously by every Tuman in the
Enpire on every norning that he was not in the field. A tenporary force shield
kept out the hailstones and marauding life forms of Chamuka. Later in the day
woul d be weapons practice, patrolling, and other activities of the year-round
trai ning schedul e peculiar to the Black Tumans. Timur Khan Bey insisted that
his pet troops be given the nost rigorous and denmandi ng training inmaginable.
To this end, comon Bahadur troops perforned all their maintenance and support
functions. The BT's were reserved strictly for conbat.

Sweaty but exhilarated, Hulagu returned to his yurt to dress. The denmands of
hi s work al ways gave hima renewed sense of purpose. He hated this place, but
t hose who survived five years on Chanuka proved thensel ves worthy, indeed. He
could l ook forward to inportant posts and rapid pronotion, if he could just
survi ve.

He arrived at the officers' nmess inmaculate in his
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bl ack uniform There were few other black unifornms in the ness. Mdst wore the
red of common Bahadur units or the colors of subject races. Hul agu saw one of
hi s Jemadars beckoning himto a table he shared with a red-clad officer
Odinarily, the BT's did not fraternize with the other arms, but on a post as
renote as this, some things could be rel axed.

Hul agu sat on the cushioned floor and took a cup of tea fromthe | ow table.
"Good norning, Subadar," intoned the two nen.

Hul agu nodded first to the Jemadar and said, "Juchi." To the other he said,
"Subadar Mahnud Shevket."

Techni cal | y, Shevket outranked Juchi and was equal in rank to Hul agu, and
somewhat senior as well. In practice, any BT outranked anyone of any ot her
service, at least in their own estimation. |If Shevket resented the slight in
protocol, he displayed not hing.

Shevket grinned at Hul agu. "Young Juchi and | have a wager, Subadar."



Hul agu' s eyes narrowed slightly at the patronizing reference to his junior

of ficer. Shevket had the round, bullet head of the Turkic peoples. He was of
t he upper cl asses of that race, but not of the pure Bahadur bl ood.

"And the nature of this wager?" Hul agu asked.

"Shevket thinks the natives are ripe for a new rebellion,” Juchi said

i ndignantly. "I say they are beaten and cowed. W'Ill see nothing fromhere on
except banditry and petty guerrilla action."

Shevket flashed his insolent grin again. "There speaks one who has never been
to the wars." He continued to grin at Hul agu, who flushed slightly.

Nei t her had he been to the real wars, and veterans |ike
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Shevket never let himforget it. He wondered whet her he mi ght soneday have to
call Shevket out. The Turk was high enough in birth to duel with Hul agu. How
m ght Timur Khan take it, though? Ordinarily, he encouraged his officers to
brook no insolence fromlesser services, but he night prove nmerciless to any
who took part in sonething as self-indulgent as a due! in so volatile a place
as Chanmuka. Best to show a mld face.

"Qur next nonth's pay rides on the outcome,” Juchi said.

"Seriously, Subadar," Shevket said and dropped the grin, "I have ordered ny
men to double the guard and sleep on their arns. | think you should do the
same. "

"It is never amiss to err on the side of caution," Hulagu said judiciously.

"At | east, when the only consequence will be a bit of |ost sleep. Wat nakes
you think an uprising is due?"

"It's the attitude of the people in the villages around here. It has been
changing of late.™

"How so?" Hul agu asked. A 'bot deposited a platter of rice and sliced |Ianb
atop pieces of fiat bread on the table and the nen began to hel p thensel ves.
"Are they sharpening their swords? Do they glare sullenly? Do they nutter
curses and prayers? They have been doing those things since | arrived here."
"Ch, no, Subadar, that would not disturb ne at all." He bit into a piece of
the bread piled with [anb and rice.

"Then what does?" Hul agu demanded i npatiently.

"They | ook happy."

The first explosion shook the ness hall. It cane fromthe northern edge of the
canp. There was no confusion
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and no idle chatter. They all knew how to take energency stations. Mst had
presence of mind to scoop up sone food, and Shevket even stuffed bread into
the | eg pockets of his battle gear. They ate on the run as they took up their
stations, for once action started, a soldier never knew when he m ght expect
to eat again.

Shevket smiled at Juchi as they crowded through the door. "Laugh when you Ilive
to collect it, Turk!"™ Juchi spat.

The firebase shield was active by the time they exited the ness hail. It would
not |ast under repeated attacks, but it ought to hold until everyone was in
position. Hulagu ran for the command post, a hunped structure of fused rock

t hat overl ooked the whol e firebase. A guard passed himthrough the portal and
shut the arnored door behind him He passed the dogged hatches of the hardened
gun positions and clinbed the stairs to the command room "Report!" he barked.
"Thr ee- hundr ed- si xty-degree attack, Subadar," reported a bl ack-clad Jemadar
The man recited in a calm al nost bored voice. Hul agu approved. Let these
nmongrel s see how a BT of the true blood could act under pressure. "No
penetrations. They are using sonme heavy weaponry we have not encountered here
before. First estimation, backed by renpote sensor intelligence, nunbers the
forces attacking this firebase in reginental strength, say, four to five

t housand nen. "

Hul agu | ooked to a red-clad private who sat behind a strange-| ooking



apparatus. "All contact with other fire-bases ceased seconds before the first
denot ati on, Subadar," the private said.
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"Have you tried the alternate frequencies?"

"I amworking on them sir. So far, all are seriously janmed."

Sone antiquarian in the Signal Corps had resurrected ancient radio for
battlefield communication. It was dreadfully inefficient conpared to nore
nodern systens, but what the eneny did not know about, they could not jam
Sonehow they had | earned of this ploy. They were on their own until the attack
st opped.

"W can expect no help fromthe other Tumans, then,"” Hul agu said. "W don't
need it in any case. Are all defenses in place?"

The battl emaster watched the tiny spherical |ights floating above the

hol ographi c projection of the firebase. The last winked fromred to green
"Al'l ready, Sub-adar."

"Then lift the shield so we can kill them"

"Yes, sir!" The battlemaster grinned. BT's were assault troops and they hated
to fight defensively. He spoke into his intercom "Shield raised five neters.
Kill them"

I mredi ately, a ferocious fire sprayed fromthe redoubts encircling the
firebase. Overhead, the shield remained to defend agai nst high-trajectory
fire. Beans and bullets laced the surrounding jungle, and sonics brayed from
projectors on the outer defense wall. They were not allowed to use chemi ca
weapons, |lest the crystal-farm ng be disrupted.

"Let's have visual," Hulagu ordered. The holo of the firebase w nked out and
was replaced by concentric circles of imagery, revealing their attackers.
There were
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faint variations in the colors of the circles, indicating distance fromthe
firebase. To eyes untrained to such imaging, it would have been confusing and
i nconmpr ehensi ble, but the nen in the control roomcould interpret it easily.
"They're dying by the hundreds,"” grunted the battlemaster. In all the circles,
men in the drab clothing and armor of guerrillas were charging in to be felled
by the defense. A few had nodern beamrifles, others had obsol ete beam or
projectile weapons. Many had only swords, spears, and bows.

"Where are they getting the new beamrifles?" nmused an officer

"We shall find out," Hulagu said. "Target plenty of villages for reprisa
anni hil ation when this is over, no one to be spared. W must begin the instant
the attack ends, before they can escape to the hills."

"Masanune?" an of ficer asked.

Hul agu thought. "No. It serves the port, much as | would like to scour the

pl ace."

"Let's win here before we start reprisals,” nuttered a red-clad officer

Hul agu took note of him Wakness of spirit had to be punished.

"Look at those," said the battlemaster. He pointed to the fifth ring, al nost
out side the defensive fire of the base. Shaven-headed men in blue clothing and
arnor were entering the fight. "Those are warrior-nonks fromthe Munt Nara
Tenple. "

"I't shall be destroyed," Hulagu said. O themall, he hated the Buddhi st
nonasteri es the nost. The nonks
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whi pped people up to anti-Bahadur activity with relentl ess dedication
"They're getting close to the southwest quadrant. There's nore natural cover
there." The attackers were recklessly taking terrible casualties to force

t henmsel ves closer to the outer defenses.

"I said years ago we should have |leveled that terrain.
red-cl ad of fi cer who had spoken before.

It was the sane



"Wul d you have Bahadurans appear afraid of this scun?" Hul agu asked col dly.
The man gl ared back just as coldly. "Does this great arnored fort | ook Iike
the work of nmen confident in their superiority?”

Hul agu stared back but could think of nothing to say. Unfortunately, he agreed
with the man. They were interrupted by the comuni cations private.

"Sir, I'mgetting sonething on the Mayday frequency. BT transport coming in
wi th wounded. "
"I have it on visual," the hol ograph officer said. He brought in an

enl argenent of a lurching transport, snoke trailing fromits power plant,
bl ack-uniformed figures slunped over its rails, blood trickling in thin
streams fromits deck

"They want us to raise the shield to twenty neters to let themin," the

private reported. "Attitude controls are out, but he still has accel eration
and braking. It's urgent, sir."
"Shoot it down," advised the battlemaster. "It's a ruse!"

"How coul d they have taken a transport full of BT s?" Hul agu demanded. He
hesitated. "Still, there is a risk
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Shoot it down." He hoped nobody had noticed his nonent of indecision

The battl emaster gave the order and five beans converged on the frail craft.
It disappeared in an inmense fireball that tenporarily blacked out the
sensors. The battlemaster's nouth twitched slightly upward at the corners.
"What did I tell you? It was poor strategy. |I'll wager that blast took out
hal f their nmen in that quadrant."

At that instant, the command post shook with an expl osion that dwarfed
anyt hi ng that had gone before. Lights blinked and sirens shrieked. "What was
t hat ?" shouted Hul agu, notably ruffled for the first tine.

"At a guess," said the red-clad officer, "I'd say while we were distracted by
that transport, they launched the real attack a hundred-ei ghty degrees on the
ot her side of the base.”

"Bring up the holos,"” Hul agu ordered. "I want damage assessment!”

Slowy, flickering, the firebase hol ograph took shape. The whol e sout hwest
guadrant was a nass of blinking red lights. Al the bunkers and redoubts in
that section were out of commission, at least as far as their nmajor weapons
systenms were concerned. One building glowed red inits entirety. "They got the
shield generator,"” Hulagu said. "What was it? A mssile?"

"That woul d be ny guess,” the battlemaster said. "It cane in |low at high
speed, and | aunched fromno nore than a kil oneter away, or our satellite

def enses woul d have had plenty of time to shoot it down. Praise the

Everl asting Sky these subhumans don't have nukes."
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Hul agu shook his head. "Thay dare not endanger the crystal-farnm ng any nore
than do we. It's all that keeps themalive. Wat do you think they'll try
next ?"

"That thing went straight for the shield generator,” the battlemaster said.
"Taking out the perineter defenses was a side effect. Now they' |l bring in
high-trajectory fire, mass on the sout hwest quadrant, and nount a wave attack
agai nst the sout hwest."

Wthin mnutes, the interior of the hol ograph began to bl ossomwi th
expl osi ons.

"Those are rockets," the battlenaster reported. "Maybe even nortars, God knows
t hese people are prinitive enough. And they are breaking off heavy contact
everywhere but the southwest."

"Strip the other sides of superfluous personnel,"” Hul agu ordered. "Mass them
with the reserve and get theminto the breach the instant the bonbardment lets
up, BT's in front, with small arns and hand weapons. I'll |ead them nyself.
You can handl e the overall perineter defence fromhere, Battlemaster. This
defense work gets tiresome. A little close action will be a relief." He was



not merely putting a good face on things. He was genuinely anxious to get out
of the control roomand into real action

Hul agu pulled on his helnet as he went down to the shuttle tunnel. He boarded
a ten-man car as it pulled up by the control roomstation. It was already
packed with men headed for the reserve room but they made space for him The
car glided silently over electromagnetic tracks, and the | oudest sound was the
nervous chatter of
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the nmen. Hul agu was too occupied with his own thoughts to rebuke any of them
The reserve roomwas an i rmense chanber beneath the center of the firebase.
Men stood in formation in the areas marked off for their units. Four w de
ranps led up to surface doors to allow reserves to reach any given side of the
base as quickly as possible. A muffled thunping overhead told Hul agu that the
shelling was still in progress. The nen fell silent as Hul agu nounted the
conmander's platform He punched a control on the | ow podium and the fl oor
rotated to bring the nen face-on to the southern ranp. At the head of one
conpany he saw Shevket, grinning

"By now you all know that the big explosion took out nmpst of our southwest
perimeter defense. In a few minutes, the shelling will stop and they'll cone
pouring in. W shall see to it that none pass the breach. They are tough, but
Bahadur ans have never been defeated by subhumans. Shoot them down! Avoid
hand-t o- hand conbat whenever you can. They were born with those bl ades in
their fists, and you were not. Your arnor is better designed for battle than
theirs. Use it. Take no prisoners, and accept no surrenders. They have killed
Bahadurans, so they nust all die. Kill them"

The battl emaster's voice came over his helnmet receiver: "The shelling has

st opped, Subadar. | am opening the gate."

Hul agu undi pped a stubby beamrifle fromthe side of the podium and both
podi um and pl atform sank to floor level. He clinbed the ranp as the nmen surged
behind him voicing a variety of battle chants. The gate slid
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snoot hly upward and Hul agu was out as soon as it was high enough to duck

t hrough. The BT contingent was close on his heels as he crossed the
shel | - pocked courtyard. Snoke rose fromthe ruins of the shield building, and
there was snoking litter everywhere. They were two-thirds of the way to the
perimeter wall when the shelling resuned.

Expl osi ons bl oomed anong the running men, dropping themlike tenpins. The
BT's, in front, took the fewest casualties. Mst of themnmade it into the
safety of the perimeter wall. Hul agu | ooked back at the ground he had j ust
crossed, now dotted with dead and wounded nen.

"They're getting clever, Subadar," said Shevket. The nan was gripping a
heavy-duty beamrifle, and beneath his nustache he still wore his naddening
grin. "Drew us into the open and let us have it. Those were prinitive
fragnment ati on bonbs, though. Qur arnmor stops all shrapnel. Concussion and

bl ows have knocked those nen down. Most will live."

"Meanwhil e," Hul agu pointed out, "they're out of the fight."

"Yes," Shevket said, nodding. "Now we get to find out if we're as good as we
keep saying we are." Once again the shelling stopped. "Here they cone."

The first of the Chanmukans were already at the wall before the | ast echoes of
the shelling had stopped. They had risked being hit by their own shrapnel to
get close to the wall while the Bahadurans kept their heads down. The doubl e
wal | fornmed a raised trench with firing | oops and there was no overhead cover.
Fifty neters to either
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side of Hul agu, hul ki ng redoubts squatted inpotently, their heavy weapons
silent until power could be restored to them

Hul agu began firing through his loop in short, econom cal bursts, dropping



natives as he tracked fromleft to right, then back again. Stone fused and
spattered near his face as shots frombeamrifles found his | oop. He w nced
slightly as tiny drops of nmolten rock got through the breath opening of his
hel met and stung his face. These savages might be good with their blades, he
t hought, but they couldn't shoot like his BT's. Al along the wall, his BT's
and auxiliaries were dropping nemas calmy as nen at target practice. Here
and there, a guerrilla broke through and scranbl ed over the wall, growing and
| ayi ng about with his blade, only to be cut down by gunfire alnost instantly.
A |l oud hum and crackl e announced that the redoubts were functional again.
Broad beans | ashed into the attackers, vaporizing men and churning rock to

| ava. The beans were invisible, but colored light was added to themto make
themvisible to observers. A backlash of heat tightened the exposed skin of
Hul agu' s face.

"Good work, Battlemaster. They fall back quickly now " He stood and fired into
the retreating backs. Now that the redoubts were functional, few would escape.
Shevket canme over to him checking a power pack at his belt. "Wy did they do
it?" the Turk asked. "They have | ost nost of their force, and they've hurt us
very little. W can't have nore than a hundred casualties, and they've | ost

t housands. "

"W haven't heard fromthe other bases yet,'
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poi nted out. "They m ght have been hurt worse. And perhaps these expected a
greater advantage fromtheir big mssile weapon. No matter. ~They have | ost,
and they have only begun to suffer. Soon they'll have reason to envy their
dead. "

Shevket nodded silently. "We'll make them suffer, all right. But these people
just don't seemto learn.”
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Fi ve

HAAKON DODGED A BUG ON A CONSClI QUS LEVEL, HE knew the thing wasn't after him
probably wasn't even aware of him It was just human nature to dodge sonet hing
bi g and many-1| egged and buzzing loudly. "Wat kind of bug was that?" he asked
i n annoyance.

"That was a darter," Sarai explained. "Flanking its snout are two | ong tubes
fromwhich it can blowtiny darts for several neters. Poisonous, of course."
"I knew it," Jemal groused. "If | just lived long enough, 1'd find a planet
where the bugs carry guns." The stood beside their beasts beneath a dense
canopy of trees while the nonks erected a shelter of banboo and sone kind of
hi de that was nearly transparent. "lIs that real banboo?" Jemal asked.

"Just about the only A d Earth plant that's tough enough to w thstand
conditions on this planet wthout

83

John Maddox Roberts

maj or genetic nodification." Her eyes kept a wary | ookout for flying dangers.
Dusk was falling fast. The turkles were to be | oosed for the night. According
to Soun, they would wander back by dawn.

"What about food plants?" Soong asked.

"Mbst are grown under shelters,"” Sarai said. "Especially delicate ones |ike
rice. A few food-bearing trees have been adapted to conditions here. Very
little of the native life is edible. Geneticists devel oped arnored pigs,
sheep, and cattle. Poultry are raised under shelter as welt."

"Arnored pigs," Haakon nused. "The nmind boggles.”

"Stranger things have been done to adapt to this world. Still, it's a good
world. It tests people. The worst it has to offer is sudden, violent death.
That's to be found el sewhere, too. Slow and unpl easant ways to die don't
abound here as they do on other worlds. Grass Cutter nurtures rigidly nora
soci eties, even though they are a bit contentious."

"Il admt it has its points," Haakon acknow edged. "Still, | like to rel ax
occasionally. That doesn't seem possible here.™

Hul agu



She smled thinly. "Here we practice nmeditation instead. Wth proper training,
it's possible to go into a deep neditative trance wi thout relaxing your

vi gil ance. "

"I"ll stick with extended binges in |ow dives," Haakon said.

The nonks finished their building project. It was a | ow, domed structure

per haps seven neters in dianeter
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The only entrance was a triangular flap with some ki nd of mechanical cl osure.
I nside, there was barely enough roomfor the travelers and their gear. Light
cane through the walls freely, and they could just make out the shapes of the
trees outside.

"Cozy, isn't it?" Jemal remarked

"Beats sl eeping outdoors," Haakon said. "At |east this way you stand a chance
of waking up."

"You need not concern yourself wi th standing guard,” Soun told them "W shal
take night watch in shifts."

Haakon didn't like the sound of that. "Are the bugs that dangerous?"

"W believe in staying alert,"” Soun said.

"I"'m sl eeping next to the entrance,” Numa runbled. "I don't want to be sl owed
down if | should decide to leave in a hurry."

"Probably the best idea in any case,"” Jemal comented. "The ventilation's
better there."

The nonks rigged an awni ng before the entrance and kindled a fire to boil rice
and veget abl es and heat water for tea. The spacers had brought their own
self-heating field rations. They had al so brought a few bottles of the I oca
beer. After the nonks had eaten, they sat cross-legged in a straight line

bef ore Soun, eyes closed and chanting softly. Sarai sat a little apart from
them her own eyes closed, engaged in sonme formof meditation that did not
require chants.

Haakon hal f whispered to Soong, "Learn anything fromthe abbot?"

"Fascinating details of their religious practice, but he
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clammed up tight when | brought up the subject of the rival nonasteries and
sects. "

"So these people take their religion seriously,"’
of people do. Wiat does that tell us?"

"I think there is nore to it than that," Soong insisted. "I've encountered
religious strife in many pl aces. Adherents of one sect are never loath to
denounce the others at great |ength. They are sel dom silent about their
rivalry. | think we are seeing the true workings of Chanmukan politics here."
"You think the nonasteries control things here?" Haakon asked.

"I think each of themwould like to," Soong explained. "Fromwhat little

have been able to gather, these nonasteries are i mense | andhol di ng
establishnents, and | believe they al so practice the growing of the catalytic
crystals.”

"I thought this Enperor was the big boss here,"” Nuna said.

"Fromwhat | know of Japanese history," Soong said, "the old Enperors sel dom
had real power. They were cerempnial |eaders, nore |ike high priests than
earthly rulers. Oten they lived in virtual poverty, their tine taken up by
endl ess rituals. Many groups contended for real power: warlords, feuda

chi ef s, Buddhi st nonasteries, the occasional conniving adventurer. Oten they
fought over physical possession of the Enperor. The group that had the Enperor
under its 'protection' would claimto be the legitimate governnent."
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"And this G eat Boddhi satva Tenple we're going to is the one that owns and
operates His Majesty right now," Haakon said. "W could be wal king into an
extremely volatile situation.”

Jemal said, shrugging. "Lots



"It goes without saying," Soong confirmed. "I think we nay al so assune that
the other parties do not know about the plot to snuggle the inperial regalia
of f world and bring back the heir apparent.™

"What about the massive diversion the nonk and the wonan spoke of ?" Numa
asked. "Surely the single nonastery can't field as many warriors as they
said."

"An alliance of several |ocal forces could do it," Soong said. "Despite the
deadl ines of this place, it is densely popul ated, and every adult nale fancies
hinself a great fighter."

Conversation and chanting ceased as they heard a humming in the distance. It
was the distinctive sound of an at nosphere transport.

"BT' s?" inquired Haakon of no one in particular

"Bahadurans, at any rate," Sarai said. "Just keep still. The tree canopy
shiel ds us from observation."

"They aren't heading this way," Haakon said. "They're a good two kiloneters to
our southeast and headed due west." There, that'll teach the little twit.
"Show of f," Jermal nmnuttered.

Mich to Haakon*s surprise, the night passed uneventfully, their sleep

di sturbed only by the deafening thunder of hail stones pounding on their tent
at irregular intervals. The trees gave them protection from observation, but
the frondlike branches did not even sl ow down the hail -
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stones. The nonks, who would jerk to imredi ate action at the breaking of a
twig, did not alter the rhythmof their snoring during the hail stornmns.

True to prom se, the turkJes wandered back at first [ight, and the bl eary-eyed
spacers clinbed aboard. Qutdoor |iving was anathena to any spacer, and the
conditions of a planet |ike Chanuka made it that rmuch worse. Haakon was
hardened by his years in the pits, but Eurynone had spoiled him He thought he
caught a glint of satisfaction in Sarai's eye as he slunped disconsol ately
into his seat. Sadistic bitch, he thought.

The day was a repeat of the first, with Sarai and Soun keeping up a running
comment ary on the many dangers they were passing through. There was an

i nnocent -1 ooki ng rock that opened up jagged-toothed jaws to snap at them
Sarai explained that it was sonme sort of campufl aged reptile.

"We never kill them" she expl ained, "because they eat the acid spitters,

whi ch are far nore dangerous. The pseudorocks will eat you if you get close
enough. Be careful to prod stones with a stick before sitting on them"

"I's there anything here that isn't deadl y?" Haakon asked.

"This is trifling," Soun said over his shoulder. "Wait until you see the

fl amet hrowi ng vi per or the giant gulper."

The point was not |ost upon them They had no chance in this deadly | andscape
wi t hout their guides. Haakon presunmed that to be the reason for this

bone-chilling commentary. As tour guides, these people made himlong for the
pl easures of deep space.
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It was early evening when they arrived within sight of the G eat Boddhi satva
Tenmple. It was a ranbling pile of interconnected structures cl oaking nost of

the crest of a high hill. Aswift-flowing river wound around the base of the
hill and the last rays of the sun glanced fromthe slanting, ceram c roofs of
red and gold. The beauty of the scene affected even the tired and disgruntled
spacers.

"An exqui site scene," Soong said appreciatively.

"I wouldn't've traveled this far just to see it," Jenal said.

"That is because you lack the aesthetic tenperanent,” Soong told him

Soun raised hinmself in his saddle and blew into the top of a spiky, coiled
shel . What emerged fromits flared opening was a pure, |ow pitched note of no
great vol une

"Can that sound carry ail the way up the hill?" Haakon asked doubtfully.



"Much farther,"” Sarai said. As if to confirmthis, an identical note canme from
the tenple, nearly as loud as Soun's had been. "The shell belongs to a sort of
tree snail indigenous to this continent. Its internal chanbering is quite

uni que. Under the right conditions, the sound can be heard for nore than three
kiloneters."

"How does the snail kill you?" Jemal asked.

"It is quite harm ess,” she assured him

"You can't nean it!"

They crossed the little river on a high-arched bridge made of an extrenely
hard wood that was pegged and keyed into place in an amazingly intricate
fashion. "Way is it built this way?" Haakon asked.
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"This is a 'haystack in the typhoon' bridge. Wen a single pin is driven out
on the tenple side, the whole bridge cones apart and falls into the river. A
security precaution.”

"Why don't they— Haakon ducked as a buzz-saw nosed bug screeched over him A
faint click announced its denise on the blade of a nmonk. "Wy don't they just
use expl osives?"

"You, too," she said, "lack aesthetic appreciation."

"CGods!" Haakon said. "Your Prince Tanetomp nust feel right at home in the

C ngulum They're all crazy as |oons there, too."

Fromthe tenple side of the bridge, a narrow track wound up the slope to a
mai n entrance gate, which was flanked by two denonic figures carved in stone.
These Soun identified as guardian deities, the wind god and the thunder god,
traditional protectors of gateways.

"How many little gods is a nonotheistic religion allowed to have?" Haakon
asked.

"Your theology is primtive," Soun grunted. The man seened to grunt everything
he sai d.

The tenple conplex was | arge but not terribly inpressive. Its few decorative
el ements were of necessity sublimated to the denmands of |oca
architecture—either to withstand the shocks of earthquakes or fall neatly
apart with minimal risk to life and linb. Mst buildings were of the latter
type, but the central structure was a towering pile of cycl opean bl ocks that

| ooked strong enough to survive collision with a small asteroid.

Heavily armed nonks were everywhere. Prayer beads
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rattl ed agai nst ceramic arnor and nen sitting on the ground chanting were

out nunbered by those practicing with sword and bow. "They | ook tough enough,”
Haakon sai d, "but bows are poor weapons when the enemy has beaners.”

"We don't keep all our weapons up here where the Bahadurans can see them"
Soun said. A young nonk ran up to the abbot and reported something in a swift
chatter that sounded unlike the ordinary, conversational speech rhythm of the

natives. Soun turned to Sarai. "Munt Nara Tenple has been destroyed. The
nmonks who survived have gone to join the guerrillas.™
She | ooked down for a few seconds before she spoke. "It was expected. They

knew it woul d happen when they volunteered to take part in the attack."

"They have been our enem es for centuries," Soun said, "but we shall avenge
themas if they were our brothers. Villages are being destroyed as well. They
spare no one."

"I's this the diversion you spoke of ?" Haakon asked.

"It is. Before this is over, it could cost us a mllion dead."

"You knew that going in," Haakon told him "By now you know how Bahadur ans
behave. 1've known themto sterilize entire planets. It better be worth it to
you. "

"It is,"” Soun insisted. "Suffering is nothing newto us. And we are

wel | -versed in how to take vengeance properly."”
They clinmbed a gradual slope, heading toward the 91
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gi ant stone tenple, "Damm!" Jemal said to Haakon. "If this is what the

Buddhi st monks are like, | hope we don't run into any really bl oody m nded

war nongers. "

They di smounted at a snall gate in a stone wall surrounding the great tenple.
The turkl es wal ked off unescorted, apparently knowi ng where they were expected
to go. Inside the tenple, it was all thick-walled dimess, nore like a
fortress than a place of worship. They traversed a maze of passageways and
fromtime to time one or nore of Soun's escort of nmonks woul d peel away. They
ascended the building until they came to a broad terrace that was open to the
sky. By now only the Eurynome crew, Soun, and Sarai remained.

"You will nmeet with H's Majesty this evening,"” Soun announced, "after the
sundown bell is rung." He pointed to a long, al nost tubular bell which hung
froma giant frame upon a battlement at the edge of the terrace. Its externa

cl apper was a log slung horizontally beside it. "Until then, rest in the
gquarters you have been assigned. Sarai will show you where. Now | nust report
to Hs Majesty."” He bowed perfunctorily and strode off in a bandy-1egged gait.
"Come with nme," Sarai said. They followed her along the terrace until they
cane to a low structure of lightweight materials built out fromthe main stone
tower. It was roofed with ceramic, and Sarai slid a panel aside to show them
in. "You'll be happy to know that the insects never ascend this high, and the
tenmple is secure against all other hostile life forms."

"Wonderful . Now all we have to worry about is the 92
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trip back, with BT's crawing all over the |andscape." Haakon | ooked at Sara
pointedly. "lI'mstiil trying to figure out your stake in all this."

"I'f we all knew everything we wanted to," she said, "life would have fewer
nmysteries and be infinitely nore dangerous."”

"We could live with the danger,” Jemal said.

Nurma pul l ed his helnet off and the gol den mane spread over his shoulders. "I'm
getting out of this crab suit. And I'mnot nearly as curious as | am hungry.
Wien do we eat?"

"Qur friend has the true Felid' s sense of priorities,"'
"Il have food sent up," Sarai pronised.

"No rice and seaweed,"” Numa warned. "l'ma carnivore, and |'ve been living on
travel rations too long."

"I"'msure the kitchen staff can cone up with sonething agreeable. Now, if
you'll all excuse nme, Til |leave you for a while."

When she had slid the partition shut, they unrolled their sleeping-bag
mattresses, which hissed as they inflated. Beddi ng had al ready been provided;
thin pallets with wooden headrests, but none of them shared the Chanukan taste
for hard living. A nonk appeared and led themto a bath house where they
soaked away t he soreness of the |ong journey.

"l suppose the turkles are better than wal king,"'
into the steami ng water, "but not by nuch."
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"It's hard to believe that such beasts really evol ved," Haakon said. "But
then, that goes for nost of the animal life in this place. It's alnmpost like it
was designed to be hostile."

"W have encountered such worlds before,” Soong pointed out.

"Right," Haakon said. "In the Cngulum This is different."

"Qur gal axy bears a near infinity of worlds,"” Soong said. "One such as this
could exist purely as a matter of chance."

"Somehow, " Jemal added gl oonmily, "the laws of chance get suspended when we're
around. "

"I wish you people would stop talking like that,"” Numa runbled. "You're
spoiling ny bath. This isn't such a bad place if you' re fast and nean |ike

ne.
"I't's not just the hostility of the place,"’

Soong sai d.

Jemal said as he slid deeper

Jemal protested. "There are



t housands of planets worse than this. Any place with a poi sonous at nosphere
and pervasive volcanic activity and a surface tenperature of six hundred
Celsius and ten times Earth gravity is plenty bad. Wiat's odd is that this
place is as beautiful as Earth nmust've been before nen evolved and it has a
tolerable climate and soil that's suitable for Earth flora. It's alnost |ike a
garden world."

"Except that nearly all the native aninmal and plant life seenms to exist for

t he purpose of killing people," Haakon said, "and the sky drops unbelievabl e
hai |l stornms and the ground shakes with sone regularity."

"So what?" Numa said. "We'Il be gone from here soon. What | want to know is
what happened to dinner."
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When, reluctantly, they haul ed thenmsel ves fromthe bath and nade their way
back to their quarters, they found their nmeal laid out for them As usual with
the local fare, they found it depressingly bland, except for the raw, bl oody
hunks of mneat that had been provided for Nuna.

Nurmra fini shed and bel ched mightily. "First square meal |'ve had since we

| anded here. | wonder what it was."

"Turkic steak, maybe," Jenmal hazarded

Haakon ventured no opinion, but visions of arnored pigs danced in his head. He
was nore preoccupied with the prospect of neeting the Enmperor that evening.
He' d occasionally dealt with sovereigns before, but never with a bona fide
Enperor. But then, this Enperor would have to be a pretty mnor sort of
autocrat. In any case, he wasn't here to deal with the nman; the deal had been
made. They were here to pick up the goods. Still, it nade hi muneasy.

The gong sounded shortly after they had finished their neat.

"It occurs to me," Soong said, "that none of us is dressed for a royal

audi ence. "

"That's tough," Jemal said succinctly. "If this were a diplomatic function
I'd worry about it. As it is, they' |l just have to put up with us the way we
are. We're not here to win friends anyway."

Sarai appeared at their doorway. "His Majesty will see you now "

They foll owed her out onto the terrace, then up several 95
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flights of external stairs, gradually ascending to the tapering peak of the
tower. On the topnost level, they found a small, pagoda-roofed buil ding
surrounded by an open bal cony. On the bal cony sat at |east one hundred nonks,
their swords unsheathed across their knees. At the parapets stood sentries

wi th nodern beamrifles. The abbot, Soun, stood by the doorway to the small
bui I di ng.

They went inside. The interior was cool and illum nated by a | arge nunber of
candles. At the far end of the single roomwas a |long screen decorated with an
el aborate battle scene. There was no other interior decoration. Seated before
the screen was an elderly man in a plain black robe. In his hands he held a

I ong string of prayer beads over which he muttered. Soun and Sarai wal ked
quietly to the old man and stopped a few paces before him They knelt, placed
their pal ns agai nst the polished wood fl oor, and bowed until their foreheads
just touched the wood.

The Eurynome crew followed. "All right," Haakon nmuttered, "we've done this
before. On your faces." Numa runbl ed di scontentedly.

The old man's eyes flickered open and focused sharply upon them "Not
necessary. | amnot your sovereign. Please be seated, gentlenmen. W have
affairs to discuss, and very little time for the formalities, 1 fear."

The four sat cross-legged, flanked by the wonan and the abbot. A nonk came in
with a tray of fragrant tea, then withdrew silently. Haakon studied the
Enperor. The face was drawn and |ined, the skin paper-thin over prom nent
bones. Hi s close-cropped hair was white. H s
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hands did not trenble as they raised the teacup, and his eyes were clear. He
| ooked ol d, but he did not appear to be dying. That meant little in itself.
Good medi cal attention could maintain an appearance of health alnpbst to the
nonment of death.

Co- Hosokawa |11 set his cup carefully upon the tray. "So you are the people
who are to seek out ny son Tametono."

"We'll give it our best try, Your Mjesty," Haakon said, "but what we have to
go on is very little. The evidence that your son is still alive is very slim
On top of that, the G ngulumis a haven for refugees. You don't just go in
there and ask for soneone by name. W can probably locate himin time, //he's
still alive and in the G ngulum W can prom se no nore than that."

"I'f you had prom sed nore than that," the Enperor said, "I would have been
highly suspicious. | like the | ook of you, and I like the way you speak. |

t hi nk we have chosen the right people.”

Jemal cleared his throat discreetly. "There is the matter of paynent, Your

Maj esty. The risks we run will be considerable, quite aside from snuggling
your contraband of fworld."

CGo- Hosokawa reached inside his sash and withdrew a small gem dangling on a
short chain. He handed it to Haakon, who studied it closely. It |ooked rather
like a dianond, faceted in an archaic pattern. The candl elight shattered from

the facets brilliantly. Dianmonds were fairly common and not anong the nore
preci ous gens during the last few centuries, although still much favored
97

John Maddox Roberts

for personal jewelry. "A di anond?" Haakon said. "Very pretty, but | don't—=
"Not a dianond," the Enperor corrected, "a catalytic crystal. Such stones are
our poor world's only reason for existence. It took a master jeweler two years
of terribly dangerous labor to cut a crystal into such an unnatural shape. To
make t he subterfuge nore believable, we chose one of the very rare colorless
crystals. | think you will find this anple conmpensation. In a place |like the
C ngulum cut off from nost sources of supply, even a small crystal such as
this should fetch an adequate price."

"Mpst adequate," Haakon said. "It will ensure our welcone there, at any rate."
He handed the gemto Jenmal, who took the chain by its wire catch and hooked it
into his earlobe. It dangled there, an adornment no port officer would gl ance
at twice.

"Now, " the Enperor said, "the treasures you nust deliver to nmy son." Beside
himwere three veils. He lifted one and picked up the object it had covered.
"The Mrror. I wish I could tell you of the web of nmyth and | egend surroundi ng
t hese objects, but we lack the tine. Rest assured that they are the nost
precious relics of our culture, dating to the tine of the gods." He handed the
thing to Haakon, and as the Mrror was passed across, Soun bowed deeply to it.
Haakon turned it over in his hands and found it to be nerely a di sk of bronze,
pol i shed on one side and decorated on the other with raised carvings in an
abstract design.

The Enperor took another. "The Jewel."
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Thi s Haakon al so exanmined. It was a snooth, sem precious stone of

i ndeterm nate color, smaller than the pal mof his hand. Its shape was that of
a curved teardrop, and it rem nded hi mof sonething, but he couldn't quite
renenber what it night be.

"The Sword, which once resided in the tail of a dragon."

This time, the Enperor's hands trenmbled slightly as the treasure was handed
across. Soun's forehead struck the floor with an audi bl e thunk, and he sucked
in his breath with a sharp hiss.

Haakon had been expecting a heroi c weapon of form dable proportions, bizarre
design, and jewel ed decoration. Instead, he held an uninpressive little weapon
with a blade no nore than forty centimeters long, with designs crudely carved
on the flat sides. The grip was of bronze worked into some stylized formthat



he coul d not recognize. For all the reverence they were being shown, these
three objects had to formthe dingi est, shabbiest collection of treasure he
had ever run across.

"You were right," Haakon admitted. "W should have no trouble at all getting
t hese through custons.”

"Al though it pains us," CGo-Hosokawa said, "you nust not treat the treasures
with reverence. It would only rouse suspicion. Behave as if they were trifles
you pi cked up here as keepsakes."

Haakon stuck the Jewel into a vest pocket and handed the Mrror to Soong, who
thrust it inside his shirt. Jemal wapped the Sword in a veil and stuck it

t hrough his belt. Soun averted his eyes while this was being done.

99

John Maddox Roberts

"I's there anything el se we shoul d know?" Haakon asked.

"Yes," the Enperor said. "There has been a change of circunstances here. W
must ask you to take Lady Sarai with you to the G ngulum™

"Qut of the question!" Haakon barked. "The treasures we can get offworld

wi t hout suspi ci on because they're so innocuous. She's contraband of no
uncertain nature."

"You need not worry about getting her offworld," Soun assured them "W have a
snmuggl er ship for that. You can rendezvous within the system before naking
your junp."

"I'f you have such a ship," Jemal demanded, "why do you need us to smnuggle your
treasures of fworl d? Wy can't she just bring themto us?"

"It's the safest way," Soun said. "Chances are too high that her ship will be
shot down before escaping. The safety of our Three Treasures comes before al
el se.™

"We still can't take her to the C ngulum" Haakon protested. "Look at her
Anybody with half a brain and one working eye can see she's a hi ghborn
Bahaduran! They'd shoot her on sight in the G ngulumjust before they shot us
for trying to bring her in."

"How do you know there aren't already Bahadurans in the C ngul unP" Sara
demanded.

"What ?" Haakon asked brightly.

"You heard me. By your own adm ssion, you are not high in the councils of the
Ci ngul um You perform occasional errands for them but you are barely

tol erated
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and are al ways under suspicion. How can you be sure that there are not

nuner ous Bahadurans w thin the G ngul unf"

"Logi ¢ says no," Haakon insisted.

"Hi story says yes," she countered.

"She is quite right," Soong commented. "Politically influential refugees from
an eneny state can usually find a wel cone. A cadre of Bahadurans on the

Ci ngul am si de woul d prove nost useful if the G ngulum hopes ever to defeat the
Powers. They woul d provide a corps of potential territorial governors after

t he Bahadurans have been subdued on their own worlds. Pretenders to the throne
are even nore desirable."

"Right," Jemal concurred. "There was a Spartan king in exile who lived for
years at the Persian court. There were the Stuart pretenders at the French
court, and Lenin in Germany."

"Never heard of them" Haakon said. Wiy did Jenmal always trot out his
historical trivia at nonments like this? "All right, 1'll take her, out of the
goodness of ny heart. I'Il give you transfer coordinates and a tinetable, and
if you're ten minutes late for rendezvous, we'll be gone, even if we've picked
you up on our screens. That's because |I'm going to schedul e the rendezvous as
cl ose as possible to an exit window and there'll be no time to spare. If
you're iate, I'lIl assune there's been trouble, and you have BT's aboard. That
kind of problem| don't need."



"I understand, Captain," she said with naddeni ng equanimty. "You needn't
inpress nme with how ruthless you are. | agree to your terns."
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"Just so we understand each other/' Haakon said. He knew he had just been

out maneuver ed, but he wasn't sure just how Sonmehow, control of this situation
had slipped away from him

"I woul d not seeminhospitable,” the Emperor said, "but the time has cone to
hurry. | had intended to offer you tenple accomodations for the night, but
that will not be possible. You nmust set out at once." He |ooked at themwth a
m xture of confidence and fear. "Go with ny blessing. You hold the future of
my line and this world."
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THEY FOUND THEI R MOUNTS ALREADY SADDLED AND packed in the courtyard. There was
a good deal of activity going on all over the tenple conplex, considering the
| at eness of the hour. The bustle didn't seemprimarily defensive, but Haakon
knew the air of a place about to be attacked when he sawit.

Soun cane striding up, now rearnored like the rest of them "W nust be away
qui ckly!'" he shout ed.

"You' re expecting an attack?" Haakon asked as he ascended to his saddle.

"Yes. The Bl ack Tumans will be here before first light. W received word only
an hour ago. Great Boddhi satva Tenple had no nmen in the attack on the
Bahadurans, but it is within the radius of reprisal decreed. | amtold that

t he commander of the BT's extended the death radius beyond the customary limt
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just to include a few of the nore prom nent nonasteries.
"What will you do?" Haakon asked as they headed out the gate.

"This ancient tenple will be destroyed," the abbot said. "W shall rebuild it
intin. W renmoved its treasures |long ago. The nonks shall take to the
mountains and join the guerrillas. H's Majesty will be taken to a safe place
of refuge."

"You know, " Haakon said reluctantly, "maybe you should put the Enperor on that
snmuggl er ship. He'd be welcone in the G ngulum And he'd be safe.”

"Never!" the abbot said vehenently. "Wthout H s Majesty, our link with the
gods and the ancestors would be broken. Grass Cutter would wither and its

people die. He will be safe here. Every living man and woman on this pl anet
will die in his defense.”
"Have it your way," Haakon said, unwilling to argue with someone for whom war,

politics, and religion were one and the sane.

The little caravan wound t hrough the forests in near silence through the

ni ght. Once, near dawn, they felt a faint shaking in the ground, followed
nmonents later by a sound |ike distant thunder

"Great Boddhisatva Tenple is no nmore," Soun said gloonmily. "W shall build
another to the glory of Lord Buddha." The nonks began one of their |engthy
chants.

Sarai rode in the |l ead. The dawn was just breaking when she signaled for a
rest. They were in a bight of a streamand the beasts lined up at the water to
drink. The
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riders clinbed fromtheir saddles, stretching stiff muscles as they wal ked
about the gl ade.

"Keep close,"” Sarai warned them "There are nore dangers here than you can

i magi ne."

"Are you referring to the charmng flora and fauna hereabout ?" Jemal asked.
"Yes," she said, puzzled. "Wat else?"

"Ch, | just thought you might mean the nen surrounding us.'
in his hand and he thunbed its sw tch.

H s power bl ade was



"Men?" Her jaw dropped and her eyes wi dened, but she recovered al nost
instantly. "Soun!" she shouted, but the attack was already underway.

Even with the el ement of surprise, the nmonks were so swift that ail had
weapons out and in notion before the first of the attackers reached them Two
nmonks of the escort collapsed with arrows through their faces, but the rest
charged to close quarters. The attackers wore black clothing and arnmor and
some w el ded curved bl ades on short poles. They seenmed to out nunber the

def enders about two to one.

"This | ooks bad," Jemal said. A black-clad man attacked himwith a pole arm
slashing at his legs. Jemal junped over the weapon and swept his powerbl ade
across the attacker's abdonen. The bl ade cut an effortless, snoking path
across the arnor and the man col | apsed silently.

There was sone shouting and pointing anong the attackers, then about half of
t hem converged on the offworlders, who stood with their backs to the turkles.
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The beasts were still placidly sucking up water, without a care in the world.
"Looks like they're after us" Haakon said. "Numa, show 'emyour stuif."

The Felid hit the pack of advancing attackers with the force of a m nor nuke.
H s paws flashed out too fast to see and two breastplates went flying. Before
the entrails of the first two hit the ground, Numa was on two nore. The
Charukans, through genetics and long training, were as fast as humans coul d
be. But Felids were faster and stronger than ordi nary humans by an order of
magni t ude. While Numa raised havoc in the mdst of the attackers, Haakon and
Jemal worked the outskirts, using their powerbl ades on nen distracted by the
out rageous Fel i d.

Soong saw a pair of their assailants driving Sarai back into the woods, the
worman hard- pressed to defend herself against their attacks. The Han ran
lightly, his hands enpty as he caught up with one. H's hand noved al nost
lazily as it stroked the neck beneath the helnet rimand the man fell dead

wi t hout a sound.

The second man had Sarai down on the ground. She was frantically parrying his
sword with her own blade and with her armplates, but she was clearly at the
end of her strength.

"Excuse me," Soong said politely.

The swordsman whirl ed, then saw only an unarned man before hi mand chuckl ed.
The sword made a glittering blur as he sent it into a decapitating slash.
Soong stepped within the arc and pushed lightly on the nan's trailing

shoul der. They spun together in a strange
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parody of a dance, as if they had rehearsed this nove many tines before. In
the mdst of the turn, Soong's hand flashed toward the man's face and the

bl ack-cl ad attacker fell away, quite dead.

Soong took out a tissue and wi ped bl ood and other fluids fromhis right
forefinger. He had thrust the finger through the nan's eye and into his brain,
breaki ng through the thin shell of bone behind the eyeball. "That was

di stasteful ,” he said, "but he was too expert to waste time with. Are you al
right, ny |ady?"

Sarai was on all fours beside the stream splashing water on her face with a
cupped hand. A cut across her brow was bl eeding profusely. "It's superficial,"
she said shakily. "But the blood keeps blinding ne."

Soong knelt beside her. "Let nme help." He saw sonmething glittering in the
stream bed beneath her and he picked it up. It was a round, cupped piece of
soft plastic. Myst strange. "Here, sit up for a nmonent."

He took a spray-tube fromhis first-aid kit and sprayed the cut. The bl eedi ng
stopped within seconds. Soong wi ped the excess bl ood away and pi nched the
edges of the wound together. He sprayed from another tube and the protective
coating hardened, forning a bandage.

"Thank you," she said, her daze dissipating. "Wat's happeni ng up there?"



"Ail is quiet now | believe all is well. | also believe this belongs to you."
He held out the brown contact |ens.

Her eyes wi dened when she realized what it was. One of her eyes was still its
customary brown, the other bright silver. Her hand crept toward the dagger in
her belt.

"Please don't try it, my | ady, or should |  say
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H ghness? You may have been taught by experts, but |I was for years an assassin
of Han, and you could not hope to prevail. Here, resunme your disguise. Have no
fear, we've agreed to take you to the G ngulum and we honor our conmtnents.

I wish, though, that you had been nore candid with us."

"I had ny reasons," she said. She placed the brown | ens back over her silver
iris. "You'll informyour captain of this, |I presune?"

"OfF course. As | have said, it has no bearing upon our agreenent. It does
alter, or should |I say clarify, our previous assunptions."

They returned to a scene of utter carnage. Three of the nonk escorts were
down, presumably dead. All of the attackers appeared to be dead as well, many
of themin pieces. Soong rejoined his shi pmates, who appeared none the worse
for the experience.

"I guess |'d better go wash up,"” Numa said, |ooking at his hands. They were

bl oodied to the elbows. He was liberally bespattered all over.

As Numa wandered off toward the stream Soun came to them He bowed stiffly to

Sarai. "You were wounded, ny |ady?"

"Slightly. M. Soong rendered nme aid. Did you kill all of then®"

"Al'l are dead, but that was largely due to the cat-person. | have seen nothing
like it. The rest of you did well, too."

"Always glad to be of help," Haakon said. "Wio were they and what was this al
about ?"
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Soun spat. "Qutlaw nonks of the Pure Land sect, enemies of all nankind."
"They were comng for us," Jemal said. "They knew we were carrying your
treasures."

"That is not possible!" Soun said. "They hate all foreigners. They are too
weak to take on heavily armed Bahaduran convoys. Perhaps four outlarTders wth
but a small escort was too tenpting to resist.”

"Maybe, " Haakon said.

"We nust finish caring for our wounded and be on our way," Soun said. "M

lady, will you help us with the doctoring?"
Sarai went with him Many of the nonks were wounded, but they made no
conpl ai nt .

"Captain, we msread Lady Sarai. She is not of the Bahaduran nobility."
Haakon | ooked at Soong di sbelievingly. "She's not Bahaduran? Surgica

di sgui se? Is she some kind of spook?"

"I did not say that. Her only disguise is a pair of colored | enses. Lady Sara
has silver eyes."

"What the hell does that nmean?" Jemal denanded.

"She i s Bahaduran, but not nobility. She is royalty. It is a rare genetic
trait that appears with some frequency in the royal house. There have been
several in recent generations, all wonmen. | would hazard that Sarai is a
sister or daughter of the Khakhan hinsel f."

Haakon snorted disgustedly. "Way is it always like this? Wy do the wonen in
my life always turn out to be so difficult? Rama, Mrabelle, Mya, all the

ot hers. Now
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this one. Wiy don't | ever encounter the nice, stable ones with nothing to

hi de?"

" Per haps, '

Soong sai d, "Abbot Soun could provide you with spiritual sol ace.



You seemto have a considerble karmc burden to work off."

Jemal nodded. "Maybe the nonk's life would agree with you. No women to
conplicate your life, plenty of meditation spiced with occasional violence
could be just what you need."

"See if | ever look to you two for sympathy again. Let's mount up. Things
could start getting serious now. W' ve got a report to turn in to Tinur Khan,
you know. What happens if we tell himthat a princess of royal blood is behind
t he probl ems on Chanmuka? W could catch it fromboth sides."

"But we don't know that," Soong said. "Only that she is here, which proves
not hi ng. "

"Anot her point to consider,’
here.”

"She may even be working in | eague with him" Soong pointed out.

"The monk's life | ooks better all the time," Haakon said, settling back into
his saddle. "I should have taken it up |long ago."

Hul agu spotted the spacers as soon as he entered the port custons office.
There was a Felid with themnow, not the one that had assisted at his

hum liation, but the same breed. They seenmed to be in the final stage of
custonms check before enbarkation

"Just a monent." Hul agu pulled off his helnet as he
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wal ked up to the custons desk. He dropped the hel net on the desk and pointed
at the plastic crate at their feet. "Wat is that?"

"Just used ship parts, Subadar," the official said.

"So your scavenger hunting was successful ?" he asked Haakon

"Reasonably. The man at the junkyard was having a hell of a time reaching

t hose Tesl a nodes, so we passed themup. The local firewdrks got too rich for
us."

"Besi des," Jemal added, "the earthquake |ast night dropped the inn around our
heads. Tinme to get out while we're still alive."

"Are you leaving with anything el se you didn't come here wth?"

"Just a few souvenirs," Haakon said. He waved a hand at the three objects on
the table.

Hul agu picked up the little sword. "Wat is this? It doesn't |ook like |ocal
manuf acture. "

Jemal said. "Timur Khan may al ready know she's

"I picked it up for ny collection,"” Jemal said. "I |ike archaic edged weapons.
As you'll recall, I"'mpretty good with them"
Hul agu' s ears reddened. "I remenber."

"Qur shuttle awaits, Subadar," Soong said in his nost noncommittal voice. "W
must check in with our superior."

Hul agu coul d have killed themall in sheer frustration, but the thought of who
t hat superior was made himswall ow his bile. He tossed the sword back on the
table. "CGo, then. Doubtless we'll meet again." He whirled on his heel and

stal ked out of the building, jammng the hel net back onto his head.
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"I"'msorry to say we probably will." Haakon was sweating with relief.
Reboarding his ship was like the first tinme he had wal ked out of prison
Haakon stripped off the arnmor and tossed it into corners of the airlock for
the "bots to pick up. He barked into a conmplate: "Rand! Fire up the engines,
we're getting out of here!" Wiere were his wel comng commttee? He strode up
to the main salon and found Mrabelie playing chess with Al exander. She

gl anced up at himw th annoyance.

"What took you so | ong? We've been bored stiff."

"So what ? W' ve been enduring earthquake and civil war while you | azed around
up here, sopping up the refreshnments and inproving your gane."

Whil e she was distracted, Al exander tried surreptitiously to nove a bishop
with his tail. Wthout |ooking, she grabbed the tail and twisted it. "Did you
find out what Tinmur Khan wanted?" She nmoved her queen. "Check."



"I"'mnot sure. W were ass deep in a war so conplicated | never did figure who
was fighting whom but | got us a snuggling contract and a passenger."

"Where we going, and who's the passenger?" Al exander denmanded. "I hope it's
somepl ace fun and sonebody interesting." Abruptly, he grabbed a kni ght and
snapped it down between her queen and his king. "Hah! Bet you didn't see
that!"

"Damm! Were'd that conme fron?" She was in trouble now

"As to the passenger, she's a princess."

"A princess!" Alex's tail shot straight up. "I'mreal
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good with themroyal and noble types, you know. Mist have aristocrats in the
ancestral woodpil e somewheres. Is she pretty? Wiat kind of princess, |ocal?"
"Very pretty," Haakon said. "She's Bahaduran." Alex's tail drooped.

"That's a tasteless joke," Mrabelie said. She | ooked at himsharply. "You're
not joking."

"Not for a second. And the destination is the G ngu-lum™

"What happened to you down there, Boss? They scranble your brains for you or
somet hi ng?" Al exander was | ooking nore scared by the minute. "W were on a

m ssion for Timur Khan hinmsel f. Now you pick up a Bahadur princess and head
for the G ngulun? You know what they'll do when we show up, don't you? They'l
cut off our—=

"This is the nost harebrai ned—

"Shut up, both of you." They shut up. Being captain was a pain, but sonetines
it had its points. "The deal's been made and | have ny reasons for doing it.
How s Rama?"
"Unbear abl e,
queen.

"Al ex, go check on her. See if she's too dangerous to approach and report
back. "

The nonkey-boy scanpered off and Haakon studied the board for a nonent. "How
can you play chess with a vacuum head |ike hinP"

M rabelie said. She returned her attention to extricating her

"We're evenly matched. | have inpeccable mathematical |ogic and he has insane
intuition. Are we really
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going to the Ci ngulun? And is she really a Bahaduran princess?"

"Right on both counts. At |east, Soong swears she's of the royal house, and
trust his judgnent."

She sipped from a ball oon-shaped glass of rare wine. "W're going to need | uck
to survive this one."

"When have we ever |acked for |uck?" he asked cheerfully. "Hell, if we'd
depended on pl anni ng, good sense, and brain power, we'd ve been killed years
ago. "

Al exander's voi ce cane over the conm "She's safe, Boss, sort of."

"I"d like to be there when you tell her what you've been up to," Mrabelle

sai d.

"Come along. | could use noral support."”

"I"ll pass. When did | ever have noral s anyway?"

Haakon checked his nose filters and entered Rana's chanber. She glared at him
with a barely repressed snarl. "Where have you been?"

"Pl anet si de, renmenber?"

"Ch, yes. Sonething about a mssion, wasn't it?" Her hair was tunbled into a
mass so tangled that the stripes were hard to discern just a few centineters
fromher scalp. "Wll, did you succeed? Are we safe for a while |onger?"
"I"'mnot certain.”

She snorted. "When are you ever certain? Wen do you ever acconplish sonething
satisfactorily, you bald person? Wll, you might as well tell me the worst.
can bear it." She glanced at himnarrowy. "You m ght not survive it, though."
Wth an eye cocked to his escape route, Haakon told
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her what had occurred on the planet. He wasn't sure why. After all, he was
captain, not Rama. It was just safer to let her in on his decisions. Having
delivered his report, he prepared to endure her tirade. As it turned out, she
was uncharacteristically restrained.

"You' ve bungled it in typical fashion. Agreeing to go to the C ngulum indeed!
And this princess of Bahadur with the silver eyes, | suppose she is
attractive?"

"Fairly. Nothing to conpare to you, of course."

"I should think not. You've always |let your thinking be clouded by your
primtive, animal lusts. You have to start thinking beyond your testosterone,

Haakon; it is unhealthful and could cause nme to kill you. | suppose this
princess-person will think that she deserves to be given ny royal suite. She
is wong."

"She'll be given passenger acconmmopdations,"” Haakon assured her

Rama ran a hand through her tangled hair. "A princess! My hair is a ness and
I'"ve nothing to wear-Why didn't you give ne nore tine?" Frantically, she began
sumoni ng her ' bots.

"Actually, she doesn't seemto be a princess in good standing. She probably
won't stand on cerenony. "

"What do you know about it? Get out of here while | nake nyself stunning." He
got out, relieved that it had gone so easily. He decided to go up to the

bri dge and play captain for a while.

Jemal and Soong were already there. "No sign of pursuit or other second

t houghts fromthe BT ' s," Soong reported.

"Cood," Haakon said. H's screens told himthe
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engi nes were ready for departure. He entered the coordinates for their
rendezvous with Sarai and the ship began to leave orbit. He wouldn't be able
to relax until they were well beyond pursuit range of the planet. "I don't
know when |'ve been so glad to |l eave a planet." He ordered a drink fromthe
near est hovering 'bot.

"Since the last time we were on the run. A couple of months ago, | think it
was." Jenal sipped at a gl ass tube of sonething. "How long till rendezvous?"
Haakon swept his fingers over a console plate and the nunbers cane fl oating
up. "Alittle over six hours."
"I liked the old screens better,

Jemal said. "Floating digits give ne a

headache after a while. Let's make the transfer quick. | want to be out of
this system as soon as possible.™
"I don't feel like hanging around nyself," Haakon agreed.

"In the meantime," Soong interjected, "we had better be thinking very hard
about what we are going to say when we reach the G ngulum They al nost opened
fire on us last tinme."

"Are you two forgetting?" Haakon asked. "They want to see us, remenber?

What ' s-hi s-nanme back in Lower Baikal said so."

"Roche," Jemal reminded him "A man | trust slightly nore than Timur Khan."
"W seemto be in the unbreakable grip of karma," Soong said. "However
reluctantly, every direction | eads our steps toward the G ngulum ™"
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Eurynone had all her armanment trained on the snuggler ship as contact was
made. The wel coming party at the airlock was heavily arnmed, and unseen weapons

had been activated as well, in accordance with the ancient tradition that it
was al ways best to err on the side of caution. The |ock cycled open and a
smal |, lonely figure emerged.

"Am | all that dangerous?" Sarai asked. She set a small space bag on the deck
"You m ght have been," Haakon said. He held the beamer hangi ng by his side,
but he-did not put it away.



"Everything all right?" Haakon recogni zed the voi ce over the conm as that of
LeMat, the bl uebearded smuggl er

"Just fine," Haakon said. "Now beat it. We're taking a Tesla junp in five

m nutes and you don't want to be around when that happens.”

"Breaking contact," LeMat said hastily. "Good |uck, Sarai."

"Come with nme," Haakon said. "We'Ill get you settled later. R ght now you'd
better get strapped in. The salon is as good a place as any."

She stayed studiously uninmpressed as they wal ked fromthe |ock to the sal on
but they could see that it was hard work. "Nice ship," she said finally.

"Just think of it as hone for a while, Hi ghness,"” Jemal said. He holstered his
beamer as they went into the salon. Sarai settled into a | ounge, which shaped
itself to her and began to hum soothingly. "My name is Sarai. Since |'m
officially dead, ny titles have been revoked. That remnmi nds me." She | owered
her head and pull ed out
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the I enses. "I don't need these anynore. That's a relief." She gave them for

the first time, the full benefit of her silver-eyed gaze. It was disturbing.
"How cl ose are you, or, rather, were you, to the throne?" Haakon asked

bluntly.

"Don't you offer your passengers a drink?"

"What' Il you have?" She junped slightly as Al exander appeared at her el bow.
"Kum ss, " she said.

He turned to the 'bot hovering next to him "You heard her, cough it up
whatever it is." A glass appeared fromthe 'bot's innards and Al exander
presented it to her grandly. "Here ya go. Never let it be said we don't treat
our guests good."

"Ah, thank you." She took the glass, which held a pale, sparkling |iquid.

Kum ss had cone a long way since it had been fernented mlk of mares. This was
nore |ike chanpagne. A slight trenbling went through the ship, causing her to
spill a few drops. "What was that?"

"Tesl a junp," Haakon said.

"So smooth. This is no ordinary free trader's ship."

"W steal only the best,"” Haakon assured her. "Now you were about to explain
your connection to the Khakhan."

"Haakon, how could you have started this without me?" Mrabelle cane in,
dressed and groomed for high-fashion society. It was one of her favorite

gui ses and she sel dom got a chance to use it. Patiently, Haakon nade

i ntroducti ons.

"Now you' ve net everybody except Rand and Ranma.
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You' || see Rand when you get curious about the engines, and you shoul dn't neet

Rama until you're really up to it. Now about your recent |ineage—=

"I was Third Lady, after nmy sister Bourtai."

"Then you are the Khakhan's own daughter," Soong said. "I thought as nuch. It
explains little, but I am always pleased to know ny deductions justified."
"How did you cone to be, ah, officially dead?" Haakon asked.

"You're aware of the fratricide rule? How the male who inherits the Khanate
must have all his brothers killed?"

"I"ve heard of it," Haakon said. "If you don't mind ny saying so, it couldn't
happen to a nicer bunch of people."
"Well, it isn't required anong the female side of the famly, but it's

extremely popul ar anyway. My sister Bourtai has been the best practitioner in
this generation. She did away with me when | was only ten years old. She was
fifteen then. | suppose she wanted to practice on an easy target before she
went after ny ol der sisters.”

"It is always best," Soong agreed, "to begin with sinple tasks before
attenpting the truly chall enging."

"I fear I wasn't nuch of a challenge. She hired an old famly retainer to kil



me. He couldn't do it. It had not occurred to her that others were not as
ruthl ess as she. He took nme to Chanuka, the renptest part of the enpire, and
sent word that | was dead and di sposed of."

"Didn't she get suspicious when he didn't come back?" Jemal asked.
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"She had given hima slow acting poison. He was dead wi thin days of our
arrival on Chanmuka."

"Coul dn't you have conpl ai ned to Daddy?" Haakon asked.

"That nmy sister had tried to kill ne and | had not killed her instead? He
woul d have killed ne hinself."

"Nice fam ly," Haakon said. "But, if you think they're bad, remnd ne to tel
you about Timur Khan Bey sonetime. So now we have you on Chanuka, ten years
ol d and al one. \What next?"

"The monks found ne and took me to Ami da Tenple. | becane a tenple servant for
a while, but the abbot had reported ny case to the Enperor. Between them they
gui ded ny training and education. 'l was trained in war, and adm ni stration

and di pl omacy. "

"So now they want you to establish links with the C ngul un?" Haakon asked.
"And to assist in the search for Prince Tametono."

"Let us take care of that end of it," Haakon said. "It's what we've contracted
to do. You'll have your hands full dealing with the C ngul ans. That could be a
one-way trip. Is this your first time offworld since you were dropped on
Chanuka?"

"No, |'ve made smuggling runs with LeMat and others. They wanted me accustoned
to space travel before |I was sent on serious mssions."

In a blast of flowery scent, Rama strode in. It was the first tine she had
been out of her suite in weeks. Her striped hair was i mmacul ate and she wore a
billow ng, tentlike robe of scarlet silk that conpletely hid her gravid form
"You must be the princess-person |'ve been

120

THE SWORD, THE JEVEL, AND THE M RROR

hearing so much about! Wl conme to ny ship, dear one. Has the bald one been
annoyi ng you with his inpertinent questions?"

M rabell e winkled her nose and turned away. She hated to be upstaged.

"You must be Ramm," Sarai said. "l've nmet your, ah, husband? Mate?"

Rama | ooked puzzled. "Mate? Oh, you mean the other Felid, Numa, | think his
nane is. Something like that. No, he's just the father of nmy child, a nere
matter of instinct and hornones. My, but aren't you beautiful!" She patted
Sarai's cheek and Haakon noted, with approval, that Sarai didn't flinch at the
hal f - extruded cl aws, which Rana had enanel ed gol d. "Such exquisite silver

eyes! Come, dear, let me show you to your quarters. The royal quarters would
be yours, but | got there first." She glared down at Al exander. "You,

nonkey- person, take her luggage." She turned back to Sarai, lifted her from
her | ounge, and put an armthrough hers. "Do you find yourself disliking our
captain as much as | do? Surely you nust. That gives us sonething in conmon.”
Her nonol ogue continued as they exited the salon, with Al exander carrying the
space bag behind them

M rabelle chuckled. "I'Il bet her diplomatic training hasn't prepared her to
cope with Rama. Do you think she's telling the truth?"

Haakon shrugged. "Dammed if | know. We're just taking her on as a passenger

in any case. \Wen we get to the C ngulum Lopal Singh will have the truth out
of her.
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It could be true. The Bahaduran royal |ine is bizarre enough."

"On the other hand,"” Mrabelle said, "her
little-girl-all-alone-in-a-hostile-universe story is so heartrending it just
sounds suspicious as hell."

"Maybe, " Haakon said. "Let Lopal Singh worry about it."



"I find myself wondering about our irreplaceable Three Treasures,'
"What about thenP" Haakon asked.

"Japanese history is an obscure study, but | found sone information in our
banks. The Jewel, the Sword, and the Mrror are indeed the great Three
Treasures of those islands. However, they were lost in a sea battle in the
twel fth century. At least two of them were supposed to have been retrieved
fromthe sea bottom but one may be a reproduction dating fromthat time, and
possibly all three. There may have been other replacenents at other tinmes in
hi story. Japan had a very col orful past, involving nmuch destruction."

"lIrrel evant," Haakon said. "If the treasures are fake, that's between the
Chanmukans and their gods and ancestors. If we find Prince Tametono, he'l
recogni ze them as the ones that used to hang on his daddy's bedroomwall or
wherever, and that's what counts.

"Now, in ny authority as captain, | order you all to stop worrying. W have a
| ot of trouble behind us, and a ot nore conmng up all too soon, so let's
relax." He turned to a 'bot. "G ve nme another drink."
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Seven

"WAKE UP, CAPTAI N DARLI NG " CHANG FORCED HI S EYES open and saw t hrough
gunmed- t oget her eyel ashes that it was O Leary shaking his shoul der

"What is it?" Chang forced out.

"There's a ship approachi ng, beloved," O Leary said. "W all thought you
shoul d be first to greet them you being our |eader and all."

"Quite right, O Leary," Chang said patiently. "By the way, don't you have a

cl ean uni f or nP"

The big, ugly New Hi bernian | ooked down at his stained coveralls. "Sure and
don't, darling man. 'Twas all | had when | left Coventry."

"Well, put it inthe airlock and give it a few m nutes of vacuumtreatnment.
That should at least kill the m croorganisns.”

"Be easy in your mnd/your lordship. It shall be
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done." O Leary left and Chang got up and pulled on his uniformand plunged his
face into a basin of cold water. Surely, in a reasonabl e universe, nobody
really talked Iike that.

Scanl on | ooked up cheerily as Chang canme onto the bridge. "Hey, Captain, guess
who's here?" He gestured at the hol ographic imge in the tank. Chang groaned
when he saw what was floating there

"Not them agai n! Why? Why do they always show up when |I'mon duty? Wiy do they
only arrive in Sakura's picket sector?"

"Terrible sins you conmitted in a fornmer life?" hazarded Leila, the shuttle
pilot.

"Mondragon's Principle of Revised Synchronicity?" suggested Stransky. Stransky
was a grad student at the University of the C ngulum specializing in Enhanced
Real ity Post-Tesl a Neonetaphysics. He was, Chang reflected, turning into a
real pain in the ass.

"Talk to me, Eurynome," Chang ordered.

Haakon's hairl ess countenance replaced the i mage of the ship. "That you,
Chang? Hey, isn't it a coincidence how we always encounter Sakura every tine
we comre to the G ngul unf"

"Tell me about it," Chang nuttered. It could have been worse. It m ght have
been the cat-woman.

Haakon turned to sonebody out of image range. "Soong, what're the odds agai nst
us encountering the same picket ship every tine?"

"I would have to know the Cingulum s entire security setup,” said Soong's

di senbodi ed voice. "W could ask, but they probably wouldn't tell us."
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"Have we all cl owned enough?" Chang asked. "Wy do | get the feeling that

you' re stalling, Haakon?"

Soong sai d.



"Stalling?" Haakon asked innocently. "Wy should | do that? After all, | heard
that the authorities here wanted to see us. W got a summons weeks ago in
Lower Baikal ."

"The question had occurred to ne,
carrying contraband agai n?"
"Something like that," Haakon admtted. "Actually, | have a passenger."
"You' ve had passengers before. You know the drill. Wat's so different about
this one?" Chang was starting to have a very bad feeling about all this.
"Well, never quite like this one." He turned and beckoned to soneone behind
him A worman cane into i nage range and stooped to put her head on a level with
Haakon in his captain's chair. "Chang, this is Sarai. Sarai, say hello to
Captai n Chang." The woman waved politely.

"What makes this | ady dangerous?" Chang asked.

"I't's not that she's dangerous exactly, but, see the pretty silver eyes? What
that nmeans is, she's the Khakhan's nunber-two daughter.”

Chang hit the panic button on the armof his chair. "Battle stations,
everyone! Commo, send full fleet alert. Condition infra-red! Haakon, don't you
nmove. Any action and I'll bl ow you into your conmponent nol ecul es and use them
for fuel in ny nass converter."

Scanlon turned to him "Wat are you tal ki ng about, Skipper? You know Eurynone
out guns us by about three
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orders of magnitude. Hell, this tub could be vaporized by a kid with—=

"Shut up!" Chang hissed. "All of you just be quiet and let me handl e this.
Haakon, are you listening?"

"Attentively."

"Just "sit back and keep your hands away from your controls. And no voice
orders, mind. Fromhere on in, Lopal Singh handles this. | want no part of
it."

"Fi ne," Haakon said. "Sorry about the inconvenience. |I'll buy you a drink when
you get off duty. Is the Bl oody Bucket still in business?"

"Yeah, but in a new location in the new Meridian atrium That's opened up
since you were last here. Is she really a Bahaduran princess?"

"Absolutely. You didn't think I'd be showing up with just any scruffy
refugees, did you?"

"I"ll be damed," said Chang, i npressed.

"I's he typical of the G ngulans?" Sarai asked. Clearly she was having second

t hought s about com ng here.

"They're not all as |oopy as Chang and his crew," Jemal assured her, "but a
certain degree of eccentricity is pretty much the norm" They sat in the

sal on, awaiting their boarding party.

"And then there's Chang's boss, Lopal Singh. He's head of security for the

C ngulum and he's a different proposition entirely." Mrabelle had assuned her
mantl e of preternatural serenity, which neant that she was prepared for
anyt hi ng. Haakon was still on the bridge, keeping Chang entertained. Soong
practiced calligraphy while A exander sat on a pricel ess carpet, nervously
shooting marbles with hands and feet. Rand, whom Sara
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had never seen, was with his engines and Rama had deci ded that |abor was

i mm nent and had taken to her bed, where Numa guarded her

A bong on the conm announced the arrival of the reception commttee, and Jenal
left the salon to greet them He returned a few nminutes later with a towering
man in a khaki uniformtopped with a violet turban. Several |ess inpressive
people trail ed behind them The huge nan wal ked up to Sarai and she stood to
meet him She had to | ook sharply upward to neet his gaze. He was the | argest
human she had ever seen

Lopal Singh studied the silver-eyed wonan for several seconds without
speaki ng, then he said: "It's true."

' Chang said. "Wat is it, Haakon? Are you



Haakon came down fromthe bridge. "Ah, Lopal Singh, | see you' ve net our
passenger. Sarai, this is—=
The Si kh ignored him "Your H ghness, you must cone with ne. For reasons of

security, you will speak to no one but security personnel until you have been
cleared." He turned to Haakon. "Likew se, you are not to speak to anyone about
your passenger until | give you permssion."

"Actual ly," Haakon said, "I did kind of let it slip to Chang."

"I know," Lopal Singh said. "Your calcul ated negligence is nothing new for ne.
Lucky for you that we have a mission for you to carry out. Otherwi se 1 would
have you all in Coventry for this."

"That remains to be seen,” Jemal said. "Coventry is preferable to many of your
m ssi ons. "

"But you would | ose your ship," Lopal Singh said. "Need | rem nd you that
about half of our captains have
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requested to be assigned Eurynone should we confiscate her?"

That shut them up. They woul d do anything not to | ose Eurynone. Al npst

anyt hi ng.
The Bl oody Bucket, while not quite as flanboyant an establishment as Star Hel
in Lower Baikal, was still a rather rough place. The roughness had limts

because the G ngulumwas well policed, not so nmuch by the authorities as by
its citizens. In the Bl oody Bucket, it nmeant that arguments could be settled
violently, but only with weapons that would not endanger bystanders.

The bar was tunneled into the rock of the Meridian atrium its main room
perched on a | edge overl ooking a vast landing field. The field was surrounded
by tiers of |edges backed by doorways and wi ndows and fronted by roadways.
Vertical elevators and slide stairs connected the various |evels. Meridian was
one of the hundreds of worldlets making up the G ngulum It was an

undi st i ngui shed hunk of airless rock a few kiloneters in dianmeter. A ragged
hole in the surface of Meridian led into the atrium which was consi derably

| arger than the external worldlet. It was one of the little paradoxes that
made t he G ngul um such a uni que and interesting place.

Haakon sat at a table wi th Al exander, Chang, and Scanl on. He | ooked out over
the atrium where a newly arrived refugee ship was disgorging its passengers.
"How | ong did you say this place has been in operation?" he asked.

"About nine nonths," Scanlon said. "They were still 128

THE SWORD, THE JEVEL, AND THE M RROR

working on it when you were here last. Beats the old setup, doesn't it?"
"What's that?" Al exander pointed to a huge, furry nmass that quivered on the
floor near one of the walls. It seened to be about a quarter-acre in extent
and perhaps four nmeters high, its shape extrenely irregul ar

"They've called it the Mdle," Chang explained. "It tunneled up through the
floor a few nonths back. It's been growi ng ever since. Sone think it's
intelligent, others aren't sure it's really alive. | guess sonething' ||l have
to be done about it sooner or later, if it keeps grow ng."

A waitress cane ot the table. "Can | get you another round?" Al the

wai tresses at the Bl oody Bucket were identical and they were all naned
Margaret. They were actually skinbots designed to | ook exactly |ike human
worren and they shared a common robotic intelligence.

"Bring us another round," Haakon said. "Margaret, what's the political news?"
O her Margarets worked in other bars and catering establishments all over the
C ngul um They were an inval uabl e source of political gossip since nobody had
ever built a discretion circuit into them

"The big debate nowis howto get diplomatic recognition for the G ngulum

wi t hout |etting anybody know where it is,” Margaret said. "Legal definition is
anot her problem Mst hold for 'Refugee Republic' but DaSilva wants it
declared a ' Metaphysical Entity.' A d Baibars say the G ngul um shoul d be
declared a legal state of mind."

"Thanks. It's no help, but it means things haven't
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changed any. Chang, we've been here four or five days and still no wore) about
this mssion they have for us. Do you know anythi ng about it?"

"Not a thing. But you know this place. Al kinds of anonal ous things are
happeni ng continually. They m ght want you to investigate something. It's what
you get for being so expendable."

"Don't use that word," Al exander said. Margaret set a huge stein of beer in
front of him and he sucked up half of it. "One day Lopal Singh's gonna get
his wish and we won't cone back fromone." He pinched Margaret's plastic
bottom and she rewarded himw th a backhanded swat that knocked hi m spraw i ng
on the artificial-sawdust-covered fl oor

A knot of merchant smugglers came in and crowded around the Bl oody Bucket's

| atest attraction: a genuine, antique juke box which produced nusic from

spi nni ng petrocheni cal discs. After nuch argunment, they fed in sone netal
slugs and heard a scratchy rendition of some primitive song in a | anguage
nobody couid understand. "What is it, Margaret?" one asked.

"Arendition of a song about hound dogs in a poor Korean translation," said
Margaret. The lights of the juke box flashed gaudily.

Haakon sat back and sipped at his tequila-and-lime. Mrabelle was off
somewhere raiding the computers for information about the elusive Prince
Tamet ono. Jemal and Soong were on sinilar fact-finding expeditions. Lopa
Singh had reluctantly given themfree run of the place until they should be
sunmoned before the Council.

Sarai's appearance had come as such a bonbshel |l that
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everything el se had been dropped until her interrogation was conpleted. She
was either the biggest danger.ever to hit the C ngulum or else the npst

spl endi d opportunity to conme their way since they had | earned how to use the
pl ace.

Not that they truly knew how to use it. The C ngul um had been built by a race
whose physics were indistinguishable frommagic or veritable godcraft. The
nost cautious researchers thought that it would take several thousand years to
under stand t he basi c physics governing the C ngulum Despite its unbendi ng
stance of anti-Bahadur resistance, Haakon found al nost anyplace in norma
space nore confortable than the G ngulum which was a continual affront to
good sense.

He was worried about Rama. He wasn't sure whether she was really near term or
just playing for sympathy. O she m ght just be malingering, not wanting to
have any part of whatever the C ngulum Council had cooked up for them He
woul dn't put anything past her. She was the npbst vicious, selfish, contrary,
sadi stic, insufferable half-human he had ever encountered. He still worried
about her, though. He ordered another drink to reduce his worry quotient.
Margaret cane to the table again. "The Ofice for Strategic Planning wants to
see Captain Haakon and his crew right away."

"Where's that?" Haakon asked.

She poi nted across the cavernous expanse. "Fifth level, next to Garbage
Control. Just down the blue hallway. There's a row of beer and wi ne vending
machi nes outside the door. You can't miss it."
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"Time to find out what this is all about," Haakon said. "Conme on, Alex."

Al exander sucked up the last of his beer and foll owed Haakon out the door

Behi nd them the juke box began caterwauling in Turkish about sonebody called
Ser geant Pepper.

They didn't find the blue corridor right away. There were a nunber of
corridors on the fifth level, and sone of themoffered distractions. One
featured an el aborate herm brothel, outside which a shill tried to allure them
with the delights to be had wthin. Haakon declined, but he had to drag



Al exander away by one of his large ears. Across fromthe brothel was the
bright-red door of the cathedral of Al Saints of the Cosnos. From i nside,
they could hear a choir singing "Melita," in the version adapted for spacers.
They found a bar and put away another drink while they got directions from
anot her Margaret. Eventually, they found the blue corridor. It contained the
usual crowds of notl ey-garbed peopl e doi ng whatever it was people did in
Meridian. The first door they canme to bore a sign restricting access to

aut hori zed personnel only. Characteristically, Al exander had to | ook inside.
He opened it slightly and peeked inside. Beyond the door was nothing but a

vi sta of endl ess space dotted with bright-green stars. There was no outrush of
air through the door. Al exander closed it. Nothing unusual for this place.
They passed a pet shop where a truly disgusting creature scratched at a force
screen trying to get their attention. Just beyond the pet shop they spotted

t he vendi ng machi nes and a door with a sign readi ng: OFFI CE
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FOR STRATEG C PLANNI NG, TOP SECRET. KNOCK BEFCRE ENTERI NG Al exander drew
anot her beer from a nachi ne whil e Haakon, figuring he mght need his wits
about him took a sober-up pill. They knocked and went in.

Sann Tredegar | ooked up as they entered. He wore broad light filters to
protect his huge, sensitive eyes. H's race had been adapted to a planet with a
di msun. "You arrive unconscionably late, even for you, Captain Haakon. And
not even sober, | see."

"Gve me a few m nutes," Haakon said. "Wen did you get an Ofice for
Strategi ¢ Pl anni ng?"

One of the tiny Janids answered. "The urge to bureaucratize is part of
Oiginal Sin, and no nessiah has conme to deliver us fromit." He was perfectly
human, and just under a neter in height. There were at |east sixty persons
seated around the room all of basic human stock but many of themw th altered
genes. Lopal Singh was there, as were the rest of his crew, including Rama,
who | ooked huge but ot herw se anmbul atory. So rmuch for her imm nent notherhood.
Haakon found a vacant chair and sat, massaging the bridge of his nuch-broken
nose. "What do you want?"

"A newreality has appeared," Tredegar explained. "About six nonths ago, a
smal | hol e opened up at the extrene end of the atrium and was reported by a
mai nt enance worker. It disappeared after six days, just solid rock where the
hol e had been. Another six days passed and it reappeared, this tine
considerably larger. It's been going on in that pattern ever since: There for
si x days, then gone for six days, and bigger at each reappearance. It's making
us nervous because pretty soon
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the hole is going to be bigger than Meridian. W' ve gotten used to paradoxes
around here, but we might not survive this one."

"What's on the other side of the hole?" Haakon asked.

"We don't know. All we can see is blackness. It's unresponsive to testing

I nstrunents send back no signal s—=

"Let me guess the next part," Haakon interrupted. "You' ve sent in nanned
expedi tions and they haven't returned. How many?"

"Three," Tredegar said. "The first in vacuum suits as soon as the hole was big
enough. One in a scout ship with three volunteers a nmonth later, then a

twel ve-man teamin a converted sl oop-of-war."

"Needl ess to say," Haakon said, "none of them came back."

"I'f they had," Tredegar pointed out, "we'd have no use for you. The next
appearance of the hole is in exactly"—he glanced at his wist-screen—six
hours, forty-seven mnutes. W want you to go in."

"Why us?" Haakon asked wearily.

"Because you have a record of succeeding in expeditions of this sort,"
Tredegar sai d.

"And we woul dn't be m ssed,"” Haakon pointed out.



"To be honest about it," Lopal Singh runbled, "there are many of us who fee
nost unconfortable knowi ng that you people are out there, under Tinmur Khan's
t hunb and knowi ng as much about the G ngulum as you do."

"No deal ," Haakon said. "You people nust be insane if you think we'd touch a
thing like this."

"You're probably right," said one of the Janids.
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"Most of us are crazy here. If we weren't crazy when we arrived, living here

i s enough to nmake us that way."
Tredegar ignored the interruption. "You haven't asked about your paynent."
"Not interested," Haakon snapped. Then he asked, "Wat were you thinking of

of feri ng?"
"I'f you return after a successful m ssion, which means not just com ng back
alive, but returning with an answer to the problemwe face, we will put al

our nedical researchers on a crash programto renove the death devices from
your heads while doing you mnimal harm"

Haakon sat silent for a few nonents. "You bastards. | need to take a vote with
my crew." Something occurred to him "That bastard Chang! He knew about this
al! the tinme."

"OfF course he knew about it," Admiral Roque said. "He's had his dibs in on
your ship for nonths. So have I, for that matter."

"Well, none of you will get it!" Haakon said. "How big is that hole going to
be this tine, big enough for Eurynone to pass through?"

"Yes," Tredegar said reluctantly.

"Then, if we go at all, we go in our ship. If we don't come back, neither does
she." He got up and went into an adjoining room followed by his crew

"Al ex, shut the door," Haakon ordered. He | ooked fromone to another of his
crew. "Ordinarily, | wouldn't even consider another mssion of this sort, but
this time it could nean our freedomat |ast, so let's discuss it. JenP"

"I't'd be showi ng some unnerited faith in the nedica
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staff here. If they're as nutty as the rest, | wouldn't trust themwth a cut
finger." He thought for a nmonent. "What the hell, it's a chance. |I say go."

"M rabel | e?" Haakon asked.
"I was getting bored anyway. Let's try it."

" Soong?"

"I don't like the odds," the Han said, "but I've had good luck with |ong
shots. | say go."

"Rand?"

The engi neer gave a netallic shrug. "You couldn't run the engines wthout ne.
Sure, 1'll go."

"Rama, | don't think you should go in your condition. Stay here until we get
back. If we get back."

"I stay with Eurynone\" She hissed. "If you are foolish enough to take this
m ssion, then you take nme, too. Besides, any risk is worth it if it will gain

me ny freedom"
"You ain't asked me, Boss," Al exander said.

"You're not going," Haakon insisted. "You have no stake in this. Timur Khan
never planted a bonb in your head. You'd just be endangering yourself for
not hi ng. "

"I go with nmy shipnates,

Al exander said, for once sol em.

Haakon sighed. "I won't try to stop you. You'd just figure out sone way to
stow away. It's your choice. Numa, you don't have to go, either."

"I stay with Rama," he said. "At least until she kicks ne out. | don't like
the idea, but | have to stay with her while her capacity is inmpaired. It's in

my genes."
"That makes it unani nous.'
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into the neeting room "It's a deal,’

Haakon announced.

"It seens you'll have one other passenger," Tredegar said.
"We don't take hitchikers," Haakon said. "Wo's dunb enough to want to go
al ong?"

Sarai stood up. In the shadows toward the rear of the room he hadn't noticed
her. "I am"

"You seemto have passed the inquisition with flying col ors,” Haakon sai d.
"We are quite satisfied that Her Hi ghness is exactly what she clains,"
Tredegar said. "And she will be a npost valuable addition to our grow ng
community of displaced rulers in exile. | strongly urged her not to do this,
but she is quite adamant, and | cannot stop her if she wi shes to go. However,
it is your ship and your mission, so you may forbid it. | urge you to do so."
"For once | agree with you," Haakon said. "It's out of the question, Sarai. W
probably won't be com ng back."

"Captain," Soong said quietly, "perhaps you ought to ask her why she wants to
go with us."

"Who asked you?" Haakon said testily.

"Ask her," Mrabelle said.

"I let you vote on this mission, so suddenly we've becone a denocracy? Al
right, just this once. Tell me, Sarai, why do you want to commit suicide with
us?"

"Because the third expedition into this mysterious hole was |l ed by Prince

Tametono! | nmust go in to find himand deliver the Three Treasures."
Haakon | ooked at Mrabelle. "It's true, Captain," she
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said. "I found out this norning." She | ooked at Tredegar. "Sorry, sir, but

your conputers are dreadfully insecure.™

"Shoul d that surprise me?" he asked disgustedly. "Yes, Prince Tametono, whom
we knew as ex-captain Mnanmoto, led the third expedition. W had no idea that
he was the Crowmn Prince of Chamuka, but then, neither had he. Believed hinself
still an unneeded younger son, | suppose. In any case, he had a distingui shed
conbat record when he arrived, and he becane an excellent officer in our
defense forces. Like npbst such, with years of warfare against the Powers
behi nd him he was bored. \Wen the mission cane al ong, he volunteered for it.
The other eleven in his crew were just like him™"

"We' || need resunmes on all of them" Haakon said. "And full specs on both
craft that went in."
"You'll have them Such slight data as we've managed to collect will be

transmitted to your conputer, although |I don't doubt that Mrabelle has nost
of it already."

"I don't like this," Haakon said. "W should have nore time to study the
situation. However, we've agreed to give it a try. You'd better clear the
atrium Eurynonme's a little fractious in a gravity environnent." An official
began dictating orders into a belt-communit.

"Let's get out of here," Haakon said to his crew "W have work to do."
"\What about ne?" Sarai asked. "Am | goi ng?"

"Sure," Haakon said. "If you're intent on suicide, who am| to stop you?"
"W wi sh you well on your mission," Tredegar said.
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"Go to hell," Haakon replied as he led his little troop out the door.

"I must go prepare,"” Ranm said as they reached the corridor outside. "Cone,
Nurma. " The two Felids strode off portentiously. Haakon watched them narrowy.
The theatrical tone usually neant Rana was up to sonething.

"Rand, you go along with them" he said. "Keep the engines cool. She m ght be
pl anning to take off with the ship." The engi neer clicked off.

"You don't trust her?" Sarai asked.

"I trust her at my back in a dangerous situation, but that's about it. Felids



are pretty, but their alley-cat genes predom nate when it comes to loyalty.
You'd be well advised to keep that in mnd."

"We have a little over six hours,"” Jemal reminded them "Wat's our next
nove?"

"Find a good bar," Haakon pronounced.

The Bl oody Bucket was a changed pl ace when Haakon returned. Jemal, Al ex, and
Sarai were still with him Mrabell e and Soong had decided to return to the
ship. The desultory business of earlier in the day had given way to a raucous,
noi sy throng of smnugglers, ex-pirates, and nore or |ess respectable refugees.
A roar of approval greeted Haakon and his conpani ons as they entered.

"Didn't take long for word to get around," Haakon nuttered. He scanned the
front room "Were's Chang?" he denanded.

"He left soon after you did," said Margaret.

"Good for himthat he did," Haakon said. They intim dated a few drunks into
surrendering a table next to
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the front wi ndow. Down on the |landing field, they could see that the clearing
procedure was well underway. Wthin an hour or so, there would be nothing on
the field except, perhaps, the Mle.

Sarai pointed to a spot high on the opposite tier where a gigantic set of

hol ographi ¢ numeral s had appeared in the enpty air. "Wat is that display?
Sonething to do with I anding control ?* The nunerals were lurid scarlet and
they continually flickered and changed. Abruptly, a nessage flashed over the
nunbers: GOOD LUCK, EURYNOVE!

"No," Jemal said, "that's the sign for Alistair Pettigrew and Sons Booki e
Joint. They're starting to take bets on whether we'll come back or not."

"At least they're wishing you well," she said feebly.

"They mght as well," Haakon said. "They're giving odds of twenty-to-one

agai nst." A thought struck him "Jem do you have that crystal on you?" Jenal
touched his ear, where the stone still dangled. "Then take it over to Honest
Achned' s and see how nuch you can get for it. Put it all on us to come back
alive. W can't |ose that way."

Jemal got up and took a brandy fromthe tray that Margaret had just brought.
He knocked it back and waved farewell. "I'Il see you back at the ship. Be
sober . "

"Excuse me, sir," said a tentative voice. They | ooked up to see a young nan
standing by the table. He wore parti-colored hose and a nmetallic doublet with
a high collar sprouting a broad ruff. "Aren't you the captain of the

Eur ynonel "
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"That's right," Haakon said.

"Honored to neet you, sir. |'m Tobias Bottsfinger, a student at the University
here, specializing in H gher Metaphysics. W' re doing a study on defining |uck
as a quantifiable entity." Proudly, the student w thdrew a spiky box from
within his doublet. It trailed several thin wires. "This is my own invention,
the luck neter. Since you people seemto be the |uckiest beings in the

uni verse, judging by past performance, you would be the perfect subjects to
test it on. Wuld you carry this along on your upcom ng m ssion?" He smled

i ngratiatingly.

"Lucky, are we?" Haakon asked, dangerously nild

"Well, sir, according to all reports, your success rate in incredibly
dangerous and conplicated nissions hasn't been due to innately superior
qualities.”

Haakon grabbed a bunch of the doublet in his fist and drew Bottsfinger's face
down level with his own until their noses were al nost touching. "Boy, | want

you to go out and get yourself disinherited, then lose a war in which nost of
your friends are killed and spend a few years breaking rocks in a Bahadur
slave pit. Spend what's left of your life on the run under a suspended death



sentence. Then cone back and tell me how | ucky you feel." He shoved the boy
away fromthe table, sending himback-pedaling the full Iength of the barroom
doing the last few nmeters on his runp, scattering sawdust and drinkers unti

he fetched up against the bar rail

Haakon turned back to the others. "God, it feels good to push sonebody el se
around for a change.™

The student picked hinmself up and brushed off the
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sawdust. "So you've had it a little rough,” he shouted indignhantly, "The yang
has to bal ance the yin, you know" He stal ked out of the Bl oody Bucket. The
wor ds rem nded Haakon of sonething, but for the life of himhe couldn't
remenber what.

142

Ei ght

THE TI ERS WERE PACKED W TH SPECTATCRS. NEARLY THE

whol e popul ati on of Meridian had turned out to see the | egendary ship | eave on
its unique journey, and to seek favorable odds fromthe bookies. WId cheering
erupted as the beautiful vessel made its majestic way through the entrance. It
lurched slightly as it entered Meridian's as-yet-unexpl ained gravity field and
the ship's repellers went into overdrive to keep it a safe one hundred neters
above the | anding field.

Haakon studied his screens as the ship creaked alarmngly. "The old girl
really doesn't like gravity," he explained to Sarai. "She can fly in an

at nosphere if you ask her politely, but floating along on repellers strains
her seanms. What are the figures, JenP"

Jemal checked his central screen. "Latest odds are 143
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ei ght een-to-one against. That's strange. Qur bet shouldn't have dropped the
odds that far."

"The last-nminute bettors al nost al ways take |ong shots,
books cl ose as soon as we enter the hole."

Sarai was looking a little pale. "Are you really concerned with these odds at
atine like this?" She occupi ed one of the tenporary chairs on the bridge.
Everyone except Rand was on the bridge for their departure.

"What's nore inportant?" Al exander asked.

A one-third scal e hol ographic i mage of Tredegar appeared above a consol e.
"Eurynone, in the past, we have staked nuch upon your success. This tinme you
could have a strong influence upon our econony as well. As soon as our | ast
neeting was over, nost of the council went out and bet heavily upon your
success. "

"That expl ains the odds drop," Haakon said.

"We are nore aware than nost," Tredegar went on, "of the consequences of your
failure, since the hole could destroy us all. Good luck to you all. Qur lives,
our security, our future, and five thousand of ny hard-earned credits depend
upon your success."

"Kind of makes you feel all choked up, doesn't it?" Jemal asked.

The i mage of Tredegar was replaced by one of Lopal Singh. "Don't bring back
anyt hi ng dangerous," he said, and w nked out.

"Someday | will eat his face," Rama said

"When shoul d the hol e show up?" Haakon asked.

"Shoul d be right about now, " Jemal supplied. "O
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course, we can always hope it won't nmake an appearance this tinme."

"No such luck," Haakon said. "There it is."

The far wall of the atrium had been a featureless rock face, the unaltered
material of Meridian. A small, perfectly circular hole had appeared in the
center of the wait and it was expandi ng.

"I"'m begi nning to have second thoughts," Jermal said. "What are our chances of

Soong expl ai ned. "The



backi ng out now?"

"None, " Haakon said. "The whole Cingulumfleet is out there sonmeplace. It's
not much of a fleet, but nore than adequate to take care of us." The hol e had
expanded to take up nore than half the wall, then it stopped.

"I't's big enough for us to go through," Haakon said. "No sense stalling. I'm
taking us in." He signaled his orders and Eurynome began to nove forward, dead
sl ow. Knuckl es whitened on chair arns as they neared the hole. A fine sweat
shone on Sarai's forehead, and a di sagreeabl e scent cane fromthe Felids.

Al exander was huddled in his chair with his tail wapped tightly around him
"Here goes," Haakon said.

Eurynone' ?, nose pierced the black disk. The front of the ship disappeared
fromview and the bl ackness slid along the sleek hull until it reached the
bridge. They saw it as a bright, shimering veil as it swept over them They
closed their eyes, gritted teeth, nuttered curses, and then it was past them
"We're alive," Jemal noted with some astoni shnent.

"So far, so good," Haakon sakd. "Are we all the way through? Rand, report."
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"All's well in the engine room" Rand said. "Sonething |like a wall of Iight
cane through a few seconds ago. It was visible as far along the spectrumas |
can see."

"We're in space,"” Jemat said, noting the star fields in the screens. "Let's
get the conputer to work and see if it corresponds to any known part of
space. "

"What's behind us?" Haakon asked. Wat the screen showed behind themwas a
huge circle of red light. It flashed on and off every few seconds. The circle
was hundreds of neters in diameter but very thin. "Now what the hell is that?"
"I"'mgetting an analysis," Soong said. He read the synbols as they cane up
"It seens that the circle is a glass tube about three centimeters in width. It
is hollow and contains an inert gas, apparently neon. An electrical current
causes the gas to be florescent. Interruption of the current causes the
flashing we see.”

"d ass?" Haakon's nonexi stent eyebrows went up

"Exactly," Soong confirned. "Made from sand."

"Where is the current conming fron?" Rama asked

"Unknown. The tube is continuous."

"Not hi ng should surprise us by this time," Haakon said.

"What do we do now?" Sarai asked.

"Not hi ng wi thout further data," Haakon said. "Fromthe | ook of things, we're
in a solar system but we won't go exploring until we know nore about our
situation."”

Rama got out of her chair. "lI'mgoing back to ny suite. Let nme know if
anything interesting happens." She left, followed by Numa.
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"While we're waiting on our information, let's send out a probe and see if
it'll return to Meridian through that circle.”

The smalli unmanned probe left its bay in Eurynonme' % hull and passed through
the circle. It remained visible and Haakon brought it back to the ship.
"Nothing," he said. "I really didn't expect any easy answers."

"I"mgetting hungry," Al exander said.

"Go eat," Haakon told him He turned to Sarai. "It doesn't take long for this
crowd to revert to routine."”

"The glass tube is an enigma," Sarai said, "but this appears to be ordinary
space." She had regai ned her equanimty.

"Don't count on it," Haakon said. "Did you get briefed on our previous
experiences in inner-C ngulum space?"

"Yes. | amnot sure that | believe it."

"You'll get your chance to see for yourself. The G ngul um was rmade by bei ngs
who might as well be gods. They can do anything they want with space and



matter and physics. And they're bored. Human beings are the nost fun they've
had in mllions of years. Be prepared to be played with, but don't think it's
just a ganme. You can die very thoroughly here, or be transforned into

somet hing they find anusing."

"The neon light just went out," Jenal said.

"l suppose that's our signal to nmove," Haakon said. "Any data coming in from
t he astronomi cal scan?"

"Just arriving," Soong said. He puzzled over the synmbols for a few nonents.
"The primary star is a Sol-type, but nothing el se nakes nuch sense.™
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"I could've predicted that," Jermal said.

"There is only one planet in the system orbit distance about equal to Earth
fromSol. Gavity about like Earth, but it lacks the mass for such gravity.
There are other anormalies.”

"Since nothing else in the system | ooks prom sing," Haakon said, "let's go
have a look at it. | don't know if that six-day interval has any meani ng here,
but it mght. Let's not waste tine." He gave the ship's computer instructions
to deliver themto an orbit around the planet and the conventional drive

engi nes ki cked in. The di stance was not great enough to use the Tesia drive.
Haakon clinmbed out of his chair. "It |ooks |like we have nore than a day to
kill before we arrive. | think I'Il join Al ex."

"I"ll come with you," Sarai said.

They found Al exander denplishing a huge salad and a tray of dimsum Now that
the transition was over, he seemed relieved of all apprehension. Hs attention
span was never extensive at the best of times. "Couldn't get along wthout mny
conpany, huh?" he said between nout hfuls of food.

Haakon didn't bother to answer as he sat. The 'bot took their orders.

"You didn't tell ne you people were agents for Timur Khan," Sarai said
accusingly.

"It's not the kind of information we give out to just anybody," Haakon sai d.
"On a place as hostile as Chanmuka, it could have been downri ght indiscreet.
Besi des, you didn't tell us you were the Khakhan's daughter. Have |
conpl ai ned? Since when were we so
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intimate as to reveal the innernbst secrets of our hearts?"

"You were there as spies!" she spat.

"OfF course we were spying," Haakon said. "Tinmr Khan would' ve killed us if
we'd refused. Do you think we want to die?"

"Some people just ain't reasonable, Boss," Al exander said. "See, |ady, these
people got little bonbs planted in their heads. They nake Ti mur Khan unhappy
and bl ooi e! Brains all over the bul kheads. That's why they was spying on you,
not anythi ng personal ."

"I was told about that," she said. "It's amazingly unreassuring. | had thought
you were at |east honest smugglers. Now | am not sure you are the kind of
people | want to be with on a mssion such as this." The 'bot began setting

pl ates on the table before her.

"Nobody twi sted your arm" Haakon said. "Anytime you want, you're free to wal k
back. Now eat up. You may not |ike the conmpany, but you won't conpl ain about
the chow. This ship has a synthesizer that nust be a governnent secret."
"Yeah," Al exander said, "you ought to try the cheeseburgers with truffles.
Mrabelle found themin the historical recipes banks."

"I amnot interested in the food, or the acconmpdations, and |east of all in
this space-faring jewel box."

"Careful, lady," Al exander cautioned, "that's our ship you're talking about."
"Al'l this conversation is bad for ny digestion," Haakon said. "If you don't
mnd, 1'll dine in lonely
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splendor in ny quarters." He rose and the '"bot hurried to follow himwth the

pl at es.
"I didn't nmean to be so abrasive,"” Sarai said when he was gone. "Sonething in
his attitude nakes nme want to needle him | fear that your captain now has a

poor opinion of me."
"Naw, he likes you fine,
"Why do you say that?"
"Well, nost people bitching at himlike you been doing, they'd be lucky if al
he did was break their arm™

"To see this," Jemal said, "nere screens are not adequate. We'll have to go
down to the viewing salon to get the full effect."

A few minutes earlier, he had announced that .they had reached optinumorhbit.
They gathered on the bridge to find all the screens blank. Jemal |oved
theatrical effects. Obviously, the planet had turned out to be sonething so
weird that he wanted to nake the viewing an artistic production. They filed
down the short ranp into the crystal -sheathed view ng salon. The effect turned
out to be worth the extra effort.

"It'sytar!" Sarai gasped.

"Strictly speaking, it's roughly disk-shaped,"” Soong said. "However, | agree
that the surface |ooks alarmingly flat."

They seermed to be orbiting just above the edge of the disk, |ooking down upon
a vista of green nountains and valleys cut deeply by silver rivers. The rivers
made their ways to the edge of the disk where they tunbled off in
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gigantic waterfalls, falling for several kilonmeters, plumng out into spray,
then into mist, then into fog. The falls had cut deep notches into the stone
edges of the disk. The fog rose as an obscuring haze and nmade it difficult to
make out details near the fall areas.

"Most of the rivers we see,” Jenal said, "are the size of the Nile or the
Amazon on Earth. There are a lot of them but no oceans or seas. Probably al
to the good when you consider the way this world is built."

"How does the gravity work in such an environnent?" Sarai asked.

"Arbitrarily, but consistently," Jemal said. "Atnosphere and gravity are
contained in a cylindrical environnent, with the planet in the m ddle. Instead
of falling toward the center of the nass, as with sensible gravity, everything
falls to the bottomof the cylinder."

"A very clever terrariumeffect as well,"” Soong said. "Wth no seas to provide
at nospheric noi sture through evaporation, their place is taken by the rivers.
As they fall they turn to vapor and rise to the upper part of the cylinder
where they formclouds and fall back as rain."

"Coul dn't have done it better nyself," Haakon comrented. "Any idea what keeps
the planet fromdropping to the bottom of the cylinder?"

"At that point," Soong said, "our conputer quietly |lapses into psychosis."

"I may do the same," Sarai said. "I apologize for ny former doubts. This is
beyond belief."

"Believe it anyway," Haakon cautioned. "The worst nistake you can nake here is
to mnk-it's all some kind of illusion. It's real, every bit of it."
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"This is ridiculous,” Rama said. "As if norning sickness weren't bad enough
How much do they expect me to put up with?"

"Wirse than this, | suspect,"” Jemal said. "After all, nothing s happened yet."
"It shouldn't take long," Haakon said gloonmly. "Soong, give us sone
statistics on this thing. How big a world are we dealing with?"

"It is approximately six thousand kilonmeters in diameter and five hundred
kiloneters thick. In lieu of a sea |evel, we nust establish a nedian surface

| evel , above which the highest elevations rise some twenty kilometers. By no
nmeans the hi ghest nountains on record, but still quite respectable.”

"I see snow on the highest peaks," Jemal said. "lIs that for a genuine

Al exander sai d, peeling a banana.



nmet eor ol ogi cal reason or pure aesthetics?"

Soong shrugged. "W have too little data to speculate at this point."

"Does this place have day and ni ght?" Haakon asked. "If so, the whol e damed
cylinder nmust rotate end for end."

"That seens to be how it works," Jemal said. "Actually, it was a kind of

relief to discover that. Baroque as it is, | was prepared to find out that the
dammed sun orbits the planet."

"Let's continue a horizontal orbit along the rimhere. Maybe we'll find

somet hing interesting. Send out the standard contact signal. If they're alive

and |istening, Tanetonmp's expedition may hear us." He | ooked at Sarai. "Don't

get your hopes too high. W can't be sure
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that they came through in the same place we did. They could be in a different
uni verse entirely."

"Different universe™" she asked.

"We used to think that the original G ngulans built their own universe.
Current theory holds that they have lots of them" Jenmal explained.

She | ooked at the inpossible, disk-shaped world. "A few m nutes ago, | would
have said you must be insane. |'mprepared to believe anything now "

The vista of the planet continued to slide past beneath them Terrain varied
wildly. Ggantic rivers flowed through valleys of dense, tropical verdure
before tunbling off the edge of the planet. On the other side of a nmountain
range, small streans neandered through vast, dry deserts. In sone areas,
active vol canoes threw up plunmes of ashy snoke. What kind of subterranean
activity could cause vol canoes remai ned a nystery.

"Quess what's dead in the center of this planet?" JenmaJ asked, as nore

readi ngs cane through the conputer

"I"'mafraid to try," Haakon sai d.

"An ice cap. Gaciers radiate out fromit for hundreds of kilometers. At the
center it's about twenty kil oneters thick."

"I don't like ice and snow," Al exander said. "Let's not go there."

"So far," Rama said, "l've seen nothing here to attract nme at all. Is there
any civilization? That m ght provide sone diversion."

"Not hing definite," Soong said. "If there is, it must be pre-industrial
Unfortunately, the volcanic activity
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masks any evi dence of burning hydrocarbons. For what it's worth, chenica

anal ysis precludes industrialization much beyond the | ate nineteenth or early
twentieth-century stage. Not that our readings are terribly significant here.”
They were about to scatter to various places about the ship when the proximty
scanner sounded a warni ng. Soong checked the reading. "Ship approaching."

"I't nust be Tametono," Sarai said. "Or possibly the earlier scout ship.”
"Don't count on it," Haakon cauti oned.

"Who el se could it be?" she demanded

"Al nost anyt hi ng, dear one," Ranma said. "The very thought curls my whiskers."
"Do we have visual yet?" Haakon asked.

"Soon," Soong said. "lIt's about the sanme size as Eurynonme. Materi al

conpositi on— he said and went over the synbols twi ce, then nmuttered, "No,

t hese nust be mistaken."

"What type of engines does it have?" Haakon demanded.

"I think," Soong answered, "that we would be ill-advised to make specul ations
at this point."
"That hard to believe, huh?" Haakon said. "I hope we get visual soon. This

must be quite a sight.”

"Here it is," Jemal said. The hol ographic inmage that took formin the view ng
salon's tank was not easy to recognize as any kind of ship they had ever seen
It was irregular in shape, with a rough, lunpy surface, and was dingy brown in
col or.
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"I"mnot even going to say what that |ooks like," Jermal said.

"Il say it," Al exander chimed in.

"Hol d your tongue," Haakon ordered.

"What are those poles sticking out all over it?" Mrabelle asked. Soong zooned
in for a closeup of one of the stubby poles that protruded fromthe ship in
irregular rows. The one he chose showed a rough surface of a grayi sh-brown
color. Its flat end displayed a pattern of irregular, concentric circles.
"Unless |'msorely mstaken,” Jemal said, "that's a |og."

"Look at this," Soong said. He got another closeup, this time of one of the
ship's square portholes. It was covered with a crude shutter, apparently
constructed of roughly sawn wooden pl anks.

"Whod on a spaceshi p?" Haakon asked of nobody. "I feel old and tired."

"About a hundred years ago,"” Jenal said, "didn't the gene-torturers on Mendel
try to grow a spaceship fromsone kind of tree?"

"They were trying to do everything with DNA and protopl asm back then," Haakon
said. "Like nobst of them the spaceship project never worked out. Anyway, that
thing wasn't grown, it was built, using wood as construction materi al
something to the best of ny know edge never attenpted on even the npst

i mpoveri shed worlds."

"Hey, you!" squawked a voice over the ship's conm "Stop right where you are
and identify yourself!"
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Haakon opened the transm ssion link. "I was about to ask you to do the sane."
"I's that so?" the voice said. "Wll, suppose | was to open fire on you?"
"Then I'd be forced to return fire," Haakon said. "Fromthe | ooks of that
space-going turd you're in, | outgun you."

"Then let's talk. We'll cone alongside, you |let us have a | ook at your ship,
you | ook at ours, we sit down, have a few beers, talk things over. No sense
shooting each other while we're still perfect strangers."

Haakon | ooked at the others. "Hell, | guess it's as good a way to get

i nformation as any." He opened the link again. "Sure, cone al ongside. The
airlock's the big hatch outlined in red.”

"What's an airlock? That |ike a door? Never mind, we'll figure it out. See you
ina few mnutes."

"What have we gotten into now?" Mrabelle asked. "Wat | anguage were they

usi ng?"

"An archai ¢ and debased form of Spanish," Soong said. "W'd better put in ear
sets to translate when they arrive."

"I amnot going to talk to them " Rama said. "And you had better not all ow
themin nmy suite. That sounded like a highly uncultivated person. You deal
with them bald one. Tell them!|l wll kill themif they get too close." She
swept out, followed by Nuna and an acrid scent. "Probably just as well she

doesn't take part in the diplomatic negotiations," Haakon said. "I npending
not her hood hasn't inproved her disposition any." He
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t hought a monent. "Hasn't made it all that rmuch worse, realiy."

A slight bunp went through the ship as the other craft made contact. Lights
fl ashed and beepers sounded as Eurynonme went through her coupling cycle.

"That ship didn't have anything that |ooked like true airlock facilities,"
Jemal said nervously.

"No, but our controls say it's safe to cycle open," Soong said. "Let's just be
ready to hit the energency break contact and seal control."

"I already have it set on automatic," Haakon said. He was arned, as were they
all except for Alexander. No rule of diplonmacy said that one had to be

f ool i sh.

The inner | ock door opened to reveal a knot of nen. They wore big hats and



were oddly dressed, nost of themin boots with spurs, short jackets, and
trousers, all indescribably winkled. One had a colorfully striped bl anket
thrown over a shoulder. Crossed on their chests were broad | eather belts
studded with little brass tubes, and they all wore waist belts with
strange-1 ooki ng pistols in holsters and sheat hed knives. A barrel-shaped man
with short, bowed | egs shanbl ed forward. Like the others, he was staring
around wi de-eyed with the unm stakable air of a man | ooki ng around for

somet hing valuable to lift.

"Hey, this is some place you got here. \Wich one's the boss?"

"I am" Haakon said. "Captain Haakon, at your service. Wwo mght you be?"
"Ceneral Francisco Villa, at yours. |'m commander of
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the Northern Division. You' re not Carranzistas, are you? Long as you're not
Carranzi stas or Redfl aggers, we can talk."

"We're neither of those things," Haakon assured him
nmy know edge we aren't."

"I'f you were, you'd know it," Villa said. He glared at Soong. "Is he a

Chi naman? | don't |ike Chinanen, either."

"I am Han, sir" Soong said.

"He ain't no Chinaman, Chief," said one of the nen. "No pigtail, see?"

"They got sone nice-|ooki ng wormen, though," said another, eyeing Mrabelle and
Sar ai

Villa swept off his hat and swatted the man across the face. "Where are your
manners? W are guests herel™

The man | ooked back resentfully but a huge man beside Villa whi pped out a
pistol and leveled it in his face. The pistol nmade a series of mechanica
clicks as it was drawn. The nan cal med down, the pistol was replaced, and they
went on as if nothing had happened.

"Come on over to ny ship,” Villa said. "We can relax and talk there. Maybe

| ater you can show ne this whorehouse."

"AH right," Haakon said, "I'll take ny second-in-comuand. The rest stay here."
He introduced Jemnal

Villa indicated the big man who had pulled the gun. "This is nmy nunber-two
man, Rodolfo Fierro."

Fierro was beefy and handsone, with oiled hair and nustache. He wore a gray
suit and a white shirt with a dirty collar and a string necktie. H's hat was
smal | er than
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the others. He swept off the hat, bowed, and smiled politely as he shook
hands, but Haakon knew a real killer when he saw one. A gold tooth glinted at
the corner of Fierro's snmile.

They wal ked t hrough the airlock, which, unnervingly, sinply opened onto a
doorway in Villa's ship. A broad band of enpty space showed between the shi ps.
"What's holding the air in?" Jemal mnuttered.

Haakon just shrugged his shoul ders. He saw that some stanchions near the

airl ock now had lines around them Apparently, Villa's nen had roped the ships
t oget her.

at |l east, to the best of

"You need sone decent couplings, man," Fierro said. "I can show you how to put
themin. | used to work on the railroad."

They stepped across onto Villa's ship. It was diminside, and the first thing
to strike their senses was the snmell. There was a chenical scent, and a snell
of sweetish tobacco snmoke, and something el se that was hi ghl y*organic. Dim
snoki ng |l anmps on the walls accounted for the chemical snell, and sone of

Villa's men had cigars or hand-rolled cigarettes in their mouths. As for the
ot her smell—

"It can't be!" Jemal said

"But it is," Haakon assured him He pointed to the floor, where he could just
make out a pile of unnistakable horse droppings. "W had stables back on ny



father's estate. I'd know that smell anywhere, even w thout the horseshit."
"Wel come to the Adelita"” Villa said proudly. "Finest ship in the whole Aztlan
fleet!"”
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Haakon ran a thunbnail across a wall and a dry, brown powder sifted down.
"What's this ship made of ?"

Villa gave himthe kind of |ook reserved for the hopel essly sinpl em nded.
"Adobe, what el se?"

"Qur ship isn't made of adobe,"” Haakon rem nded hi m

Villa shrugged. "Wat do gringos know about buil ding ships?"

They went into a roomwith a low ceiling supported by wooden poles, the ends
of which apparently were the mysterious | ogs protruding through the outer
surface of the ship. The roomwas furnished with a nunber of rickety tables
and chairs. One wall bore a paper poster of a man in a tight-fitting, colorful
suit doing battle with a hideous, multihorned beast, arned only with a red
cape and a thin sword. They sat, and a nan in an apron began setting bottles
on the tables.

Jemal tried a beer. "Not bad," he conmented.

Haakon sniffed at a larger bottle. "Tequila," he said, surprised.

"The best," said Fierro. He pushed a plate in front of Haakon. On the plate
were wedges of |ine and gl ass sal t shakers.

Haakon wasn't sure what he was expected to do with thembut Fierro
denonstrated- He sprinkled salt on the back of his hand, took a drink of the

tequila, licked off the sail, and bit into the Iine. Haakon gave it a try. It
was raw stuff, but not bad at all. He noticed that Villa was not partaking of
t he beverages. Hi s men nade up for hi mhandsonely.
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"Now, you want to tell ne why you' re hanging around ny territory?" Villa
asked.

"We're | ooking for some friends," Haakon said. "A couple in space suits, sone
inalittle ship, a fewnore in a ship about half the size of ours. They've
been sent this way over the last few nonths. W were sent to |l ook for them
Have you seen any strangers answering such a description?"

Villa pushed back his wide hat. "I tell you, gringo, tines being what they
are, we get strange people straying into Aztlan all the tine. W stop them
every day: snugglers, filibusteros, Mrnons, observers for the goddamm Kai ser
all kinds of cabrones.” It seened that some of these words had no conveni ent
transl ation.

"The ones we're |l ooking for," Jemal said, "would have been really confused."
"Foreigners always act a little crazy," Fierro said. "Sometines it's just no
use talking to them and we got to shoot them"

"You'll find us perfectly reasonable,"” Haakon said. "W just want to get in
contact with our friends. If you don't have any information for us, we'll just
be on our way."

Villa tilted his chair back and propped his boots on the table, carefully so
that his spurs would not snag the edge. "Let's not be hasty, gringo. We're
just barely getting acquainted, and we ain't yet seen the inside of your shinp,
or what you're carrying. You' re over Aztlan space, so we got a right to
collect toll. You plan to do any trading, we can collect duty."
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"We're just passing through," Haakon said, "No need to get into tedious

busi ness arrangenents. You nmight say we've nmade a career of avoiding customns
regul ati ons. "

"Hey, Rodolfo," said a gap-toothed man in a gol d-braided hat, "tell 'em how
you save amunition when you get rid of prisoners.™

"It's real sinmple," Fierro explained. "Wien we get a |l ot of Carranzistas and
we're low on ammo, | tie "emup in groups of three, front to back. One bullet



goes through all three. | tried four, but a forty-five won't always go through
four."

Haakon drew his beaner and swept it in a tight circle. A half-neter chunk of
adobe fell froma wall and thunked to the floor, snoking and gl owi ng around
the edges. There were a lot of clicks as the mechanical pistols were drawn,

but nmost of the nen were preoccupied with studying the hot adobe.

"I never tried to see how nmany people | could shoot through," Haakon said,

"but it'll keep on going farther than you can line them up."

"That's a fancy pistol," said Villa, who had not drawn his own. "You got somne
of those for sale?"

"No, we're not gunrunning this time," Haakon said, "just |ooking for our
friends."
"Well," Villa said, "maybe you got fancy pistols, but I'U bet ny ship's better

armed than yours. We got French seventy-fives, installed by Felipe Angel es

hi nsel f. Show 'em boys."

Two of the nen went to a hunped shape in a corner of the room Hauling off a
tarpaulin, they exposed a steel-
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wheel ed artillery piece with a short barrel and a big, square shield between
breech and barrel. They threw open the shutters of the window in front of the
piece and, lifting the rail, ran the barrel out through the w ndow. One opened
the breech while the other lifted a | ong brass shell froma box and shoved it
into the breech. The breech bl ock was rotated shut and the men stepped back
one of them hol ding a | ong | anyard.

"Now," Villa continued, "was | to teil Pablo to yank on that lanyard, it'd
blow a big hole in your pretty ship."

"I wouldn't count on it," Haakon said. "Us gringos have made sone advances in
weaponry since your French seventy-fives were hot stuff. Qur |ight guns would
turn this ship back into river nmud. For sonmething like this, we wouldn't even
bot her to charge up our heavy stuff."

"Chief," Fierro said. "I think we got here a yanqui standoff,"

"I'f that neans a no-win situation," Haakon said, "you're wong. W' re holding
all the winning cards." He let Villa glower for a few seconds. "But there's
really no reason why we should be chest-thumping like this. After all, there's
no grounds for hostility between us. Maybe now you'd |ike to see our ship."
*Villa grinned. "Sure, why not? W don't need to act |ike roosters on a dung
heap. | haven't killed any gringos in weeks, so it ain't like | nake a habit
of it. Let's go."

They got up and trooped back out of the adobe ship and into Eurynone's
airlock. "What's this ship nmade of anyway?" Fierro asked. "Carranza has a ship
made out
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of marble, and they say Montezuna the fifteenth has one made out of gold."
"Metals partially," Haakon asked. "Other materials as well. Mst of it's made
of synthetics and exotics you've never heard of. A lot of what you'll see is
wi ndow- dr essi ng, though, things added for luxury and confort. This was built
as a warship and that's still what she is." He thought it would do no harmto
rem nd them of the ship's primary function

Villa's men gaped as they wal ked into the main salon. "Hey, Chief," a man
said, "we ain't seen nothing like this since we took the mayor's palace in
Saltillo."

A 'bot came floating in and their eyes wi dened. Fierro drew his pistol and
fired. There was a trenendous bang and a slug caromed off the 'bot and thunked
through a tapestry and into an exotic-wood panel behind it. The 'bot mnerely
rocked gently and continued to approach them A thin, bluish smoke filled the
room before the vents sucked it away.

"It just wants to take your drink orders," Haakon said. He shook his head,
trying to clear his ringing ears. For such a primtive weapon, the pistol



generated a hell of a noise.

Villa glared disgustedly at Fierro, who hung his head sheepi shly. "Rodolfo,
how many times | got to tell you? Don't shoot the servants." He turned to the
"bot. "You got any root beer?"

"Hell, we got all kinds of beer," said Al exander, bustling into the salon. He
| ooked at the pattern of lights flashing on the 'bot's panel. "It's checking
the historica
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reci pe banks. We'll have sone of this root beer stuff pretty soon."

"This one's got a tail, Chief," said one of Villa's nen. "Mist be from

Yucat an. "

"l can see that," Villa said.

"Order up, gentlenmen," Jemal said, "the bar is open.’
of Villa's men asked for chanpagne, brandy, or wine.
"W can get pulque or tequila or beer any day," Fierro explained. "But you

| oot enough rich nmen's houses, you get a taste for the finer things. Now the
chief, he don't drink no al cohol, nor snoke tobacco or narijuana, but he got a
sweet tooth." He glanced up as Mrabeile entered the sal on, disnissed her as a
threat, and returned his interest to the glass of chanpagne the 'bot had
handed hi m

Villa was nmore appreciative. "Ah, the beautiful |lady we saw all too briefly
before.” He managed an al nost-courtly bow and ki ssed her hand, bunping her
nose slightly with the brimof his hat.

"How do you do, General Villa," she said, "and how goes the revol ution?"
Haakon nodded his head appreciatively. Mrabeil e had been doi ng some homewor k.
"It changes fromday to day, young lady. | hear that General Zapata is doing
well in the south. Huerta is runored to be dead, which is a pity since

wanted to kill himnyself. W keep old Carranza busy, and Enperor Montezuna,
as al ways remai ns al oof and pretends that he rules a peaceful realm"

"But then," she said, "unsettled tinmes are tines of opportunity for
enterprising people.™

To their anmzenent, npst
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"You are a lady after my own heart. | trust that neither of these gentlenen is

your husband?"
"That's the chief's other big weakness," Fierro said, sotto voce. "Wnen." For
once, he sounded di sapproving of his chief.

"No, |I'munattached,” Mrabelle said, smling.

Villa's grin broadened. "My heart takes wing |like a dove. You nust show ne
your beautiful ship. | amsure the captain needs to attend to his many
duties.”

Haakon smiled inwardly as they left. Mrabelle was conpetent to handle threats
far nore formi dable than General Villa. "Tell ne, Colonel Fierro, how m ght we
be of service to your general? W' re not on a business trip just now, but we
m ght be later. |1've yet to encounter a revolution that wasn't short on basic
supplies."” He knew that they would get no nore information concerning their
primary mission until Villa returned, but any information about their current
situation woul d be val uabl e.

"We can al ways use good rifles and machine guns,"” Fierro said. "The Federa
troops use Mausers they get fromthe Kaiser, but we |ike the gringo guns,
especially the Wnchesters. Some go for the Mbdel '94 in 30-30, but | prefer
the Model '95 in 30-40 Krag." Cearly, they had hit a subject dear to Fierro's
heart. "Now the Mausers are good rifles, you understand. They're fine for
infantry, but the Northern Division is nostly cavalry, and the |ever actions
are flat and easy to pack in a saddle scabbard. A bolt action is fat and rubs
galls on a horse's flanks after a while."
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Haakon couldn't understand a third of this, but they could sort through it



l[ater. "1'll check the market as soon as | get a chance," he said

"W need rolling stock, too," Fierro said. "Loconmotives, flat cars, cattle
cars, everything. We're short on track and repair tools, too. You got to keep
repair crews on the tracks all the tine, and nbst of ours are sitting around
drunk all the time because they don't got no spare track or tools to work
with."

"W need dynamite, too," said a man wearing silver spurs with huge rowels.
"And don't forget nedicine," he added.

It figured, Haakon thought. These revolutionaries were short of everything
except liquor. And adobe. He wondered where Sarai was. Probably having a

br eakdown somewnre. No anount of experience in real space travel prepared
anyone for inner-C ngul um space.

"Excuse me, Colonel Fierro," Haakon said. "I have to talk with the officer on
the bridge." He turned to the 'hot, took another drink fromits tray, and
keyed the coomto the bridge. "Soong, is everything all right up there?"

"Al'l quiet, Captain," Soong said. "Mrabelle and General Villa cane through a
nonent ago. He seens favorably inpressed. | found out why we didn't get any
pi cture when they first contacted us; they are using a primtive form of
radi o, capable only of sound transm ssion."

"Wait' 11 you hear what else is prinmtive about their ship," Haakon said. "No
nore shi ps or contacts?"
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"None, Captain. 1'll keep you inforned."

Haakon returned his attention to Fierro. "Now, in exchange for these goods,
what do you people customarily trade?"

"What do you need?" Fierro asked. "W can round up all the cattle you can use.
Sonetimes we got Federal gold to trade. The chief absolutely refuses to sel
concessions on Aztlan oil or mineral rights."

"Ch, we wouldn't think of asking for them" Jemal assured him

Al exander was having a great time keeping the soldiers entertained. They

| ooked scary, but they were lots of fun. Best of all, they all knew how to
pl ay poker, and he had al ready won a pistol and a silver-braided hat. He
denonstrated to nuch admiration how he could deal with his feet. He didn't
show t hem how he coul d deal from any part of the deck, because he knew how
that kind of revelation could | ead to m sunderstandi ng. Everybody was getting
happi |y drunk

"Hey, Alejandro," said the one called Pablo, "is the rest of-the ship as fancy
as this? I'd like to see it." The rest of themthought this a fine idea.
"Captain," Al exander said, "is it okay if | take these guys around the ship?"
"Go ahead," Haakon answered. "Just keep themclear of Rama's quarters, and
don't let anybody shoot Rand. |'m not sure how strong that suit of his is.”
After the mishap with the 'hot, Haakon had discreetly set the interna
security systemto drop any of these nmen unconscious if he tried anything
dangerous, but there
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was no such systemin the engi ne section. The Tesla engines were just too

t ouchy.

The nmen trooped after Al exander, ogling the sunptuous furnishings as they
went. "Hey, that | ooks just like ny grandfather,” a man said, pointing at a

painting hanging in a hallway. It was all in shades of blue and depicted an
old man playing a guitar.
"I never liked that one," Al exander said. "lIt's too dark and | ooks sad." He

got them back to the engine roomwi thout incident. They were fascinated by
Rand's therapeutic suit and awed by his tale of how he came by it. Nobody was
reluctant to | eave the chanber with the Tesla engi nes.

They were headed back up toward the main salon, passing by the crew quarters
area, when they encountered Rama. "Uh-oh," Al exander said. Wat the hell is
she doing out of her quarters? he thought. Then he saw t he bouquet of catnip



in her hand and realized she had been clipping it in the hydroponics room Wy
couldn't she send a 'bot to do that?

"Where has this pretty |ady been hiding?" asked the nman naned Sancho. " Cone,
little one, have a drink with us." Apparently, the endearnment was a standard
one, or else he was too drunk to notice that she was a head taller than he
was, He held out a bottle to her and went for a sl oppy enbrace. Al exander
cowered and covered his head with his armns.

Rama bared her teeth and fanned her hair, exuding a bitter scent. The instant
Sancho was in range, she squalled and the hand not hol ding the bouquet flashed
in
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a backhander too swift to see. The bl ow caught him beneath the jaw and |ifted
himfromthe deck, slanmm ng himagainst the wall to drop in an inert heap on
the carpet. There was a deep runbling sound, and they turned to see Numa
standing in the doorway to Rama's quarters. The bone-chilling rumnmbling was
com ng from somewhere in his |arynx.

"Everybody just keep calm'1l Al exander said, barely whispering. "Don't nobody
go for guns. You got no idea how fast these two can kill you. Rama, why don't
you just go into your room and snort your catnip, okay?' Wth an annoyed toss
of her head, she shoved past Numa and went inside. Wth a snarl, he shut the
door.

Al exander let out his breath in a |ong, shaky wheeze. The others were bent
over Sancho. "lIs his neck broke?" Al exander asked, near tears. "The captain's
gonna kill me for this."

"Naw, he's just drunk and rattled," Pablo said. To Al exander's amazenent, they
all started | aughi ng uproariously. They seemed to think the incident was

i ncredi bly funny.

"Sancho," Pablo said, "didn't you notice her belly? Don't you know enough to

| eave cat-| adi es al one when they're pregnant?"

"Sancho don't never |earn," said another

"You mean," Al exander said, "you got people |like her where you cone fronP"
"Not exactly," Pablo said. "But down in Yucatan, in the Maya country, there's
j aguar - peopl e. "

"I hear Montezuma's got a whol e bodyguard of 'em
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said a man called Mateo. "Big, spotted bastards, is what | heard."

"1 never seen any with stripes,"” Pablo said, "but your cat-lady nmust be a
relative. That man of hers |ooks like he's half puma."

They carried Sancho back to the main sal on where Haakon, Jermal, and Mrabelle
were still talking with Villa and Fierro. Villa glanced at the half-conscious
-Sancho and frowned. "He better just be drunk. I won't have ny nen abusing

t hese people's hospitality." Sheepishly, Pablo described the incident.
"Scandal ous," Villa nuttered. "Captain, please accept my apol ogi es. You may
shoot himif you wish. | don't hold with ny nen troubling married wonen."
"Think nothing of it," Haakon said. "lI'mjust glad Rama didn't use her claws
and only hit himwith her left. Her right is really deadly."

Pabl o expl ai ned to Al exander, "The chief is very strict when it comes to
worren. When he sees one he fancies, he always marries her. If she already has
a husband, he shoots himfirst, because adultery is a sin."

"I think, Captain,"” Villa was saying, "with this ship, you could help us a |ot
in getting the revolution going again. It's been kind of slow lately. It

al ways is when that bastard Zapata goes back hone to Morelos to sul k.
Sonething like this would not only win battles for us in the north, it would
get himback out of his canebrakes and onto the battlefield again."

"I"d just love to help, CGeneral," Haakon said, "but we really rmust |ocate our
| ost brethren. If you could help us do that, | mght give your suggestion
deeper con-
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sideration.” He watched as Villa turned it over in his obviously very capable
m nd. The man was crude and overbearing, but nobody rode herd on a bunch like
this without plenty of native ability.

"Let me return to ny base and send some nessages,” Villa said. "WIIl you stay
here for twenty-four hours? | may have sonme information for you by then."

"My word of honor, General," Haakon said

Villa and his nen clunped and rattled out to their ship and Haakon wat ched

t hrough one of the salon's ports as the adobe ship cast off and drifted away.
As the inpossible craft turned away, he saw a cluster of gaping, alnost

form ess clay pipes sticking out of its rear. The pi pes bel ched flame and
clouds of dirty-white snoke and the ship tore away at incredible speed.

"What powers it?" asked Jenmal, wonder in his voice.

Soong' s voice, comng fromthe bridge, answered him "It is powered by crude
gunpowder . "
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"WHAT DO WE KNOW so FAR?" JEMAL ASKED. THEY SAT in the salon, comparing notes.
Villa's ship had been gone for an hour and there had been no further contacts
fromthe planet.

"All I was able to find out about a historical Ceneral Francisco Villa,"
Mrabelle said, "was a brief reference to one of that name involved in a
series of civil wars in Mexico in the second decade of the twentieth century.
It was a pretty obscure tinme and place, and all | could find was that he was
part bandit and part revolutionary, also a popul ar hero who engendered a

si zabl e body of folklore."

"And the ot her people he mentioned?" Haakon asked. Mrabelle had raided the
ship's conputer searching for correspondences with such skinmpy information as
t hey had.
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"Not hi ng of a Felipe Angeles. Emliano Zapata existed, doing nuch the sane
thing in the south of Mexico as Villa in the north. Carranza and Huerta were
Federal generals who briefly became presidents .of Mexico, as did both Villa
and Zapata. That's all | could find on them There was nothi ng about
Redf | aggers. There was a personage called the Kaiser at that time. He was the
Enperor of Germany, and there's a great deal about him but | could find

not hing involving himw th Mexico. |'ve set the conputer on auto-search for
further correspondences.'

"What about Montezuma?' Jemml asked.

"That's a puzzler," she said. "It was a nane conmon anpong the Aztec rul ers of
Mexico, but that rule and the nane died in the sixteenth century, |ong before
Villa's time. It cones in a nunber of spellings and pronunciations: Mntezuna,
Moct ezurma, Mehocetuzhoma, and several others. The version Villa uses was the
one used nost outside of Mexico."

"Excuse me," Sarai said, "but why should these people have nanes fromEarth's
history at all?" She had viewed the visit fromher quarters, trying to get
over the culture shock of her life. She felt alittle better now

"You' ve got to understand,"” Haakon said, "these places in the G ngulumdidn't
just happen, they were built. For sonme time now, the G ngul ans have been

col l ecti ng humans who have wandered in and stripped their nenories. They are
fascinated by our history, and especially by our nyths and | egends. They don't
just get conscious and subconsci ous nmenories, they can peel the ancestra
menories right off your genes. Then they have
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fun with them Wat we have here is a world that's inpossible in our own

uni verse, conplete with its own history going back nmillions of years, for al
we know. "

"Ti me doesn't have the sane neani ng here,’

Jemal said. "That planet and



whoever is on it may have been around for as long as Earth. O it might have
been put together just for our arrival. They can do damn near anything. But
they don't seemto just copy fromour history or nyth. They take things they
find intriguing and play with them God knows what we'll find down there on
the planet if we descend, but it'll be real and dangerous."

"Maybe we won't have to go in," Mrabelle said. "Wth luck, we m ght be able
to take care of our business fromhere in orbit."

"Dreamon, " Jemal said.

"Ever the pessimst," she said.

"Al ex," Haakon said, "let's see your loot." Al exander picked up a pile of

m scel | aneous itens: coins, knives, a belt and hol stered pistol, a pair of
spurs with one broken rowel. Haakon sorted through the coins first. One was a
big gold piece with a stylized portrait of a personage in an el aborate feather
headdress. "I suppose this is Mntezuma," he said. Ot her coins were of silver
and copper and bore portraits and synbols. Lettering indicated a nunber of
nati ons and | anguages. "M rabelle, feed these into the computer and see what
we get." She took the coins and began to process themw th a handset.

Haakon then turned his attention to the pistol. The design | ooked crude, but
its lines were graceful. Al-
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t hough it was heavy conpared to his beamer, it bal anced superbly. He raised it
and ai med at a bust across the salon. The sights were crude; no nore than a

bl ade on the end of the barrel and a groove along the top of the frame, but it
fell directly on target. The pistol was designed to be pointed rather than
aimed. An inscription informed himthat the arm had been manufactured by the
Colt's Firearms Co., followed by a string of patent dates beginning in 1871
He tossed the hat Al exander had won across the salon, took aimat it, and
pull ed the trigger. Nothing happened. The trigger woul dn't budge. "How does it
wor k?"

Jemal took the weapon and examined it. As the crew s official antiquarian, he
was expected to know things like this. "Let's see, it's a revolver. That neans
the charges are in this cylinder in the frane." He took a cartridge froma
loop in the belt and showed it to Haakon. "This is the ammunition. That

coni cal hunk of lead on one end is the projectile and the brass tube holds the
propellant.” He turned it so that Haakon could see the flat base of the
cartridge. In the center of the base was a tiny copper button. "That button is
the primer. When a firing pin strikes the prinmer, the propellant bums and

ki cks the slug down the tube."

"What does it use for propellant?" Haakon asked.

"Originally, crude gunpowder. By the twentieth century, nost firearnms used
nitrocel  ul ose but here, who knows? That shot Villa's man fired didn't make
much snmoke, so it was probably nitrocellul ose.” He swung out a small gate on
the side of the frame, exposing the base of a cartridge. Wth a little
experimentation, he found out
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that, by pulling the hamrer back until it clicked twi ce, the cylinder would

turn freely. "That nust be how it |oads," he concluded, "and that rod under
the barrel punches out the enpty shells."” He handed it back to Haakon. "On
this nodel, you have to pull back that striker before it'll fire." He handed
it back, "Here, now you' re an expert like nme."

Haakon once again took aimat the hat and thunmbed back the hammer, producing
t he weapon's peculiar series of mechanical clicks. He pulled the trigger and
there was an ear-nunmbing bl ast as the pistol twisted violently back in his
grasp. The hat flew upward as the slug plowed a furrow al ong the hardwood
floor, struck a wall, and ricocheted about the room hissing and whistling,
narrowy mssing Mrabelle before it thunked into a bronze scul pture and
dropped, flattened, to the floor

"WIl you cut that out, Boss!" Al exander yell ed.



"Yes," said Mrabelle, unperturbed, "please commt your acts of vandalism
where they won't endanger people.”

"The 'bots can fix the damage," he said. "Probably could have fixed you, too."
Nevert hel ess, he was chastened. The thing was far deadlier than its primtive
appear ance i ndi cat ed.
"You ruined ny hat, too,
ragged hol es.

"It lends it a certain character," Haakon said. He spun the pistol around his
forefinger by the trigger guard. Its perfect balance allowed it to twr
freely. "You know, I'Il bet | could get really good with one of these." The
barrel and cylinder were blued by some chem cal process and
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the frame was nottled attractively in subtle colors. The grip was of a

yel | ow-whi te substance, the ivory or bone of sonme animal. He was i mensely

pl eased with the | ook and feel of the handgun. By God, he thought, the

Ci ngul ans were really good at handling the ancestral nenories.

"I'f you two are through playing with your toy," Mrabelle said, "would you
care to see what |'ve learned fromthese coi ns?"

"Sure," Haakon said, bolstering the weapon reluctantly. He really wanted to
play with it some nore, but business was busi ness.

"This one," she said, holding up the big gold coin, "is, as you guessed, a
coin of Montezuma, worth fifty pesos. This," she said, flipping hima silver
coin, "is one dollar fromthe Confederate States of America, with a portrait
of President Huey Long. We have a half dollar fromthe Republic of Texas, no
head of state indicated, with a star on one side and a beast identified by our
banks as an armadillo on the other."

"Very interesting," Haakon said. "But is there anything of inportance to us?"
"I think so." Mrabelle tossed a flat, squarish coin to Sarai. "This is a coin
fromthe Enpire of N ppon. There is no portrait, but the inscription says that
it was issued in the second year of the reign of Enperor Yoshihito, under the
Shogun M namot o Tanet ono. "

Sarai stared at the coin in disbelief. "It can't be him He has only been here
a few nont hs!"

"You haven't been listening," Jemal said. "I told you that tine has a

di fferent neani ng here. Besides, not
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everybody makes it through unaltered. W' ve net people within the G ngul um who
were acting out personae conpletely different fromthose they came in with. W
could find your Tanmetono, and he m ght have no nenory of his extra-C ngul um
life, even if he isn't the shogun on the coin."

"You've got to face the possibility," Haakon told her. "And our primry
mssion isn't finding him it's finding a way to save Meridian from bei ng
holed to death."

"Isn't he the nost likely answer?" she demanded. "After all, that was his

m ssion as well, and he has had nore tinme to find out, even if time is a bit
different here.”

"The possibility isn't enough to count on," Haakon said. "All we know for sure
is his ship disappeared and didn't cone back. W have to assune they're dead
and proceed on our own. If our search leads us to himand the others, so much
the better."

"Where did you have in mnd to start, if not with finding Prince Tametono?"
she asked.

Al exander conpl ai ned. The headpi ece now sported two

"We'll wait until we hear fromVilla first. He's supposed to be making
i nquiries about the mssing expeditions in any case, so we might be able to
find out about your prince fromhim | expect to find a little nore about the

| ocal situation down there fromhim"
"Surely you don't trust hinP" she asked.
"Are you kidding? | just want information fromhim W're not establishing a



deep, mutual confidence. | wouldn't turn ny back on him and |I'm not so sure
about you, either."

"Your faith is touching," she said heatedly. "How 179
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ever, | suggest we call a truce and cooperate. After all, you did agree to
help ne find Tametono and deliver the Three Treasures. You nade that
conmitment before you took on the mission for the G ngulum™

"We agreed to get you to the C ngulum which we did. At the time, as you'l
recall, we said that he night be dead or he might not be at the G ngul um at
all. Well, we got you here. You insisted on coming along on this mssion, to
which | graciously consented. Besides, we have to find a way out of here and
back to real space. If we don't, there's no way Tanmetono and your Three
Treasures can get back to Chanuka anyway. So let's keep a rational set of
priorities in mnd."

Furt her argument was cut off by the arrival of Villa's ship. Once again, Villa
canme stonping across the |lock entrance, dusty and spur-jingling. Fierro

foll owed as al ways, but apparently Villa now felt secure enough to | eave the
rest of his men behind. "CGood day, gringo," he said jovially. "I think we got
some good news for you."

"That's good to hear," Haakon said. "I hope you'll accept, as a token of our
esteem this little gift." He waved a hand toward a stack of packi ng boxes
near the lock hatch. "Ten crates of prime root beer, brewed up by our very own
synt hesi zer. "

Villa beaned. "Many thanks, gringo. Now, you wanted to know about your
friends. What we've been able to find out is, there was a small ship | anded
near the capital a few nmonths ago. There were three gringos in it, and the
ship was nade out of some kind of iron and glass. They was arrested as spies
and taken to the capital, where they are now in the pokey."
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"Who were they supposed to be spying for?" Haakon asked.

Villa shrugged. "Could be anybody: the Kaiser, the Tejanos, the dammed

Chi nese, for all | know Snugglers and spies get nabbed every day. It's just
that these were found in a ship made |ike yours, not out of adobe or wood |ike
sensi ble ships. | figured maybe these was sone of themyou're |ooking for."
"It's possible,"” Haakon said. "It's worth Iooking into, in any case. Nothing

about a bigger ship, though?"

Villa shook his head. "Not reported through regular channels in Aztlan. Wo
can say about across the border? If they showed up here, ny spies would get
the word to ne."

"How woul d we go about getting an interviewwith the men in prison? If they're

the ones we're looking for, | can probably denonstrate that they weren't
spying."
"Well, gringo, that's a little problem™" Villa took a bottle of root beer from

a 'bot and swigged at it. "See, it's the Federal es hol ding these people. If
they was ny prisoners, 1'd be glad to let you talk to them if | hadn't shot
them al ready. Carranza's people, though, they ain't so reasonable. Right now
they're on bad terms with just about every country in the world except the
Germans. Strangers show up, they ain't very friendly."

"What's to stop us from shooting our way in?" Jemal asked.

Villa grinned. "That's the kind of talk I Iike. Wn't work, though. See, the
capital is also where Mon-tezuma's got his palace, and he don't |et nobody get
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within a hundred kiloneters of the palace in no ship, especially not in a
war shi p. "

"How woul d he stop us?" Haakon asked. "French seventy-fives wouldn't do the
job."

"Are you serious?" Villa said. "He's got brujos that can call up denmons big
enough to eat your ship."



"Wul dn't even burp," Fierro added.

"No," Villa went on, "you want to go see them you're going to have to wal k,

or ride, or maybe take the railroad, and you're going to have to cross Federa
i nes sonewhere between here and the capital ."

"Hm we're going to have to discuss this," Haakon said. "Gentlenen, make
yoursel ves confortable. W'l|l be back shortly." He called Mrabelle and told
her to keep Villa conpany. "Alex," he told the nonkey-boy, "try to keep Fierro
occupied. See if you can get any information out of him W don't have anyone
for himto shoot and I don't think he has any ot her amusenents. Try poker or
craps, if nothing else, only don't cheat except to let himwn."

He sumoned Rand to the bridge and they went to join Soong, who was already
there. "Villa tells us that Montezuma's w zards can destroy the ship," Haakon
said. "lI'mnot buying that even here, but I'mnot so sure about the gravity in
this ridiculous place. Do we dare to take Eurynonme over that—planet, for |ack
of a better word?"

"I't would be inadvisable," Soong said. "She is not happy with ordi nary
gravity. In there, it is not possible to establish even a stabilizing orbit.
The one-way pull within that cylindrical field would inmpose a terrible
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strain. The result mght well be irreparable structural danage."

"Don't worry about structural damage,"” Rand said. "The Teslas woul d bl ow | ong
before the ship started to cone apart. Al our troubles would be over then."
"Can't you keep the Teslas danped?" Haakon asked. "We're not going to be
maki ng any interstellar junps in there."

"Tesla danping is a force-field effect,” Rand said. "The power torus is stil
going full blast. If our systenms are too strained and start to fail, the force
field weakens and the whol e thing goes bang. Take her in there, and that's
what will happen.”

"I mght've known that we weren't going to do this the easy way," Haakon

| anented. "Now we're going to have to go down there and wal k. | hate wal king."
Back in the salon, they found Villa and Fierro happily passing the time with
dal l'i ance and poker. "Ceneral Villa," Haakon said, "since it looks as if I'm
going to have to make nmy way to the capital at ground |level, how close can you
get ne to Federal |ines?"

"Let's see." Villa took off his wide hat and scratched his head. "You could go
down in my ship to ny headquarters at Chi huahua. There you could take the
railroad to Torreon. Federal lines start just south of there. Sone of ny
peopl e could get you over the mountains by a smuggler's trail to Leon. There
you mght catch a train all the way into the capital. Hard to say, though. The
tracks get cut and blown up all the tine. And once you get there, you m ght
need sonme fancy talking to get you into the cal abozo."
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"Actually," Jemal said, "getting into prison has never been a great problem
with us."”

"I admre your courage, gentlermen," Villa said. "Any tine you want to join the

Northern Division, I'Il give you comm ssions."

"You take on gringos?" Haakon asked.

"Sure, | got lots of them machine-gun specialists, railroaders, engineers,
things like that. | ain't prejudiced."

"We' || consider your offer, but first things first. I'lIl have to put ny

expedi tion together. What's our best bet for getting to the capital wi thout
troubl e?"

"You better not go looking like foreigners,” Villa advised. "You'll be stopped
and questioned everywhere you go if you do. You talk pretty good Spani sh, even
if your lips don't nmove quite right when you do it. I'Il give you charro
outfits. A charro is respected everywhere he goes in Aztlan. Can you ride a
hor se?"

"After a fashion," Haakon said dubiously.



"Probably better stick to the railroad as nuch as possible then. Any charro
can ride like a centaur. Those funny guns got to go, and the knives with the
switches on them 1'Il give you six-shooters and real knives. | know you can't
help it about the bald head, but you think you can manage a nustache? It's

ki nd of expected of a charro—+ooks nore macho."

"I"ll see what | can manage," Haakon sai d.

"While you're gone," Villa assured him "I shall make it my persona
responsibility to see that your ship and your |adies receive no nolestation or
di scourtesy of any kind. | shall visit every day to assure this."
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"I greatly appreciate your gallant offer, General Villa," Haakon said, not
inform ng himthat Rana and Mrabelle were the nost unnol establ e wonen of his
wi de acquai nt ance.

"I'f you'll excuse us again," Haakon went on, "we'll get ready. No sense
wasting time. Alex, take these gentlenen to the billiard roomand shoot sone
pool . "

He put his expedition together while Mrabelle was nmaking hi mup. She gave him
short, coarse black hair and a drooping nustache like Villa's and darkened his

skin. "Should |I give you brown eyes?" she asked. "It seenms to be the dom nant
color."

"No, | hate lenses. Villa's got green eyes, so blue eyes are probably
respectable. |I take it you're not going al ong?"

"Not unless you order it," she said. "I dislike primtive worlds and ani mal
transport. Now, if we were going to Montezuma's pal ace to dazzle the nobility,
that would be nore ny style. No, with your permission I'll stay with the ship

and keep Ceneral Villa romanced.”

"Looks like it's just Jemand me then," he said. "Rama's out, obivously, and
Numa won't go anywhere w t hout her now. They'd both attract too rmuch attention
anyway. Sanme with Alex. Apparently, people with tails are a rarity down there.
Rand stays with the engines, of course, and | want you or Soong on the bridge
at ail tinmes. Villa's being friendly now, but he likes this ship, and he | ooks
like he's nade a practice of appropriating other people's property. If he
makes any funny noves, blow that mud-brick ship of his to powder."
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"\What about our wandering Bahaduran princess?" Mrabelie asked.

"Hm forgot about her. She'd better stay here, too. She's too nmuch of an
unknown to take along on this type of mssion.”

"Pl ease take her," Mrabelie urged. "I dislike her, and she reciprocates."
"Hell, | don't like her, either. Since when should | inconvenience nyself for
you?"

"Don't try to snow ne," she said, forcefully inplanting the last few hairs in
hi s mustache. "You do so like her. You've always been a sucker for attractive
worren, and the nore arrogantly they treat you, the nore you' re intrigued by
them It's a basic character flaw | deplore.”

He admired his new hirsuteness in a screen. "Not bad. | | ook nean enough.™

"By the way," she added, "if you're gone nore than a few days, you'll have a
new crewnat e when you get back."

"What ? Ch, ny God!"

"I finally managed to crack the code she uses with her nedbot. Partially,
anyway. We can expect |abor to commence in four or five days."

"Boy or girl?"

"That | couldn't find out."

"Either is going to be a pain. Wil, | better go find out if Sarai insists on
goi ng al ong. "

She di d.
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THEI R NEW QUTFI TS FELT A LI TTLE STRANGE, BUT NOT nearly as odd as the Chanukan



arnor had been. The tight pants and boots were not unlike what Haakon was used
to, although the trouser legs were split fromjust bel ow the knees to
accommodat e the boots, and everything had that indefinable, handmade feel. His
gray jacket was only waist-length, with | ong sieeves, and he wore a col orful
kerchief around his neck. It took a little practice to walk naturally with the
big spurs. The wide hat felt alittle silly, but everybody el se was wearing
one. The hol stered handgun at his waist was identical to the one Al exander had
won, except for a wooden handle. Its belt was studded with cartridges, as were
the two belts that crisscrossed his chest. These held amunition for the
rifles Fierro had supplied them |ever-action Wnchesters that seened, to one
used to beaners, to be
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atroci ously conplicated nmechanical contraptions. Fierro had denonstrated that
they were deadly and accurate to two hundred neters, though. The crude iron
sights and mssile trajectory took sonme getting used to. Jemal was unhappy at
havi ng to exchange his powerbl ade for a steel knife, but he satisfied hinself
that it was sharp enough to cut anything human quite efficiently.

Jemal was dressed identically to Haakon, except for color variation. So, to
their surprise, was Sarai. Apparently, soldier wonen, referred to collectively
as adelitas, were quite conmon in both revolutionary and Federal armes. Her
only concession to femninity was a long skirt in place of the tight charro
trousers. Villa had assured her that a wonan in pants woul d be consi dered
scandal ous and get arrested, whereas it was quite all right for her to bristle
wi t h weapons and ammuni ti on.

They had not had tine to alter her features, but her Bahaduran physi ognony did
not make her stand out here. Many of the people they saw had simlar features.
She had repl aced her brown | enses.

The town was an odd coll ection of | ow adobe structures al ongsi de i nposi ng
stone buil di ngs. The baroque opera house was fl anked by an adobe cantina and
an equally hunmble livery stable. There was a broad central plaza where Villa's
elite cavalry reginent, the Dorados, went through the evolutions of a drill.
The drill was nowhere near as precise as that of some cerenpnial units Haakon
had seen, but Villa had been right: The nen | ooked as if they had been born in
t he saddl e.

"I'f we have to get on horses," Haakon said, "our charro masquerade's not going
to fool anyone."
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"Speak for yourself," Sarai said. "The Royal House of Bahadur were fanatic
horsenen. | was rai sed on horseback, shooting a bow. "

"I used to be on ny father's polo team" Haakon said, "but last tine | clinbed
on a horse | fell off and damm near broke ny arm You'd be surprised how much
you can forget in a few years." Unless, he thought, she had been living on
Bahadur a lot nore recently than she admitted to.

"How many hooves did the horses have on Bahadur?" Jenmal asked.

"One per foot," she said. "Wy?"

"These have two, and little scales around the nmouth, like reptiles.™

"CGene mani pul at ed?" she asked

"You' ve got to stop thinking Iike that," Haakon told her. "There isn't a horse
gene in those beasts. They're chimeras brewed up out of whatever the G ngul ans
use for protoplasm When they don't have original specimens to work with, they
sometines get details wong. That's why the people can | ook perfect, because
they've had plenty to use as patterns.”

"Well, if they're not people, what are they?" she asked.

Jemal shrugged. "People. Just because they were concocted in C ngulan vats or
somet hi ng doesn't make themless so than those of us who originally evolved on
Earth."

"Only some may be Cingul ans masqueradi ng as peopl e," Haakon added.

"Maybe all of them™ Jemal agreed.
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"This place will drive ne insane," she said,

"It's happened,” Jenal said.

"Cone on," Haakon ordered. "Let's find that railroad station Villa told us
about . "

They stepped off the veranda of Villa's headquarters. Haakon stunbled as his
spur caught a step, but they made it to the plaza without further humliation
The cal vary was raising a good deal of dust, but dust and flies seened to be
endemic to this region. Haakon rather liked the sound his spurs made as he
crossed the hot expanse. He was forced to admt, without much urging, that he
cut a dashing figure in this getup

The train station was a |long, one-story building of gray stone sitting on the
edge of a conplex of structures through which wound a nunber of parallel stee
rails. Jemal, fascinated, went to study them while Haakon bought themtickets
for Torreon. He had brought along a sack of the gold fifty-peso pieces, made
up by their synthesizer fromtheir precious-netal stock. He rejoined the other
two in the cavernous waiting room

"I"'mtold the train for Torreon is due in one hour, but it's usually at | east
two hours late and may not show up at all, the tines being what they are.”
"This could get tedious," Sarai conplai ned.

"You asked for it," Haakon said. "You could be lolling in a perfunmed bath
aboard Eurynone right now "

At a news stand featuring foreign newspapers, Jenmal found one he could read: a
publication called the Houston Lone Star. There was a cantina attached to the
station, and they sipped beer while they waited for their train. Haakon
studi ed the posters on the walls, nobst of
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which were like the one in Villa's ship, displaying a nan in a tight, garish
suit getting dangerously close to a honed beast and wavi ng a cape.

"I wonder what that's all about," Haakon said, gesturing to the posters with
hi s gl ass.

"A sport called bullfighting," Jemal said. "I read about it once. | think it
was i nvented by a man naned Henmi ngway." He squinted at the posters. "I think
the bulls back on Earth only had two horns, though, and no claws."

Eventual ly, their train arrived. They went out on the platformand Haakon
stared aghast at the approaching | oconmpotive. "Is that sheet-netal cylinder in
front really full of hot steam under high pressure?' he asked Jemal.

"That's right. See all the steam escaping fromaround the pistons. It's one of
the earliest forms of nechanical transport. | never thought |I'd see one in
wor ki ng order."

"I wish | hadn't," Haakon said nervously. "That thing | ooks nore likely to
blow up than a Tesia in an energy storm Let's take a car near the rear."

"I don't think there's nuch danger from blown boilers,” Jemal assured him
"You're a lot nore likely to get killed if the train junps the tracks.
Actual Iy, though, collision with other trains was the nmain cause of
fatalities."

Thus reassured, they clinmbed aboard, well back fromthe engine. Al the
conpartnents were stuffed with people and their |ivestock. Even the tops of
the cars were crowded with travelers, nostly soldiers. Many of the cars held

horses and one held a fighting bull. At the very end was a hospital car for
wounded soldiers. Wth a hiss
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and a rattle and a screeching steamhom the train lurched away fromthe train
station.

Haakon had been expecting, fromthe | ook of the contraption, a truly
bone-shaking ride. He was amazed at the snoothness with which the train

accel erated and the soothing clickety-click sound of the wheels passing over



the rail joints. "This isn't half bad," he told his conpanions.

"The conpany | eaves something to be desired,” Sarai said. In the mddle of the
floor, two passengers had organi zed an inpronptu cockfight. Feathers and bl ood
flew along with excited bets. Haakon studied the conbatants. Both were
sturdy-1 ooking birds, one with brilliant, metallic green plunage, the other
black with red w ngs.

"Twenty on the green," Haakon said.

"I"ll take that," said a neighbor. "Twenty on the black." After a gallant and
prol onged fight, the green succunbed and its owner retrieved it to fight

anot her day. Haakon paid the man who had accepted his bet. "You people getting
of f at Torreon?" the man asked.

"That's right," Haakon said. "W're going to visit a sick aunt.’
a fairly original and believable reason for traveling.

"I hope we make it without trouble,"” said the man. He wore a business suit,
dirty fromlong travel on the train. Besides the all-pervasive dust, cinders
fromthe coal -burni ng engi ne kept blowing in through the wi ndows. "I hear the
Redf | aggers have been raiding al ong the Chi huahua-Torreon line."

Haakon had | earned that the Redfl aggers were followers of yet another

revol utionary chieftain named O ozco,
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whose revol utionary or Federal synpathies were elastic. There was bl ack hatred
between Villa and Orozco, no matter what the political or mlitary situation
of the country.

Haakon sat back in the runp-sprung uphol stery of his bench and idly spun the
oversi zed rowel of one spur. The | andscape goi ng by outside was sere and
dotted with bizarre cactuses. It nust be politics they' re fighting about, he

t hought. The land certainly doesn't |ook worth fighting over.

It had seened

Jemal was imersed in his newspaper. "It says here,"” he said, "that the
Republ i c of Texas has | aunched what they call a 'skyship' made entirely of
mesquite."

"Isn'"t that sonme kind of insect?" Haakon asked.

"Apparently it's wood. There's al so sonme stuff about 'bandit Villa and 'Head
G easer Carranzal"

"Have you seen anyt hi ng about the Enpire of N ppon?" Sarai asked.

"Not yet. It |l ooks as if the Kaiser and the Republic of France are about to go
to war, with the Grand Sultan of Turkey and the Tsar of Russia on the
sidelines, waiting to choose up sides."

"Wasn't there a British Enpire back then?" Haakon asked.

"I think that was mainly a naval power," Jenmal said. "Maybe, with no oceans
for them the G ngul ans decided to |l eave themout. |I'Il keep | ooking."

"Have you ever seen country as awful as this?" Sarai fretted. "Or a world as
backwar d?"

"A few, " Haakon said. "Chanuka was one."
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"It was a demanding world," she said. "But beautiful."

"And 1'll take horses over turkles any day," Haakon said, "even if they have
too many hooves."

"You two are going to attract attention if you don't keep your voices down,"
Jemal said. "Wait a nminute, here's sonething about N ppon."

"What is it?" Sarai blurted.

"It looks like they're going to war, too—against Russia. Not for the first
tine, either.”

"This seens to be a contentious place,"” Haakon said.

"If the Cngulans didn't want it that way," Jemal commented, "they sure picked
the wrong species to populate it with."

"Not hi ng about Tametonp?" Sarai fretted.

"I"m | ooking. Take it easy, it's a long ride to Torreon."

The train stopped at tiny rural stations to take on or drop off passengers, at



i sol ated tanks to take on water or coal, and at lonely spots for no apparent
reason at all. Once they pulled off the main track onto a siding while a line
of troop trains went past, flags waving.

"If the revolution's in a quiet phase," Jenmal said, "this place nust really
hop when it's in full swng."

They were dozing in their seats, hours after sunset, when the shooting
started. First they heard bullets conming through the thin walls of the car and
zi pping by overhead. Haakon jerked awake to see nost of the passengers huggi ng
the floor. He and his two conpanions, unused to this particular type of

di sorder, took a couple of seconds to do the sane.
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THE SWORD, THE JEVEL, AND THE M RROR

next to Haakon. It was the man who had bet on the black cock. "I hit the floor
before I was awake."

Now he coul d hear riders clunping alongside the train, yipping and firing
shots into the cars. Fromthe look of it, they were deliberately aimng high
The train was screeching and shuddering to a halt. "Wat's this all about?"
Haakon dermanded.

"M ght be bandits wanting to rob us. If it was Federal es they probably

woul d've hit us with artillery.”

"Damm t," Haakon nuttered to his conpanions, "we can't afford to | ose that
gold. It's got to get us to the capital and bribe sone jailers. Get ready to
shoot if they try to rob us."

After a few minutes, the hollering and shooting stopped and they coul d hear
hoof beats fading into the distance. People began to get up and brush
themsel ves of f. Livestock owners left the car to see to their animals in the
stock cars. Haakon and Jenal clinbed out of the car and went forward to the
engi ne. They found the engi neer and his crew dressed in overalls, standing
around di sgustedly and lighting up cigars.

"What did they do?" Haakon asked.

The engi neer waved to his | oconptive. Steam and water were | eaking from dozens
of holes. "Shot the hell out of my engine. It was Redflaggers, just wanting to
cripple Villa's rolling stock. Could ve been worse. Good thing for us they're
short of dynanmite."

Haakon scratched his head through the unfamliar hair. "Wat do we do now?"
"Send a rider along to the next station," the engineer said. "They'll have to
send an engi ne out from Torreon
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to pull us in. Get sone flares out behind us so the next train don't pile into
us. You nmight as well make yourselves confortable. W' re not goi ng anywhere
until dawn."

Peopl e al ready were spreadi ng bl ankets on the ground beside the train,

ki ndl i ng brushwood fires. They preferred the open air to the stifling interior
of the passenger cars. All sorts of ferocious noises were com ng fromthe car
whi ch held the fighting bull. Haakon concl uded that anybody who tanlged with
such a beast armed only with a cape and a sword had to be crazy.

The three decided to follow suit. Mght as well get used to the exigencies of
life in Aztlan. They spread their ponchos and stacked their rifles and

ammuni tion belts. Haakon took off his gunbelt and arranged it beside himwth
the pistol butt handy, then he lay back and tilted his hat over his eyes.

"M ght as well get some sleep, people," he said. "It |ooks |like we have a
long, long trip ahead."

It was well after sunup when the engine cane out from Torreon to tow themin.
By that time, there were two other trains stopped behind them The m shap had
been turned into sonmewhat of a social occasion, as people visited back and
forth between the trains, and the soldiers on top told |ies about the
Redf | aggers they had shot. As far as Haakon coul d determ ne, nobody had even
been injured in the little shooting incident, either a sign of the

i nefficiency of the weapons or the hal fheartedness of the conbatants. Haakon



had a suspicion that many of Villa's

196

THE SWORD, THE JEVEL, AND THE M RROR

men doubl ed as Redfl aggers or Federales and vice versa. It was often that way
in a confused, drawn-out civil war.

Torreon turned out to be a town rmuch |ike Chi huahua, but the surroundi ng
countryside was far nore lush and green. It was good farm | and, and Haakon

t hought he saw vi neyards on sone of the hillsides. There was a range of | ow
nountains to the south, which was the direction toward the center of this

di sc-shaped planet. In the far distance, he could see sonething that |ooked
like a pyram d.

They tranmped through nmuddy streets fromthe train station to the house where
they were to neet Villa's agent. The adobe walls all over the town were pocked
with bullet holes. This town had been fought over many tines and taken
repeatedly by a nunber of armies. The house they sought was in a poor section
of town near the fragrant stockyards. It was surrounded by a wall topped with
br oken gl ass. Haakon knocked at a wooden gate with an eye-level portal closed
by a shutter. The shutter opened' and a villainous face glared out through the
cl ose-set iron bars.

"What do you want ?" asked the face.

"Pancho sent me," Haakon said.

"They all say that. Mst of them | shoot."

"Well, this particular Pancho says you should help us or he'll find sonmebody
el se to smuggle his gold from Torreon to Leon."
"Ch, well, that's different. Cone on in." He opened the gate and | owered the

huge pi stol he had been hol ding just below the portal. Two vicious-I|ooking
dogs st ood
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behind him and there was a man on the roof of the house with a rifle and a
pai r of binocul ars.

"You can't be too careful. |I'm Cuervo, a long-time and enthusi astic supporter
of CGeneral Villa. And who might you be?" He | ed themthrough a | ow door into

t he house. The outside | ooked like a slum but inside it was richly furnished.
Cuervo had done well out of the revolution

"I'"'m Chacon, and this is ny friend Jaime. The lady is named Sara." These were
the cl osest equivalents of their nanmes they could find.

"My house is your house. | will have dinner prepared for you and get the

bat hhouse warned up. What service is it that the esteemed General Villa w shes
me to performfor you?"

"Just to get. us over the nountains to Leon, through Federal lines. W'll take
it fromthere." Haakon sat in a chair upholstered in rich velvet. He wondered
if it was fromthe mayor's palace that Villa's nmen had tal ked about |ooting.
"Not hi ng sinpler,” Cuervo said. "I have a pack train leaving this very night.
You understand, my rmules are very sensitive to bright sunlight, so we al ways
travel after dark."

"I understand perfectly," Haakon assured him "M/ own business affairs
frequently take place outside regular working hours."

The bat hhouse was a snmall hut filled with steam A curtain divided the single
roominto two parts. Haakon and Jemal scrubbed down on one side of the
curtain, Sarai on the other
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"I don't like his looks," Sarai said through the curtain. "I don't think we
should trust him"

"You don't like anybody's |ooks," Haakon said. "And we've got no choice but to
trust him within linmts. Maybe he's a double-dealing rat, but | can't see
that he has anything to gain by selling us out. Hetl, who' d be buying?
Nobody' s | ooking for us here. You saw the inside of his house. He's nmade a
good thing out of running contraband for Villa. Wiy shoul d he endanger a sweet



arrangenent |ike that?"
"You seemto have an intimte understanding of the mnd of a smuggler,"” she

said. , "Of course | do!" Haakon bellowed. "I'ma smuggler nyself!™

"Now, now, Hack," Jemal soothed. "You promi sed ne you wouldn't |et her make
you nmad. "

"That was before | got to really know her. I'mgoing to go over there and fl og

her butt with ny gunbelt.”
"You stay on your side of the curtain!" she yelled.

"If you're nice," he said, "and promise to quit riding ne, 1'll take the
cartridges out of it before |I spank you."
"Keep away from me!" she warned. "If you stick your face around this curtain,

["I'l put a bullet through it.
She neant it.

"You're not supposed to take your guns into the steambath,” Jemal said. "I
don't think these people have rustproof alloys."

They called the feud to a halt for a fewmnutes while two old wonen cane in
with red-hot stones fromthe oven. They poured water onto the stones and dense
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steam bi |l | owed through the room One left a basket containing bottles of

chill ed beer.

Jemal passed a bottle around the curtain, and Sarai took it. "You two rem nd
me of me and ny little sister when we were around ten years old," he said. "W
fought all the tine, too. W outgrew it by the tine | was twelve."

"She always starts it," Haakon grunbl ed.

"He's inpossible," Sarai said.

"And | thought things mght go easy without Rama along with us,’
[ amented. "I should ve known better."

After they were washed up and in relatively clean clothes, they were in a mnmuch
better frame of mi nd when dinner was served. It consisted of crushed beans,
cheese, ground neat, and chopped vegetables with stacks of flat mmize cakes on
the side. Although the ingredients were extrenely sinple, everything had been
hi ghly seasoned and they found all of it delicious.

"W set out three hours after sundown," Cuervo said. "Dress warny it gets cold
inthe hills at night. W're carrying nothing across the nountains. | pick up
nmy | oad on the other side."

"That's good to know, " Haakon said. After the authorities, hijackers were the
bane of smuggling. Nobody would be interested in hitting Cuervo's train unti
after they had left it. "Where do we run into Federal |ines?"

"There's no real line," Cuervo explained. "This side of the mountains is Villa
and Orozco territory; the other side is Carranza territory. There're no
checkpoi nts except
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al ong the main roads and the railroad. Wat we have to watch out for is roving
patrols in the hills."

"What do we do if we encounter one?" Jemml asked.

"I'f we see themfirst, we get real quiet and close to the ground. My nules are
wel | trai ned—+hey won't give us away."

"And if they see us first?" Haakon asked.

"Then we got to talk to them How good are you at | ooking innocent?"

"Qut of practice," Haakon said. "But, if we're not carrying contraband goi ng

They heard the clicks of a pistol being cocked.

Jemal

in, they'll have no grounds for stopping us."

"They'll know that we ain't going through the nountains because we find the
road boring. I'lIl be lucky if they just confiscate ny nules."

"Sometines official people get reasonabl e when they see money," Haakon
suggest ed.

"I'f you got it," Cuervo said solemly, "keep it out of sight, because they'l
kill you for it."
"Rough ganes you play in these parts, friend," Jenal said.



"I't's rough tines,"’
has its good points.
house.

There were insects buzzing and chirping as they went out of the house. In the
di stance, dogs were barking at nothing in particular. The chickens were
roosting, and honest people were in bed. It was times |ike these, Haakon
reflected, that people like himand his friends
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went to work. They had napped after dinner, facing a long, nighttinme trek

The train of |long-eared beasties was waiting for themin a pen near the
stockyards. Cuervo's workers had al ready put the enpty packs on sone of the
ani mal s, and saddl ed those that were to be ridden. Haakon went up to one and
studied it. The light was dim but he could see that its rear hooves were
cloven. The front feet |ooked like they had claws. The ani mal cocked its |ong
ears toward himand studied himw th equal suspicion. Apparently, he didn't
scare it nmuch, because it |lost interest before he did.

"W | eave Torreon by a dry wash that'll keep us out of sight all the way to
the foothills," Cuervo explained. "Once we're in the hills, the brush is
pretty thick, so we don't have much chance of being spotted except by nounted
patrols. Before first light, we canp in a hideout I got. Tomorrow ni ght we go
on and by norning we'll be in Leon. There you're inside Federal |ines and you
can go about your business."

"That sounds good to me," Haakon said. A man whose face was invisible beneath
his wi de hat brought a saddled mule to Haakon, and he mounted. He hadn't been
on any kind of horse in years, not even an artificial one like this. He was
not confortable but he figured he could get used to it. It nmight be good
practice to ride an easygoing mule for a while, in case he should be called on
to ride one of the fiery beasts such as he had seen Villa's nen riding. The
mule twisted its head back and tried to bite his leg, so he rapped it between
the ears with his knuckles. Maybe it wasn't so easygoing after all.

202

THE SWORD, THE JEVEL, AND THE M RROR

They set out with Cuervo in the head, the other nmules following silently. The
gait of the animals was subtly different from anythi ng Haakon had ever ridden
and the front feet and back feet made differing sounds. It was odd but the
rhyt hm was hypnotic, and he found hinsel f noddi ng off before they had been on
the trail for an hour. He shook his head to clear his senses. It wouldn't do
to let his guard drop so easily. They would be up to the hills soon, where
there m ght be danger. He made sure his rifle was | oose in its scabbard
beneath his right leg, then did the same for his pistol. He didn't have nuch
faith in the weapons and wi shed he had his beaner and power-bl ade back, but if
his adversaries had only crude weapons, he had little to conplain about.

The long clinb began around nidnight. The gait of the mules changed as they
began to lurch uphill, their odd but sure feet finding easy purchase al ong the
dark, rocky trail. Soon they were hemred in by heavy growh, indistinct in the
gl oom but seeming to run heavily to spiky, knife-edged shrubs that | ooked as
if they woul d be unpleasant to fall into. There was a spicy scent on the warm
breeze, an amal gam of the scents of |ocal vegetation over the snell of the

mul es. They m ght have split hooves and cl aws, Haakon thought, but they sure
snel led |ike ordinary mul es.

The breeze grew cool er, and Haakon took his hat off and put on his poncho, a
garnment that was no nore than a blanket with a slit inits center to go over
the head. Wth his hat back on, he scanned the skyline for sign of patrols.
Not hi ng. He found hinmsel f nodding off again. Abruptly, he jerked as there was
a hi deous squal ling
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sound and the nul es began to bray in panic. He reached for his rifle, then had
to use both hands to hold hinself in the saddle as his mount began to buck and

Cuervo said, exposing gold teeth in a wide grin, "but it
" He waved around at the expensive furnishings of his



twist. There was a clattering of brush and rocks off to their left as

somet hing | arge squall ed once again, then | oped away.

It took at least ten mnutes for Cuervo to get all the mules under contro
again. "Dammed puma!" he said. "If there're patrols out tonight, they could
hear us a mle away. W got to nove cautious now. If we spot anything, we turn
around and head back for Torreon."

"You can go back," Haakon told him "but we're going on, seen or unseen. W
have a mi ssion to acconplish and our time is running short."

"Fi ght your way through, just the three of you, huh?" Cuervo cackled wth

gl ee. "No wonder Pancho |ikes you crazy gringos—you three are just like him"
H s chuckling subsided and he listened attentively for a while. "AH right,

| ooks like no Federales got wind of us just yet. Let's go on while our |uck
hol ds." They set out again, higher and later into the night.
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M RABELLE JERKED AWAKE SO SUDDENLY THAT, FOR A

nmonent, she couldn't renenber where she was. For the first tine in years, her
technothief's equilibriumwas upset, mainly by the sheer volune of noise

com ng from everywhere. Buzzers buzzed, bells donged, sirens emtted banshee
wai |l s, and her bed was giving her a series of sharp thunps in the behind. She
had never dreamed the ship had so many al arm systens.

Tumbl i ng out of her now hostile bed, she hit the deck on all fours and began
frantically pulling on clothes, muttering dire curses of the revenge she would
take if this were just Rama's way of announcing the arrival of her firstborn
The alarms were still going when she lurched out into the corridor, headed for
the bridge. Al exander cane barreling out of another door in front of her, and
t hey collided.
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"Al ex, what the hell is going on?" she demanded as they untangled their
vari ous appendages.

"Beats ne. |'m headed to the bridge to find out, just like you."

Soong was on duty on the bridge. When they arrived, he was trying to find sone
kind of control to shut off the awful noise. There was no sense trying to
carry on a conversation until that was acconplished. Eventually, Mrabelle
solved the problemwi th a sinple voice conmmand to the ship's conputer. Their
ears continued to ring in the sudden silence.

Rama's snarling face appeared in the holo tank. "G ve ne a good reason for
this disturbance before | kill you all!" she yow ed. Her face was drawn and
covered with sweat. This had not been a good nonent to disturb her

"A ship is approaching," Soong said, "and it isn't that mud-brick atrocity of
Ceneral Villa's. It may be we are under attack."

Rama' s face sobered instantly. "Attack is rarely an equivocal concept, at

| east between ships. What do you nmean?" It was clear that she was speaking

t hrough a veil of great pain.

"No shots have been fired," Soong said, sinultaneously reading current synbols
as they rose fromthe console, "and there have been no beans or mnissiles.
However, our offensive and defensive systens are being probed by sone force
whi ch so far defies analysis."

"That explains all the alarnms going off at once,’

Mrabell e said. "Wat about

this ship?"

"We're getting visual now," Soong said. "Rama, I'Il relay this to your holo
tank. "
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"Dam!" Al exander swore as the image took shape. "Ain't that pretty?"

"I must devote nore time to your education, Alex," Mrabelle said. "That thing
is baroque to the extent of vulgarity.”

"Bar barous," Soong concurred, "but inpressive."

"I like it," Rama pronounced. "Wy did it have to show up when I'min this



condition? These should be guests worth receiving." Her face spasnmed with
unendurabl e pain and she let out a frightening squall. "You'll have to handle
it," she said when she had breath again. "I have to sign off for a while." Her
pai n-w acked face w nked out.

I n appearance, the "ship" was a sort of flying pyramd. Its tiers blazed with
mar bl e and precious netals. Col ored snoke rose here and there from what
appeared to be altars set amid gardens growi ng on broad terraces. Crowning the
pyram d was a conpl ex of buildings covered with gold.

"Just what you woul d expect to conme flying off a flat planet," Soong said. "In
this place, ships are designed by insane architects.”
"Villa's men were wong," Mrabelle said. "lIt's not solid gold, just gilded on

top."

"Better stop admiring their ship and figure out what it's doing to ours,"
Al exander advi sed.

"Excel l ent idea," Soong said. He ran his fingers over a control panel and

studied his results. "Something is retarding all instructions to our weapons
systens. "

Mrabelle tried notion controls and frowned at the results.
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"Rand," she called, "what's happeni ng down there?"

"I wish you' d come down and | ook," said the engineer's netallic voice. "A
description really doesn't do it justice, and a holo image woul dn't convey the
true inmpact."

"Uh-oh," said Al ex.

"W mght as well," Soong said. "W're doing no good here."

Silently, they trooped fromthe bridge, down the compani on way to the main
sal on, past the crew quarters and recreation roons, past the hatches to the
smal | cargo hol ds, the hydroponics, the machine shops and robot |aundry, and
finally to the holy precincts of the engine roonms. Rand met them at the
barrier hatch

"There | was," he expl ained, "mnding my own business, keeping the Teslas
danped |ike the captain ordered, with half an eye screen on the holo of that
ship out there, when what should show up unannounced?" He jerked a

net al - sheat hed thunb at the area where, on ordinary days, the hunped forns of
his Tesla engines were the | argest objects to be seen. Today was different.
Coi l ed conpletely around the whol e engi ne conplex, nearly filling the engi ne
room from bul khead to bul khead, was an inmense serpent. It was not of the
usual , scaly variety but was instead covered with feathers of eye-searing
bri ghtness and riotous colors. An especially spectacul ar feather ruff
surrounded its head, which was as | arge as a human body and rested on one of
the I ower coils. The huge, saucer-shaped eyes were set directly in front,
above its snout, watching themw th anusenent.
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The surprisingly nobile face grinned, exposing a whol e nout hful of

hal f-neter-1ong teeth.

Soong cleared his throat with some difficulty. "Are you soneone we shoul d
conmuni cate wi th?" he asked. The serpent said nothing, and Soong turned to the
others. "It is always a good idea to be polite to dragons.”

"That's what | always say," Al exander said, looking a little sickly. He took a
fewtentative steps toward it. "You know, you gotta be careful with the
Teslas. They're— It flicked out a long, forked tongue at him and he junped
back. "Don't talk a whole hell of a |lot, does he?"

"I don't think he's a messenger,"” Mrabelle said. "Soong, you'd better get
back to the bridge. I'll join you there in a few m nutes."

"What' Il you be doing in the neantinme?" Al exander asked.

"Cetting properly dressed, of course.”

"They are taking their time in opening comunca-tions," Soong said. It had
been nore than an hour since the ship arrived in their tank. It was now



floating within a few hundred neters and was nore than a bit intimdating so
close. Its base was nearly a kilonmeter on a side. Now they could make out sone
of the npsaics covering the vertical walls of the rising terraces. They could
see peopl e wal ki ng about or standing, some in mlitary-style formation, but
they could make out no details at such a distance.

"Maybe we should try first?" Al exander hazarded.

"Never," Mrabelle said. "In polite society, it is
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i ncumbent upon the attacking party to establish a dial ogue. That goes even
here. Besides, it would be enbarrassing to try to call only to find out that
they control the comunications as well."

She hid her anxiety well, but it set her nerves on edge to know that an
unknown party had control of any of Eurynone's systems. The ship had becone
their world, and it was very nearly inpregnable. She had al ways been proof

agai nst human tanpering, but things didn't always work out that way within the
G ngul um

"I suspect," said Soong, "that they are busily analyzing us. Renenber, our
ship is as bizarre to themas theirs is to us. | wuld |ove to have an

anal ysis of whatever it is that holds that thing up. No anti-gfav we've ever
devel oped will support nore than a few tons."

"Wul dn't do you no good when we got back to real space," Al exander said.
"It's got to be sonething as crazy as that flat planet or Villa's
gunpowder -dri ven ship."

"l suppose so, but— he stopped abruptly as a |l ow note of uncertain origin
sounded through the bridge.

"That sounded like a conch shell being blown," Mrabelle said.

"1 shall take your word for it," Soong said. "But where is it comng fronf? Not
over the ship-to-ship."

"Visitors," said a pleasantly nodul ated voice, "the Enperor Montezuma wel cones
you to his domain, and hopes you have suffered no undue inconveni ence because
of our security precautions.”

210

THE SWORD, THE JEVEL, AND THE M RROR

"We desire an explanation for this behavior," Soong said. "Qur ship's systens
have been assaulted in a nost unprovoked fashion. W have done no harm nor
did we seek to flee at the approach of your ship. Wiy have you treated us as
enem es?" He felt that a little bluster would do no harm just now

"It is our policy to establish the origin of any vessel that enters our space
before allowing it any kind of contact with Aztlan. W have been unable to do
so with your ship. What is the origin of your vessel ?"

"Just a monent," Soong said. "Upon arrival, we were net by a General Villa. W
cooperated with himand assuned that he had sonme authority in dealing with us.
Were we incorrect?"

There was a pause. "The status of General Villa rmust be discussed at sone
other time. W accept that you dealt in good faith. Now please informus as to
the origin of your ship."

Soong took a deep breath. "W come on a mission fromthe Republic of the

G ngul um "

There was anot her pause. "Are we to believe that your vessel and yoursel ves
did not originate on this planet?"

"You may assune that with perfect confidence.”

Anot her voice cane on, this one deeper and nore nelodious. "I'll take over
now. This has becone a diplomatic matter." Apparently, the second speaker was
addressing the first. "Unknown ship, | am Enperor Mntezuma the Ninth, G eat
Speaker of the Tenocha and Supreme Ruler of Aztlan. It is necessary that we

speak as soon as possible. | propose to bring your ship to rest in a dock
aboard ny own. |Is that agreeabl e?"
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"I npossi ble,"” Soong said. "W would very nuch like to have a nmeeting with Your
Maj esty, but our ship is not designed for docking in a gravity environnent.
She woul d suffer irreparable structural danage, not to nention the disastrous

consequences to the engines. | fear it is inpossible.”
"You need not worry," Montezuma said. "My wi zards have perforned a thorough
anal ysis of your ship, and they have prepared a cradle in which it will be

perfectly secure and happy. As for the engines, we have taken the liberty of
sendi ng a guardian deity to prevent them from beconing angry."

"Ah, yes, the great serpent. A nagnificent creature but not, | fear, a danmping
nmechani sm of whi ch we have experience.”

"Have no fear," said Montezuma airily. "W are taking you aboard now. | shal
nmeet you personally at the dock."

"So much for our fears of nortal danger,’
dear ?"

"As ready as | can be on insufficient data," she said.

Taki ng the fantastic craft confronting them as her cue, Mrabelle had
constructed the nost garishly stunning outfit she could dreamup fromthe
resources of her extensive wardrobe. As her main garnment she wore a

"Danae- Cl oud, " which consisted sinply of a generator that surrounded her from
neck to ankles in a veil of shimering golden light. She was not quite visible
beneath it and, as the fight was equipped with artificial inertia, she always
seenmed about to step out of it, but it
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al ways caught up just in time. It had been extremely popular with herm
courtesans a few years back. Her hair had been gilded, each hair individually
plated with a nmol ecul e-thick |ayer of the nmetal. She wore metallic gol den

| enses over her irises and put on a good deal of barbaric jewelry and ot her
ornanentati on. Wthout Rama to outshine her, she had pulled out all the stops
to inpress their reception party.

"I wasn't expecting to have to vanp the enperor hinself so soon," she
conpl ai ned.

"Al'l the better," Soong said. "Possibly, we can get this matter settled while
our esteened shipmates are floundering about in General Villa's backward
bailiw ck."

"What about ne?" Al exander asked. "You want | should go along with you? | get
along with kings real good."

"Sure, cone along," she said. "You're baroque enough to delight the nost jaded
nonar ch. "

Soong was resplendent in a dress uniformfor which he possessed no
qualifications. Its decorations were made of spectacul ar gens and coruscating
ri bbons of brain-searing brilliance. H's cape was lined with the nacreous fur
of Pirian ice lizards, and his dress sword' s handl e and sheath were carved
fromsolid jade. He had won the outfit fromthe doornman of a |uxury hotel on
Bal der and saved it for just such an occasion. He pulled on his white gl oves
as they made their way to the airlock

Eurynonme was now under gui dance of whatever power Mntezuma's "w zards”

di sposed of and was drifting in
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toward a broad notch sunk into a side of the pyramid. On the screens in the
airl ock chanber, they could see a cradle made of a netting of gigantic ropes,
whi ch | ooked newl y made.

"Surely that won't support Eurynone\" Mrabelle said.

"I woul d suggest," Soong said, "that if these people can make a pyram d fly,

t hey can nost probably dock a light cruiser in a net. There is nothing we can
do about it, in any case."

Slowy, alnost inperceptibly, the ship settled into its inprovised cradle with
no groans or squeaks of protest. Mrabelle glanced at Soong and shrugged. In
its slowest and stateliest fashion, Eurynone opened its side hatch and | owered

Soong said. "Are you ready, ny



a long ranp until it touched ground. Rods rose along the sides of the ranmp and
extruded sl ender poles of bronze which net to forman elegant, latticework
railing.

Facing themwas a |long stone stairway. A huge red cylinder appeared at the top
of the stair, hesitated there, then toppled toward them and rolled

preci pitously down the steps. In nonents, the steps were red-carpeted.

"Dam!" Mrabelle said. "W didn't think of getting a red carpet. And this was
a royal ship, too."

Now a | one figure appeared at the top of the opposite stair. They tined

t hensel ves as precisely as possible and stepped off onto the ranp just as he
stepped onto the first step. A few steps behind the descending figure came two
files of strange-looking, uniformed persons, presumably bodyguards. Mrabelle
had no attention to spare for
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bodyguards. She was busy storing and anal yzing informati on about Enperor

Mont ezuma | X

He was tall and appeared to be about thirty years old. H's hair was thick and
bl ack and his features were narrow, with nmedi umdark skin. An upper cape of
white erm ne spotted with black tails covered his shoulders, and from bel ow it
spread an undercape of brilliant green feathers. He wore a suit of shiny gray
silk, its jacket bearing |apels of black velvet and its trousers term nating
above shiny black shoes. His white, high-collared shirt had a narrow patterned
necktie, and across his wai stcoat was | ooped a narrow, golden watch chain with
a tiny fob. Edwardian, Mrabelle thought, but we found no Great Britain here.
Can you have Edwardi an with no Edward?

She read his bearing with the clarity of a trained 'observer. This was no

usur per or puffed-up, fake monarch |ike so many. He wal ked with the confidence
of a god. He made even the absurd juxtaposition of clothing |ook perfectly
natural, as if he would be equally at home in a cigar-snoke-filled gentlenen's
club or presiding over a human sacrifice. Now she noticed the bodyguards
behind him For a dizzy nonent, she thought they were Felids, but then she
noticed the tails. They were cat-people of sone sort, but far nmore feline in
appearance than Felids. They were covered with short fur, splotched tan and

bl ack, and they wore com c-opera uniforms with lots of brass buttons and tal
shakos sporting towering feathers. Their weapons were businesslike revol vers
and bol t-action car bi nes.
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"Wl come to Floating Mountain, honored guests," Montezuna intoned. "I trust

you have not been excessively inconvenienced by our invitation? The fact is,
we couldn't let you just drift there in defiance of natural |aw and at the
possi bl e mercy of our esteened CGeneral Villa."

"We are, of course, quite charmed to accept your invitation," said Soong, for
| ack of any viable response. "To tell you the truth, we weren't quite sure
what to nake of General Villa, or his rivals, in relation to yourself, so we
thought it best to retain a diplomatic reserve.”

"That was wi se," Mntezuma said, speaking to Soong but with his attention on
M rabelle. He took her hand and kissed it gallantly. She responded with a
curtsey that threatened to drop her out of her golden cloiid; it dipped in
time to preserve nodesty, but only barely. "Now that we have nmade contact, you
need not concern yourself further with our squabbling generals. You shall be
nmy guests and we shall learn of your place of origin and arrange for
diplomatic relations. | may assunme that you are dipl onats?"

"W have no credentials to present, Your Majesty," Mrabelle said. "Actually,
we are on a rescue nission. However, we are enpowered by our governnent to
make pre-diplomatic arrangenents with newly di scovered soverei gn powers."
This was nade up on the spur of the nonent, but it was not a conplete

fal sehood. In fact, the G ngulumwas so anarchic that it was not unusual for
its minions to



216

THE SWORD, THE JEVEL, AND THE M RROR

i nvent official capacities for thenselves. If everything worked out, these
powers could be ratified ex post facto.

"Then we shall proceed on the assunption that you constitute a genuine
enbassy. That means | can throw a banquet for you. | could anyway, of course,
but it's always good to have an official occasion the first time. Are you
three our only visitors?"

"No," Mrabelle said, "the captain of our ship and two others went in search
of our rescuees a few days ago. At that tinme, we thought CGeneral Villa was
going to be our only contact. One of our nunber is about to have—wel | -+
suppose you night say she's about to have a baby, for lack of a better term
Her mate is on guard over her. They're not quite human. Qur engineer likes to
stay with his engines, even if you have wapped themin a snake. He's human,
but just barely. That |eaves us. | am Mrabelle and this is Soong."

"Charnmed. And your official status?"

"At present," Soong said, "diplomats. The one rudely poking your bodyguard is
Al exander. You rmay consider himmnister without portfolio and nearly w thout
consci ence. "

"What an anmusi ng group you are. Most of the diplomatic corps here are a dour

and hurnorless lot, but you'll learn all about them They used to be nore fun
but now they're getting ready to go to war with each other, so diplomatic
functions have becone rather chilly. You'll liven things up considerably and

earn nmy eternal gratitude for doing it."

"We shall be honored to brighten Your Majesty's
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days," said Mrabelle, remenbering the ancient injunction concerning the
gratitude of princes. He turned with the kind of gracious gesture that is
possible only with centuries of royal breeding and ted his guests up the |ong
stair.

"Your ship shall be quite safe, under the authority of the captain of ny
personal guard. None shall be allowed to enter. And your—person of delicate
condition, will she require the services of ny personal w zards? They are
expert at these things, having delivered nore than a hundred of my own

of fspring. No | osses yet."

"Ah, thank you," Mrabelle said, "but our nedical, ah, nmachines are tending to
her. She is in a condition which nmakes her nore hostile than usual to
strangers." Mre than a hundred? she thought.

"Medi cal machi nes? How droll. My wi zards woul d never hear of it, | fear."
"Mnd if | ask a queston, Chief?" A exander chinmed in.

"Pl ease do," Montezuna sai d.

"What's holding this pile of rock up?"

"Wy, spells, of course. My priests chant in relays to keep Floating Muntain
al oft and on course. Direction control, needless to say, is perforned by
appeal to the appropriate stars.”

"Needl ess to say," echoed Mrabelle, green about the gills beneath her makeup
"I, in turn, was wondering what kept your own ship fromdisintegrating,"”

Mont ezurma sai d. "We could detect no conventional w zardry at work, not even
the faith
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factor that European ships utilize. And your engines! | confess, ny w zards

were appall ed. Even the obsol ete gunpowder drive isn't so dangerous. That is
why we took the precaution of sending the guardian deity to keep the denon
from breaki ng | oose. You nust come froman odd place if that is your customary
nmeans of travel."

"The universes," Soong said, "are full of odd places."

They entered the flying pal ace, an amazi ng warren of tapestried hallways,
sinister shrines, drawing rooms full of overstuffed furniture, nenageries



where sone of the caged inhabitants | ooked rather human, ball courts, billiard
rooms, sw nmng pools, sacrificial altars, an observatory, gardens both indoor
and outdoor, a trophy roomfull of skins, stuffed beasts, and human skulls,
and an amusenent roomw th a carousel and bow ing alley.

They came to a portrait gallery, which Montezuma insisted they tour. At one
end were scul ptures and nosaics. Mdway were oil paintings, which gave way to
nmonochr one phot ographs. There were no hol ographs of any kind. Mrabelle
stopped before a marble scul pture of a man whose face greatly resenbl ed

Mont ezuma' s, but whose hair was |onger. He wore a feather headdress and an

el aborate loincloth with rmuch jewelry.

"I rather expected you to look like this," she said.

"These days | only wear the |oincloth on cerenonial occasions,” he said. "This
is an ancestor of mne. They were nore uninhibited in those days. He boasted
that he personally cut out the hearts of five hundred prisoners between
sunrise and sunset one day."
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"I do hope your religion is no | onger so sanguinary,’
appr ehensi vel y.

"Hurman sacrifice? Haven't done it in generations, although runors persist that
some of the nore backward peasants do away with an infant or two in bad years.
Strictly forbidden, of course. No, our priests quit trying to bribe the gods
and buckl ed down to the proper study of science back in my great-grandfather's
day. However, since you cone from sone other planet, it strikes me as odd that

Soong said

you shoul d have any preconcei ved notion of how | should look at all. Howis
t hat ?"
"That," Mrabelle said, "is a long, long story, and should wait for the

banquet. You are about to find out what a very odd place the universe is."

"I always suspected it was rather peculiar." Mntezu-ma led themto a towering
pair of doors and two of the jaguar-guards haul ed them open. "This is the
grand ballroom and nost of the diplomatic corps should be here to neet you
and propose inproper alliances. Pray do not commt yourselves."

The i mense roomwas crowded, and all its inhabitants turned to face Mntezuna
to bow deeply as he entered, but their eyes were on the three who cane in with
him The men | ooked cal culatingly at Soong, then admiringly at Mrabelle. The
worren stared at her Danae-C oud, |ooking at first scandalized, then

fasci nated, then envious.

"Jesus, look at all the unifornms!" Al exander said. "It |ooks |ike a doornen's
convention in here.”

Mlitary unifornms did seemto predom nate, along
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wi th | uxuriant rustaches. The uniforms were bright with colors and gold braid,
cerenoni al swords, and garish decorations. In accordance with sone tacit
under st andi ng, people began to line up to be introduced, although nothing as
vul gar as a conmon queue actually formed. It was a stately mnuet of the
pecki ng order. Position of birth seemed to cone before diplomatic rank or

i mportance of nation represented, although they had no way of judging this

| ast factor.

"This," said Montezuma, "is General Helnuth Johannes Ludwi g von Mol t ke,
anbassador of Hi s Mjesty Kaiser Wlhelmthe Second.” . Mltke was an old and
sick man, but his back was ranrod-straight even in a bow, and his heels were
noi sy. The anbassador fromthe Republic of France was suave and wore a row of
mlitary decorations on his tuxedo. Wl |l down the line, they reached a man who
was younger than nmost, in a blue uniformgol d-braided across the chest, graced
with white gl oves and hi gh bl ack boots. His sword hung on slings and was far
heavi er than the court swords worn by the others. It had a | ong handl e and

rat her resenbl ed those Soong had encountered on Chanuka.

"Fromthe court of Enperor Yoshihito of N ppon, we are honored by the presence
of the Shogun M nanoto Tamet ono."



M rabel l e managed to keep her jaw from droppi ng, and Soong nade heroic efforts
at inscrutability. Al exander hadn't even noticed, and was occupied in maki ng
sal aci ous overtures to the wife of the anmbassador from Austria-Hungary.
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Tamet ono was somewhere in his early thirties, as advertised, if this was the
same man. He was tall and had hard, handsonme features. Hi s bearing was
mlitary, but it was nore that of a highly trai ned commando than the
mlitary-school rigidity of many of the other uniformed nen. He regarded them
coolly. "I greet you in H's Majesty's nanme," he said nonconmittally.

They were introduced to a host of others, but one thought now predomn nated:
how to get Tanetono alone for a few mnutes? In this welter of

soon-t o- be-at-each-other's-throats diplomats, spending nore than a few ninutes
in conversation with any of themwould trigger suspicion in all, and
acconpl i shing anything w thout being overheard woul d be inpossible. Ah, well,
doi ng the inpossible was what they were noted for. So they told thensel ves.
There were a very |large nunber of apparently minor states represented, sone of
whi ch had names that sounded vaguely familiar, others conpletely nysterious
and bi zarre. Everywhere, though, were evidences of mlitarism and a genera
air of chest-thunping and saber-rattling was the order of the day. There were
snarls in the smles that sone anbassadors gave others, and a few did not
bother to hide them Everyone was effusively polite to Montezuma, and by
extension to his guests, Soong and Mrabelle. Nobody knew what to nake of

Al exander .

"There is going to be a general bloodletting on this world soon,"’
nmuttered when they had a nmonent of privacy.
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"It's what the twentieth century was noted for, is it not?" Mrabelle asked.
"True. Pity the sorry business has to be repeated here. One would think once
was enough, even in a nultiplicity of universes."

"Wirse has happened since," Mrabelle said. "And we aren't here to influence
internal affairs. Let themwork out their own destiny. Qur problemis to get
Tamet ono asi de and ask a few pertinent questions."

"Where is Sarai now that we need her?" Soong | anented. "She m ght be able to
recogni ze him And she has the damed Three Treasures."

"I"'mmnore concerned with the man in his putative capacity as | eader of the
second expedition into this place. | want whatever information he has, and
want to pick up the others if they're still alive and | want to get out of
here. Even the real universe, conplete with Bahadur and Ti nur Khan, is better
than this make-believe fantasy."

"It isn't make-believe," he reninded her

"I know," she said wearily. "Uh-oh, what's that kid up to?"

Al exander had cornered several of the female sevants and was regaling them
with tales of his inportance. Al exander |oved attention, and female attention
was best of all. Unfortunately, he was sel domcontent with nere femal e

adul ation. He was proceeding in his forthright fashion to nore persona
attentions when Soong haul ed hi maway by one oversized ear

"This is no way for a diplomat to behave," Soong chi ded gently.
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"I was just being friendly,"

Soong

Al exander conplained. "Ain't that what you wanted

nme to do?"

"I did not intend that you take my instructions quite so literally," Soong
answered. "However, | now have anot her assignnment for you. Go back to Eurynone
and find out what Rama's situation is. You may be a godfather by this tine."
"Well, | hate to leave the party, but if you say so."

Actual ly, he was already bored stiff with the diplomatic affair and was
curious about Rama, but it never paid to seem anxious to run errands, because
then people got in the habit of assigning them He dropped to all fours and



took off. He made better tinme that way.

He attracted sonme curious | ooks as he scanpered through the hallways, but
since all the really inportant people were still in the ballroom nobody
stopped him The cat-guards eyed himfor a few nonents but, whatever else he

| ooked i ke, Al exander didn't | ook threatening to even the npst paranoid.

Wt hout Montezu-ma giving the guided tour, it took only a few m nutes to get
to the outside. At the top of the stair |eading down to Eurynone's |anding
ranp, he found somebody waiting for him

What he saw at first was a bulky, loomng formin a blue uniform which he
took to be one of Mntezuma's guards. Never anxious to trade pleasantries with
of ficial dom Al exander darted to one side to pass around the man, but the
shiny bl ack boots sidestepped in front of himand he had to stop. He noticed
the big sword dangling in its harness by the man's |eg, and he | ooked
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up to see a serious face that he vaguely recognized fromthe greeting |line at
the di pl omatic bash. It wasn't one of Montezuma's people, but he couldn't
renmenber which country the nman was from

"I would like to speak with you," the man said. The words cane across through
Al exander's translator al nost wi thout accent or inflection, but he could see
that this guy was agitated, although trying manfully to hide it.

"Sure, why not," Al exander said. "Cone along. | got to check up on a shipmate.
She' s gonna have a baby or sonething."

They descended the steps to the bottom of the ranmp where one of the cat-people
was on guard. "The Enperor has ordered that nobody is to be all owed aboard the
foreign ship." The words were hissed and gargled. The |ong fangs and narrow
tongue were not well adapted for human speech

"It's okay," Al exander assured the guard. "He's my guest. Nobody told ne
not hi ng about not bringi ng guests aboard."

The guard | ooked hesitant, then said, "I suppose it's all right. | was ordered
to l et no unauthorized persons board while the foreigners were away." He

di spl ayed the inmenorial disconfort of soldiers whose orders had not been
speci fic enough. At |east, Al exander thought, this breed of cat-person didn't
broadcast its disconfort with a di sagreeable snell.

As they clinbed the ranp, Al exander noticed that his companion was greedily
devouring Eurynome's lines with his eyes. He slid his hand al ong the bronze
railing
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like a drowning man clutching at a rope. It was decidedly odd. They went

t hrough the lock and into the main salon. A 'hot cane floating up and

Al exander took the beer it held out.

"Order up. That was a pretty wet party back there, but here you can sop it up
and we don't expect you to be polite or anything. W believe in being
confortabl e here."

"No, thank you. | mnust ask some questions and it is unlikely | shall be able
to get a private intervieww th your officers. This nmay be nmy only chance.™
"Shoot. Oh, I'mAlexander. |I'msorry, but | didn't quite catch your nane."

"I am Shogun M nanoto Tamet ono of Ni ppon. He I ooked a little crestfallen
"No kidding! You nean it was this easy? You're the guy we' ve been | ooking
for!™

He | ooked stunned and confused. "Looking for me? After all this tinme?"
"Sure," Al exander said, puzzled. "According to the word we got back at
Meri di an, you and your expedition di sappeared about three nonths back,
standard. "

"Three nonths!" Tametono's face flushed. Yes, no doubt about it, this guy was
agitated. "I left the CGngulumfifteen years ago!"

"Ch," Alexander said. "Wll, in that case, | can see you' d be kind of pissed
off. They tell ne tine works different here, but | never quite understood it.
Anyway, it looks like you did pretty well for yourself, making shotgun and



all.”
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"Shogun, " Tanmetono correct ed.

"Yeah. | nean, the captain and Jemal and that |ady from Chanuka went | ooki ng
for the expedition that went in just before yours, and those guys ended up in
t he sl anmer,"

"Chanuka," Tanmetonmo said. "Did you say from Chanmuka?"

"Yeah, that's where we were before we got suckered into this mission. Chamuka,
| mean. Anyway, while we was there, we picked up this | ady nanmed Sarai."

"l never heard of her."

"Probably not. Anyway, she's not really Chanmukan—she's Bahaduran."

" Bahadur an?"

"Right. A princess of the royal house, if you believe her. Anyway, she was
sent out to find you on account of you're gonna be Enperor of Chanuka. If they
find you, that is, which it |ooks Iike we have."

"I think I will take that drink now," Tametono said. H's hand shook slightly
as he lifted the gl ass.

"Ch, hell! | just renenbered | gotta check up on Rama. Hold it here just a
mnute, Chief. I'lIl be back." He left Tametono | ooking dazed and staring into
a hal f-enmpty gl ass of w ne.

First he tried Rand in the engine room "Hey, Rand, you heard anythi ng about
Rama?"

The engi neer turned his visual receptors toward Al exander. "Not a thing. |'ve
been keeping an eye on the snake, and the damed thing just keeps staring back
at nme."
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"Couid get tedious."

The feathered serpent flicked its forked tongue lazily. Al exander stuck out
his own, then he darted back up the passage and stopped in front of Rama's
door. He took a deep breath and rapped, ready to take flight the instant he
was faced with hostility. To his surprise, the door opened, and Numa stood
there, not snelling too bad.

"Who is it?" cane Rana's voice frominside

"The apeling,"” Numa runbl ed.

"Ah, everything okay?" Al exander asked brightly.

"You may as well come in," Rana said.

G ngerly, Al exander edged past Numa and tiptoed into Rama's bedchanber. He
didn't get to see this part of the ship very often. Rama was extrenely jeal ous
of it. He saw her propped up in the center of her huge bed, |ooking haggard
but healthy. Her striped hair hung in |l ank strands, but a 'bot was working on
it. She also |ooked a lot smaller than in recent weeks. She was hol di ng sone
ki nd of bundle of flashy silk in one arm

"Come closer," she ordered. "I amin a good nmood. Admire."

He went to the side of the bed and | ooked into the bundle she held out. "Gaah
Twins!™ Two incredibly tiny faces peered blindly fromthe bundle. Their eyes
were so squinty that it was difficult to deternine their color, but the thin
fuzz on top of their heads was striped yell ow and white. "Orange tabbies,"”

Al exander said wonderingly. "Kind of small, aren't they?"

"They are perfect," Rama insisted. She beaned down at them and |icked the tops
of their heads.
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"Boys or girls?" Al exander asked.

"One of each."

"Ch. | can see already they're gonna be | oads of fun. Do they have names yet?"
"Not yet. That will take time and consideration." The infants began
broadcasting a faint scent that Al exander recognized. Wen Ranma shed that one,
she was hungry. She opened her robe and let the babies nurse. "Now, apeling,



tell me how you and the ot her bungl ers have brought catastrophe upon us during
nmy incapacity."

"It's not as bad as all that," Al exander told her. "The captain and Jermal and
Sarai are wandering around on the ground somewhere, |ost."

"That is good to hear," Rama said. "Their absence is always wel cone, and with
| uck perhaps they won't return.” v

"Soong and Mrabelle are still hobnobbing it with the local bigwigs in the
pal ace. Looks like the last big party before this whole silly planet goes to
war . "

"And | woul d have been such a glittering addition to so distingui shed an
assenbl age." She sniffed. "Ch, well, they shall have to get along with that
unattractive person. | had nore inportant things to concern ne."

"And we | ocated Prince Tametono. That is, | did. He's here, in fact. Things
are a little funny, though. He's been here fifteen years instead of a few
nont hs. "

"As | suspected, things are in chaos. | suppose they will all expect ne to
sort things out now. " She turned to the 'bot. "Holo," she ordered. In the
tank, her own image appeared, slightly magnified. Her hair was now in
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order. "Gve me sone tine to apply a few cosnetics, then bring this Tametono
person to ne."

"In here!" Al exander gasped.

"Surely you don't expect nme to get up so soon and greet himin the salon. Yes,
bring himhere. I wish to speak with him Besides, it isn't every day that we
get a visitor who is a prince, if he truly is such a thing. Such a

di stingui shed guest shoul d have the opportunity to adnmire ny offspring. Now
go."

A few mnutes later, Al exander cane back in with the bemused-| ooki ng Tamet ono.
He nade appropriate noi ses upon being shown Rama's new pride and joy. "My
congratul ati ons on your, ah, reproduction, Lady Rama. Now am | to understand
that you are in some position of authority on this expedition?"

"I amnow, in the absence of anybody else. They are all idiots anyway. None of
t hem even snell good. Recently, | have been indisposed, but | shall be back to
full capacity soon. As anyone can tell you, the ful! capacity of a Feiid is an
awesome thing to behold. Now tell nme, you handsome devil, how did you get to

be shogun or whatever it is of N ppon?"

There was a loud throat-clearing sound at the door as Soong and Mrabelle
strode in. "Perhaps we should be in on this," Soong said.

"Who invited you?' Rana demanded.

"Shall | throw them oat?" Numa asked her

"No, this way | won't have to repeat everything to them"™

M rabelle ignored Tanetono for the nmoment and
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delivered the necessary adniration of the cubs. She poked one with a finger
and its tiny hand cl osed over the fingertip. The little claws were soft and
bent freely. It gurgled and exuded a scent that was not altogether

di sagreeabl e.

"When do their claws harden?" she asked.

"Not for a few years," Rama said

"That's a relief. WII their eyes stay blue?"

"Possibly, but they could be alnbst any color. I'mhoping for green; it goes
so well with orange hair."

"This is supposed to be a rescue m ssion?" Tanetono asked.

"Only secondarily,"” Soong assured him "You recall the hole in Mridian that
you were to explore?"

"I could hardly forget."

"It is still there and getting larger all the time. This ship had no
difficulty passing through.”



"Still there," Tametonp said, "after fifteen years?"

"Did you say fifteen years?" Mrabelle asked. She handed an infant back to
Rama. "This is going to take sone expl ai ni ng. "

"Take it fromme," Al exander said. "It ain't gonna sound any better after he
expl ains." They ignored him

"I have been here too long already," Tanetono said. "By now that guard may
have reported that | boarded this ship. O soneone el se nay have seen. |If | am
aboard too long, plotting will be suspected."

"So what ?" Mrabelle asked. "That bunch is so paranoid they'd be suspicious if
you retired to a nmonastery. We have crucial business to discuss and
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dammed little time to get it all accomplished. W have to pick up our captain
and the other two, with or without the nen they went out to contact, but
mainly we have to find the answer to that expanding hole in Meridian. Wat
about the other men fromyour expedition? Are they still alive?"

"Al'l but two. They are all still with me. When we nade the crossing al! those
years ago, we landed on this inpossible world in the Enpire of N ppon. This
whol e planet is an analog of Earth in the early twentieth century, but there
are radical differences. N ppon was still under the | ast Tokugawa shogun, and
Enperor Meiji had not dismssed him Mich of the restoration had been
acconpl i shed, but the samurai class had not been abolished.

"We were inmmedi ately taken into custody and questioned for several nonths.
Eventually, we were allowed parole, and | becane a cl ose advisor of Prince
Yoshi hito. He was determined to carry on the work of defeudalizing N ppon.
kept ny former crew as ny personal staff, independent of the politica
factions within the court and governnent. The two who died were killed by
assassi ns who worked for reactionary feudal |ords."

"Do you think you can bring yourself to | eave your cushy job and go back to
the real universe?" Mrabelle asked. "Assuming we can find our way back, that
is."

Tametono smiled. "His Majesty already has my resignation. | have told himfor
years that the time is long since past to abolish the shogunate. If it wll
get us back to our native universe, | would make ny resignation
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effective i Mmedi ately. The question arises: Can we get back?"

"That is a tricky one," Soong admtted. "Did you come through a glass tube
full of florescent neon gas?"

"A what? W passed through the hole in Meridian and found oursel ves in what
passed for orbit around this flat planet. Actually, it's not such a bad

pl anet, although technol ogically backward. If only it weren't flat. | could
never get used to that."

"I can understand how it could get on your nerves," Mrabelle assured him

"But your mission was to find an answer to the expanding hole as well. You've
had, by your own claim fifteen years to research the matter. Any | uck?"
"I believe so. Conditionally, in any case. The problemis, | require an

artifact that sinply does not exist in this universe. Back on Chanuka, it was
sinmply called the Jewel."
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HAAKON SLAPPED SOVETHI NG STING NG H'S NECK. "OF all the dammed things to copy
efficiently,” he muttered, "why did they have to get nosquitoes right?

Bl oodthirsty little buggers.”

They were coning down fromthe hills above Leon. This country was wi | der than
that on the other side of the nountains, with pronmi nent rock ridges separating
val l eys full of lush, near-tropical vegetation. And bugs.

"Cheer up," Jemal said. "These aren't a tenth as fierce as the bugs on
Chanuka. "

"They make up for it in nuisance value," Haakon contended. "This little



expedi tion had better turn out to be worthwhile. So far it's been nothing but
toil and tediumwhile we could have been taking it easy on the ship."

"It was your idea," Sarai said. "You insisted that we
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had to come down here and sneak into the capital to talk to these putative

Ci ngul an explorers.™

"Well," he said, scratching his scalp, "maybe | did m sjudge the tinme and

di stance factors a little. This place |looked a ot smaller fromorbit."

"And these beasts have worn pernanent sores in some of ny nost vul nerable
areas," she conpl ai ned.

"The medbots can fix you up in no tine," Haakon said. "Just as soon as we get
back. "

Absently, he rubbed his own sore areas, which hurt far worse than he woul d
admt. He could barely wal k and wasn't" sure that he would ever be able to sit
again. It wasn't that he nminded suffering in the pursuit of duty, it was just
that suffering should be nore dignified. Thank whatever gods held sway in this
uni verse, though, they were al most out of the hills. If they could just get
into Leon, they could travel the rest of the way by railroad. Unconfortable
and inconvenient as that was, it was infinitely preferable to this.

Cuervo cane back along the line of nmules. "W wait here," he said quietly.
"After dark, we go into the city. You'll be safe once we're in town. Nobody
will give you a second glance then. 1'll |eave you at the railroad station,
and you can nake the rest of your arrangements fromthere."

"Sounds good," Haakon said, unutterably relieved to be able to disnount and
rest his poor, aching backside for a couple of hours.

G ngerly, they clinbed down and picketed their animals. Wth many a wi nce, the
little group of three sat on the ground and passed a bottle to pass the tine.
If this
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pl ace had a single redeening virtue, Haakon thought, it was that it produced
excel l ent tequil a.

"Qdd, " Haakon rmused, "but you get used to living high all too easily. A few
years ago, when | was breaking rocks in the Bahaduran pits, this would have
seened |i ke heaven—osquitoes, saddl e sores, and all. Running free in the
hills, even with patrols to dodge, was ny idea of the best |life had to offer."
"Were you really in the slave pits?" Sarai asked. "Everybody who does busi ness
with the resistance novenents clainms to have gone through that, but |'ve never
nmet anyone who really was in the pits.”

"You can believe it," Haakon said. He held out a hand, palmforenpst. She
reached out and ran a fingernail down the horny plating of callus, producing a
rasping scratch fit to raise hair on a corpse. "Jemwas there, too," Haakon
told her. He contenplated his palm "The sl edge marks are on the bones, too,
["'mtold."

"I wasn't there as long as he was," Jermal said nodestly. "Hack was dunmb enough
to get caught twi ce. Once was enough for ne, so | took up prizefighting
instead. "

"Fromwhat |'ve heard of the pits," Sarai said, "I'mnot really surprised that
you don't trust ne."
"Don't let it bother you," he said. "I wouldn't have trusted you anyway."

"You— A hand signal from Jemal shushed them both. There were sounds from
nearby: a scraping of rocks and a slight, netallic clinking. Cuervo cane
scranbling by.
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"Keep down and keep quiet," he whispered. "It's a patrol."

"Forget it," Haakon said. "They're all around us, sneaking up. Mght as well
talk to them WMybe they're anmenable to a bribe."

"Don't count on it," Cuervo said disgustedly.



A man appeared, striding up onto a lip of rock straight toward what had been
their path. He wore a khaki wuniform and high, dusty |eggings. He held a pisto
casually in a gloved hand. "Ah, if it isn't our old friend Cuervo from
Torreon! You never know who you'll run into out in these hills. How good to
see you, ny friend."

"Greetings, Lieutenant Polycarpio,” Cuervo said with a broad, gol d-toothed
smle. "It gives one a secure feeling to know that our soldiers are out on
patrol, ever vigilant to apprehend nal efactors.™

" Speaki ng of such persons," the lieutenant said, "how does it happen that your
pack train takes the nountain paths instead of the road, which is favored by
honest nmen?" His grin had even nore gold in it than Cuervo's.

"You know how it is, Lieutenant," said Cuervo, spreading his hands in a
dramatic gesture for understanding. "In these tinmes, a nerchant has to pass
back and forth acros Federal and Villista lines and be searched, and every
time something sticks to the hands of the searchers. It is no way for a poor
man to make a living."

"Well, things are no different up here in the hills, Cuervo, except that here
we're nore suspicious, naturally. Let's have a | ook in your packs."

"By all means, Lieutenant," Cuervo said. "Search to
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your heart's content. You'll see that we have nothing to hide."

Cuervo's tone was nonchal ant, but Haakon could see the sheen of sweat on his
brow. Polycarpio' s thunb never |left the hamrer of his revolver. Signals |ike
this had far nore nmeaning than nmen's words. Wthout noving, Haakon prepared
for trouble.

"Keep them covered," Pol ycarpio said.

H's patrol rose fromtheir position among the rocks, six hard-bitten men in
dirty khakis with short, bolt-action carbines. Some carried | ong machetes at
their wais,ts as well. They closed in, doubtless anxious not to mss their
share of whatever the trapped travelers were carrying. That suited Haakon. If
there was going to be a fight, he wanted them cl ose. That way, he and his
friends woul d have a chance of surviving. Rifle-arnmed men woul d have it al
their own way at any di stance.

Pol ycar pi o nade a perfunctory search of the packs. "So, you are going to pick
up your cargo in Leon? | should have waited until you returned. But who is
this?" He licked his lips theatrically as he eyed Sarai. "You don't |ook |ike
nost of the contrabandi stas we get around here, young |lady. But we'll get to
you later. First, what's in your saddl ebags?" He opened one of the bags and
pul l ed out a sil k-w apped bundle. Frowning in puzzlement, he unw apped the
Jewel. "What's this thing?"

"A keepsake," she said, with no nmore than a slight shakiness of voice. "It was
ny nother's."

"Well, it's mne now, whatever it is. Wiat el se do you have?"
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Haakon deci ded on one forlorn try. "Lieutenant, | realize that your government
insufficiently rewards its faithful soldiers. It's that way everywhere. If
you'll let us go on unnolested, | would be willing to inprove your financi al

position. That goes for your nen, too, of course."

Pol ycarpio smled at him "You carrying cash? That's good to know." He turned
to his men. "Leave the woman for now, but shoot these nmen. Don't ruin the
boots. "

Haakon drew and fired, drilling Potycarpio just below the chin, then he turned
and fired again before the man started to fall. The soldier nearest himfell
and he dived and rolled as a rifle bullet struck a rock next to him Jemal
jerked a soldier in front of himand stabbed himwith his left hand as he drew
his pistol with his right. He fired before his target got his carbine |ined
up. Cuervo haul ed a pistol from beneath his poncho and shot a confused man who
hadn't quite figured out what was happeni ng yet, and Haakon shot the next to



| ast soldier in the side just as Jemal was shooting the same man in the chest.
The [ ast man, standing farthest away, didn't even try to shoot. He began

runni ng, but he got no nore than ten paces before Cuervo snatched up a dropped
carbine and drilled himbetween the shoul der bl aes.

Cuerevo dropped the carbine and scanned the six dead soldiers and their
lieutenant. "Dam!" he said. "You nen act |ike you been in this kind of
situation before."”

"Mre often than | care to remenber,"” Haakon told him

, 239
John Maddox Roberts
"Well, if you ever decide to take up the contrabandis-ta trade seriously, you

can always work with nme. Right now, though, we got to hide these bodi es and
find their horses.”

"Do we have time to do that and still make Leon before it gets |ight?"

"Sure, but you're going to Leon, not me. Soon as we have these stiffs stashed,
' m headi ng back for Torreon. No sense trying to make ny run now. By tonorrow
night, these hills will be crawming with Carranzista cavalry. 1'll cone back
in a couple of weeks. You got no problem though. You can be on the train and
hal fway to the capital before these nmen don't report in and headquarters gets
suspi ci ous. "

Haakon turned wearily to see Sarai standing nunbly, |ooking at himwith a
different expression. "Wat's the matter?" he asked. "This was no worse than
t hat dust-up back on Chanuka."

She shook her head. "It's the noise," she said unconvincingly. "These weapons
are brain-rattling. Besides, back there all | noticed was the cat-nan.

didn't get a chance to see you at work."

Haakon shrugged. "Mbst people are good at sonething, | suppose. This is what
I'"mgood at. Not the kind of thing I enjoy, but over the years |'ve learned to
cope. "

"So you have," she said. "D d anybody think to bring a shovel ?"

The train from Leon was not nuch different fromthe first they had been on
They were nearing the capital, so there were fewer rustic types aboard, and
nor e busi ness

240

THE SWORD, THE JEWEL, AND THE M RROR

types. There was the sanme rhythmc rattling, the same shower of sooty snoke

t hrough the wi ndows.

Jemal had found anot her newspaper, this one blazoned with a red headline in
six-inch type. "It says here," he reported to his bored conpani ons, "that
President Wlson of the United States, President Long of the Confederacy, and
Presi dent Maverick of Texas have sent a joint expeditionary force under a
Ceneral Pershing into Aztlan after General Francisco 'Pancho* Villa."

"So this country is at war with a foreign enenmy for a change?" Haakon asked.
"They don't seem sure. There's so many governments here they apparently have
to get a consensus. The Kaiser is trying to whip up a war agai nst the Tsar
but the French say they' Il declare war if Gernmany does. | don't know what

t hese people would do for news if they weren't fighting or getting ready to."
"Anyt hi ng about Tanetono or Ni ppon?" Sarai asked.

"No, just—hold on, he's here."

She shot upright in her seat and snatched the paper from his hands. She
scanned the colums for a few noments, then handed it back. "I can't read
this," she admtted abashedly.

"I could have told you that," Jemal said. "Now where was |? Ch, yes, here it
says that Enperor Montezuna has been hosting a nassive international

di plomatic function, in hopes of bringing about a peaceful resolution of the
seem ngly insoluble conflicts which are |eading to war anong the nmj or powers
of the worl d-hah, big chance—the diplomats having agreed to neet here on
neutral ground."

241

John Maddox Roberts



"CGet to the part about Tanetono!" she hissed.

"Be patient, we won't be off this train for several hours. It says that

al t hough the Enmpire of Nippon has no alliances with any of the powers about to
go to war, they have sent a mission to be in on the negotiations. The m ssion
in keeping with the belligerent practices of everybody else, is not headed by
a nmenber of the diplomatic corps, but by the suprene military commander, the
Shogun M namot o Tanet ono. "

"Now we' re getting somepl ace," Haakon said. "Were is this grand diplomatic
bash bei ng hel d?"

"Aboard sonething called the Floating Muntain. The nature of the craft is not
described, but it's supposed to be sonewhere in the capital."

"We're not dressed to crash a really high-class party," Haakon said, surveying
hi s dust-and- bl ood-stai ned char-ro outfit. "This was fine canoufl age for
getting here, but maybe we'd better get ourselves sone go-to-neeting clothes
when we hit the big city."

"How long is this nmission to be in the capital ?" Sarai asked, desperation
edgi ng her voice.

"The whol e thing breaks up tomorrow,” Jemal said, "but no word as to when the
i ndi vi dual del egations |eave."

"We' || assume they head for home inmediately,"” Haakon said. "That doesn't

| eave us nmuch time to get those nen out of jail and weasel ourselves aboard
this ship or whatever."

"Forget them" Sarai insisted. "Worry about themlater. | nust get the Three
Treasures to Tanetono."

"You're assuming a lot," Jemal said. "W still don't 242
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know that he's the man you're | ooking for. We're pretty sure that these two in
the slamrer are fromthe G ngulum”

"You go nmeet them" she said. "I'mgoing to find Tametonon. You two know your
way around jails better than | do anyway."

"No arguing about that point," Haakon admited, "but |I'm di sappointed at your
lack of teamspirit. Here we are, getting ready to do sonething daring,
demandi ng, even heroic, if | may be gaudy, and do you want to hel p? No, you
want to go off on your own and find your prince."

"I fully intend to," she said. "Watever it takes to gain access to him ']
do."

"Hell, you can kiss frogs until he turns up for all | care!" Haakon shout ed.
Heads turned to find the source of this unseemy outburst.
"Quiet, children,” Jemal cautioned. He glanced out the window "I think |I see

our Floating Muntain."

They pressed their faces to the wi ndows. "Dammation," Haakon said, "what's
holding it up?"

The pyram d hung above the vol cano-ringed city at an altitude of about a

t housand neters. They could see its base clearly, a featurel ess square of cut
stone. The angl e was not good for view ng the towering pyram d, but what
little they could see | ooked |avish and unlikely.

"Not gunpowder this time," Jemal said. "Not enough snoke. Hell, maybe they use
happy t houghts and pixie

dust."”

"l don't understand the reference," Sarai said.

"You're deficient in classical literature," Jemal told her
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"Don't mind him" Haakon said. "He's always doing that. Now that you've seen
it, are you still confident you can talk your way onto that thing?"

"I don't know," she admitted, "but | amgoing to try."

"Gve it atry, then," Haakon said. "But don't expect us to come rescue you
when you screw up."

The train was pulling into an i mense station at the base of a wooded hil
studded with ancient, nonolithic scul ptures. Mst of the station was taken up



by a cavernous shed roofed with dingy glass and spidery wought iron. Long
fingers of brick separated tracks where trains disgorged their passengers, who
filed along the brick into the terminal. They filed right along into the

term nal thensel ves. Everywhere there were soldiers in the khaki or blue
Federal uniformnms, but nobody paid the slightest attention to two nore charros
and an adelita coming in fromthe back country for a visit to the big city.
The term nal was papered with posters, sone new and bright, others tattered.
There were posters for bullfights, posters for festivals, election posters,
posters advertising everything fromguns to shoe polish. Qutside the term na
were clustered little stalls selling flowers, second-hand cl ot hing, toys, and
a multitude of other goods along with fortunes and spells.

They were in the market for higher-class goods, though, and a stall keeper
directed themto a thoroughfare called the Avenue of the Twentieth of
Ther m dor, where the expensive clothing shops were to be found. They took a
rattling streetcar powered by overhead cables and got off at a square centered
by a small, ruinous pyrand

"Here comes trouble,” Jemal nuttered. A short, fat
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pol i ceman wearing a blue uniformwadded with gold braid was striding

i mportantly their way.

"Hey, you three," he called.

"Us?" Haakon asked innocently, his hand near his revolver butt. Please, he
prayed, no trouble here. W're so close.

"Yes, you. You can't wal k around here wearing guns |like that. Were do you
think you are, in Pancho Villa's arny? Keep those irons out of sight when
you're in the city. You canpesinos always think the capital is just another
village." He snorted disgustedly through his wal rus nustache.

, "Easy, Chief," Haakon said. "We're just not used to the big city."

"Just hicks, that's us," Jernal said. They unbelted their pistols and rolled
themup in a poncho. The rifles, still in saddl e scabbards, apparently caused
no of f ense.

"That's better," said the cop. "Now behave yourselves while you're in
nmy,city." He waddl ed away, lord of all he surveyed.

"Officious little prick," Haakon said. "How conme, no matter how many planets |
visit, no matter how many universes, for God's sake, | keep running into that
little bastard?"

"There's probably a great phil osophical -cosnol ogi cal concept there, Hack,"
Jemal said. "Let's give it to the loonies at the U of the G ngul umwhen we
get back. The Cosnol ogi cal Cop Theory or something like that."

"Yeah," Haakon said sourly, "when we get back. Come on."

They found a discreetly expensive shop with a French
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nane and wal ked in, causing a little bell to tinkle. A man with a tiny, curled
nmust ache wal ked out, dressed in clothing so inpeccably tailored that he | ooked
Kke sonme kind of illustration. He clasped his hands together as he cane from
t he back of the shop, smling for all he was worth, then he saw them and t he
snmle was replaced by a | ook of horror. The horror disappeared when Haakon
dropped the heavy bag of gold on the front counter and told the man what they
want ed.

It transpired that there was no such thing as a fashion shop that catered to
both nen and wonen, and this was a man's shop. The flunky directed Sarai to a
simlar establishnent for wonen across the broad avenue, then he set to taking
nmeasurenents. He was pleased at Jenal's excellent proportions, appalled at
Haakon's extravagant nuscul ature. He had nothing to fit. Haakon paid for the
qui ckest -possible tailoring job. He had an inportant party to attend that

ni ght, he expl ai ned. The shop's staff got to work.

Four hours later, the three enmerged fromthe | obby of their |uxury

hot el —bat hed, barbered, and dressed to the nines. Haakon's droopi ng nustache



was now curled tightly at the ends. H s feet sported not only shiny,
unconfortabl e shoes but sonething called "congress gaiters." They had tucked
their smaller weapons discreetly about their persons beneath their clothes.
"This is inpossible," Sarai conplained. "What if | have to run or fight?" Her
cl ot hing was so vol um nous that not a square centineter of flesh was visible
fromthe neck down. Her dress was a nauve silk and only cleared

246

THE SWORD, THE JEWB., AND THE M RROR

the ground sufficiently to allow a partial view of her high-button shoes.
"Standard attire for the pre-industrial upper classes," Jemal said, lighting
an expensive cigar. "lIt's designed to display the usel essness of the

upper -cl ass worman. Read your Veblen." He coughed and nade a face at the cigar
"Why do they snoke these things? They snell awful and taste worse."

"Snoke it anyway," Haakon said, lighting up one hinself. "It's canmouflage." He
got his first snootful of the horrid snmoke and fought to keep fromlosing the
el egant lunch they had just eaten. H s eyes watered despite his best efforts.
He took the thing out of his nmouth and glared at it. "Well, maybe not
everybody snokes these things. Fierro said Villa doesn't." He threw the cigar
into the nearest gutter, where it was i mediately snatched up by, a beggar
The man stuck the butt into his nmouth and wal ked away with a blissful

expr essi on.

"Come on," Haakon said disgustedly. "Let's go find the jail."

"You go ahead," Sarai told them "I'm heading for the floating pyramd."

She carried a shoul der bag which the wonan at the shop had said was horridly
unf ashi onabl e, but she needed sone place to stash the Three Treasures and her
pistol. Her broad hat had a flimsy veil that did little nore than make her
features sonewhat obscure. It nmade her expression no |ess disapproving. She
turned away fromthem and began to make her way toward the center of the
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city, where the hotel clerk had told themthe pal ace conplex I|ay.

"Just us now, " Jermal renarked.

"I know," Haakon said, following her with his eyes. 'Tdjusthoped . . ." he
trailed off. "Ah, hell, let's goto jail."

They caught a streetcar headed in the right direction. It was primtive, but
they had to admt that it was a hell of a fun way to travel. It was better

than the railroad and didn't have all the snoke. Evening was coning on and
bands were beginning to play, both indoors and outdoors, all over the city.
For a country in the mdst of an interminable civil war and which had just
been invaded by a foreign armnmy, Aztlan seened determined to have fun

They got off in front of a forbidding building that presented a tiny-w ndowed
red brick facade to the square it fronted. A pair of blue-uniforned soldiers
fl anked the doorway.

"How do we get past the guards?" Jemal asked

"Let's try wal ki ng," Haakon suggested. They crossed the square fromthe
streetcar stop and wal ked through the entrance. As Haakon had suspected, the
guards were for show. They did not even glance at the two well-dressed nen as
they entered. The interior of the building had no character except generic
institutional. There was no decoration and the paint was flaking. A

bor ed-1 ooki ng man sat behind a wi de desk near the entrance. He gianced up
then stood when he saw t he expensive cl othes and the respectabl e bearing of
the wearers. "May | hel p you gentl enmen?"
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"Possi bly so," Haakon said, remenbering to nmake his nmanner businesslike rather
than aristocratic. Jailers didn't |like aristos, but they knew that businessnen
meant money. It was that way everywhere. This place was pretty innocuous, but
it made Haakon nervous anyway. He just didn't like jails.

"Wuld it be possible for us to speak to the director of this establishnent?"
"What might | tell himis the nature of your business?" the functionary asked,



al |l cooperation.

"We are journalists for the Paris Gazette," he said, nam ng a newspaper they
had seen on a stand in their hotel. "There are two prisoners here whom we
would like to interview "

"I shall speak to the commandant,’
"Easy so far," Jemal said.

"So far," Haakon echoed.

The desk nman came back out. "The commandant will see you now, gentlenen."

They went into a large office behind the desk. Inside was another snaller desk
behi nd which sat a gray-haired man in uniform Next to the desk was a coat
rack with a hat and a giinbelt hanging fromits pegs. Over a stone fireplace
hung two portraits. One was Ceneral Carranza, whose picture was everypl ace,
usual |y plastered over the visages of former presidents. The other was of a
man in an ermne robe. That, Haakon thought, was probably Enperor Montezuna.
The man behind the desk stood and cane forward, stretching out his hand.
"Sergeant Gomez tells me that
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you are journalists for a French newspaper. Welcone to the Benito Juarez
Correctional Facility." He took their hands in turn, giving each hand the
customary cop's once-over. "How may | be of assistance to you?"

"W have heard," Haakon said, "froma source in the north, that you have two
pri soners here, nmen who appeared some few nonths ago, in a flying craft of
unknown origin. The owner of ny newspaper feels that there nmight be a story of
some interest here, and sent us to interview them M enployer woul d be nost
grateful for any cooperation and help you night be able to give."

"I see," the conmandant said and pondered deeply. "I amafraid | rnust

di sappoi nt you. These men are still under the authority of State Security, and
as such | have no authority to allow themvisitors, not even representatives
of a distinguished Paris journal."

"That is unfortunate," Haakon said, "however, ny enployer has enpowered ne to
be extrenely generous in showi ng ny appreciation for any aid in facilitating
this interview"

The man stroked his graying goatee. "I see. Perhaps something m ght be done.
Allow ne to make sone small preparations.” He bowed grandly and left.
"Jackpot," Haakon said.

"I hope to hell these two know sonething," Jemal said. "If they've seen
not hi ng but this | ockup, they' re probably as nuch in the dark as we are."

the man said. "Please wait here."

"Don't borrow trouble," Haakon said. "Maybe we'll at |east be able to buy them
out of this place. That's part of our assignment."

The commandant reappeared at the door. "If you
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gentleme™” w" come with me, | have dismissed certain of the guards for the
evening. | know that you will w sh privacy for this interview"

"You are nost kind," Haakon said. They followed the commandant through a
thick, iron door into a corridor nade up of barred cells. @ ancing through the
bar.s, they saw no prisoners in any of them Their guide stopped at the | ast
cell and opened it.

"You two have visitors,'

he call ed. Stepping aside, he waved Haakon and Jenal

into the cell. "I can give you one hour," he said.
The two wal ked into the diminterior of the cell. There were two hunped forms
on benches at the rear of the cell. "Wake— Instantly, Haakon knew that there

were no nmen beneath the bl ankets. He did not even have tinme to turn before the
door slammed shut behind them Wen he did turn, he found hinself [ooking into
the nmuzzles of two rifles held by guards.

"You will now surrender your arns," said the commandant.

Haakon grasped at a last bluff. "OF course, Conmandant. W have just cone

t hrough unsettled country and thought it best to armourselves.” G ngerly, he
handed over pistol and knife and Jenal did the sane.



"When you cane into ny office," the commandant said, "I found mnysel f asking
certain questions, such as: What kind of journalist has hands like a silver
m ner, without a single ink stain on then? Wat kind of journalist carries
dagger and revolver, but no fountain pen or note pad? What kind of journali st
shares an interview with a colleague? This is an inportant facility,
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gentl emen, which fromtime to time houses distinguished prisoners. As a
result,journalists are nothing newto nme, and I know the breed."

"Excel l ent questions, sir," Haakon said. "l congratul ate your astuteness.
However, my offer of generosity stands."” Wat the hell, it was worth a try.
The conmmandant's face grew grim "Agents of State Security will be com ng for

you soon. Make yoursel ves confortable, gentlenen." He strode away and the
guards went with him Seconds |ater they heard the massive iron door slam
shut .

Haakon sat on a bunk. "Jem" he said, "what the hell is a fountain pen?"

Jemal shook his head. "Dammed if | know. Mist be something we shoul d have
checked up on before we decided to pose as reporters.”

"We didn't last long once we got to the big city, did we? Ch, well, | was

al ways better at getting into jail than getting out."

"We can take confort in one thing," Jemal said.

"What's that?"

"Well, maybe Sarai can figure a way out of this. That woman certainly had her
brai ns about her when she decided to have nothing to do with us."

252

Thirteen

"HEY, HACK, WAKE UP." JEMAL WAS SHAKI NG HI' S shoul der. Haakon sat up, yawni ng
and stretching. Long experience had taught himto sleep as best he could when
in jail. Sleep was al ways good for you, and often as not there was nothing

el se to do anyway. He could hear a nmetallic clatter in the distance.
"Somebody' s coming," Jenmal said. They both did their best to straighten their
sadly runpl ed cl ot hing. What good was dressing like a |ord when you had to

| ook like you'd slept in the stuff?

"Who is it?" Haakon asked. He sat on his bench and refused to | ook anxious.
Jemal was standing at the barred gate and peering down the hallway.

"I't looks Iike Numa, only about six rungs down the evolutionary |adder."
"This should be worth seeing," Haakon said. He got
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up and snoot hed down his |lapels. The creature that appeared at the door did,

i ndeed, look a bit like a Felid.

"You two are to cone with ne." The voice sounded like a man gargling with his
mout h full of marbles. Whatever pseudo-deities had been at work here, the
scientists back in the real universe had done a better job with Felids. No
sense in telling him though

"What is the meaning of this?" Haakon asked in his best bluster. "W are

| aw abi ding citizens, journalists for a great publication, and we are treated
i ke crimnals!"”

"Shut up," the cat-man said. "W have searched your roons. No passports, no
identification. W have cabled Paris. The newspaper you claimto wite for has
never heard of you."

"My, you're thorough," Jermal said. "What now?"

The conmmandant was unl ocking the cell. Behind himwere several guards who

pl ai nly knew their business. No sense fighting. "I amgoing to cuff and
shackl e you two," he said, "and you are going to acconpany this officer to one
of His Majesty's own facilities. This whole matter has been taken out of the

hands of General Carranza's governnent. | trust you shall be able to settle
matters to your satisfaction. As prisoners go, you two have been interesting
and very little trouble. I do suggest, however, that you refrain,fromlying or

attenpting bribery. His Majesty's mnions nay not share ny tol erant nature."



They were marched outside to the square where sonmething that | ooked Iike a

pal anqui n awaited. They clinbed in and sat glumy on the overstuffed seat.
"Very little trouble,"” Jemal echoed, shaking his head sadly.
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"Kind of makes you want to take up an honest living, doesn't it?"

The jaguar-man sat in the facing seat. He | ooked rather elegant in his ornate
uniform but he was totally wi thout humor. "Be silent for the renmainder of the
journey. W go to Hs Majesty's flying palace, Floating Muntain. There you
are to be interrogated at Hs Majesty's pleasure. Save your breath for that."
There was no point in arguing. A nman in an exotic |oincloth and feather cape
appeared next to the palanquin. .He clinbed into a small cockpit behind the
passenger conpartment where they sat. He settled his feathered headdress, took
a sul phur match out of his loincloth and lit a tire in a tiny brazier in the
cockpit. Wth palns turned upward, he began a | ong and conplicated chant. The
pal anquin lifted fromthe plaza under the curious gaze of a fewidlers.

"My God," Jemal gasped, "he's praying this thing into the air!"

"Shoul d that surprise you?" Haakon asked. "In this place— A teeth-baring
snarl fromtheir guard' silenced him

Idly, he fidgeted with his chains. They weren't heavy, but breaking them woul d
be quite beyond even his strength.

The city bel ow them provided a spectacular viewin the early light. There
appeared to be two cities occupying the sane area. One was a "nodern" city, a
bustling early industrial netropolis held together by a network of streets,
nost of themstriped with streetcar tracks. The other was an ancient city
represented by tenple com
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pl exes domi nated by towering pyram ds. Sonme of the tenples had snoke com ng
fromthem but nost were semi-ruinous. It was an interesting mxture, and
specul ating on its history hel ped take their minds off their predicanent.

The pyrami d was nearing. It was a mnd-boggling sight, with its |layers of

scul pture and gardens, its tenples and endl ess walls decorated with nosaic and
fresco. They ascended al nost even with the highest |evel and began to circle
the flying edifice. Then they were over a deep notch let into the side of the
pyram d and saw what was cradl ed there.

"That's Eurynonme\" Jenal said.

"What the hell is holding her together?" Haakon said. "She's not designed for
stresses like that!"

"Silence!" snarled the guard.

Haakon snarl ed right back. "That's ny ship, you fur-faced bastard! Now | eave
us alone or I'Il bite your goddam face off."

"Easy, Hack," Jemal cautioned.

Their guard grumbl ed but gave themno further trouble. It was a good sign

They m ght be nore inportant than they had thought.

The pal anquin came within a few, neters of the inpossible net cradle that held
Eurynone. Haakon scanned the ship for damage, but she showed none of the signs
of stress he would have expected. It had to be nore of the magic that kept the
pyram d floating and the pal anquin flying. The priest's chant slowed and
Haakon stood to exit the pal anquin. The guard' s hiss stopped him
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"Never exit a craft while the priest is still chanting!" the cat-man said. "Do
you know not hi ng of safety procedures?"

"Sorry," Haakon said, settling back down.

A minute later, the chanting halted and the guard stood, signaling themto do
the sane. They clinbed awkwardly fromthe craft, careful not to let their leg
irons trip them They eyed the tall stairway ahead of them gl oonmily

"Can't you take these irons off?" Haakon asked. "It's not like we'd try to
run. \Were could we go?"



"I have no such orders," the guard said, and that was that.

"Bastard woul d nake a good BT," Jemal said. "Od Hulagu' d wel cone himto the
Tuman, except for certain racial disqualifications."

"Move," said the cat-nan.

They began to clinb, the chains making their progress mserable and

hum liating. Odinarily, they would have sprung up the steps with effortless,
athletic grace. This chain-induced shuffle deeply offended their fine sense of
style.

Once atop the steps, they entered the manmade nmountain. There were corridors,
chanmbers, stairways, all of a surpassing magnificence, but their condition
left themin no nmood to admire the appoi ntnents. The guard ushered theminto a
wood- panel ed room furni shed with oppressively heavy, overstaffed furniture and
bi zarre tapestries. A sideboard held decanters of fluids and a hum dor full of
t he di gusting cigars.

"You wait here," the guard said. "I go to report."
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"Wait here, huh?" Jemal said when he was gone. "Wat the hell did he expect us
to do?"

"Pretty posh | ockup,” Haakon said, eyeing their surroundings. "lI've been in
worse." He crossed to the sideboard and pulled a crystal stopper froma
decanter. "Nobody said we couldn't sanple the drinkables," he said, "and screw
"emif they did." He sniffed one, nmade a face, and put it down. "Peach brandy.
Can't stand the stuff." He sniffed another and snmiled. "Claret. That's nore
like it." They each poured a gl ass.

"Now, " Jemal said, "just what the hell is our ship doing here?"

"I imagine we're about to find out. | wonder how Rama is?"

"We're here as prisoners,” Jemal said. "Qur ship's in the control of

strangers, we have no idea of what shape the rest of the crewis in, we don't
know where Sarai is, we haven't found a single one of the people we were

| ooking for, we're no closer to finding an answer to Meridian's problemthan
when we cane through the neon tube, and you're wondering whet her that

i nsuf ferabl e eneny of humanity's had her kittens yet? Hack, we've been friends
along tinme, but sonmetines for the life of me | can't figure out why we agreed
to let you be captain!”

"Because that's the way Tinmur Khan wanted it," Haakon said, "and besides, |I'm
a superior human being. In worrying about one of ny crew, I'mfulfilling one
of the prine duties of a captain.”

"There are others who require worrying about nore,"’
is never in danger from anyone except herself."

Jemal said darkly. "Ranma
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Haakon sat in an easy chair. "Hell, maybe we shoul d have | et that punk back at

t he Bl oody Bucket plant his damed | uck detector or whatever it was on the

ship. The readings he'd get would probably fry his brains."” He had brought the
decanter to his chair and poured hinsel f another generous glass. He started to
wave his arnms in an expansive gesture, but his shackles frustrated that. "What

the hell," he declared, the excellent wine on his enpty stomach | oosening hi m
up fast, "look on the bright side."
"If there is one, I wish you'd point it out to ne," Jemal said through

slightly gritted teeth.

"W took a roundabout route, but we got here to the pal ace,"” Haakon said
triunphantly. "I bet Sarai never even made it here."

"Don't count on it; she's pretty resourceful. And fromthe | ook of things,
we' d have got here quicker by staying with the ship."

Haakon ignored that. "Plus, it looks like this is where those two fromthe

Meri di an expedition are as-well, so we're closer than we were. All we have to
do is push our luck. W' ve always been good at that."
"Qur luck?" Jemal's face was growing red. "Wat the hell luck are you

t al ki ng—



He was interrupted by the door opening. The man who cane through the door was
tall, with black hair and dark, handsone features, slightly inbred in
lineanent. He wore an ordinary suit in a sinply patterned weave instead of
cerenoni al vestnents, but they recognized himfromhis portrait.

"I am Enperor Montezuma," he said. He waited a
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few nonents. "It is customary to rise in the presence of royalty."

"Screw that," Haakon said. He sat back in his chair and his feet remined
propped up on the low table before him "So you're an enperor. | used to be a
viscount. Hell, | have a wonman in nmy crew this trip who's the daughter of an

enperor. Not just any old pissant enperor, mind you, but the Khakhan of
Bahadur. That son of a bitch owns enough firepower to squash all your
squabbling little countries |ike so nmany bugs. Wuldn't bother sending a major
fleet to do it, either."

Mont ezurma snmiled. "You're exactly what your friends told me to expect." He
turned to the cat-guard who now stood behind himin the corridor. "Take the
shackl es off these nmen." He turned back to Haakon and Jemal while the guard
plied his key. "As | understand it, your Khakhan occupi es a universe ot her
than my own, so | need hardly worry about him W have a great deal to

di scuss, gentlenen, but first | think you should have some breakfast. You' ve
made quite an inroad into ny excellent claret, and it would be a shanme not to
provi de sone conplenentary food. | shajl be back when you have eaten.”

Haakon sat back fromthe litter of plates, replete. "They just waltzed in here
and found him" he said disgustedly. "Hell, he stood in line to get introduced
to them While we were down in the hills getting our butts mule-blistered! Is
there no justice?"

"Ch, there certainly is, Captain," Soong assured him
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"It is ny belief that these follies of yours are punishnent for the sins of a
former life."

"You coul d have been nore patient," Mrabelle said. "Nobody in his right mnd
woul d have conmmitted hinmself to such a hare-brai ned expedition on nothing
better than Ceneral Villa's talk."

"He was honest with us," Haakon muttered. "He has other good points. He shoots
rebel | i ous subordi nates, for instance."” This was doing his nental state no
good. He was still shattered by the news about Rama. Tw ns! What kind of.
madhouse woul d his ship becone now?

The door opened and Sarari came in. She had been to the ship, because she had
gotten rid of her ridicul ous disguise and was wearing a one-piece gold
coverall. Haakon glared at her. "Well, at |east we beat you here."

"No you didn't," she said. "I've been here since yesterday evening."

"How?" he asked, crestfallen

"Sinmple. According to the newspapers, half the high-level diplomts on the

pl anet were in this palace. That nmeant there woul d be sone serious

entertaining going on. | got directions to the nost exclusive brothel in the
city and volunteered nmy services. 1 told the madamthat | was doing it just to
make connections, and she could keep all ny fees. | was here within an hour
attending a ball."

Haakon turned to Jemal. "This worman has not led as sheltered a |life as she
lets on."

Thi ngs m ght have been worse. Mrabelle had brought his customary clothes and
had renoved the fake hair and nmustache while he ate. This nmade himfeel nore
li ke
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hi nsel f and, therefore, a bit nmore in control of his situation. His ego had

t aken sone bruises, thou' gh

Servants cleared away the plates in time for Mon-tezuma's arrival. He was
acconpani ed by Tametono and made the requisite introductions. Mntezuma took a



cigar fromthe humidor and lit it up; the others managed not to gag. He took a
chair and crossed his long | egs casually.

"I must admit," he began, "that if | had nothing but your unsubstantiated word
for your origin and activities, | would recommend that you all be committed to
a madhouse." He waved his cigar in a graceful gesture. "However we have two of
your ships, and there can be no question that they are genuine and that you
arrived in them M priests and sorcerers are at a |l oss to explain how you
harness the forces that drive your craft between the stars, but we can be sure
that you do so

"As to the nature of your universe, | amlost to hear you try to explain it.
Your cosmology and nmine are too different. | have some understandi ng of the
gods of this world, as nuch as any human being can truly understand gods. You
bel i eve that ny gods were once beings that inhabited your own universe, am!|
correct?"

"That is our firmbelief," Soong said. "In their long era in our universe,
they attained truly godlike powers, and within the worldlet we call Meridian
they created one or nore, probably several, universes in which they could give
their creative powers free reign."

"But is it not as possible," Mntezuma said, "that your own universe was
created by a god or gods from ni ne?"
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"Ri di cul ous, " Haakon said. "Qur universe was there first."

"Are you sure of that?" Mntezuna asked. "This world has a natural order that
we understand. It has a geol ogical and fossil record extendi ng back nany
mllions of years, as | understand yours has. The history of nman on this

pl anet is documented, sonewhat inconmpletely, for about six thousand years,

wi th an archaeol ogi cal record extendi ng back many thousands nore. So which of
our universes is ol der?"

"It is possible," Soong said, nodding. "Tine is different here, and we only
vaguel y understand the periphery of inter-C ngulumspace. It could be that our
reasoni ng i s backward."

"I don't believe it," Haakon said stubbornly. He had no particul ar reason not
to believe it, but the prospect opened a void so huge and so black that it did
not bear thinking about.

"These are deep cosnol ogi cal questions,"” said Montezuma after a silence, "but
we have a nore inmedi ate problem You need to close the gate between our
worlds, lest it destroy this place you call Meridian. That gate nmakes ne
uneasy as well. So far, three of your craft have landed on this world. | do
not believe that we are ready to deal with you. W are by conparison
technol ogi cal | y backward, and just now we are poised on the brink of a vast
and insane bl oodl etting. Your presence could be ruinous at a tine like this.

hope you will not think ne callous if | tell you that, were it not for the
chance that you might be able to close that gate, | would al nost certainly
execute you all, and destroy your ships."
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They sai d not hi ng.

"However," he went on, "it need not come to that. The ex- Shogun M nanoto, whom
you know as Prince Tametonp, may have the solution to all our problens. Please
tell these people of your plan, Your Excellency."

Tamet onp, now dressed in civilian clothing, clasped his hands behind his back
and paced nervously as he spoke. "I led the third expedition from Meridian. By
some i nconprehensi bl e warpage in the status of tine, | arrived here first, as
far as | know. | have heard nothing of the first expedition, which explored
the gate in pressure suits. In fifteen years, neither | nor ny surviving crew
have aged."

"I was wondering about that," Haakon said. "You | ook about the age we expected
when we traced you to the C ngulum™"

"None of this was unplanned,"” Tametono said. "W all arrived here in a fashion



whi ch appeared to us to be as randomas the fall of cherry bl ossons." Haakon
wondered from which cultural grab bag he had pulled that simle. "But there
was not hi ng random about it. W were brought here."

"That assertion," Haakon said, "is going to take a little explanation."
"Bear with nme," Tanetono said. "I began life as a nminor prince and becane a
nmere runaway youth, swept wherever the waves of war took me. | ended up in the

Ci ngulum the last bastion of defiance to Bahadur. One day | happened to be in
Meridian and attended an officers' neeting where a mssion to explore the
al arm ng gate was proposed and vol unteers were asked for.
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vol unteered for a sinple reason: | was bored. Years of danger had left ne

unsuited to a life of peacetine routine, and it would be many years before the
war could resune, perhaps not in nmy lifetime." He took a sip froma glass of
claret.

"I came through the gate, and | made landfall on this planet. Unerringly, |

| anded in N ppon, the anal og of the land of nmy ancestors. Just as unerringly,
you landed in the enpire of Montezuma, not only the sole ruler who would give
you a synpat hetic hearing, but one who was hosting the greatest diplomatic
conference in this planet's history, in hopes of averting a worldw de war.
None of this is coincidence."”

"That isn't hard to believe," Haakon said. "W've seen how coi nci dence works
i nside the G ngulum before this. Go, on."

"You must understand, Captain," he said, searching for the nost tactful words,
"you yourself were not of primary inmportance in the plans of the gods here."
"My friends," Haakon said, "have been letting nme know how insignificant ny
actions have been. Don't be bashful."

"I regret," Tametono said, "that | do not express nyself well. | was always a
better soldier than dipl omat."

"Don't worry," Jemal said. "He can take it. Go on."

"What | mean is that the inportant intermediary in all this is Lady Sarai. By
the I ogic of our universe, she is the nost unlikely factor of all. She is a
renegade princess of the royal house of our eneny, stranded under unlikely
circunmst ances on the world of ny birth, eventually to be
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entrusted with a fool's nmission: to find anmid all the flotsamof a |ost war
the sole surviving heir of the royal line of Chanuka and deliver the Three
Treasures to ne."

"I said it was silly right fromthe start,"” Haakon agreed.

"But it was necessary," Tanetono persisted. "Two of the Three Treasures, the
Sword and the Mrror, are irrelevant. They are venerable heirloons of the
royal family, no nore. But the Jewel is different. It is not original."

"Come again," Haakon said.

"W spoke sonewhat of this earlier, Captain," Soong said. "I said that one or
nore of these treasures, perhaps all three, were reproductions, the originals
havi ng been | ost centuries ago."

"That is so," Tametono confirmed. "The other two need not concern us. The
Jewel is a replacenment, but it is also the original."

"I just |ove paradox," Haakon said. "Let's hear about it."

"According to |l egend, the Three Treasures were given to the Inperial House

I ong ago, in the age of nyth. By historical times, they had already been in

t he possession of the family for centuries. In the twelfth century, by the old
cal endar, a long feud was fought between the clans of Taira and M nanoto. The
Tai ra managed to gai n possession of the child-enperor Antoku and the |nperial
Regalia. The climax of the feud was the sea battle of Dan-No-Ura. The M nanoto
prevail ed, and the last surviving Taira junped into the sea rather than admt
defeat. They carried with themthe young enperor and
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the regalia. The sea was dredged and two of the Three Treasures were
recovered. Some believe that the Sword was |ost, but that is not true. It was
the Jewel .

"At some time in succeeding years, the |lost treasure was replaced, but who
crafted it has never been established. Indeed, the know edge of which treasure
had been lost had faded. In nmy time here, | discovered where it originated. It
canme fromhere.”

"Hold it," Haakon said. "You're saying that many centuries ago on Earth an
artifact arrived fromthis planet, in a totally different universe?"

"Exactly that. In the anal og N ppon of this world, there were two Jewels. One
of them di sappeared in the ancient past, in a simlar battle on one of the
great rivers. In the I egends of both this Ni ppon and the Japan of Earth, there
were once many Jewels, belonging to the gods. Here nore of the lore of the
Jewel s has been preserved. They were concretions of the power wielded by the
gods, dating fromthe days when they still needed artifacts to concentrate
their will. You mght conpare themto Tesla nodes or catalytic crystals,

al t hough these are infinitely nore sophisticated. | do not think they consi st
of matter at all. They are the neans by which this universe is regul ated, and
the I oss of one in our world caused another one to disappear fromhere. This
uni verse gradual ly, over the centuries, grew out of balance. The result was

t he unstabl e gate which appeared in the CGngulum It had to be repaired.”

"You mean," Jemal said, "that we're just repairnen for these gods, by whoml
suppose you nean the original G ngul ans?"
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"I mean nore than that," Tanmetono said fervently. "W have believed for years
that the A d Cngulans fled into their created universes before the beginning
of human history. | believe that they are still manipulating events in our

uni ver se now "

Haakon t ook yet another long drink, then reflected that he was really putting
it away. What the hell, he could always take a sober-up pill if he needed it.
"This is stuff for the happy people at the U of the C ngulum Tel! me—have
you figured out howto fix our dilemma?"

"Yes," Tametono said, "but we must go to N ppon.”

Haakon | ooked at Montezuma. "Does that nmeet with your approval ?"

"Decidedly. Most of this is gibberish to me, but if it will get all of you
safely hone and close the gate that let you in, I'll chance it. Go with ny

bl essing. As fascinating as you all are, | shall breathe a sigh of relief at
your departure. My diplomatic conference did not succeed. My poor world is
about to plunge headlong into the greatest war of its history."

"Cet used to it," Haakon said. "There'll be lots nore of them"

"Isn't it funny," Jemal said, "how happy people are to see the |ast of us?"
They were back in orbit, circling the periphery of the flat world. N ppon was
on the side opposite Aztl an

"Can't imagi ne why," Haakon said, studying the bridge consoles. "W always put
oursel ves out to be agreeable.™
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O f N ppon, Tametono's ship came up for them It was a small scout, and there
was sone crowding to get everyone aboard. Only Haakon, Jemal, and Soong

el ected to go along on the ground mission. They wanted to see it through to
the end, if that was what it was. Tametonp's crew wanted to hear all about it.
They were amazed to find that they had experienced fifteen years while only
nmont hs had passed in Meridian

"But if we go back," one said, "we'll start to age again."

"That's all right," said another, "if it gets us out of this crazy place and
back to where the worlds are round and there's nore than one of them"

"I have a feeling we would begin to age here, too," Tanetono said, "as soon as
we acconplish our mssion."

They were coning down over a mountaintop. The nmountain was dotted with



bui | di ngs and topped with an i mrense tenple conplex. The | argest of the
structures had a gol den pagoda roof. It was before this building that the
scout ship settled. A group of priests and nonks, |ooking flustered, canme out
to greet them Wen they caught sight of Tanetonp, they went into a seizure of
furious bow ng.

"Your Excellency," said the senior priest, "we had no idea you were going to
visit us. W have had no tine to prepare a proper welcone."

"Do not concern yourself," Tametono said. "I have resigned the shogunate. The
office is abolished. H's Majesty reigns now without rival. | have conme to
return a

269

John Maddox Roberts

thing to this shrine which has been m ssing for many centuries.”

"Your Ex—ah, M nanoto-samm," the priest said perplexedly, "I do not

under stand. "

"Just take us to the great inmage of Jizo-Bosatsu," Tanetono requested.

"OfF course," said the rattled priest. "Conme this way." He led themto an
entrance near a corner of the gigantic tenple.

"The main chapel,” Tanmetono explained to the others, "is a very ancient shrine
of Buddha. His statue is ten nmeters high and made of wood so old that it has
turned conpletely black. W go to the shrine of a |l esser deity, one nuch
revered by Buddhi st and Shintoist and Daoi st alike."

They entered the shrine, which was of inpressive proportions, even if it was
not so grand as that devoted to Buddha. In the dimlight, they saw the
standing figure of a serene-looking deity. The statue was nmade of wood, wth
touches of gold leaf here and there. In its belly, at about eye level to a
standi ng person, was set a teardrop-shaped stone, glossy black in col or
"Lady Sarai," Tanetono said

A |l ook of wonder on her face, she handed himthe sil k-w apped parcel she had
carried so far. He unwapped the Jewel, and the priests drewin their breath
in a unani nous gasp of awe. Tametono placed the Jewel in its setting,
interlocking with the other to forma perfect circle.

"That's what it renmi nded ne of!" Haakon said triunphantly. "Yang and yin! 1've
seen the symbol in hundreds of places."
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"Exactly," Tametono said. "It is male and female, |ight and darkness,
everything and its opposite, and neither is conplete wthout the other. Now
they are together again and this universe will begin to heal. |I think it is
time to get through that gate while it is still there."

"But," Sarai protested, "we'll be going back to Chamuka. Can we return with
only two of the Three Treasures?"

Tametono turned to her. "I believe that another Jewel will turn up before

l ong. That's how t hese gods work."

"The neon circle is still there," Soong reported. "It has begun to flash off
and on."

Haakon nmade a scan of the area. "We'd better get through and see what happens.
Just a minute, I'magetting another reading. Sonething just appeared.”

"It is two pressure suits," Soong reported.

Haakon's face was grim "It must be the first two to come through the gate.

God knows how | ong the poor bastards have been floating out here. W night as
wel | pick their bodies up and take them back. If we get back ourselves, that
is."

He signal ed Tanetonmo's ship, close behind them that he was maki ng the pickup
A robot probe went out to catch the two floating forms and bring themin.
Haakon went to the airlock to see what shape the corpses would be in. It was
not two corpses that canme in through the |ock, however, it was two nen, alive
and squawki ng. One undogged his helnmet and yanked it off. Awld ruff of hair
and beard opened around his face.
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"What the hell took so |ong about getting us a pickup?' the man shouted.
"We've been floating around out here calling for help for at |east six hours!"”
He conposed hinsel f and | ooked about at his surroundi ngs. The other did the
sane.

"Christ, lke," said the other, a bald man with a paisley pattern tattooed on
his scal p, "what a whorehouse! This has got to be Eurynone." He | ooked at
Haakon. "You nust be Captain Haakon. Thanks for the pickup, but we didn't know
you were in the G ngulum"

"Let me get this straight," Haakon said. "You two were the first mssion to

i nvestigate the hole, and you cane through six hours ago?"

"More or less," said the bearded man. "Wat the hell do you mean, 'first
mssion' ? We're the only one as far as | know "

Haakon shook his head in surrender. "This is going to take a |lot nore
expl ai ning than we have tine for. Just nake yourselves at home. Get a drink
fromthe 'bots or sonething. If our luck holds, we should be back in Meridian
ina few mnutes."

He dashed back to the bridge. "This just keeps getting weirder," he announced
to everybody. "Wat has me worried is, what if we get back to Meridian and
fifty years have gone by, or a hundred?"

"Then maybe Timur Khan will be dead," Jemal said.

"Hm hadn't thought of that." Haakon admitted. "Well, | won't worry then. Set
course for the center of that circle, dead slow. " He | ooked at Mrabelle, who
wore an abstracted expression. "Way are you | ooki ng so moony-eyed?" he
demanded.
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"Ch, |'ve just been playing with Rama's babies. They're so beautiful."

He gave her a horrified | ook. "Now don't you go getting ideas! Qur situation
is crazy enough already."

"What is crazy about it?" Rama asked, barging onto the bridge with an infant
in each arm "She was conplinmenting the beauty of ny offspring, the first
sensi bl e thing she has ever said."

They were getting close to the ring now Haakon |ooked closely at one of the
babi es and poked it in kitchy-koo fashion with a blunt finger. It squalled and
swatted feebly at his finger, the soft but unsheathed claws scraping lightly
over the skin. "Got your nother's tenper, | see.”

"W are going through," Soong announced.

Once nmore the shimering veil slid through the bridge, then they were in the
clear and looking into the Meridian atrium The | edges were packed wth
peopl e, but there were no transports of joy. Haakon hit the |oud hailer and
his voice went blasting through the atrium "Hey! Wiy aren't you cheering?

W' ve been out doing heroic stuff! W' re back, we've picked up the other
parties except for two that got killed, and we've fixed the problemwth the
hol e. What kind of welconme is this?"

Tredegar's image appeared in hol ograph. "Wat do you nmean, Haakon? The nose of
your ship came through the hol e al nost before your tail disappeared. You
didn't even have tinme to turn around. How did you do it?"

Haakon | ooked at him solemly. "Tredegar, by this time don't you realize we
can do anyt hi ng?"
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Haakon was sweating, but Tinur Khan wouldn't think that was suspicious. He was
used to people trenbling and sweating fromterror at his nmere presence. It was
al ways a chancy busi ness, putting one over on Timur Khan Bey. |If he caught on
t he puni shment woul d be sl ow death under conditions of unbelievable pain. He
had faced it before.

Ti mur Khan was studyi ng the hol ograph Haakon had brought him It was a
portrait of Sarai, dressed in Chanukan garb, but actually taken in the

Ci ngul um She had not worn brown contacts, just to make identification



positive. She had agreed to this to save Haakon's skin, along with the others.
She was safe in the G ngulum and the ruse mght serve to distract Timur Khan
fromthe true nature of the rebellion on Chanuka.

"So it is true,"” Timur Khan said quietly. "She is still alive. No wonder the
rebel i on has been so successful." If he had been capable of smiling, Tinur
Khan woul d have been beami ng. He turned his fierce gaze upon Haakon. "Do you
know who this woman is, or the significance of the silver eyes?"

"No, Noyon," Haakon said. "She is the ring leader in the rebellion, and they
call her Sarai, but all we could get was this holo of her." He added

mal i ci ously, "Qur investigations were much hindered by the Subadar Hul agu, who
persisted in acting as if some vendetta lay between us. W were lucky to stay
on the planet at all."

"He was doing his duty,"” Timur Khan said. "He was right to be suspicious." He
studi ed the hol ograph for a
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few nore nonents. "Your report pleases nme. Forget all of this and speak of it
to no one. You are free to go. Be ready to receive your next assignment."
"Yes, Noyon." Haakon bowed his head to the floor, then backed out of the room
"What was it all about?" Jemal asked. He had net Haakon at the port and now
the shuttle was taking them back to Eurynone.

"I don't know," Haakon admitted. "I don't really think he's interested in the
rebel i on on Chanuka, though. | think he's just scored some points on the
royal family. | think it's sone .kind of power play between himand the

Khakhan, or maybe between hi mand the Second Lady, the one who tried to kil
Sarai . "

"Bourtai," Jemal said.

"That's the one. Anyway, we survived another one. That's all | can say for
certain. And maybe not for long." He thought for a while. "Jem do you think
he could be right? Tanetono, | mean. Could the old C ngulans still be

mani pul ating things here, us in particular? That punk fromthe U of the

G ngul um showed up again just before we left, with another gadget that's
supposed to neasure coi nci dence quotient, whatever the hell that is. He says
our whol e crew goes conpletely off its chart.”

"That kid is insane, and what could we do about it if the gods or whatever
they are really are nessing with us? Don't worry about it, Timur Khan is
enough to keep us occupied." Jemal was worried about Haakon. Usually he was in
a state of manic ebullience after surviving another
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interview wi th Timur Khan. Now he was strangely subdued. "What is it? Sarai ?"

"I can't figure her out," Haakon said. "I thought—well, hell, | didn't expect
her to drop nme cold like that."

Jemal knew better than to give himthe needle. "Hell, Hack, | told you before:
that woman is intelligent. What kind of woman with half a brain would have
anything to do with us? She m ght have been crazy about you, for all | know.

But your life expectancy is not the kind that puts wonen in mnd of a blissful
future.”

"I guess you're right," he said. "All the good ones know enough to clear out."
Mrabelle met themat the airlock. She handed Haakon a drink. "Do we get to
live a while | onger?" she asked.

"Looks like it," Haakon said. "\Were is everybody?"

"I'n the salon," she answered. "Cone on, you |look |like you need to tie one on."
He went into the salon. Even Rand was there. Rama sat with her infants cl asped
to her newly bounteous bosom where they were feeding noisily.

"Tenporary reprieve," Haakon announced. "He's not going to kill us yet. W
were headed for Balder before we got interrupted, and we're rolling in credit.
What say we go blowit all in a few weeks of riotous living?"

"Yay," Al exander said.

"Suits ne," said Rand with a netallic shrug.



"Let's do it," Mrabelle said. "I've been bored to death since we got the
sunmmons. "

"Em nently satisfactory,"
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"Bal der?" Rama said. "That sink of iniquity is no place for children!"

"Then stay with the ship while we live it up,"” Jemal told her. "Let's go."
Haakon strode up to the bridge and dropped into his captain's chair. For a
split second, a vision of silver eyes floated before him then he punched the
consol e viciously. "Take us to Balder, damm it. Be quick about it." He | eaned
back in his chair. Eventually, he relaxed. There were worse things than being
captain. Especially with a ship |ike Eurynone.
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Soong procl ai ned.



