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Chapter 1

Around the green and lovely world called Salutai, the sky was clear of terror, as it had been now
for many years. Today the planet's day side sky was al nost clear of clouds as well, and at m dday
the face of the land beneath it blazed with the thousand col ors of nidsunmrer flowers.

It was the Holiday of Life today on Salutai, the planet's greatest yearly festival, and at the
meri di an of noon the central procession of the festival was passing through small town streets
strewn with fresh-cut bl oons.

Through this particular small town ran nmany canals. They were cl ean, open waterways, and al nost as
nunerous as the streets. And today in the canals as in the streets of Salutai the nasses of summrer
bl ooms were prodigally distributed, those on the water floating and drifting in the controlled
current. The streets and canal banks and buil di ngs of the town under the noonday sun echoed with
celebration, with ten kinds of nmusic all being played and sung at the sane tinme. The buil di ngs,
streets, canals, as well as the people in themand on themand the living plants that nade
archways above, were all nmad with decorations.

At the center of the slow noving cerenonial procession crept the broad, |ow, bubble-doned
groundcar in which the Enpress of the Eight Worlds was riding. The parade extendi ng ahead of her
car and behind it was not really very long, but it took its tine, so that everyone in the town who
wanted to see the procession and the Enpress at close range had a good chance to do so. And there
were many, in this town and across the planet, who did want to see. The crowds, here on Saluta
conmposed excl usively of Earth-descended humans, cried the name of their Enpress in severa

| anguages, and sone of the people in the crowmd waved petitions and rai sed banners and pl acar ds,
pronoti ng one cause or another, as her clear-topped groundcar crept past.

Though the processi on was not moving with nuch speed, neither was the town |arge. The sun of
Salutai was still very nearly directly overhead when the central groundcar and its escort of

mar chers and ot her vehicles energed fromthe confinenment of the old town's narrow streets, and
entered abruptly into a countryside that was approxinmately half in well-managed cultivation, half
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still in what |ooked like virgin wlderness.

As the short parade left the | ast of the hard-paved streets behind, the crowds surrounding it grew
no |l ess, but rather greater. Here, amid a vast, parklike expanse that provided nore roomin which
to assenble, a larger throng was waiting. This crowd was nade up partly of government workers and
dependents drafted into action and tubed out fromthe nearby capital city; still, nmpst of the
peopl e had cone here freely, to cheer a nonarch popul ar enough to draw spontaneous affection from
many of her people.

Here a substantial mnority of the crowd had in nmind other things besides the offer of uncritical
affection. Live news coverage of the procession was notably absent, but still there were

occasi onal protests. Wenever these protestors and pl acard-bearers grew too numerous or noisy,
security people in uniformand out appeared in sudden concentration, nmoving to break up the
gatherings as gently and as quietly as possible. There were no injuries. The people of Saluta
knew a long tradition of courtesy, and they were al nost universally unused to the organi zation of
viol ence, at |east against their fell ow humans and fellow citizens.

Now, still surrounded by flowers, and by a sl ow wave of noise that was still predoninantly happy,
t he processi on paused on the bank of a broad, open canal. Anmd a suddenly increased presence of
uni fornmed security forces, the Enpress, still tall and regal despite her advanced age, stood up

out of her low car, and anmid nuch cerenoni ous escort wal ked down a few steps to a dock. There she
st epped aboard a heavily decorated pl easure-barge that waited to receive her, rising and falling
gently amd the floating drifts of flowers

She had to delay briefly then, |ooking back toward shore, to give her attention to a del egati on of
school -chil dren who were about to present her with a special bouquet.

To a young man who was watching fromthe top of a small hill a hundred neters distant, amd the
scal | oped outer fringes of the crowd, the whole scene, of applauding throngs, welcoming children
and the endl ess visual bonbardnment of blossons, nade a very pretty picture indeed.

The young man's name was Chen Shizuoka, and with his curly dark hair surroundi ng an al nbst angelic
face he | ooked very earnest and nervous at the nonment, nore so than those around him He said to
hi s companion: "Listen to them They still |ove her.™

The two of them Chen and the young wonman who was standing with him had been waiting for several
hours on the hilltop, along with a handful of other people who had with foresight chosen this

pl ace for the clear viewthat it was certain to provide of the Enpress and the parade. For the

| ast few minutes Chen and his conpani on, whose nane was Hana Cal deron, had been watching intently
the stately and joyful approach of the procession. Chen |oved the Enpress, as did so many of her
peopl e, and he would have liked to be able to get closer to her now, near enough to cry out some
heartfelt personal greeting, and perhaps even to neet her eyes. But today he had a duty that
precluded the gratification of any such personal w sh

Hana Cal deron was not really so young as Chen; at the nonent she | ooked quieter, |ess nervous, and
sonehow nore effective. She raised a hand and brushed back straight black hair fromdark oriental
eyes, narrowed now i n cal cul ati on.

"l think," she said, her tone suggesting that she was mldly chiding the young nman but being
careful how she went about it, "that what nobst of themare really cheering is the Holiday of
Life."

As if by reflex Chen glanced up at the clear terrorless sky, fromwhich it was al ways possi bl e-and
this year perhaps nore probable than last-that terror mght cone again

"l suppose,"” he said to his compani on, avoiding argunment as usual, "that feelings are strong again
this year. Wth the news."

Hana Cal deron nodded, noving her chiseled classical profile up and down wi thout turning the gaze
of her dark eyes away fromthe Enpress's barge. The presentation of the special bouquet had just
been conpleted, and the vessel was now al nbst ready to carry the Enpress out on the next,

wat er borne | eg of her progress.

The young woman said in an abstracted voice: "l suppose they are." Then, still not | ooking away
fromthe barge, she reached out a hand to touch Chen. In a suddenly crisp tone, she added: "Are
you ready?"

Chen Shi zuoka's right hand had been for a long tine ready in his inner pocket, gripping a snall
plastic object. It seemed to himthat his fingers had been clutching that object for an eternity.
"Ready. "

"Then let it go. Now" The words were an order, given sharply and decisively, though Hana's voice
was too | ow for anyone el se standi ng nearby to hear her through the noise of the surroundi ng
crowd.

A hundred neters downhill from where they stood, the barge was just getting into notion. Chen

Shi zuoka withdrew the tiny device he had been gripping, and with a different pressure of his
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fingers activated it. A signal even subtler than nost el ectronic enanations was sent forth.

From anong the tight-packed crowd bel ow, there rose up sudden screans.

Don't be afraid! Chen wanted to reassure them He knew how harnl ess the |arge inflatable devices
were that now canme popping up out of the canal, in front of and around the barge that bore the
Enpress. The great rough shapes, surfacing |like huge gray hi ppopotam of old Earth, were bl ocking
the decorated barge conpletely. The devices, inflating thenselves at Chen's signal, were al

moored to the bottom of the canal so as not to be easily pushed out of the way. As large as

hi ppos, they were of various shapes, all intended to represent particul ar nodels of berserkers,

but in no nore than a clunsy cartoon fashion. Chen hinself had insisted on that point, so that not
even a single startled child in the crowd should be able to mstake themfor the terrible reality.
What the planners of the denonstration hoped to create in their audi ence was thought, not terror.
A consi derabl e amount of work had gone into fabricating the inflatable devices, and the effort and
strain of planting themsecretly in the canal had been, Chen thought when he | ooked back on it,
nmore than he ever wanted to go through again. Not that he would have refused to do it all again,
and nore, if he thought that doing so would get the Prince recalled to power, and sone of those
who currently served the Enpress in high places exiled in his stead.

Up out of the water the odd shapes cane, shiny-wet and dark and in the cartoon crudity of their
forns unm stakable as to what they were supposed to represent. One after another in rapid
succession broke the surface, the swift bobbing lunges of their rising pushing aside the drowning
masses of fl owers.

The crowds near the canal were in great turnoil

"It's working," Chen crooned softly, happily to the young worman at his side, not turning his head
to look at her. "It's going to do the job."

Suddenly there were sharp thrunm ng sounds from bel ow, and nore yells, and an even greater turnoi
anong the crowd, the start of real panic. Some of the nore trigger-happy security people had
pul I ed out handguns and were actually opening fire, with devastating effect upon harmess inflated
pl astic. Chen, with sudden hel pl ess concern, as if he had seen a distant child toying with a
danger ous weapon, recalled how there had been hurt feelings anong the popul ace, injured protests
at the nere announcenent that this tine when the Enpress travel ed anong her people she was goi ng
to be acconpani ed by a strong security contingent.

And the many citizens who had protested the security arrangenents had been right, Chen thought,
there were the supposed protectors now, blasting away with guns and endangering lives. It was not
as if they could really believe that they were confronted with a plot to hurt the Enpress. No one
was going to do that; not to the Enpress; certainly not here on her hone world of Sal utai

The brief outburst of gunfire ceased, evidently on sone order, as abruptly as it had started. But
the uproar and panic in the surrounding crowm continued at an alarm ng pitch. Looking downhill,
Chen observed that sone of the clunsy-I|ooking waterborne devices had been destroyed. But enough of
themremained in place to at |east inpede the forward novenent of the barge. A dozen in all of the
i nflatabl e things had been put into position-Chen could still remenber the feel of the bottom nud,
the taste it gave the water when it was stirred up, the thrill of terror recurring each tine there
was sone alarmand he and the others thought that they had been discovered at their task

Sone of the placards borne by the ugly gray shapes had not yet been blasted into illegibility. One
of themread: THE ENEMY | S NOT DESTROYED. And anot her: RECALL PRI NCE HARI VARMVAN

"Let's get going," said Hana Cal deron suddenly, speaking quietly into Chen's ear. He nodded once,
and with that they separated, with nothing nore in the way of farewell than one |ast glance of
triunph exchanged. Except for the unexpected outbreak of gunfire, and the resulting panic-naybe
soneone really had been hurt; Chen certainly hoped not-everything was going snoothly, according to
the carefully rehearsed plan. No one in that crowd bel ow woul d be able to ignore their nessage.
Everyone would carry it home and tal k about it. Approvingly or disapprovingly, they would be
forced to think about it. And eventually, inevitably, it would be accepted. Because it was the
truth.

Chen turned away from Hana and fromthe scene bel ow. Wthout either delay or haste he started
wal ki ng his own planned path down the side of the hill away fromthe canal and the confusion
around the barge. He didn't | ook for Hana, but he knew she would be making a simlar wthdrawal,
movi ng on a diverging course. He woul d neet her later, in the city. No one appeared to take any
particular notice of himas he retreated. He dropped his plastic control device into a trash

di sposal in passing. He felt certain already that their getaway was going to be as successful as
all the other previously successful steps in the el aborate plan.

Even now, out of direct sight of the denonstration that his hands had triggered, Chen coul d hear
in the crowd's roar behind himthe kind of inpact their show had achieved. At |east as great as
anyt hi ng he had dared to hope for. Now fromthe sane direction sounded sharp reports, what nust be
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the sound of nore inflated dunmmi es being shot to fragnents. And the roar of the crowd went up
agai n.

H s imtation berserkers would shortly be destroyed, but no one of the thousands who had been here
today would be able to ignore or forget the nmessages that they had carri ed.

Chen |istened carefully as he retreated, savoring the crowd noi se behind him It was fading
gradual |y as he noved away, and now for sone reason it held nore anger and fear than he had

i magi ned there woul d be-because of the actions of the security people, he supposed, and who coul d
bl ame the crowd for that?

Sonme fifty neters down the hill, noving anmid a slowy growi ng crowd of other people who had
prudently or timdly decided to be sonewhere el se, Chen cane to an inconspi cuously parked
groundcycl e. Wien he straddl ed the machine it started quietly, and within nonents it was bearing
himat a greatly increased speed away fromthe tunmult and the crowds.

He had |l ess than a kilometer to travel on the cycle, traversing a network of snooth pathways that
| aced the lovely countryside, before he reached a subway stati on whose entrance was al nost hi dden
set into the side of a flowered enbanknment. He abandoned the cycle outside the station, confident
that a confederate would take it away later so it would not be traced to him Once underground,
Chen was abl e al nbst at once to board a swift tubetrain that brought himin a few m nutes
underneath the capital city.

D senbarking fromthe train, riding a stair to ground level, into the usual swarm of people at one
of the central netropolitan stations, Chen felt a wave of bleak reaction as he nelded hinself into
the popul ation of the streets. It was al nbst a sense of disappointment at the ease of his and his
friends'" success. It seenmed in a way unfair, as if the security people had never had a chance of
stoppi ng the denonstration, or of catching up with himor Hana afterward; now all was, would be,
anticl i max.

O course, nost of the other nenbers of Chen's protest group had kept telling himall along that
the denonstration woul d be a great success. Hana had certainly been confident, and he hinsel f had
really expected nothing | ess than success...

The plan now called for himto go hone, that is to return to the student's roomwhere he |ived

al one, and there await devel opnents. But there was no particular hurry about his getting to his
room Chen del ayed, watching a public newscast that was evidently running sonewhat behind events,
for it showed nothing about a denonstration interrupting the progress of the Enpress. He noved on
to a favorite bookstore, dallied there a little Ionger, then wal ked on unhurriedly. If he ever
shoul d be questioned, for any reason, about his whereabouts today, he'd have an answer: Wy yes,
he had been out there, watching the parade. Wen things started to get noi sy and rowdy, and he
heard actual shots, he had sinply decided that it was tinme to | eave.

Chen passed anot her public newscast, and dawdl ed before the el evated hol ostage | ong enough to be
sure that the news still contained no nention of the denonstration; by now, he felt sure, that

om ssi on nust be deliberate. On Salutai such blatantly direct government control was unheard of,
even in these tinmes; the situation nmade hi m uneasy.

When Chen reached the street where he | odged, and approached the bl ock on which his room was

| ocated, his uneasiness |led himto | ook about himw th unwonted caution. He saw with a sinking
sensation, but somehow no real surprise, that there were security people here, cruising in their
cars, two or three cars of themat |east, observing. He had | earned to recogni ze the type of

unmar ked groundcar that they favored. They appeared to be trying to nake thensel ves inconspi cuous,
but there they were.

Sonet hi ng had gone wong after all. He could not help believing that they were here waiting for
himto show up. The sinking feeling was becom ng a steady sickness in his gut.

Chen stepped around a corner into a cross street. He paused in the doorway of an apart nent
bui | di ng, and stood pondering what to do next.

He | eaned out of the doorway to | ook back along the way that he had conme, and the sound numbed him
for an instant with its sudden shock, a frightening inpact against the wall imediately beside his
head, as if an invisible rock fromsone invisible catapult had struck there. There was anot her
conponent to the sound too, a sharp thrum a |ouder echo of the police weapons at the
denonstration, nuch |ouder and closer than he had heard themfromthe hill. This came froma
rooftop or an upper wi ndow across the street. Soneone over there was shooting at him shooting to
kill.

In sudden cold terror Chen dodged out of the doorway, heading down the street in a fast zigzag
wal k, the novenent blending himat once into the flow of other hurrying pedestrians. Still his
whol e back felt tensed and swol | en, one enornmous nuscle tightening uselessly against the killing
bl ow that was to cone any second. The sky that had been free of terror an hour ago had turned now
to blue ice closing himin.
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Now he thought that one of the unmarked cars of the security people was keeping pace with him
along the street. He dodged quickly into a smaller side passage for pedestrians, |eaving the
vehi cl e behi nd.

He fled through the conplex and crowded heart of the city, heading instinctively for areas where

t he congestion would be greater. Once, then twice, he dared to hope that he had shaken his
pursuers off. But each time, even before hope could really establish itself, he saw that such was
not the case. They had perhaps | ost sight of himfor the nmoment, but he knew they nust be
everywhere, in vehicles and afoot, in uniformand in civilian clothes. Anyone who gl anced at him
m ght be Security...and Chen had to assune that they were all after him

Organi ze a sinple denpnstration, just a denonstration, and they hunted you like this. Tried to
kill you on sight, out of hand...it was a bad dream and he was caught up in it, and there was no
use hoping to be saved by any rules of sanity and | ogic.

What did they want to kill himfor, what had he done that even they should think was terrible to
that degree? If a free citizen could no | onger even protest openly w thout being hunted like a
dangerous aninmal, then things on the world of Salutai were already even worse than he and his
friends had been telling one another. Far worse.

Exhaustion overtook Chen quickly. It was as if he had been running steadily for hours, enduring
steady fear and tension nore tiring than nere physical exertion. In one of the tougher

nei ghbor hoods of the city, a couple of kiloneters now fromhis own apartment, Chen entered a
crowded square of shops and other buildings, some of themlittle nore than hovels. A few derelicts
were canped, amid litter, on the grassy plaza at the center

Chen had taken his last turning seeking a conplication of pathways, but realized as soon as he had
entered the square that the nove might well have been a blunder. There were only three or four
ways out of it again. Should he turn back right away...?

It was already too late for that. One of the slowcruising groundcars had just stopped, a little
way behind him They must be | osing himand picking himup again, trying to close in. Quickly he
slid around a knot of people, getting them between himand the car, and noved on with them If the
crowds of pedestrians ever thinned out, he was |ost. He was better dressed than nost of the people
in this neighborhood, on the verge at |east of being conspi cuous because of that.

Wal king, waiting in exhaustion for a blasting death, he scanned the storefronts rapidly for a
place to hide. If his pursuers were willing to shoot himdead, they were certainly not going to be
put off by the necessity of searching for himinside a store, or anywhere el se that he could think
of . Nothing that he could do to throw them off was going to give themtoo much trouble.

Except, perhaps...

On one of the storefronts ahead there | oconed a large sign, of a type famliar all across the Earth-
col oni zed portion of the Galaxy. It was seen on nost worlds, as here, nore often in the poorer

nei ghbor hoods than in the well-to-do:

THE FI GHT FOR LI FE HAS NOT BEEN WON.
THE TEMPLARS NEED YCQU

Just beneath the sign, a poster with its lifelike picture aninmated by el ectroni cs showed an
appealing child in the act of cringing away froma graspi ng netal nenace. The berserker android on
the poster was a far nore barbed and angl ed and poi sonous-1 ooki ng portrayal of the ancient eneny
than any of Chen's ball oons had been

And as if this poster were indeed anot her nenace from which he needed desperately to be saved,
Chen stopped in his tracks, recoiled slightly, and glanced hastily, hopel essly, around the square.
H s situation here | ooked i ndeed hopel ess. Already he thought that he coul d see a checkpoint being
established, or one already functioning unobtrusively, at each possible exit.

And suppose he did manage, sonehow, to find another way out of the square. The search for him a
manhunt of this intensity, was obviously not going to be broken off sinply because he nmanaged to
dodge it one nore tine. The hunt was going to go on. And he could think of no place in this city,
on this planet, where it could not reach hinm no place to hide. Chen certainly had no intention of
| eadi ng these murderous nonsters to any of his friends.

This kind of a hunt, Chen saw, could end only when they had caught him And he had seen and felt
evi dence that being caught would not sinply be a matter of being arrested-nmatters had gone beyond
that al ready. Inconprehensibly, the security people had shot at him He kept conming back to that
fact, being brought up short by it, stunmbling over it. But there was no way around the fact. For
sonme reason that could nake sense only to their nmad arrogance, they were really trying to kil

hi m

He was wal king forward again, noving in a daze, a condition which on these poor streets nade him
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| ess rather than nore conspicuous. The door to the Tenplars' recruiting office was again
imediately in front of him To Chen that open doorway had a | ook of unreality, but now everything
about himdid; everything except the fact that soneone was now trying to acconplish his death.

That had a reality of a transcendent ki nd.

"What can we do for you, sir?" A bland-1ooking sergeant behind a counter, no different in

appear ance or manner except for the uniformthan any other salesman in any other shop, raised his
head and spoke as Chen entered. A couple of other young nen, with sone kind of fancy paper
readouts in their hands, were just turning away fromthe counter, about to | eave the office.

Chen noved up close to the wai st-high surface of the counter, and rested his hands upon it. There
came and went in his mnd a last fleeting thought that perhaps it would be enough for himto spend
alittle time inthis office, off the street; perhaps if he did that the killers out there would
get tired of |ooking for himand go away...

...that hope was not worth even a fleeting thought. He had to get on with what he perceived as his
only remai ni ng choice

Chen cleared his throat. "I-if |I were to enlist right now, how soon could | get off planet?"

"Soon as you want." Experienced eyes sized Chen up with cal culation. The sergeant was carefully
unsur pri sed.

Chen pressed him "Today, maybe?"

The sergeant checked the tinmepiece on the wall. Now he | ooked nore than ever to Chen like a

sal esman, one accustoned to not show surprise at a custoner's strange request. Certainly it seened
that the question was not entirely new to him

"Why not today?" The sergeant's voice was matter-of-fact, perhaps carefully so. "If you're in
sonmething of a hurry to get elsewhere, that's all right with us. Soon as you sign the enlistnent
form and take the oath, then you're officially a Tenplar. W'd drive you to the spaceport encl ave
today anyway. That's Tenplar diplomatic territory. If, maybe, just for an exanple, there were
angry relatives | ooking for you here, or maybe creditors, they woul dn't have a chance. W' ve even
had people cone in who were in trouble with the law, with the cops hardly a junp behind them The
cops have no chance either, not of arresting sonmeone who's officially a Tenplar. Not for sonething
the man did before he enlisted." The recruiter |ooked at Chen steadily; it sounded |like a speech
that had been well thought out, one that had been given before.

Chen cleared his throat again. "That's about what | thought; 1..

Sonet hing in Chen, ever since he was a child, was always stirred by stories of adventure, had

al ways | ooked forward in daydreans to this nonent: to beconming a Tenplar, entering a world of

physi cal adventure, risking all in a nbost worthy cause. In real life, other considerations had

al ways until now prevailed: a distaste for what he foresaw the nmilitary life would be like; a w sh
to be a student; a strong desire to be free to act in Ei ght Wrlds politics.

And in the daydreans, Chen had never thought that it would be the desperate need for escape that
woul d drive himto this step, as it had driven so many characters in adventure stories. But there
was no arguing with reality, which evidently after all had no prejudice against trite nel odrama
Those guns in the hands of the men outside were real

Chen signed the docunent placed before himby the recruiter, not bothering to read it, either
before or after. "Now what? Can | wait here?"

The sergeant, still as calmas before, came around from behind his official barricade. "Yeah. But
first, to nake it official, you take the oath. | need another live witness for that." He went into
the back room and cane back with a young woman, who wore on the shoul der of her Tenplar uniform an
i nsignia that Chen thought neant she was a clerk

The oath, |ike the paper he had just signed, went by himw thout its words really registering in
hi s consci ousness; he could only hope that it would serve as a nagic curtain, an incantation, to
render himinvisible to scanni ng gunsi ghts.

Now he was led into the back roomand told to wait. It m ght have been the back room of any

of fice, holding information transm ssion and storage equi pment, with m scell aneous bins and
closets. There were also a few chairs and two desks, at one of which the young clerk went back to
her paperwor k.

A coupl e of hours passed-for Chen, as in sone endl ess dreamas he sat nunbly watching the clerk go
about her duties. Her work was largely electronic, and did not appear to be all that arduous. Once
or twice he tried to nake conversation, and got in return short answers, and | ooks that had in
themthe faintly amused tol erance of the veteran

Before the first hour of Chen's wait was over, there cane fromthe front office a sound of new

voi ces, too low to be fully distinguishable, as if several nen had entered at once and were in
conference with the sergeant. The voices might have represented no nore than sone group of friends
comng in together on a routine recruiting inquiry, but Chen thought that they neant sonething
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el se. He waited fatalistically, but nothing happened, except that the voices ceased presently and
the men went out again. And shortly after that unusual conversation in the front, the sergeant
came briefly into the back again, for no other reason than to give Chen a | ong and unreadabl e

| ook.

After the second hour of Chen's wait, two young nen, not the sane two who had been in the office
when Chen entered, arrived and were ushered into the back to join himin his waiting. These two,
he thought, were certainly real recruits. They exchanged nods w th Chen, and had no nore success
than he had had in maki ng nervous banter with the clerk.

Shortly after their arrival, ground transportation arrived to take all three recruits to the
Tenplar facility at the spaceport. They were | ed by the sergeant out a back door of the office
into an alley, and at once urged into the vehicle, a high-built van

The wi ndows of the groundvan were set for high one-way opacity; it would be very hard for anyone
outside to look in. During the drive to the spaceport Chen observed a security car or two, or what
he thought were such; it was hard to tell if their occupants might be taking any particul ar
interest in the Tenplar vehicle.

Inside the van, the ride to the spaceport was nostly silent; it was beginning to sink in on the
other recruits, perhaps, what sort of a najor change in lifestyle they had enbarked upon
Listening to the few words that his two conpani ons exchanged between them Chen gat hered that
basic training for all Tenplar recruits fromthe Ei ght Wrlds now took place on the planet
Niteroi, only about two days' travel from Salutai at c-plus speeds. Chen hadn't bothered to ask
where he was goi ng, having, as the sergeant evidently realized, quite enough in the way of other
matters to engage his thoughts.

Now i n the back of Chen's nind the faint hope-he wasn't sure it really anmounted to a hope-had
arisen that he mght, now that he was officially a Tenplar, get a chance soneday to see the
Tenpl ar Radi ant, and perhaps even the opportunity to neet or at |east set eyes on the nan who was
the chief object of all his political action, the exiled Prince Harivarman. The Prince had been
hel d at the Radiant in Tenplar custody for the past four standard years. Wll, maybe sonme day that
chance woul d cone. Right now Chen was willing to settle for exile hinmself, or inprisonnent or just
about any terns on which he would be allowed to |ive.

The recruiting sergeant, who had cone along in the van to deliver his shipnment, eyed Chen closely
again when they were getting out of the vehicle at the spaceport, already behind the cl osed gates
and gray walls of the small Tenplar enclave there.

"I hear you were out there denonstrating for the Prince.” The sergeant's face was stil

unreadabl e. Hi s voice no | onger sounded exactly polite-Chen was no |longer a civilian who had just
wal ked into his office as a prospect-but the tone did not seemto express disapproval either
"That's right," Chen said proudly.

The sergeant did not respond in any way that Chen could see, but turned away and went on about his
busi ness.

O her recruits, gathered fromel sewhere on the planet, were waiting within the walls of the
spaceport Tenpl ar encl ave, already being kept separate fromcivilians. Mre than a dozen freshly
enlisted young nen and wonen were aboard the shuttle when it finally rose from Sal ut ai

Chapter 2

For hundreds of years Earth-descended humanity had observed and tried to explain the class of
astrophysi cal objects called gravitational radiants, but still no wholly satisfactory scientific
theory existed to account for them Only nine of the objects, including the Tenplar Radiant, were
known to exist in the entire Galaxy. Each of the nine was a fiery paradox: a mld source of
conparatively harnl ess radi ati on, and, what made them uni que, each a center and source of inverse
gravity. Centuries ago human effort had rendered the Tenpl ar Radi ant uni que even in its class by
enclosing it conpletely within a vast spherical fortress of stone and netal and fabricated forns
of matter.

Conmander Anne Bl enhei m was enjoyi ng what was al nost her first | ook around the vast interior of
the ancient Tenplar Fortress that enclosed the Radiant itself, and of which she had very recently
assunmed command. Looki ng up, she saw the Radiant as a sunlike object, not nuch bigger than a point
inits apparent size, though only about four kiloneters directly above her head. The reversed
gravitational influence of the Radiant naturally prevail ed here, and the sunlike point would be in
the sane directly overhead position for anyone standi ng anywhere on the inner surface of the
Fortress, whose basic shape was that of an enornous hol | ow sphere.

The reasons why that form of construction had been used-or indeed the reasons for the Fortress
having been built at all-were lost, along with nuch else in the early history of its creators, the
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Dar dani ans. They had di sappeared from Gal actic society centuries ago, and to historians of the
present day they formed one of the nost enigmatic branches of Earth-descended humanity.

Still, the thought behind one aspect of the construction was obvious; the inner surface of the
Fortress had been fixed at a distance of approxinmately four kilometers fromthe Radiant itself,
because at that distance the reverse gravity of the Radiant, pushing the inhabitants of the
Fortress against the faintly concave surface, was equal to Earth-standard nornal

Conmander Bl enhei m stood, neatly uniformed, just outside the main gate of the Tenplar base; around
her the little, self-contained world rose up in all directions. One square kiloneter after another
mapped itself out conveniently for inspection on the interior of the surrounding and supporting

gl obe of rock and netal. The inner surface was lined with streets, dotted with houses, wth

buil dings of all sorts except that none were very tall. The comander knew that many of the
bui | di ngs, possibly even a majority of them were now unused.

There were also great blank spaces on the map, kilonmeters of raw rock that m ght once have been
occupi ed, but had been scraped clean of surface detail in some renodeling project of centuries
ago, and were now abandoned. Now again renodeling activity was in progress, especially in and
around the Tenplar base itself. There was a |l ot of greenery in sight too, plants fromEarth and
other worlds genetically redesigned to thrive in this nmld steady light. This nassive effort at

pl anting was a devel opnent that Anne Bl enhei m understood was fairly new, and of which she heartily
approved both esthetically and as an affirmation of |life. Orchards and single trees and even
mniature forests were visible everywhere across the inner sphere that nade itself a sky.

Close by the small parklike space where the commander was now standing, the main gate of the
Tenpl ar conpound was busy with pedestrian and vehicular traffic, either mlitary people or those
on business with the mlitary. A great many of the people passing through glanced at Conmander

Bl enhei m as they went by; she had been on board the Fortress for only one standard day, and her
arrival as the new conmandi ng of fi cer was, she was sure, the biggest topic of conversation anbng
the few thousand peopl e who nade up the whole civilian and nilitary popul ati on here.

Because she was now standing just outside the gate and not inside it, salutes fromthe passing
mlitary were not forthcom ng, and the commander was spared the distraction of having to return
them But the quick glances at her continued. MIlitary and civilian passersby alike were al
doubt | ess wondering just why the new base commander ni ght be standing here in apparent idleness-
taking a traffic count, perhaps? Waiting for sonmeone?-but in the twenty-four hours she had been on
the Radi ant, no one had becone a cl ose enough acquai ntance to pause and try to find out.

In her inmagination she framed an answer anyway: "Waiting to make a di pl omatic contact of sorts.
Wth a certain-gentleman.” Then she snmiled at the strange gaze that answer evoked from her

i magi nary questioner. A diplomatic contact, here? The Tenplars were of course as active in that
field as anyone else, if not nore so-they had to be, with no home |and or planet of their own. But
the place for diplonmacy would seemto be out in the mainstream of human civilization, out where

t he ot her power brokers noved.

O perhaps her hypothetical questioner would understand at once. After all, the Prince had been
here on the Fortress for four standard years.

If instead of tal king about diplomatic contacts she were to say that she was waiting for her
prisoner to show up-well, that would have been at |east as accurate, but the reaction perhaps |ess
fun to watch.

And this, she decided, nust be the emi nent gentlenan hinself approaching now The groundcar easing
its way toward Commander Bl enhei mthrough noderate traffic was of a type unremarkable on the
streets of the Fortress, though it woul d have been conspi cuous al nbst anywhere else. It was a
speci al nodel that could nmaneuver as a slow and very short-range spacecraft as well as an

at nospheric flyer. Two such vehicles had been assigned for the Prince's use, and both of them had
been nodified to radiate certain identifying signals continuously, tracer transm ssions that

al | owed Tenpl ar spy devices to follow their novenents. But the cars-or flyers-bore no special
mar ki ngs visible to the casual eye.

Commander Bl enhei m had net the exiled Prince Harivarman for the first time yesterday, but only in
a brief formal introduction on the day of her arrival. She had pronptly accepted the Prince's
offer to give her a tour today of Georgicus Sabel's old workroom she had chosen to wait for him
outside the gate, arriving a little early so she could keep an eye on the progress of sone of the
renodel i ng work nearby while she was waiting.

The Prince-no, she rem nded hersel f, she nmust now cease to call himthe Prince, even in her own
thoughts, even if everyone on the Eight Wrlds still called himthat; the regulations that were
part of the Conpact of Exile said that he was now to be addressed as General Harivarman-the
general, then, the exile, had been a quasi-prisoner here in the Fortress for the past four years.
The conmander's intelligence reports informed her that he was becom ng sonething of an ent husi ast

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Fred...0Saberhagen%20-%20The%20Berserker%20Throne.txt (8 of 88) [11/1/2004 12:23:06 AM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/Fred%20Saberhagen%620-%20T he%620Berserker%20T hrone.txt

about the local history. Wll, for such a small place, there was certainly plenty of history
avai l abl e here; nmore than some whol e pl anets had to boast about, Commander Bl enhei m had often

t hought whil e doing her honework on it as part of her preparation for her new job. And from her
new point of view as the general's chief jailer it was of course nuch better for himto be
absorbed in history than taking too strong an interest in current events.

Everyone in the Eight Wrlds knew the Prince's story. And a good nmany had heard it beyond the

Ei ght, out on those hundreds of worlds conposing what its nenbers considered to be the hunman

mai nstream of Galactic civilization. Since the news had spread of her assignnent as commander
here, it had sonetines seened to Anne Bl enhei mthat everyone in the inhabited Gal axy had an

opi nion on the Prince-the general -and each was ready to give her their version of good advice on
how to deal with the great nan who was now i n her charge. Sone said quietly that, though of course
it was not in her power to do so, he really should be released. Some said he should be executed,
that the Council of the Eight Thrones woul d never be safe until he was dead. And there were plenty
of intermedi ate opinions. The Council should restore himto power as Prime Mnister under the
Enpress. O they should send himas anbassador plenipotentiary to Earth. Or confine himin a
solitary cell for life.

As she kept telling other people firmy, her new job really gave her nothing to say, even in an
advi sory capacity, as to which of those courses shoul d be adopted. The Conpact of Exile, a
conpl i cated agreement by which the Tenplars had accepted responsibility for Harivarman's
confinenent and welfare, left her as base commander little roomfor altering the terns of the
general 's existence. And jailer was not really the right word, not the correct job description for
the rel ati onship of the base commander on the Fortress with the em nent expatriate.

O course, what exactly the right word was for that aspect of her job was sonething she had not
yet worked out to her own satisfaction. The Conmpact of Exile, |ike nmany another inportant
docunent, had been deliberately | eft somewhat vague. And Col onel Phocion, her predecessor here,
had evidently taken too different an approach than hers for his ideas to be very hel pful

The approachi ng groundcar was rolling to a stop within a few neters of where Anne Bl enhei m was
standing, just at the entrance to the small park. She could see now that there were two nen in it.
In front, a driver-nore a cerenonial position than anything else, for naturally the car really
drove itself-and a passenger in back. Commander Bl enheim who had naturally done some homework on
the history and present condition of the exile, was sure that the human driver could be no one but
a man named Lescar, who was the Prince's-there she went again-who was the general's faithfu
servant and | ongti ne conpani on

Four years ago, at the beginning of his exile, CGeneral Harivarnman had arrived at the Tenpl ar

Radi ant with an attractive wife and an extensive staff of aides and servants, nore than twenty
people in all. The wi fe had nade brave, self-effacing statenments about |oyalty. Now he was down to
one devot ed conpani on, the renai nder-w fe included-having for one reason or another opted to
depart.

The man who now stood up out of the car, to greet the conmander sonehow | ess inpressively than she
had expected, was informally dressed, dark, angular, and nuscular of build. H's face, not

particul arly handsone, was of course inmedi ately recogni zable. It was somehow surprising that,
except for his hands and perhaps his feet, he was not really physically |arge. General Harivarnman
was obviously past his first imuaturity of youth, and it was equally obvious that he was not yet
greatly burdened with years; it would have been difficult for any casual observer to pin his age
down much nore closely than that. But Conmander Bl enhei m knew that he was notably young for one of
hi s achi evenents, in fact just thirty-seven standard years, only slightly ol der than herself.
Lucky the | eader, she thought, who had that kind of agel ess |ook; her own appearance, peach-
complected and a little plunp, nmade people sonetines assunme her to be even younger than she was-
especially before they got to know her.

In a nonment, routine and rather formal greetings having been exchanged between comrander and
exile, she and the man she kept rem nding herself to call the general were settled in the back of
the car and under way, the back of the driver's graying head fixed in place before them

Ever since yesterday's brief introduction, she had been wonderi ng what this second and nore

| ei surely encounter with the general would produce, in terns of nutual understanding. Well, the
first noments of it were already sonething of a disappoi ntnent, though Commander Bl enhei m was not
sure why.

As the car began to nove the man besi de her had been gazing off into the distance. Now he turned
his head and was | ooking at her closely, in an alnost proprietary way. No way to win points with
her, but then he probably didn't care.

He said now in his deep voice: "No doubt you've done your honmework, Commander, about Georgicus
Sabel ? | don't want to inflict a tiresome rehashing of a history that you already know "
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"I've had to do a fair amount of homework recently on other topics. | know what everyone knows, of
course, about Sabel...but go ahead, you tell me."
Her seat conpani on | ooked thoughtful. He seened to be taking the assignnment seriously. "Well. Two

hundred and five years ago, right here-that is, right in the workshop that we're going to visit,
and right under the noses of the Guardi ans- Georgi cus Sabel encountered a functioning berserker, a
remmant of their attacking force of several hundred years before that. He tried to bargain with
it. He proposed giving it sonmething it wanted, for something, scientific information, that he

t hought he could get fromit in return...

"To deal with a berserker, to play the role of goodlife, wasn't what he had started out to do, of
course. He began by seeking Truth, you see. That's Truth with a great big scientific capital T."
"But since he dealt with a berserker, he was goodlife. Wasn't he?" Commander Bl enhei m knew t he

story very well, fromthe relatively inaccessible official Tenplar records as well as fromthe
public histories. She knew what Sabel had been. He had been goodlife w thout a doubt. Quilty of
that which in the Tenpl ar universe of thought was still the one great and unforgivable sin, the

act that negated any possible good intentions-the provision of service and aid to a berserker, one
of those nurderous robots that went about its age-old programmed task of elininating fromthe
universe the blight of life. To Tenplars-to any hunman bei ng except the perverted goodlife, but to
Tenplars in particul ar-berserkers were mal i gnance personified in netal.

So much Anne Bl enhei m knew, beyond a doubt, about Sabel. But she wanted to learn at first hand
what the Prin-what the general thought on such a topic; and she also wanted to know how t he
general talked, to watch himand listen to him to get a taste of his fanmous persuasive nmagneti sm
The man ridi ng beside her renmai ned thoughtful. "Technically, yes, Sabel was goodlife. Legally,

yes. He woul d have been convicted, there's no doubt, if he had been brought to a Tenplar trial."
"Or to atrial in any other inpartial human court."”

"l suppose. Under the existing law. But if you mean did he really want to see berserkers wipe the
uni verse clean of life, or did he want themto kill even a single hunan being, or did he in any
sense worship the death machi nes-as real goodlife always do, in sonme sense-then the answer nust be
no."

It was a heavy answer to a heavy question. Sabel had been dead and gone for centuries, and
Conmmander Bl enhei m had no wish to get into a heavy argunent about him

She and her conpanion rode on in silence for a while, through clean, alnbst unpopul ated streets,
past experimental buildings and plantings, past refurbi shed houses and new grown groves. |n
Sabel ' s day, she renenbered fromher reading, the interior cavity of the Fortress had been all owed
to remain in vacuum people living and building their houses all around the interior surface with
their breathing air held tightly under clear bubbles; only in the |last few decades had the
necessary engi neering been conpleted to maintain a filmof atnobsphere over the whole interior
sur f ace.

She asked: "And how did you happen to beconme an expert on the history of the Sabel case, Ceneral?
| gather that you really are."

"Ch." There was a faint tone of disappointnment, as if she m ght have chosen to raise a nore

interesting point of the many available. "In the beginning, you see, when |I first took up

resi dence here, the subject of Sabel didn't interest ne particularly." The general spread |arge,
capabl e hands in an engagi ng gesture. "But gradually, over those first nonths...well, if one wi shes
to remain intellectually active here on the Fortress, what can one study? The choi ces are sonewhat
limted. There's physics, of course, like old Sabel hinself, trying to west sone new truth from
nature. But if real physicists have been staring at the Radiant for centuries and haven't got very
far with it-well, there's not nmuch hope for an amateur."

He said it with such conscientious diffidence that the conmander felt conpelled to coment. "I
wasn't warned that you'd be nodest."

The general grinned, showing the first flash of sonething extraordinary that she had seen in him
"Mbdest, perhaps. Self-effacing, never." Then, |ooking out of the car, he pointed ahead. And, of
course, up at an angle.

Only half a kilometer ahead of them now was an angl ed shape that had to be Sabel's | aboratory, or
the roof of it anyway. The commander had noticed that nost of the buildings here in this now airy
but still virtually weatherless space, even the nost recently constructed ones, still had roofs,
many of them sloped and angled as if to shed nonexistent rain or snow. The conspi cuous roof ahead
of themwas a series of angled and curved surfaces, studded with the small protrusions of old-

| ooki ng i nstrunments, and marked with hol es where other instrunents had evidently been taken out

| ong ago.

O course the laboratory, |like everything else on the concave dwelling surface, had been basically
within view of the groundcar's occupants all along. Now the building vanished briefly as they drew
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near, di sappearing behind one of the many newy planted lines of tall trees, and then renaining
out of sight behind a high stone wall that |ooked like some of the original Dardani an
construction. O course the whole vast inner curve of the Fortress was no nore than one face of
the anci ent Dardani ans' enignmatic and grandi ose creation. The supporting shell outside and around
the face was approxinately two kiloneters thick, nmuch of it hollowed by a vast honeyconb of roons
and passages of unknown purpose. The whole Fortress had an overall outside dianeter of

approxi mately twelve kilonmeters. Even wi thout counting the single vast interior space where burned
the Radiant itself, some six hundred cubic kiloneters of stone and steel and snaller spaces were
encl osed i nside the shell

The car had cone to a stop now in a deserted-looking public street, at a point very near their
apparent goal. The two people who had ridden in the rear seat now got out on their respective
sides. Al around themwas a pervasive quiet, strikingly noticeable after the hum and rnurnmur of
activity around the base. Anne Bl enheim had been told that sound sonetinmes carried or was nuffled
strangely in the artificially created and mai ntai ned at nosphere pressed by inverse gravity agai nst
the inside of a round shell. The whol e central space inside the enornous Fortress was of course
not filled with air; nost of it was vacuum The repul sive force of the Radiant increased
exponentially with nearness to it. Not that the relation could be nmathematically expressed in any
fornmula as neat as variance with the square of the distance, in a sinple reversal of the way that
normal gravity behaved; no, here things were nore conplex as well as backwards. Not even the nost
powerful interstellar drive-the experinent had been tried-could force a ship within half a

kil ometer of that nysterious and fiery central point. And one result of the inversion was that the
i nfused breathable air was effectively held as a filmonly a score of meters thick around the

i nner surface of the Fortress, where it was prevented by forcefield gates fromescaping into the

I abyrinth of uninhabited outer chanbers, and thence to space.

Al in all, thought Commander Bl enheim as she had thought several times an hour since her arriva
yesterday, all in all a nost fascinating place.

As if he were able to sense the present train of her thoughts, the exile asked: "Do you expect
you'll like it, then? Your tour of duty here, | nean?"

She granted hima faint snmle. "I expect that | just mght."

"Good. Ch, by the way, | haven't gone through the usual fornalities of asking you about your
trip."

"The journey was quite pleasantly uneventful, thank you. Routine, until we were in our close
approach here. Even fromoutside, the Fortress is-inpressive.”

"1"d rather see it fromoutside." His voice was flat, and he was watching her steadily.

If the general was testing whether he could unsettle her by referring so baldly to his quasi-

prisoner status, she trusted that her response was disappointing. "lI've seen other exiles in nuch
wor se confinenment. Not to nention other people who are under no | egal sanctions at all."
"Political, surely.” Then when she | ooked at himhe anplified: "The sanctions, | nean. In ny case.

You said 'legal.’
"l have a habit of saying what | nean, General Harivarman. Shall we go in now and take a | ook at
this fanmous | aboratory?"

"Of course. Follow ne." The tone was briefly one that a Prince-or a general -m ght use, giving
orders to a mere conmander.

As the two of them wal ked away, the driver renmained sitting wordlessly in the car. An old-style
servant, what little she had heard about Lescar suggested; part of the machinery.

Commander Bl enhei m fol | owed her guide into a nearby building through an unl ocked door, thence into
a passage that pronptly | ed them down one | evel below the street. The |ighting panels in the
ceiling were all working, and the air was circulating freshly. The interiors here, like the
streets outside, were clean and ordi nary-looking. Still, thought the conmmander, everything here
had an aura of being little used.

Harivarman, |eading the way, stopped presently at another unmarked door, this one al so of
comonpl ace appearance-but at a second | ook, not quite.

The genera] was pointing to certain traces at eye |level on the wall beside the door. He told her:
"The Guardi ans' seal was placed here, when Sabel's contact with the berserker was di scovered. It
wasn't renoved until about twenty years ago, according to the best information | can discover."
"The Guardians," Anne Bl enheimremi nded him "were di sbanded well before that." They had been a
fanatical sub-order of the quasi-religious Tenplars-nore religious then than now a segnent devoted
mainly to anti-goodlife activity. Al nost everyone now agreed that they had overshot the mark in
their devotion to that excellent cause, enploying nethods that nore than once degenerated into

wi tch hunting, and sonetines even proved counterproductive, arousing interest in, and even
enthusiasmfor, the cause they so fanatically opposed.
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She added: "Nor am | a 'closet' CGuardian, in case you have been wondering where on the spectrum ny
own political and ethical synpathies lie. Though | suspect | am somewhat nore conservative than mny
predecessor here; | hear that you and Col onel Phocion were on the verge of being-what's the old
ternP-'drinking buddies.' Nor do I, or anyone else as far as | know, suspect you of secret
goodl i fe synpathies."

That |last was worth a shared smile; Harivarman's record as a fighter agai nst berserkers was as
well known as were his later political difficulties with the human | eaders of Salutai and other
wor | ds. Commander Bl enhei m had even read one unconfirned report that in a hero-worshi ppi ng way
specul ated that the Prince (general!) mght be a descendant of the berserkers' human archeneny,
the | egendary Johann Karl sen

"I amglad to hear it," Karlsen's descendant-if it were really so-noted solemmly. And lightly
bowed her forward. "Shall we go in?"

There were several roons inside the laboratory, all of them spacious, well-lit, free of trash and
essentially enpty. There was, in a practical, scientific sense, hardly anything left of the place
to see. It was just about as the commander's reading had | ed her to expect. Centuries ago the
Guardian witch hunters had gutted this |laboratory down to the bare walls, and in sonme roons deeper
than that. But the very thoroughness of the process of search-and-destroy remained as evidence,
first-hand testinony, about the Guardians if not about Sabel hinself.

There was little here to comment on, beyond that fact. Their stay in the place was not very |ong
Presently she and the general were back in the rear seat of the car, and the car was under way
again, returning her to the Tenplar base. She had been hal f-expecting an invitation to visit the
general in his quarters, but it was not forthcom ng. The human driver had still not spoken a word
in the commander's presence. Sonehow she doubted that she was missing much in the way of brilliant
conversati on.

"l see you are nmanning the old defenses again," the Prince commented, after a few hundred neters
of the return journey had rolled by in snooth silence. For a long tinme the Fortress had been nore
of a museumand a relic than anything else; real fighting, real danger, had been el sewhere. But
that was now changi ng again, or at |east starting to change. Anne Bl enhein s appoi ntnent as base
commander here was not the subtle insult to an anbitious officer that it m ght have been a few
decades ago. Far fromit. Her superiors expected her to acconplish a great deal

Fol | owi ng her conpani on's gaze, Commander Bl enhei m coul d observe activity that she had ordered
yesterday, one of the old defense control centers being given prelinnary tests by a staff of
techni ci ans, many of whom had arrived on the same ship with her

She said: "Yes; the war is far fromover."

Harivarman, sitting beside her, sighed. There could hardly be any doubt in his mnd which war it
was that she or any Tenplar ever meant. That war which all hunanity-except of course for the few
evi | -wor shi ppi ng goodlife-had to be al ways and everywhere ready to fight, for survival against
berserkers. He said: "If only | could be sure that the Council felt that way."

The two of them Anne Blenheimrealized, were certainly in agreenent on the need for humanity to
unite and press on with the berserker-war to victory; she had known that all al ong. But she was
not going to discuss politics with her prisoner, and that first halfway political statenent that
she could not disagree with would certainly lead theminto talk of real politics if she agreed.
Rat her than do that she changed the subject. "There's a |l ot of enpty space here, isn't there?
mean a really enornmous anobunt. Ch, | suppose | knew before | arrived that it would be so. But it
never really struck me until now, getting nmy first good look at it fromthe inside."

The general |ooked around and up, past the fiery point where the Radiant burned in vacuum its

i nverse force pressing the atnosphere, their bodies, everything else, away fromit. He said: "Onh,
yes. Literally mllions of chanmbers and passages back inside the shell. Room enough, of course, to
run away and hide if | were so inclined. Hundreds of cubic kilometers of room But ultimately, of
course, nowhere to go."

Agai n a sudden conpl ai nt about his status as a prisoner. Well, what nore natural? It was just that
somrehow Commander Anne had expected nore stoicismfromthis man, because of what she had heard
about him but she supposed she would conplain too, in his place. But she was not going to
commiserate with the general on his problens. |Instead she gave her own viewpoint. "A lot of volune
to try to defend, with the nunber of people and the material |'m being given to work with. Not,
suppose, that defense is actually going to beconme a practical question within the next year or
two."

"Let's hope not." In the past year or so increasing berserker activity in the region of the Eight
Wirl ds had made the possibility | ooml arger

He didn't el aborate on his answer. The whole Fortress was obviously still nuch nore a nuseumt han
the real Fortress it once had been, that real fortress neither of them had ever seen
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The snooth progress of their car now drew themin sight of a group of tourists, people from
various planets taking a nore formal tour of the Fortress in a larger, open-sided vehicle.
Commander Bl enhei m wondered if they would stop at Sabel's old | aboratory too. Tourismwas no

| onger as nmuch of a business here as it had been in Sabel's tine; nor was the City's popul ation
nearly as | arge.

Maki ng conversation, Anne Bl enheimnentioned this to the general

He agreed. "The popul ation in Sabel's tinme was over a hundred thousand, did you know that? | don't
have any current official figures, but | can use ny eyes. The total is obviously now down to
sonmet hing rmuch I ess than that. A great many of the civilians are tourist-facility operators, or
civilian base enployees. There's a crew at the scientific station. And your Tenplars, of course,
who make up a large part of the total."

"There'll be nore people here soon. Mlitary and civilian both."

" Ch?"

"We're relocating the Tenpl ar Acadeny here. The first class of approximately a hundred cadets is
due to start arriving in less than a standard nonth."

"That's news." The general seened strongly interested.

She supposed that any change, especially one that pronised nore people at the Radiant, nust be
interesting to him He asked her: "Were are you going to put themall? Lots of room as you say,
but not that much of it under atnosphere and in good repair."

"We're | ooking for sections, preferably buildings near the base, that will be easy to repair and
refurbi sh. And perhaps areas for training, out on the outer surface of the shell. | my request
that you give ne another tour sone day-l gather you have been emul ati ng Doctor Sabel, in your

ent husi asm for exploration, at |east."

"I'"'mat your service when you want to go." He shook his head. "It really is exploration
Reconstruction would be difficult out there. Qut in the desert places-no denons to report as yet."
He | ooked at her as if he wasn't sure she would get the allusion; well, she really hadn't, but at

| east she realized that it was one. Denons. She would | ook up the word.

She said: "Wth the influx of cadets we may be in crowded quarters for a while, but it shouldn't
be that hard to expand. As soon as the first group of trainees |earn sone basic el enents of space
survival, we'll nake it part of the next phase of their training to refurbish some of the old
facilities. Were did the good Doctor Sabel find his berserker, by the way?"

"He came upon it in one of the renoter corridors. A long way even fromthe areas where | usually
poke around. A long, |ong way, even then, fromthe inhabited portions of the Fortress."

After the Sabel debacle, she knew, the nore renote corridors had been rather thoroughly searched
for any nore nachines that might becone active. O course the dammed machi nes coul d be good at
conceal nent, at playing dead, as they were good at nany other things; and to this day it was not
conpletely certain that all the active units had been found. There m ght even, possibly, be nore
of themout there somewhere, frozen into the slag of ancient battle as the object of Sabel's
efforts was supposed to have been when he discovered it.

Then the commander wondered suddenly if that mght be what the general was really after in his
expl orati on-one nore netallic dragon-nonster. Not, of course, that Harivarman would be one to play
the perverted ganmes of goodlife. But, to find a foe still dangerous, to re-enact the conbat
glories of the days not |ong ago when Prince Harivarman had been a hero to everyone on the Eight
Worl ds-and incidentally to show up the Tenplars, for having been in control of this place so | ong
and still having left one of the eneny functional and deadly dangerous-yes, she could see how t hat
m ght be attractive to him

At her request the general let her out of his car just at the nmain gate of the base, very near the
spot where he had picked her up. She sawto it that their goodbyes were brief, because she had a
ot of work to do. A pity. She would have liked to talk to him Il onger

She woul d probably, she thought, soon take himup on his offer of another tour now that they had
begun, as she felt, to understand each other

As she wal ked through the gate and into the base, briskly returning the guards' salutes, she was
wondering what his wife, or forner wife, mght be like.

Chapter 3

Li ke nost citizens of nbst worlds with Earth-descended popul ati ons, Chen Shi zuoka had never
travel ed outside the atnosphere of the planet on which he had been born. In hunan society there
were a few jobs that required space travel; otherwise it was for the nost part an activity of the
weal t hy or powerful. Chen, a poor student froma poor famly, was and had al ways been a | ong way
fromeither of those categories.
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O course he had-again |ike nost peopl e-read descriptions and experienced re-creations of the
generally nmild sensations of space flight. So nothing about the early stages of his first journey
away from Salutai really surprised him Fromthe spaceport a shuttle lifted himand its gathered
handful of other recruits up to an interstellar transport craft that was awaiting themin orbit.
Except for its Tenplar markings, the transport was an al nost featurel ess sphere, inpressive inits
size to those aboard the shuttle as they drew near. Sone of Chen's fellow recruits, gathered at a
vi ewport, tal ked know edgeably about the type and designation of the ship they were about to
board. Chen knew al nost not hi ng of such technical matters, and was not greatly interested in them
He supposed that now some such interest mght begin to be required of him depending on what kind
of an assignnent he drew after his basic training. He wondered, too, where he would serve. The
Tenpl ar organi zation, many centuries old, and i ndependent of any planetary governnent or |eague of
pl anets, existed in alnost every part of the Gal axy to which Earth-descended hunmanity had spread
But Chen's thoughts, instead of being focused on the new life that he was entering, renained
primarily with his friends back on the world he had just left, and at which he now took a
lingering |ast | ook as he was about to | eave the shuttle for the transport. He had been for nost
of his Iife a shy youth, not one to nake friends very easily. And they were really his best
friends, those people who had gone out of their way to welcone himinto the political protest
group. They had helped himfind a direction for his life, had shared their dreans with him al ong
with the work and risk of organizing the denonstration. The inflatable berserkers had been his

i dea, though, and he was proud of it.

Chen's chief concern at the nonment was whether any of his friends were also being shot at. He
fretted and wondered how soon he m ght be able to conmunicate with them again. He would send mai l
when he had the chance. He would of course have to try to wite between the |lines about his rea
concerns, assuming that what he wote would be read and censored sonmewhere al ong the way. That
wasn't conmonly done, or at |east he hadn't thought it was, but if they were ready to shoot people
down...

VWho woul d he wite to? Hana? They weren't what you would call lovers; thank all the powers that he
hadn't nmade any pernmanent connections along that |ine.

Whose nail was least likely to be intercepted, anong the people he would trust to see that his
messages got passed al ong? There was Vaurabourg, and Janis; but they were in it about as deep as
he. There was ol d Segovia, who Chen thought was probably Hana's real lover if she really had one
Chen had only seen himwi th her once or twice, in the university library, and thought the ol der
man probably had sone post on the faculty. But Segovia had never shown up at the meetings of the
protest group. And what if he considered Chen a rival?

Now Chen thought mserably that he wasn't at all good at this intrigue business, though only hours
ago succeeding at it had seenmed childishly easy. But then he supposed that al nost no one on

Sal utai was very good at it. Their denmonstration in front of the Enpress's boat had been effective
only because the authorities were at least equally inept at playing their part of the gane.

Chen kept coming back to it in silent marveling: The security people back there in the city had
actually shot at him had really tried to kill him Wo would have believed it? He couldn't get
over it at all.

It just denmonstrated that things were worse even than the nost radical of his friends had tried to
tell him therefore it was even nore vital than any of them had realized that the Prince be
recalled to power. Prince Harivarman ought to be raised to greater power than before; he was
needed to serve as the strong right hand of the Enpress herself, sweeping aside the other advisers
who had | ed the governnent so badly astray. Yes, that was obvious. The situation cried out for
action to nake that happen.

Not that he, Chen, was going to be able to take any further part in politics for sone tine. The
Tenpl ars, wel cone al nost everywhere, had a reputation for being politically neutral. Fighting
berserkers was their business.

So, no nore politics for the time being. Unless, of course-just suppose-he should sonmehow be
assigned to the base at the Tenplar Radiant itself, and there be able to neet the exiled Prince in
person, and...but no. Chen was reasonably sure that Tenplar basic training was not conducted at
their old Radiant Fortress which, as he understood matters, now was little nore than a shrine or
museum A few words caught from his shipmates' conversation inforned himthat basic training for
recruits fromthe Ei ght Wrlds would be conducted at Niteroi, a |lightweight world in the sane
stell ar nei ghborhood, that shared its sun with a swarm of nearby small planets and satellites. An
i deal planetary system Chen supposed, for teaching people how to handle thenselves in a variety
of physical environnments. Realistically, it would be a long tine before he saw the Tenpl ar

Radi ant, if he ever did; and he could hope that the Prince would be recalled fromexile well

bef ore that happened.
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Shortly after boarding the interstellar transport the recruits were assenbled in the ship's
passenger |ounge. Chen heard official confirmation that they were bound for Niteroi, and that the
voyage woul d occupy sonething |ike eight days, four tines |onger than the usual direct tinme. The
reason was that there would be stopovers at two nore worlds to pick up recruits.

The days of the voyage began to pass, Chen renmining too nuch occupied with his own worries to
take much interest in the experience. The recruits' territory aboard ship, already sonmewhat
restricted, began to seem crowded when nore came on at the first stop. Still, the addition this
time was predomi nantly female, and social |ife aboard took on a decidedly different tone. There
were fascinating | anguage and social differences to be explored. There was plenty of tinme for
socializing; the Tenplar crew of the ship was naking no attenpt to begin training the recruits or
even to enforce discipline beyond nere safety rules. Al that could wait for the attention of
those who did it properly, the permanent party instructors at the basic training barracks on

Ni teroi.

The great majority of the other recruits began to enjoy the voyage energetically at about this
poi nt. Chen woul d have done the same had the conditions of his enlistnent been different, but as
thi ngs stood enjoynment was out of the question for him He kept trying to reassure hinself that
the Tenpl ars' behavior toward himso far proved that the traditional law still held-enlistnent in
their order gave imunity to prosecution under any planetary code. If his information was accurate-
it had been acquired in large part fromadventure stories, a fact which tended to worry himthe
only exceptions to the rule of inmunity should be a few capital crines, matters like high treason
And no nmere denonstration, he assured hinself, no nmatter how noisy, effective, and offensive to
the political establishment, could possibly be forced into that category. So he saw no reason why
the traditional legal inmunity should not apply to hin yet he would feel nuch easier when he was
absol utely sure.

A few nore days of interstellar travel passed, confortable and dull. Wth the transport's
viewports closed in flightspace, and the artificial gravity functioning snmoothly, Chen m ght

al rost have been confined in a few roonms of his home city, amobng a gang of hal f-congeni al young
strangers.

Then the transport entered another solar system naterialized out of the real mof flightspace

mat hematics into the shared conventional spacetime which hunanity tended to think of as normality.
The ship settled confortably into planetary orbit, and received still nore recruits from yet

anot her shuttle.

Shortly after this second brief stop, with the transport in deep mathematical flight again, the
stars once nore invisible outside the hull, two of the career Tenplars who nade up the ship's crew
came into the recruits' lounge. And there anmid a group of his shipnmates they confronted Chen

Bot h Tenpl ars were ol der nen, strong and capabl e-1 ooki ng veterans. "Recruit Shizuoka," said one.
Chen | ooked up, startled, fromthe game upon whi ch he had been trying to concentrate. "Yes. Yes
sir, | nean."

"On your feet. Come this way." It was by no means a request.

One of their hands on each of his arnms, they escorted himout of the |ounge, away fromhis
wondering fellowrecruits, and out of famliar territory into a portion of the ship Chen had not
been all owed to see before. There, behind closed doors in a snmall private cabin, to his surprise
and sudden outrage, he was ordered to strip and then thoroughly searched. Hi s clothes were
efficiently searched too, scanned with el ectronic devices before they were handed back to him
Chen's questions and protests, first fearful and tentative, then injured and angry, were ignored
He woul d have been nore |oudly angry, he would have resisted violently, if he had dared. A single
| ook at the men who were searching himassured himthat such resistance woul d not be wi se.
Dressed again, he found hinself being conducted to another, even snaller room

He was given no explanation at all, no words of any kind beyond nonosyllabic orders. The door of
the tiny cabin closed behind him shutting himin alone; it was a very strange snmall room indeed,
very sparsely and peculiarly furnished.

Still, it took Chen a nonment nore to understand that he was now | ocked up in the ship's brig.
"Recruit Shizuoka."

Chen | ooked around himwildly for a nonent; the voice was issuing froman invisible speaker or
speakers, conceal ed sonmewhere in a bul khead, or amid the spartan furnishings.

"Wwhat ?" he stanmered.

"You will be confined until we dock at the Radiant." It was a nmal e voi ce, sounding al nost bored.
"Pendi ng further investigation there."

"Until we...we dock at the what?"

There was no answer.

Dock at the Radiant. That was what the voice had said.
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Chen stood with his nouth open, on the verge of shouting back nore questions at the wall; but
there could really be no doubt of what the investigation would be about. Interrupting a procession
with a protest appeared to have becone something on the order of a capital crine. And he had no
doubt that the voice had said that the ship was going to the Radiant. Not to the Niteroi system
where the recruits aboard had been repeatedly told that they were bound.

But why?

There was a viewscreen in the brig, taking up a large portion of one bul khead. But there was no
way Chen could discover to turn it on. Evidently if they wanted to show hi m sonet hi ng they coul d.
O herw se...

There was a clock too, built into another bul khead panel, and it was runni ng; Chen supposed that
they could turn that off as well when they chose. But the clock continued to keep tine. |f Chen
had known how far away the Tenplar Radiant was, knowi ng the tinme m ght have been some hel p.

Hi s neals arrived punctually, trays automatically delivered in a bin above the waste-di sposa

slot, trays holding acceptable food, no better and no worse than what he had been getting as one
nore anonynous recruit. The spartan plunbi ng worked. For entertai nment the cell was furnished with
a couple of old books and a reader, and as the next days passed Chen canme to know the ol d books
well. He tried to amuse hinself by imagining discipline problens arising anong the nineteen

i nnocent recruits still presumably partying it up out there; would he get conpany if so? Sonehow
he doubted that he woul d.

He wondered what the other recruits had been told about his arrest and confinement.

Up until that last planetary stop the attitude of the Tenmplar crew toward Chen Shi zuoka had been
all mld indifference, as it was toward everybody else. But imediately after that stop he had to
go into the brig, and certainly not for anything he had done aboard ship. Therefore sone word
about him some story about what he had done or was accused of doing, had already reached that

pl anet from Salutai, and had come up with the |atest batch of recruits on the shuttle, and been
passed on to the officers of the Tenplar transport.

What ever the Tenplar crew had heard about Chen Shizuoka at that point, they had had no tine to
communi cate with their superiors el sewhere. They had been forced to make a decision on the spot,
and on their own initiative, and they had decided not to take himto Niteroi as schedul ed; instead
they were taking it upon thenselves to divert the whole shipnment of recruits off to the Radi ant
Fortress.

What coul d they possibly have been tol d?

The brig's lone inhabitant received no warning at all that an end was immnent to the |ast |eg of
his first space flight, any nore than he had been warned of his incarceration. Not until the
journey's |last few mnutes, when there cane a subtle twisting of the artificial gravity, and then
a slight jar felt through the deck Iike that of a boat grating on a sandy bottom That, Chen knew
the adventure stories again-was the interstellar drive cutting out, and the forces enployed to
nove the ship in normal spacetinme taking over.

A few nore mnutes passed in isolation. Then suddenly the door to the brig was sliding open. A
Tenpl ar voice said: "Conme along. We're getting you off first."

And at | ast, being escorted watchfully along a hull passage, Chen passed an unshiel ded vi ewport
again and had a good chance to see where he was going. They were still in space, and he di scovered
that the Fortress of the Tenplar Radiant, seen from outside and at cl ose range, had a certain
resenbl ance to the descriptions that he had heard and read of the |arger spacegoi ng berserkers; it
was an enornous, rough-skinned sphere, replete with cracks and wounds from ancient battles, and
still form dabl e-lIooking with what Chen supposed were varieties of offensive and defensive
armanent. Heavy shadows occl uded nuch of the sphere's rugged surface, because here a |lot of the
background space was dark nebula instead of stars. The Eight Wrlds and their spatial environs, of
which this was an extended part, were somewhat isolated fromthe rest of the Gal axy by enornous
Gal actic clouds of dark dust and gas, and were accessible only by circuitous passages fromthe
hundr eds of other human-occupi ed pl anets whose people tended to think of thensel ves as naking up
the mainstream of Galactic civilization

The vast sphere ahead of the transport grew quickly larger, until to Chen's inexperienced eye it
had assuned what | ooked |ike planetary di nensions. Then the interstellar ship that he was riding,
that had | ooked so | arge to Chen when he approached it aboard a shuttle, went plunging into a nere
pore of the onrushing planet's surface. This conparatively narrow passage, Chen soon observed, did
not |lead straight in to the dock facilities, which he assuned were near the center of the enornopus
Fortress, or at |east sonewhere on its inner surface, but nade many turns. And presently he
realized that this zig-zagging of the passage nust have a defensive purpose too.

There had evidently been sone prelinminary radi o communi cati on between transport and Fortress
concerni ng hi mbecause, imediately after the transport docked, Chen was hustled off ship ahead of
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anyone el se. Surrounded by his silent Tenplar escort, he was nmade to walk in what felt |ike norma
gravity along a narrow paved way that appeared to be some kind of a city alley, though it was much
cl eaner than nost of the alleys he had seen

Resting in anot her dock nearby was a tourists' ship, a huge but perversely normal object. What

| ooked |i ke al nost normal sunlight was filtering down through nearby branches, vine and tree,
their small |eaves quaking in a breeze that after Chen's days aboard ship certainly suggested the
openness of a planet's surface. That wind had to be, he realized, sonehow artificially induced and
managed.

Bef ore Chen thought to look up at the fanpous bright enignma that here served as a sun, he had been
hustl ed underneath a roof and into shadow.

Now he was ordered to sit on a stone bench and wait, a sturdy and uncommuni cative Tenplar on each
side of him But he had hardly sat down before they were dragging himto his feet again.

"The base commander wants to talk to you," warned an approaching officer. "WAatch your manners."
And here she canme, at a brisk walk, with escort. The base commander surprised Chen sonmewhat by
bei ng a young worman-wel |, not really that young, he supposed. He supposed al so that he ought to
salute, or sonething, as sonme of the people around hi mwere doing. But as yet no one had
officially taught him how

He tried to read hope into the lady's blue-eyed stare as she cane to a sharp halt before him
confronting himat close range. But what he saw there | ooked nore |ike nenace.

Wirds issued crisply fromher soft nmouth. "I am Commander Bl enheim | understand that you have
enlisted in the Tenplars in order to avoid | egal prosecution on Salutai."

"Uh...yessir..ma'am..uh. "

Hal f a dozen other officers, including the captain of the transport ship, were standing by now,

all faintly grim alnost expressionless. But they were all deferring to Commander Bl enheim and

t hough they were |ooking at Chen as if he were endl essly fascinating, they showed no intention of
aski ng hi many questions thenmselves. This was going to be their boss's show

The conmander asked Chen, quite reasonably: "Are you guilty of this crime that you're accused of ?"
"Ma' am.. maybe | need | egal advice.”

She continued to be reasonable. She even, to Chen's surprise, sounded a little |ike his counsel or
at the university. "Yes, quite likely you do. O will eventually. You see, if there are to be any
proceedi ngs agai nst you, in a matter like this, they won't take place here. \Wen the time cones,
I"msure you'll be provided counsel. Look here, young man, what |'m hoping for is some statenent,
sonme evi dence, sonmething fromyou that will denonstrate that this is all some dreadful error. That
there's no need to start that ball rolling, to hold you for extradition for high treason and for
nmurder. Maybe that's too much to hope-"

"Murder?" That word didn't, at first, nmake any sense to Chen. It was gi bberish, nonsense. It cane
alnost as a relief. It proved there was a m stake, that she had to be tal ki ng about soneone el se
And then the whole thing began at |ast, insidiously, to make a dreadful kind of sense. Murder. And
hi gh treason, too. And being shot at...

The conmmander was studying himcarefully. He | ooked back at her, holding his breath. But now,
sonehow, he knew the awful truth before she spoke.

Her gaze continued to hold himsteadily, while her crisp voice said: "Her Suprene Majesty the
Enpress was assassihated, in the m dst of a holiday procession on the planet Salutai, no nore than
a few hours before you enlisted in the Tenplars, in the capital city of that world..!

The base commander had not yet finished speaking. In fact she had hardly started; but Chen for the
nmonment coul d hear nothi ng nore.

Chapter 4

Lescar was in the dock area of the City, a district in which he was usually to be found shortly
after the arrival at the Fortress of any kind of interstellar ship. Today, as usual on these
occasi ons, he had occupied hinself in nmoving fromone place of business or anusenment to another

qui etly doing his best to gather as soon as possible any news of other worlds that m ght have been
brought to the Radiant by the visiting crew or passengers.

In the course of today's effort along those lines the graying little man was talking to one of his
regularly cultivated contacts, a mnor functionary at the port facility, when word reached t hem of
the arrival of a second ship, this one quite unexpected. The word was that a Tenplar transport had
just been contacted on radio and woul d be docking at the Radi ant soon

Movi ng qui ckly, Lescar got hinself to one of his favorite vantage points for observation, a public
bal cony near the interior docks. He was barely in time to observe the arrival of the interstellar
transport ship. The great spherical shape cane nudging its way up out of one of the hundred-neter-
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wi de nouths of the vast ship channel that tunneled in through the kilonmeters of the Fortress's
rocky shell to formthe terninal of the docks. The blunt round shape of the transport cane easing
up into atnosphere through a forcefield skin that stretched and thinned itself before the ship

The forcefields parted slowy and gently to grant the vessel passage, while retaining in the
interior of the Fortress the atnospheric pressure that they were designed to hold. For an aperture
of the required size, the forcefield systemworked better than a nmechani cal airl ock

Lescar stared at the new arrival. Yes, it was certainly a Tenplar transport, and it had certainly
not been on today's shipping schedule. Sonething at |east mldly unusual nust be going on

It wasn't possible for Lescar to observe directly who mght be getting off the transport, or who
was getting ready to board it, or what cargo was going to be | oaded or unl oaded. The shape of the
huge docks, and the height of the walls that partially encircled them pretty well prevented that.
He could see little nmore than the uninformative curved top of the great ship's hull as it rested
in the dock, graying and glistening as it grew a thin filmof ice from atnospheric noisture.

Lescar did not stand and watch the ice devel op. Instead he resunmed his round of visits to certain
near by pl aces where he had found that news fromthe docks was nost likely to nake its first
unofficial appearance.

Wthin an hour, before even the arrival of the transport had been officially announced, he had the
shocking news. It was, in a way, too startling not to be believed. And noments after Lescar had
heard the words repeated, confirmng themas well as he could w thout undue delay, he was hurrying
away on foot. Keeping his sharp-featured face as expressionless as usual, he was carrying a
message of worl d-shaking inmport to the Prince. What effect the Enpress's assassination m ght have
on their exile was beyond Lescar's powers to calculate, and he did not try. But he never doubted
that the Prince would instantly grasp all of the inplications.

Prince Harivarnman, his servant knew, was at the nmonent about as nany kilonmeters away fromthe Cty
and the docks as it was possible for himto get, spending the day in the archaeohistorica

research that had gradually cone to occupy himmnore and nore. It took Lescar only a few ninutes on
foot to reach the exiles' large house on the City's fringe. On arrival there, he went at once to
the garage where they kept their two pernitted vehicles, and got behind the controls of the one
flyer that nowrenained in its parking space.

After nmaking sure he had a spacesuit aboard, Lescar turned on power and eased the vehicle free of
the surface. In the flyer, no point anywhere within the Fortress was nore than a few m nutes

di stant. Once out of the garage, still under manual control, he turned in the direction of the
nearest forcefield gate allow ng vehicular access to the airless outer regions of the Fortress.
Lescar thought he knew approxi nately where the Prince was working today. Still, the probl em of

finding another snall flyer somewhere in the vast naze of the Fortress's outer chanbers and
corridors could have been wel |l -nigh hopel ess, except for their vehicles' |ocator devices,
transmitting constantly. OF course the real purpose of the locators was to nake it easier for the
Tenplars to keep track of the two exiles at all tines. But a fortuitous side effect was that they
could always find each other with a mininumof difficulty. Their jailers had no fear that the
exiles mght be tenpted to try to use the spaceworthy vehicles to escape; the flyers
conparatively sinple spacedrives would be quite useless for such a purpose. Wthout a vehicle
equipped with a true interstellar drive, the tricky spacebendi ng technol ogy that nade it possible
to travel effectively faster than |light, there was nowhere for an escapee fromthe Radi ant
Fortress to go. Nowhere, at least, that could be reached in a nmere hunman lifetime, of a few
centuries at the |ongest.

On the panel in front of Lescar a glow ng plan showed the main outer corridors of the Fortress,
and a col ored dot near one nmain line the location of the Prince's flyer. Tapping in a sinple
order, Lescar directed his own craft to proceed to the sanme pl ace.

Al ready he had reached the portal in the floor of the inhabited surface, a miniature version of a
shi ppi ng dock, that would pass his vehicle out of atnosphere. The gray veils of the forcefield
gate beneath himbegan to work, imtating in reverse the cycle by which the I arger gate beside the
docks had admitted the interstellar transport. The field stretched in a gray pattern over the
bubbl e of Lescar's cabin, then opened for the flyer, and then fell behind it, receding ever nore
swiftly as the vehicle accel erated.

Now around Lescar's snall ship there extended great darkness, relieved only by the flyer's own
lights. Those lights showed Lescar the rough stone walls of a little-used small-ship channel. The
wal |l s of the endl ess tube of stone went rushing by in vacuumsilence, faster and faster still.
Wth his autopil ot now switched on, Lescar was able to spend the brief journey getting hinself
into a light spacesuit; the Prince would probably not be in his own flyer, but he would be
sonewhere near it.

The Prince was busily at work in a renpote outer branch-corridor of the Fortress, where he had set
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up his own srmall battery of artificial lights, as well as a tenporary shelter useful in certain of
his experinents. In the brightness that his lights afforded he was | ooking at pictures partly

i ncised and partly painted on the walls of ancient stone. He found the Dardani an artwork or
decoration endlessly fascinating. There were frequently patterns in it, esthetic connections

bet ween one painting and another, but they never seened to repeat thenselves exactly. And, even
after all his study, the pictures were still nore than half inconprehensible, |like art or
artifacts fromthe old prespace age on Earth. Harivarman was of course not the first to undertake
a study of the Dardanian artistic record here on the Fortress, but he thought that he was
surprisingly close to being the first in nodern tinmes to approach such a study systematically.
There was nuch nore here to investigate than the Dardanian inscriptions and pictures on the walls,
t hough there were easily enough of those to keep a researcher occupied for several lifetines. The
sheer volunme of the Fortress and its contents had prevented any thorough or conprehensive

i nvestigation. Digging into chanbers seal ed centuries ago by acci dent or design, opening closets
and nysterious containers |long forgotten, Harivarman had found artifacts of many kinds, sone
utterly mystifying. He had recently discovered sone recordi ngs of Dardani an nusic, and now, even
as he worked, he was listening to the sounds of unidentifiable instruments, untraceabl e nel odi es.
The voices, he sonetines thought fancifully, of Dardani an ghosts...

At the nonent he worked drifting al nost weightlessly in his spacesuit, surrounded by riches of old
inscriptions, kilometers of ancient stonework, and nazes of rooms, sone of them containing chests
made of netal and of unknown materials, still-sealed relics of Dardani an days.

When the Prince had first beconme interested in this exploration he had been continually anazed
that there was no arny of investigators here digging away already, no horde of busy archaeol ogists
and historians froma hundred worlds conpeting with him That he should have all this to hinself
still seened odd. But the Tenplars since acquiring the Fortress centuries ago had al ways been coo
at best to exploration by visitors, and had thensel ves worked at the task only desultorily. Not
that they had ever raised an objection to Harivarman's efforts. He realized that they probably
thought it kept himout of trouble, distracting himfrom dangerous political schenes.

Agai nst one lightly curving wall of a broad corridor, a wall bearing a set of inscriptions that he
had at first thought would be of special interest, the Prince had set up his tenporary shelter
essentially an air-filled bubble of clear tough plastic equipped with an airlock. Drifting and

t hi nking inside this bubble, finding these particular wall carvings |less interesting the nore he

| ooked at them Harivarman suddenly became aware of novenent, shifting shadows, the di madvent of
far-reflected lights. They signal ed what had to be the approach of a flyer, conm ng down one of the
mai n corridors nearby. It would be Lescar, he supposed. The Tenplars patrolled these outer
portions of the Fortress only infrequently, and hardly anyone el se ever bothered to conme out here.
Fromcertain famliar subtleties in the pattern of the onrushing, quickly brightening lights he
was sure that it was Lescar's flyer. The Prince, turning off his Dardanian nusic, |istening now
for sonme communi cation, wondered a little that Lescar was preserving radi o silence as he drew
near. That in turn probably nmeant that the little man was bringi ng what he consi dered inportant
news, and wi shed to mnimze the chance that enemies were |istening when he conveyed his
excitenment to his master.

If there were really any reason for secrecy, to have conveyed the news, or even the fact of news,
by radi o, even in code, would have been chancy. Once, |ong ago, sone kind of Dardani an

conmuni cati on system nmust have |inked all these puzzling shafts and chanbers. O, perhaps not...
there m ght have been sone ritual, cerenpnial, or artistic purpose in the lack. And no rea

evi dence of any such system now remai ned. The Dardani ans, Earth-descended |ike nost of the rest of
the known Galaxy's intelligent inhabitants, had | ong since di sappeared, and no one understood them
any longer-if anyone ever had. Under present conditions, for various technical reasons, radio
communi cations within the Fortress tended to be erratic, occasionally unreliable. But the exiles
had for four years operated on the assunption that the Tenplars could eavesdrop on any
conversation in or near the flyers they had so considerately placed at the disposal of those who
were their unwilling guests.

Lescar's vehicle cane drifting to a halt inmmedi ately outside Harivarman's tenporary shelter, and
by its autopilot stabilized itself in position there. The gray little man, energing suited from
the flyer's hatch, at once signaled to Harivarman in their private code of gestures that he wanted
an i mredi ate conference under conditions of radio silence. Harivarman beckoned himinto the
inflated shelter, which he considered as likely as any place to be secure agai nst eavesdroppi ng.
And there he imedi ately heard his servant's news.

When Harivarnman | earned of the Enpress's death, he drifted in silence for a few nmonents, now and
then touching the wall with boot or glove, just as in gravity of nornmal strength he m ght have
paced the floor. This far fromthe Radiant a drifting body took a long tine to fall
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Looking at the inscribed wall that only nminutes ago he had found so fascinating, he could see it
now as not hing but an enormous and solem toy. Wrse, a nmeans of self-hypnosis. Such was the

i npact, he thought, when the real world, the world of politics and power, intruded bluntly.
Briefly, menories of the Enpress came and went in the Prince's thoughts. Not a blood relative of
his at all, but still she had been to himat sonme tines, and in sone good sense, |ike a nother...
and, | ater on, sonething of an eneny. It was she who had sent him here. Regret now at her death
was mingled with overtones of vengeful triunph.

Al'l of this enotional reaction was quite natural, Harivarman supposed, but it was quite profitless
as well. Alnpost inmediately the Prince's nmind noved on. The point he had to consider at once was
the effect of her assassination upon the political situation, the balance of power, particularly
in the ruling Council of the Eight Wrlds. Wen next those eight powerful representatives gathered
on their cerenonial thrones, the choice of who should now occupy the great throne in the center-
the choi ce of the next Enpress, or Enperor-would be up to them

Lescar was also drifting inside the shelter, waiting with a kind of inpassive eagerness for his
master's words of wisdom Turning back to him the Prince asked: "Did you get a |look at this young
man who i s supposed to have done it? But no, | don't suppose you had a chance to see him"

"No, no chance of that, sir. A university student, the story is, a native Salutain, who after he'd
killed the Enpress joined the Tenplars to escape pursuit.”

"Ah, yes. | see. But why should the Tenplars bring himhere, know ng extradition nust be
enforceable in such a case? Mdre inportantly, is there any reason why they should want to help
such a man at all?"

"l don't suppose, sir, that they really would."

"Then it's interesting that he should be brought here, don't you think?"

"Sir? There was sonething el se-though no special inportance was placed on it by the people | heard
it from'

"Well, what?"
"That just before the assassination-it took place in the Holiday of Life parade-there were
political denonstrations. One denonstration in particular, in favor of your recall. This young

Chen was apparently one of the chief organizers of that."
Harivarman fell silent again. He drifted in thought. He coul d perceive several vague outlines in
the situation, all of themugly. "And then right after that he killed the Enpress? O at |east

they think he did. Ah. That's all | need."

The Prince paused. Then he continued: "Then it looks like I'mgoing to be accused of conspiring to
kill her. At the least it's very likely. Matters have been so arranged. So, if I'"mgoing to do
anything to protect nyself, | have to see him this supposed assassin...| wonder. Perhaps they

brought himhere to the Radiant, just to arrange a confrontation with nme?"

Lescar shook his head. It was his belief, frequently stated in the past, that his master sonetines
tried to think too many noves ahead. "My thought, Your Honor, is that they brought himhere sinply
because they had already recruited himbefore they found out what he'd done, or was accused of

doi ng. Then they were in sonething of a panic. You know the Tenplars can't just hand over one of
their owmn to any planetary authorities on demand. Not even if it's only a new recruit. They don't
do that; any Tenplar officer who did so would be.."

"Yes. You're right."

Lescar's face twitched; for him that was sonething of an enotional denonstration. "But they
didn't know what else to do with him and so they brought himhere. This rock is the Tenpl ar
headquarters, all the home territory the Tenplars really have, and they nust feel nore secure here
than at the training grounds at Niteroi."

The Prince was nusing aloud. "You may be right. You probably are. They could have taken him
directly to their Superior Ceneral for a decision, but he's said to be alnmost constantly on the
move around the Gal axy, and they probably didn't know where to reach him..you know, there's no
authority presently on this rock who can deci de Tenplar policy on matters of such inportance. Qur
creany-cheeked new base commander? No. No one-unl ess soneone el se came in on the sane ship?-no
word of that, hey? Then they'll have to wait for word fromno one | ess than the Superior General
And he'll quite possibly want to cone here and talk to the accused nan before he decides the
guestion. There'll be denmands for extradition certainly..

Lescar appeared to consider the idea of extradition very thoughtfully before he agreed that it was
I'ikely.

There was no one else around to fill the role of political counselor for the Prince, and so Lescar
had assuned the job, and he gave it his best, just as he did the jobs of valet and cook. "Yes-
naturally | suppose that's what they'll do. And you say you'll have to see this Chen too, Your
Honor-is that w se?"
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"How woul d ny refusal to see himhelp? And yes, if | amto judge him to try to deternine the
truth about his killing the Enpress, | nust see himdoes he deny that he's guilty, by the way?"

"I have no idea, sir."

"Hm Whoever this Chen really is, whatever his story or the truth of it, | expect our gracious
hosts will sooner or later want to arrange for himto neet nme. So they can observe our
interactions, and then try to judge ny part...thank you, Lescar, for bringing ne this news so
promptly. It's going to nean a change of sone kind for us, certainly. And soon."

Lescar as usual accepted his master's thanks with a faint | ook of enmbarrassnment. "Are you comni ng
back to the City at once, Your Honor?"

"No." Harivarman brought his gentle drifting to a halt by taking a firmgrip on a projecting bas-
relief. "There's no rush about ny appearing on the scene. O not that much of one, at l|east. You
go on back. | want to be alone, and think a little." He glanced at his inscriptions again. "And
possi bly decide what |I'mgoing to do out here. If I'"'mgoing to be able to go on now with any of
this work at all."

"Yes sir. 1'll see what else | can find out."

"Do that, certainly. And if the Tenplars tell you they are in a tremendous hurry to talk to ne,
tell themthey can find ne here without any trouble."

Wthin a mnute Lescar and his flyer were gone again. Harivarman was once nore alone with the

Dar dani an presence; but those gentle ghosts had faded suddenly, naking even fanciful conmmunication
with them much nore difficult.

Looki ng out through the clear plastic of his shelter, the Prince watched the |ast fantastic
reflections of the lights of Lescar's vehicle die away. Now only his own |ights held the great
dar kness back.

The Enpress dead. Certain inplications, for the nost part grim were i nmedi ately obvious. H's
serious enenies, Roquelaure and the others, would now have a freer hand in trying to get rid of

hi m permanently. Wat was not so plain to the Prince was the best way for himto try to deal with
his enem es now, or at |least avoid their wath. Indeed, that becane |ess plain the nore he thought
about it. He could wish now that he had heeded Lescar's frequent pleas during the first two years
of exile that they try to arrange an escape. They could by now have had an energency plan in

pl ace.

Slowy, the Prince resuned the bodily notions of the investigating archaeol ogist. He told hinself
that it mght be easier to think while engaged in a physical routine of measurenment, note-taking,
phot ogr aphy...but a few m nutes of going through the notions convinced himthat it was not going to
work. He could no | onger believe that his energy should now be going into this research. And the
j ob deserved to be done right; he was never again going to be able to work on this job properly.
At | east he was not going to be able to go on with it properly today. And suddenly it had becone
difficult to predict anything about tonorrow.

Moving with practiced skill, the Prince quickly closed hinself securely into his own spacesuit.
Then he deflated the shelter, took it down and stowed it away in his flyer. That craft waited
near by, just out of his way, anchored by its autopilot in a passage that was no nore than barely
bi g enough to accomopdate the vehicle's nodest dianeter. Sabel, the old records indicated, had
used a simlar machine, customnarrowed for these confining corridors.

Though his | onely work had suddenly becone unsatisfying, the Prince realized that there were
things about it he was genuinely going to mss when it had to end. Even if the end should cone in
a triunmphant recall to power. That, too, was now suddenly a possibility, he supposed, though not a
l'ikely one.

He would mss this work, and at the present nonment he didn't even know whet her he was going to be
able to cone back to it tonorrow.

Hari varman had al ready packed nuch of his equi pnent back into the flyer, when a naggi ng sense of
untidy inconpletion grew great enough to be unconfortable. This particular short section of
corridor held a pair of doors that he had been | ooking forward to opening. According to his
experience of exploration in this area, doors placed |ike these should have behind them a couple
of rooms, or perhaps one |large room Watever was behind them had not yet been investigated. Those
doors, he thought, were likely to open into one or two of the rare chanbers that had never been
entered since the Dardanians' tine.

There was no need for the Prince to unpack the shelter once nore, or to get nmuch in the way of
equi prent out of the flyer again. One quick glance inside the room or roonms, would be enough for
now. |If what he saw i nside appeared sufficiently intriguing, he would have sonething to | ook
forward to when-if-he got back here.

Extracting what he considered to be an appropriate tool fromhis packed kit, Harivarnman | aunched
himsel f in vanishingly small gravity and drifted in a long, free, practiced dive that brought him
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in a gently curving path al nost exactly in front of the door he wanted. That door was of nol ded
metal fancifully decorated. He could see nothing on it that |ooked like a lock. But he had tried
this door gently before, on his first look around at this end of the corridor, and he was certain
that it was bl ocked or stuck sonehow. Probably, he thought, it had just becone sealed with the

met al - bi nding grip of centuries.

H s tool, a conbination vibrator and power hamrer, soon took care of that inpedinent. Now the door
could be slid back.

The room exposed was, naturally, conpletely dark inside. Harivarman shone his hel net |ight around,
through enptiness. It was, for this part of the Fortress, a surprisingly |large, deep chanber
There was anot her door that nust connect with the as-yet unopened room adjoi ning. Once there had
undoubt edly been functional artificial gravity...

Then for sone seconds Prince Harivarman did not breathe. He had thought at first that the |arge

roomwas enpty. But it was not. Against the rear wall, |ooking somehow crouched and defensive and
small anmid the roonmis enptiness, as if some eneny mght have cornered it there, was a machi ne. The
metal of it |ooked like arnmor, gleaming dully in his light. It was not really small at all, but

al nost as large as his flyer though of a different shape.

In this undisturbed place the minimal gravity had had tinme, plenty of tine, to press the machi ne
firmy though very lightly on the floor, so that now it was as notionless as the rock slabs of the
wal I's. And the nmachine was no | onger functional; Prince Harivarman in the first second of | ooking
at it felt very sure of that. He would doubtl ess be dead already if it were.

Not an android. On second look, it did not really approach his flyer in size, but it was

consi derably bigger than a man, and shaped nore |like an insect, or a vehicle. Nor did it represent
any of their nobst comon types of conparatively sinple conbat units. No, this was sonething |arger
and nore conpl ex. The shape of the outer surface-perhaps it should be called a hull-suggested
spaceflight capability; and there, near the bottomof the thing, within the pale of the six great
fol ded and notionl ess spider-legs, was a bulge that resenbled a correspondi ng curve on the
Iifeboat of an interstellar liner. That formsurely indicated the presence of some kind of
mniature interstellar drive.

Details were still doubtful, but one fact was certain.

There was no doubt in Prince Harivarman's mind that he had found a relict berserker, and one whose
exi stence was undreant of by the Tenplars or any other human bei ng.

Chapter 5

By the time Chen had recovered fromhis faint, the base conmander had departed. A different set of
uni formed Tenpl ars now had Chen in charge, and they were half |eading, half carrying himalong a
passage.

As soon as Chen had his wits about himagain, he started protesting |oudly.

"Look, it's crazy to think that | would have killed the Enpress! Wy would | have done that? |
wanted to persuade her to recall the Prince! | didn't even know she'd been killed until | got
here. ™"

No one argued with him on that point or any other. No one agreed wi th himabout anything either.
Rather it was as if they just weren't listening. All they wanted to do right now was put hi m away
safely. They turned aside presently into a small room where they deposited himon a plain couch
He lay there, under the watchful eyes of his silent captors, until a couple of additional people
arrived. These turned out to be a medical team and they rushed Chen through an exam nation. This
checkup took no nmore than five mnutes, and evidently it reveal ed no conditions that required

special handling, for presently its subject was on his way again, still under heavy escort and
being treated no nore or |less gently than before. Chen was nore than half expecting to be thrown
directly into some kind of mlitary prison-did Tenplars still call their |ockup the "stockade," as

they did in the adventure stories? But the roomhe was actually |ocked into was nore confortabl e-
| ooki ng than he had expected, and it did not appear to be within any kind of prison conplex.

I nst ead, the surroundi ngs suggested the corridor of some confortable hotel

Now one of the junior officers who had been hovering about took the time to explain to Chen that
until further notice he was going to be confined to quarters.

"Does that nmean |I'munder arrest?"

"Confined to quarters."”

"I know, but does that nean-?"

It was a noncom who answered Chen this tine; the officers, including the one who had spoken, had
al | di sappeared even as Chen was trying to question them A sergeant said, "You haven't been
formally charged with anything. The ship's crew who brought you in can't charge you, because al
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they know i s hearsay, what they heard about you after they left Salutai."

"But when will | get out?" He called that question hopelessly after the sergeant's departing back
"l don't know." By now al nbst everyone was gone; the only one left to answer Chen was a young

uni formed worman standing in his rooms doorway, evidently his sole remining guard. The tone of
her reply was doubtful, as if she were ready to adnit her |ack of experience in things like this,
or perhaps a lack of experience of things in general. She was rather small, with a proud figure,
and evidently an ancestry of dark races. Her nanmetag procl ai med her Cadet O ga Khazar.

The attitude of Cadet O ga Khazar, poised as she was in the doorway, strongly suggested that she
was about to go out and cl ose the door behind her

Chen sat up straight in the chair where he had been deposited. He asked, as if the answer were not
al ready obvious: "And now you're going to lock nme in?" And at the same tine he thought it strange
that they had | eft one | owranking guard here, and the door not yet even | ocked.

She replied alnmost timdly: "Yeah, that's orders. You're not going to kill yourself, are you?
W'l | have to watch you every moment if you're suicidal."

"Kill nmyself!"™ Then Chen was speechless for a nonent, unable to inmagi ne any words powerful enough
to coment suitably on that idea. "If I'd wanted to die, believe me, | wouldn't have had to cone

all this distance to arrange it."

Now Chen coul d see a shifting of shadows just outside his door, and hear that a small gliding
vehicle of sonme kind was rolling to a stop just behind Cadet Khazar, who evidently had not been

| eft as much al one on the job as had first appeared. The cadet turned round to | ook at the
arrival, and a nonment |ater Chen saw her stand at attention and sal ute.

A nonent after that, Commander Bl enhei m stuck her blond head into Chen's room He got up fromhis
chair and tried to stand at attention. She asked him "Feeling better?"

"Yes ma'am thank you. Look, Commander, | didn't kill anyone-least of all the Enpress. \Wat nakes
anyone think | did?"

The officer shook her head with what mnight have been synpathy, noderated with a |arge nixture of
wariness. "Recruit, | really can't tell at this distance what you did or did not do on Sal utai

Al | know for sure is that the authorities there appear to want to question you about the crine.
Soneone on Salutai evidently thinks you did it. So you are confined to quarters until we can find
out nmore. You have not been formally charged with anything as yet."

Chen nurnmured: "Or soneone there wants everyone else to think that the authorities want ne."
"That | suppose is a possibility." The commander nodded thoughtfully. "Wo would want that?"

"I don't know, ma'am | don't know who or why." But then in what felt like a flash of insight he
per cei ved the shadow of an answer, or thought he did. "It's about the Prince, isn't it? Some of
his enemes, | guess, will stop at nothing."

If the commander had any opinions on the Prince, or on political matters, she was keeping themto
hersel f. Poker-faced, she eyed Chen silently, as if hoping he would say nore.

Chen didn't know if what little he had said so far had hel ped his cause or danaged it.

He | ooked around the little room Encouraged by sonething in the way she | ooked at him he asked
"Ma'am please, don't | get out of here for anything?"

"We' Il have to arrange sone kind of exercise period, since you nay be in here for many days...and
there are certain safety procedures in which training is mandatory for all Tenplar people on the
Radi ant. We'll have to arrange for you to have that as well. Otherw se, sorry, | think not. For
now. "

There was a robotic-sounding radi o voice outside the room It sounded as if it might be com ng
fromthe commander's vehicle, out of Chen's range of vision, and she turned away, Cadet Khazar

t hrowi ng anot her sal ute unnoticed after her

A nonment | ater Chen could hear the ol der woman's voi ce asking: "Another ship?" Then there was sone
kind of radio reply, too low for himto make out. A nonment after that, his roonmis door shut and
closed himin. He got a final |ook, alnost of synpathy, from Cadet Khazar before he heard the |ess
subtle finality of the |ock

Chapter 6

Before he clinbed back into his flyer to return to the City, Prince Harivarman unpacked sone of
the exploration gear that he had | oaded aboard the craft only mnutes ago, and stowed it away in
one of the enpty roons nearby. The chanber he chose for this purpose was one of the innocent roons
of f the same corridor as the roomin which he had just nade his great discovery.

The Prince created this cache of tools and emergency equipnment with no fully reasoned plan in

m nd, only a half-forned idea that once he returned to the Gty he mght find hinmself in need of a
good reason or excuse for com ng back out here, and retrieval of the cached equi prent woul d
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provi de one. Exactly why he thought he night soon have to begin accounting for his nmovenments he
could not have said. And of course he could denobnstrate to any observer of his return trip that he
was com ng back here, to this innocent room not that one down the corridor...it was, he thought,
like a positional nove in chess, made out of an educated instinct, though no i mediate tactica
advant age coul d be di scer ned.

The job of creating his innocent cache was quickly done. Then, with his mnd in a bleak turnoil
Prince Harivarman went to | ook once nore into the roomwhere he had discovered it.

There against the far wall the berserker crouched. O at |east the long, bent insect-1legs of netal
made it look like it was crouching. It had not noved-no, of course it had not noved. The upper nost
bul ge atop the netal shape, what woul d have been the thing's head if it had had a head, was tilted
alittle sideways, and fromthe center of this head the roundness of a | ens faced Harivarman. It
was as if the berserker were regarding its visitor quizzically.

Hari varman | ooked a nonent |onger, then closed the door on it again. Quickly returning to his
flyer, he boarded it and i nmedi ately headed back toward the City.

He was an imagi native nman, at |east at certain nonents, and he thought he could feel the stare of
that dead | ens even now, boring into his back

He drove the flyer slowy, cruising under manual control, as if he were observing the walls of

t hese passages closely on the way, reading nore inscriptions and locating artifact-sites. But in
fact the Prince's thoughts, for the second tine in an hour, had been jolted into an entirely new
franme of reference.

Wt hout consciously planning it, he had started his trip back to the City along a different route
than usual. He was headi ng not for the house where he and Lescar lived, but directly toward the
Tenpl ar base, where he was going to report his discovery i mmediately.

It was an automatic reaction. Reporting a berserker nachine of any kind was not only a requirenent
under any human law, it was, one knew without having to think about it, the only thing a decent
citizen of the Galaxy could ever do-like reporting an unexpl oded bonb if one should ever happen to
conme upon one sonewhere

Still, he was proceeding slowy. Sonething told himthat he had to think.

From what the Prince had seen of this particular berserker unit in his tw hasty glinpses of it,
it did not appear to have been badly snashed up in the old fighting. Doubtless it had cone to the
Radi ant as part of an assault wave in the | ast berserker attack here hundreds of years ago. It
must have been damaged in the fighting then, for it was certainly inert. Quite possibly at |east a
part of its brain had been destroyed. But equally obvious was the fact that nmuch of the unit was
still intact. Harivarman, calling up its renenbered (never to be forgotten!) inmage, decided now
that it nmust be some type of small but advanced | ander, probably capable of functioning as a snall
i ndependent starship, designed as part of a teamto nake a sneak attack on the Fortress...

Hari varman suddenly slowed his flyer. He turned out of the small ship channel he had been
foll owi ng, and down a branchi ng passage. He had cone too close to the City too quickly; he needed
more tinme to think before he got there.

Hi s thoughts were now focused on the shape of the berserker's lower hull. Looking at that shape in
his mnd s eye, he was increasingly sure that it nust possess an interstellar drive. In such a
conmparatively snall package the drive would have to be an elenentary affair, not nuch different
fromthat of a lifeboat carried on a | arge hunman vessel

Small or not, for all Prince Harivarman knew, the berserker's interstellar drive might still be
functional-and, if so, it mght offer a nmeans of escape.

Wth some finite anount of effort-inpossible to say just yet how nmuch work m ght be required-he
and Lescar nmight be able to gain possession of a vehicle that could, in a pinch, get them away
fromthe Fortress. If not all the way to a friendly planet, then at |east to sonme shipping | ane
where they coul d broadcast a distress signal upon re-entering nornmal space, and have a good chance
of being picked up by a friendly ship.

At best, such an escape would be neither safe nor easy. It would be very dangerous. Just to begin
with, there was the astrogation system or rather the probable | ack of one, to be considered.

And at worst such an escape plan would turn out to be suicidal nadness. And preparation for it
woul d nean a lot of work, an intense effort. And to have even a minimal chance of success,

Hari var man woul d have to involve Lescar in the project. And now there might no | onger be enough
tinme.

Now, if the Enpress was truly dead, Prinme Mnister Roquel aure, or one of the Prince's other

eneni es, would soon be sending killers after him The nore Harivarman thought about it the nore
certain he was of that. Hi s woul d-be executioners mght appear in uniformor out, they m ght be
armed with warrants or only weapons, but they were alnost certainly already on their way. He
doubted that he had very many days left.
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If there was a plan now that offered himany chance at all of getting away fromthe Radi ant, he
could hardly afford to be particular about its details and risks.

It had been the Enpress who sent himinto exile, but it had been no part of her plan to have
Prince Harivarnan die. He still thought that, had she lived, there was an excellent chance that
sooner or |ater she would have called himback. Harivarman's nmere existence served as a check and
bal ance to other factions in the great gane that the Enpress knew how to play so well, the
perpetual contest of intrigue and politics. But there were other powerful players in the gane,
nmost notably the prime mnister, whose goals and anbitions were inmmoderate. If certain of those
pl ayers came into power now, or even, as they were sure to do, becane nore willing to use the
power they already had, then Harivarman in exile, isolated, would be virtually hel pl ess agai nst
them He still represented a potentially great danger to them as |long as he renmined alive.

Wth the news of the Enpress's death, the Prince for the first tinme since his arrival at the
Fortress had known an urgent craving for escape. He had at first suppressed the feeling

subconsci ously, he supposed, because there seened no possibility of acting on it. But now,
suddenly...there m ght be.

There just mght.

The flyer cruised slowy on toward the CGty, with the | one nan aboard it lost in thought.

Bef ore he deci ded on anything so drastic as using the berserker hardware in an escape, he would
have to gather all the news he could about the reported assassination of the Empress. He woul d
have to make absolutely sure, to begin with, that it had really happened, that the story was nore
than some nmadly tangled runor. The commander woul d know the truth of that, if anyone on the

Radi ant did. Or she might at |east have nore evidence to judge it by. Perhaps she would be willing
to share her know edge with Harivarnman openly.

He al so had to try to obtain the nost recent information possible on the general political and
mlitary situation in the Eight Wrlds, and on what the Tenplars were thinking now In particular
he must |l earn how |ikely Conmander Bl enheimwould be to turn her em nent prisoner over to his
enemies if they cane now to the Fortress to present her with what they said were valid extradition
docunents. He suspected she would have a hard tinme refusing them

Depending on how long it took to |ocate the Superior General and apprise himof the situation, it
m ght be weeks or even nonths before any decision nmade by that official could be expected to
arrive at the Radiant by courier...or the SG Comander in Chief of all Tenplars, mght want to
conme here in person before deciding. He night even want to convene a synod or consistory of senior
Tenpl ar officers. That was a rare event, and Harivarman could not recall offhand its proper title.
Deep in thought, the Prince noved his fingers lightly on the flyer's controls, altering his first
choice of destination with as little consci ousness of deliberate planning as he had experienced in
making it. Avoiding the Tenplar base by a wide margin, he instead entered the City fromhis usua
direction. Once surrounded by the usual City traffic, he shifted his vehicle into its groundcar
node, and proceeded straight to his garage.

Lescar's vehicle was in ahead of him already occupying its customary spot. Fromthe garage the
Prince wal ked directly into his connecting private quarters, consisting of about eight roons. The
apartnment was not particularly |uxurious, but he had never cared nuch for |uxury, and had been
satisfied that the place was | arge enough for sone el aborate entertaining. As things had turned
out, he had very seldom had any occasion for that.

Harivarman was hal f expecting to find a nessage waiting for him telling himin nore or |ess
diplomatic terms to contact Commander Bl enheim pronptly. She mi ght of course have reached hi m by
radio at any tine while he was in his flyer, and bluntly directed himto report to her

i medi ately, thus denonstrating the firmess of her control. He wasn't quite sure yet whether she
was the type who had to denonstrate authority, but he could hope not; at |east they had got
through their first couple of neetings w thout nmuch of that.

But no nmessage of any kind was waiting for him on either screen or hol ostage. Evidently, and this
did not surprise Harivarman either, the comander was sinply not in that nuch of a hurry to
question himor join himin specul ati on about the assassination. Doubtless she preferred to
consult first with her advisers on her own staff, and certainly she would send a robotic nessage
courier-or even a nanned ship carrying sone trusted lieutenant-off to the Superior Ceneral, at
energency priority, asking for instructions. Again Harivarman wondered if she even knew where the
Superior General was; the current holder of the office had a reputation for keeping on the nove.
Lescar was nowhere to be seen when the Prince wal ked through their apartnents. But the servant
returned al nost at once, as if sone special sense had alerted himto the Prince's arrival
Lescar's expression as he approached the house on foot showed that he nust be bringing with him
as the Prince had hoped, at least a few nore crunbs of news.

Not that Lescar entered their house babbling his news freely.
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Their dwelling was of course well provided with subtle, hidden Iistening devices, carefully
installed and nmonitored by their jailers. O at |east both nmen had al ways operated on the
assunption that such was the case, even though they had never found one of the gadgets. There were
nmonent s when Harivarman seriously doubted that the Tenplars, not known in these nodern tinmes for

their skill at intrigue, had even bothered to spy on him But the Tenplars would be |istening now
if they ever listened; and now, for once, there was information to be exchanged that demanded
privacy.

The Prince intercepted his hurrying servant at the door. "Come for a walk with me, Lescar. | feel
restless.”

Qut side, Harivarman turned not into the convenient nearby park, site of nost of his casual wal ks,
but to a common City street nearby. It was a street on which people were generally scarce, w nding
as it did through a nei ghborhood only sparsely inhabited.

When the two nmen had achi eved such a degree of security as seened possible, the Prince told Lescar
in a quick casual voice sonmething about his find. He spoke only of a possibly intact interstellar
drive unit suddenly discovered and available. He did not even hint at the unit's berserker
provenance.

The graying nman took the news calmy, as he took or tried to take everything that happened. H's
expression showed that he understood and accepted Harivarnan's plan at once, wthout requiring
details. He knew as well as his master did that there were certain comerce | anes in deep space,
regi ons in which astrogation and drive conditions tended to be advantageous, that were favored by
the vessels of regular interstellar trade. In one of those |anes, any kind of inprovised
lifeboat's signal would give a small craft at |east a worthwhile chance of being picked up

"We' Il get right to work, then, Your Honor. Dardanian, is it, this unit?"

"l suppose it must be." The Prince considered that he had al ways been an acconplished liar. The
secret, he had always thought, lay in believing what you said yourself, at the nonment that you
said it; it was the required answer, therefore the right one, and therefore it was true. He
certainly wasn't going to have to convince Lescar; fromthe start of their exile he had al ways
been in favor of working out sone schene of escape. Other possibilities had existed fromthe
start: There were ships' crews constantly coming and going and there was the steady tourist
traffic, all this hunman interchange affording a nmeans by which confidential nessages and perhaps
even small anounts of material could be passed-they were going to have no tine for that sort of
thing now, of course. And there were friends of the Prince in high places on certain worlds,
friends who could be counted on for help, once sonme contact with them was established. There were
even one or two worlds out of the Eight on which the Prince, once he reached them m ght hope for
protection and even honor.

Al ways before when the possibility of escape had been di scussed between themusually at Lescar's
i nsi stence-Harivarman had wei ghed the chances and decided to wait, hoping for an official recal
instead. This tine the situation was different.

Lescar walked in silence for a little while, obviously thinking things over. But still he asked no
questions. He had grasped the technical point at once: one of their two special flyers could
provide the tight hull and nmininmal |ife support needed for an energency spacecraft. And Lescar
woul d have grasped as well that at best there would be a lot of work to do...and that at best the
ri sks woul d not be small.

Their path | ooped around through other Gty streets. Lescar still had his own latest news to
communi cate, and now began to speak in a |low voice. H s news concerned the nost recent arrival at
the docks, the day's second unexpected ship. In the exiles' experience, two such |andings in one
day forned an unprecedented event.

The second ship, too, had cone from Salutai. OQther than that Lescar had been able to find out
little about it, though one runor-nonger had said it was a private yacht. There was certainly sone
effort by the Tenplars to maintain secrecy about it. Lescar wanted to go back to the dock area
soon and try to learn nore. But he had thought that the mere fact of this second ship should be
reported to his master first.

The Prince whispered: "If they' ve cone here to arrest ne already...well, then they've conme. Too
|ate to do anything about it now "

As they approached their dwelling again, Harivarman felt an alnost irresistible urge to run to the
garage, junp back into his flyer and return to the place of his discovery, there to throw hinself
i Mmediately into the work of trying to salvage the needed drive. But to go back to the outer
regions now, at this hour, would have been a drastic departure fromhis daily routine, sonething
he was reluctant to do on the day of the great and terrible news. And one day's work on the drive
would in itself be meaningl ess.

This time a nessage was awaiting himwhen he returned to his house. At first sight of the
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i ndi cator, Harivarman braced hinmself internally for disaster. But it was not Comrander Bl enheinis
face or voice that greeted himwhen he called up the recording. The face was that of a younger
woman, of fragile |loveliness, her famliar voice asking the Prince to call her as soon as
possi bl e.

H s hand noved over the conmuni cations panel. Soon the recording was replaced by a |ive i nage of
the sane lovely face, framed in a cloud of red hair that seenmed to drift imune to gravity, though
its owner dwelt here on the inner Fortress surface only a few kil oneters away. Even in exile,
could a young Prince and a great man (so Harivarnman sonetimes asked hinself in interior nockery)
ever have a consort who was not breathtakingly beautiful?

"Harry, have you heard the news?" She seened to be trying to suppress elation, and he wondered
why.

"About the Enpress? |'ve heard it, Gabrielle."

"Can | see you? Toni ght?" She was eager

"OfF course. \Were? Your place?"

"Take me out sonewhere, Harry, won't you? | feel |ike going out."

Way did she ask that now, of all tinmes? But he agreed, thinking that he had never taken Gabrielle
out very nuch in the past. She hadn't seened to mind. There weren't that nany places to go anyway,
inthe tiny Gty. Wy was she eager now? Was she already subverted or tricked, setting himup for
an assassin tean? He was capabl e of pondering such a question about her coldly. But it was too
soon for such treachery; it couldn't have been arranged just yet, he reassured hinself. In a few
days, possibly.

Com ng out of the shower, getting ready to go out, he |ooked at hinmself in his true-inage, corner-
reflector mrror, trying to assess the i nage objectively. He thought it nore than |likely that he
was going to add Anne Bl enheimto his list.

Chapter 7

After he had showered and changed, Harivarman went to neet Gabrielle in the City. Their rendezvous
toni ght was on one of the | east quiet of those generally quiet streets, at a place that they had
visited in the past-where in the small Cty had they not visited, in the two years of their

rel ati onship?-a place of entertainnment, still called the Control Rouge, as it had been in Sabel's
day.

Toni ght, looking with changed perspective at that establishnment's street sign, a sign that he nust
have passed at |least a hundred tinmes during the past four years, Harivarman found hinmself really
wondering for the first time what old Sabel had experienced, dealing with a hidden berserker

Not, of course, that his situation and Sabel's were really all that much alike.

In Sabel's tinme this area of the City had been, as it was now, a glassed-in mall. It had been
then, as it still was, the chief district for entertainment and amusenment. The decor mnust have
been changed i nnunerabl e tines during the intervening centuries, and parts of the architecture had
been altered too-Harivarman had seen ol d hol ographs and nodel s-but the overall |ook, |ike the
nature of the business, was pretty nuch the sane.

The exterior of the Contrat Rouge was not inpressive, being mainly the same nottled brown and gray
stone walls that you saw on half the buildings of the City. Neither did there appear at first

gl ance to be anything special about the interior, thinly populated this early in the evening. The
pl ace gained a distinction of a kind when you sat in one of the booths and began to play with the
optical controls that altered the appearance of everything seen through the booth's walls, which
were transparent or translucent in varying degrees depending on where the controls were set. And
that was only the sinplest of the visual effects that coul d be achieved.

Hari varman found Gabrielle waiting for him She was fine-tuning the booth's optics absently, so
that the inmages of other patrons and of the human staff cane altered through the walls of the

pl astic encl osure. The conputer system nmanagi ng the optics identified human i mages and cl ot hed or
re-clothed themto order. Gabrielle, in a nodern green dress as fragil e-1o00king as a spi derweb,
currently had everyone who passed the booth dressed in sone kind of fancy historical costunes,
froma tine and place that Harivarman was unable to identify.

VWhat surprised the Prince was that Gabrielle was not alone. Sitting with her was a vastly ol der
but still marginally attractive woman, dressed in sonewhat outdated el egance. Brown ringlets hung
past the ol der wonan's holl ow cheeks and arresting eyes.

Gabrielle junped up happily when she saw Harivarman appear in the opening of the plastic wall that
made t he single doorway of the booth. "Harry, guess who |'ve found for you at last!"

For the nonment, his mind filled with other matters, the Prince had not the slightest idea what
this girl was tal king about. "Found for ne?" he asked. And then it came to himwho the other woman
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must be, just as Gabrielle pronounced her nane.

"Greta Thamar, Harry." The young woman's tone al nost reproached him for having forgotten. Even
after two years, Gabrielle was still faintly awed to find herself the intimte conpanion of a rea
Prince.

Now Harivarman could renmenber. Wen he had first heard that Greta Thanmar, Sabel's ol d conpani on
was still alive, he had in Gabrielle's presence expressed a wi sh that he m ght neet her sonetine.
At that point he hadn't known that Greta Thanmar might still be on the Fortress, or might return to
it. And Harivarman, in the press of other recent events, had tenporarily forgotten his wish to
meet her.

Now he bowed lightly, extending a hand in perfect correctness. "Prince Harivarnman
hi msel f.

The wonan nmade only a token gesture toward rising. She was not in the |east inpressed, evidently,
and she took her time about replying. The Prince recalled that she had once in her youth undergone
menory extraction at the hands of the Guardians-it was all part of the well-known saga of the
treacherous Sabel -and he supposed that sonme permanent nental damage m ght well have resulted. At

| ast she reached across the table to take his hand, and gave hima close | ook and a knowi ng nod.
It was as if she believed they shared a secret.

"The managenent here has hired Greta again," put in Gabrielle, filling an al nbst awkward little
silence. "It's new managenent now, of course. | nean-"

"They think I can bring in sone tourists.” The old woman's voi ce was surprisingly deep. Now that
Harivarman had the chance to study her, her face and figure | ooked much younger than her actua
age of centuries. It was, he thought, as if entering into | egend m ght have hel ped sonmehow to
preserve her.

Hari varman | ooked up involuntarily to see the netal plaque that he knew was high on the wall near
the front entrance of the Control Rouge, visible above surroundi ng booths. The fancy optics
Gabrielle had evoked in their booth's walls did nothing to change those letters on the netal

he introduced

In the year 23 of the 456th century of the Dardanian cal endar Greta Thamar, |over and victim of
Geor gi cus Sabel , danced here

"She's actually been living here in the City all this time, Harry. O for nost of it." Gabrielle
sounded trenendously proud of her find.

"Fascinating," said Harivarman. He realized that his voice sounded a touch too dry. Well, Thamar's
story was really a fascinating one, he supposed. O it would be, for a man who had the tinme to
thi nk about it.

The figure of an ethereally |ovely human waitress approaching the booth in historical costune
turned into the prosaic i nhuman shape of a robotic waiter as soon as it reached the opening
through the walls. The three of themordered drinks and food, the Prince putting themon his bill
fortunately the terns of exile had not condemmed himto poverty.

Gabrielle, the Prince decided, seenmed unreasonably cheerful about everything. And in good
appetite, ordering a substantial dinner. Maybe she was putting on an effort to cheer himup.

Hari varman, nostly out of a habit of wanting to nake polite conversation, said to Geta Thamar: "I
wi sh, then, that |I mght have met you sooner."

"I haven't been socializing much for a long time. But I'mgoing to be out now. | mght even dance
again." Traces of sone handi cap or oddity, perhaps the old womman's | ong-ago ME, were nore in

evi dence, the Prince thought, the nmore she spoke.

"That's good," he comented. "That is, it'll be good if you really want to dance again."

"l used to live for dancing."

"l ook forward to seeing a performance."”

Gabriell e beaned at himfor being nice to the old lady. And Greta physically did |look as if she
still mght be able to dance, though Harivarnman supposed it woul dn't be the kind of dancing that
customers ordinarily cane to a place like this to see.

Suddenly Gabrielle asked him "Were are you goi ng, Prince?"

"I-" He hadn't nmde any nove suggesting that he was going to | eave the booth, at |east none that
he was aware of. "Nowhere at the nonent." Suddenly understandi ng cane. She neant that he would
soon be | eaving the Fortress, under sone terns that woul d bear discussion in public, and that he
was going to have a choice as to where he went.

He realized that Gabrielle didn't understand the situation at all. Perhaps she thought, no, she
must think, that the Enpress's death meant he would be recalled to some form of power. No wonder
she had been so eager to neet himhere tonight.

Music cane wafting into the booth from somewhere, and faint |aughter fromthe next booth. He sat
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there looking closely at Gabrielle, who gazed back at himfromw thin her cloud of red hair, stil
appeari ng unreasonably pleased. Gods of all space, but she was beauti ful

Greta Thamar asked him unexpectedly: "Wat do you do, Prince? Wiere do you spend your tine?"
"I"'man exile here, you see. Not a tourist."

"I know that." Her tone said he was a fool to think he had to explain that to her; it was a rather
sharp tone for even a celebrity to use to a Prince. Age in sonme ways had nore privileges than nere
rank. Greta Thamar repeated: "But what do you do?"

"I spend a fair amount of time doing historical, archaeol ogical research. Mstly out in the outer
corridors.™

The wonan fell silent, nodding slightly, gazing into space, as if that answer had struck her as
sonet hing that had to be considered seriously.

Gabriell e had been playing with the optics again, and the Prince did not recognize Col onel Phocion
anong the giant apes now noving in the aisles past the booth, until the man with drink in hand
stopped in the open entrance.

The col onel, flushed and tending toward chubbi ness, raised his glass in a light salute to
Harivarman. "Cheers, Harry." He had been nmuch less free with that informal nane when he was still
officially the Prince's jailer. "How are you and the Iron Lady getting on? | hear you took her

si ght seei ng the other day." Phocion acconpani ed the statement with a wink. He was graying, getting

along in years and in fact nearly ready for retirenent, though still nowhere near as aged as Greta
Thanar .

"There was not hing very exciting about our outing, |I"'mafraid," said Harivarman

"What you always say in the early stages, old boy, as | recall. Wll, if true, too bad. Maybe |"|

call on the lady mself. No reason why you should have all the crop attendi ng you." And Phocion
made a bow, his version of gallantry, to the two |adies.

"Have a drink with us?" Gabrielle inviting himconfirmed that she was really happy about

sonet hing. "You won't be on the Fortress that much | onger, | suppose,” she commented.

"Nor perhaps..” Phocion gave the Prince a ook with a m xture of sharp things in it, and drowned
the rest of what he had been going to say in his glass. He was waiting to get a ship that would
take himaway, either to an early retirement that Harivarnman knew he did not want, or sone
uncongeni al assignment that woul d ambunt to a denotion. The SG had evidently not been pleased with
Col onel Phocion's perfornmance of |ate.
"Nor am | going to be here much | onger,"
not much perhaps about it. You're right.’
dr ank.

The col onel | ooked at the | adies, apparently assessing themin his quietly arrogant way; he'd
already net Gabrielle, naturally, and now he | ooked at Greta Thamar as if he knew her too. But he
still spoke only to the Prince. Now he would do his best to be bracing. "I suppose there's an
excel l ent chance that you'll be recalled now "

"To power? Hardly." Harivarman spread his big hands. "Arrested is infinitely nmore likely."
Phocion's return look said that he had realized that all along, but had wanted to hold out hope.
There was a faint sound from Gabrielle across the table. The Prince | ooked at her, and saw

i nci pi ent shock. He'd been right; it appeared that until this nonent she really hadn't understood.
Maybe he should have tried to break it gently.

Then she rallied suddenly. "Harry, for a noment | thought that you were serious."

Around themthe interior of the Contrat Rouge was slowy filling up. The passage of falsified
figures, costuned, bestial, or mechanical, past the booth was becom ng al nost a steady parade. Now
alittle knot of tourists passed, their appearance altered again in md-transit by sonme perhaps
automatic readjustnent of the optics. Then sone mlitary people going by the other way created a
brief distraction.

One of the tourists could be heard stage-whispering to another on the subject of how one shoul d
address a real Prince.

Phoci on saluted Harry sadly and noved on, fromall indications going in pursuit of one of the
tourist wonen.

Gabrielle glanced at the wonan besi de her, who appeared to be far off sonmewhere in her own

t houghts. Then she | eaned across the table. "Harry, what did you nean, really? Arrested?"

Hari varman reached absently to give the set of optic controls on his side of the booth a random
shuffling. Now the people passing were suddenly all nude, and certainly the booth nade handsoner
nudi sts of themthan nature. The optics conmputers were biased toward subtle flattery in one node,
in another toward total exaggeration, enough for conedy. That node did not cone into play so

of ten.

The Prince said gently to Gabrielle: "I nmeant arrested. | take it you've heard about the Enpress?”

said the Prince as cheerfully as he could. "And there's
He raised his own glass, returning the salute, and
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"Of course. But | don't see what that has to do w th-you."

"Being arrested these days is nothing," said Geta Thamar suddenly, and Harivarnman | ooked at her
she was | ooking past him "Not like it was in the old days," she said, and suddenly peered at him
cl osely.

"What do you really do, out there in the outer corridors? That's where Georgicus Sabel net the
berserker."

Harivarman could feel his nerves draw taut. He told her: "I stockpile heavy weapons, oxygen, food
supplies. So that when ny friends land in a rescue expedition I'll be ready. | rather w sh that
they'd hurry up.”

G eta was gazing past him "lI'mgoing to dance," she said.

He was about to say goodbye, and wi sh her luck on the resunption of her career, when he realized
that Greta was not getting up, that her gaze was directed at the large holostage in the center of
the room The optics in the booth walls had been trained to |l et the hol ostage i mages comne through
unal t er ed.

And now, on the hol ostage, Greta Thamar's two-hundred-year-old i mage began to dance. It was an old
hol ographi ¢ recordi ng of a performance done |ive, perhaps on the very sanme stage, and here sat the
wonman hersel f, watching it with them

She spoke, in a hushed voice, as if the recorded perfornmance deserved reverence. Harivarnan coul d
not hear very clearly, but she was trying to tell them sonething about Sabel, and Harivarman coul d
feel his scalp creep.

The image on the stage was that of a girl of eighteen, twenty at the nost.

The first segnment of the dance ended. Greta Thamar sitting in the booth appeared to cone to
herself, to realize that she had been ranbling sonewhat.

"The nmenory extraction still gets ne sonetines. The Guardians could still use that then. Being
arrested now is nothing." And now, noving sonmewhat stiffly, the old woman slid out of the booth
and departed.

Harivarman grinned wyly, or tried to grin, at Gabrielle's worried face.

"Harry, tell me once and for all, what the Enpress's assassination is going to nmean."
"To ne, a lot of trouble. Serious trouble. To you...well, | suppose that depends."
"On what ?"

"On how cl osely you associate with me. No, it's too late to worry about that. On what ny enem es

t hi nk about you. On what nood they're in when they get here. On..!

Gabriell e was becom ng intensely frightened, |ooking this way and that, as if those who bore his
death warrant with themwere here already. "Harry, if they do cone after you..

"Ch, they're coming. Naturally you want to know if they'll be interested in you as well. Quite
natural ." He felt less hurt by her attitude suddenly, and nore sorry for her. "I wouldn't think
so, Gabby, though of course | don't know for sure. But you're not political, everyone knows that.
| shouldn't worry too nuch if | were you."

But it was hard to reassure Gabrielle. "I'mgoing, Harry."

"You haven't had your dessert.” But then he relented. "Then leave. I'Il stay. But | don't think
it's going to matter, at this point, if you | eave or not. Everyone knows that you and | have been-
She was gone. He spun the optics control, watching her vary with the optics as she hurried away.
The last spin dealt her nudity, in this case not doing justice to the original

But now for sone reason she was hurrying back...no, the optics had confused him this wasn't
Gabrielle at all.

Harivarman's heart gave a surprising |leap

He | ooked up, at close range, to see his wife standing beside the table at which he now sat al one.
Beatri x, darker, conpact, in every way |ess spectacular than Gabrielle, said: "I waited till your
girlfriend left."

"Thank you." He heard his own voice, sounding al nost neek. "WIIl you sit down?"

She sat, pushing used dishes indifferently fromin front of her. "Not the nost enthusiastic

wel come | have ever experienced." Beatrix was of course in her own way, in her own style, a |ady
of great beauty, fit consort for a Prince. As Princess she had |ived here on the Radiant with

Hari varman | ong enough to know his habits here and his haunts, and she had known where to find him
this evening. She was, like him an old experienced berserker-fighter, though few would have
guessed the fact from |l ooking at her dermure |oveliness now

He said: "You were on the second ship, then, fromSalutai. The one that just came in a few hours
ago. "

"I was. It's a private yacht. |'m not supposed to say who it belongs to, though that strikes ne as
silly. Anyone who really wanted to find out could. Suffice it to say that you still have friends,
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and not all of themare broke. O afraid to adnmit they know you."

He put out a hand, to take hers on the table. "Thank you."

"Ch, don't nention it. Things were dull."

"That won't last long, | suspect." He studied her. "I suppose it's unnecessary to ask whether you
know what you've got yourself into, by returning now"

"I'"ve never divorced you, you know. Not fornmally. So | figure that I'minto it already."

"l guess you're right," Harivarman said after a while, and held on to his wife's hand.

Chapter 8

Next norni ng Harivarman awoke abruptly, with a sense of inward shock, as if from sone dream

al ready faded beyond recall. Yet he had the feeling that what had roused himfrom sl eep was a
clear call fromthe real world

He awoke al one. He had insisted on Bea not noving back into his house. He owed her that nuch at

| east, he thought.

Ful ly awake, he lay for a few noments |istening. The house was qui et and untenanted around hi m
Lescar nowhere in evidence. On rising, the Prince at once checked the conmuni cation stage and
screen for incom ng nmessages, but there were none. Evidently Conmmander Bl enheimwas still in no
particular hurry to conmmunicate with him

Lescar, as usual an early riser, was already up and gone. The little nman, who liked to avoid

el ectroni ¢ nmessages whenever possible, had left a handwitten note indicating that he was off to
seek further information fromsone of his sources near the docks.

And no message from Beatrix. Well, Harivarnman had told her to keep her distance.

The Prince, noving unhurriedly, hiding his inpatience fromwhatever spy devices nmight actually be
functioning within his dwelling, prepared as if for another day of nothing nore inportant than
pursui ng his hobby of archaeol ogy. Wen he had breakfasted and dressed, noving nethodically, stil
restraining his inpatience, he boarded his flyer in a |leisurely nanner and headed out al one.

In a few mnutes the Prince had left behind himthe Fortress's thin inner |ayer of atnosphere and
civilization. Now he began to watch, as carefully as he could, around himand on his instrunents,
for any sign that he was being followed or spied on. Still he saw nothing to indicate that the
Tenpl ars were keepi ng hi munder observation. Maybe, he thought, the flyers had no spy devices
hidden in themafter all.

By the time Harivarman had reached his destination, the renpte corridor of yesterday's |abor and
di scovery, he had got hinself into his spacesuit. He parked his flyer alnost exactly where he had
left it on the previous day, not many neters fromthe chanber containing his great find. Now
abandoni ng his pose of patience, he approached the berserker's room drew a deep breath, and
opened t he door again.

H's suit |ight showed himeverything in and about the chanber exactly as he renenbered it from
yesterday. The machine was inert, waiting for himin the position it nust have been hol ding for
the past two hundred years. Now the Prince could recall vaguely that the berserker had figured
sonmehow in his dreanms |ast night. He remenbered again the i nward shock, the sudden waki ng.

This time Harivarman approached the i mmobil e death machi ne nore closely, though still with slow

i ngrai ned caution. Now he could see the danmge that nust have knocked it out. Al ong one of the
machi ne's flanks, on the side that had been hidden fromhimearlier, there ran a scar that could
only have been inflicted by sonme powerful weapon. Macul ations of nolten netal, |ong ago hardened
into slag, rinmred a head-sized hole that stabbed deep into the berserker's body. Snall wonder that
it was inert.

Straightening fromhis first inspection of the machi ne's wound, Harivarnman dared to give the
tilted headpiece a solid rap with the tool he had in hand. A filmof dust, that nust have been

el ectrostatically acquired over lifetimes, junped up to drift in vacuum Certainly the thing was
currently incapabl e of attacking anyone. There m ght of course be sonme | ast booby-trap built into
it sonewhere, but that risk the Prince had al ready deci ded he nmust accept.

Then on with the job.

Wthin a few mnutes the Prince was well on the way to setting up his tenporary workshop. He

al ready had sone lights in place around the dead nachi ne, and had brought in sone nore tools from
the flyer, and had about nade up his nmnd on the best way to begin. It would probably be best
first to disconnect the drive unit sonehow fromthe larger portion of the berserker's body, and
then nmove either the drive or the rest of the berserker away into another chamber. If he did that,
then the origin of the device he was working on might not be so glaringly obvious. And then, when
he brought Lescar out to help him he night possibly be able to convince Lescar that the hardware
they were trying to use was really Dardanian. Lescar's loyalty to his Prince was unshakabl e,
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Harivarman had no doubt at all of that; but the Prince al so understood that the graying man |ived
with a monunental fear and | oathing of berserkers.

Once he had the necessary mnimum of tools and equi prment in place, the Prince got to work. It was
easy enough to decide to separate the drive unit fromthe rest. But there was of course the
berserker's conbat arnor to be dealt with. And even here in near-weightlessness the inertia of
sonme of the nmassive parts was going to make them hard to handle. OF course Harivarnan had in the
flyer a power-lifter that he coul d use.

Fortunately, these days even amateur archaeol ogists were often equi pped with high technol ogy. The
Prince had an el aborate toolkit already assenbled in his flyer. Enough equi pnent, perhaps, to
enable himto get by, at least through the early stages of the job. If he needed nore equipnrent,
he coul d probably invent sone convincing story that would let himobtain it.

It was time, he thought, that was going to be his real problem It seemed certain that he was not
going to be allowed the days he needed.

Several hours after his arrival at the site, the Prince had his bubbl e-workshop inflated. Not in
the chamber where he had found the berserker, but in the one adjoining, which fortunately for his
pl an was connected to the berserker's roomby a closable door. Inside his |arge plastic bubble
there hung, alnost drifting in the weak gravity, the interstellar drive. Still in its inner
casing, it was a massive pod two or three tinmes greater in volume than a nman's body, and

consi derably heavier. Harivarnman had tied it to supports in three dinensions to keep it nore or

| ess positioned where he wanted it.

Anot her hour passed. Now that portion of the berserker's control systemthat seemed to directly
concern the drive had been extracted and was already in the process of being spread out for

di ssection, |like sone rare and conpl ex biol ogi cal specinen, on a series of folding boards. The
Prince was probing into the control systems electronic nerves with a series of tools, several of
whi ch were connected to his flyer's onboard conputer. He had had to nove the flyer a little closer
to the site, wanting to run cables to the conputer and not use a w reless |link whose signals m ght
concei vably be intercepted.

The Prince's first objective in this exanmi nation was to see whether the circuits comandi ng the
interstellar drive unit remained functional at all. The prelinmnary indications were positive. He
had studi ed berserkers intensely in the past, the better to fight them and he now had a fair idea
of what he was | ooking for

And presently he raised his head, sighing. Yes, he could assune now that these control circuits
were functional. But how he was going to get themto function under his control was sonething el se
agai n.

Hari var man pushed on with his exam nation. More tine passed, unnoticed by the man who had grown
totally absorbed in what he was doi ng.

But | ess and | ess was he thinking of his plan for escape. Eventually an hour had gone by in which
the thought of arranging a neans of escape fromthe Fortress had not entered the Prince's nmind at
all.

He was, instead, making a discovery. The revel ation was proceeding only in snmall steps, but they
were steps whose sumwas truly breathtaking.

Alnost fromthe start it had been apparent that sone very peculiar control information seened to
have been left in the menory banks connected to the interstellar drive of this particular
berserker. And Harivarman very soon got the inpression, froma certain | ack of organization in the
way the data was stored, that it mght have been left where it was inadvertently. It was chiefly
the nature of that information that concerned hi m now.

Near the beginning of the fourth hour of his investigation, the Prince really paused for the first
time. He had to pause. And he had to put down for a while the el ectronic probe, because his hand
was cranped and shaking fromgripping it so hard in his excitement. Cosing his helnet, reseating
the spacesuit that he had been wearing half open inside the shelter, he went out through the
shelter's airlock and out of the antique room its walls alnost the sane col or as those of the
Control Rouge. In the airless, alnost lightless corridor outside the room he paused, clinging to
the rough stone wall. In one direction the corridor ran straight for a few hundred neters before
com ng to an abrupt term nation, where sone ancient attack, probably by berserkers, had bl asted an
enornous crater into the outer surface of the Fortress. Looking in that direction, the sane
direction that was so faintly down, the Prince could see the stars.

Hari varman t hought that the di scovery he was maki ng, or was on the verge of making, had no
parallel in human history.

The original berserkers had been constructed by a race now known only as the Builders, as their

| ast, all-out, desperate bid to win an ancient interstellar war, a war they were fighting against
I'iving opponents who were now renmenbered only as the Red Race. Little information was now
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avai | abl e about that war, because it had been fought at about the sane time that humanity on Earth
was beginning to chip flint and perhaps nmake arrows. The berserkers' Buil ders had been arrogant
and powerful w thout a doubt. But they had | ong since vanished fromthe stage of Galactic tinme and
space, following the Red Race into oblivion, nore than likely victins of their own hideous
creations.

The metal war-nmachines that humans called berserkers were the ultinate eneny of everything that
lived. The creators of those inanimate weapons were gone, but the weapons thensel ves raged on
across the Gal axy, endlessly repairing and replicating thenselves, inproving their own design, and
refining their killing capabilities in an eternal effort to acconplish their basic progranmed
task, the elimnation of all life, wherever and whenever they could find it.

Thr oughout the centuries since Earth-descended hurmanity had found itself |ocked in a struggle

agai nst the berserkers for survival, human intelligence had postul ated and continually sought one
great key to victory. Theory held that at l[east at the beginning of the Builders' ill-starred
creative effort, there nust have existed sone sort of control system by which the Builders could
turn the berserkers on and off. A safety code, perhaps. Sone neans by which the netal nonsters
coul d have been handl ed and tested in reasonable safety by nortal if unearthly flesh and bl ood.

As far as Harivarman in his earlier studies had discovered, no trace of any such control system or
code had ever been found, by Earth-descended humanity or any other living race. Possibly no such
code or system had ever existed. |If the Earth-descended Dardani ans were now a nystery to their
cousi ns who had spread to other worlds, the unknown Buil ders, eighty or a hundredfold nore distant
intinm, and not of Earth at all, were that much nore difficult to understand.

But it seened now to Prince Harivarman, with neither his own skepticismnor his conputer yet able
to fault the truth of his discovery, that the answer to the riddle of the berserker contro

systens might be within his grasp-one answer to it, anyway. The control sequence that appeared to
be revealing itself to himnight, he supposed, work for only a certain nodel of berserker, or
perhaps it mght work only on machi nes that had been built in one particular factory or base...

Hari var man supposed that this piece of hardware before himcould hardly be one of the origina
machi nes, still largely intact even if not functioning after fifty thousand years or so...but he
really had no way to judge

O course the first question he had to face was whether the controlling code he thought he sawa
relatively sinple sequence of radio-frequency signals-was really what it seened to be. As far as
he could tell with the equi pment and know edge he had available, it was. Thank all the gods of
space and tine, he was not faced with the opportunity for a full practical test.

But if the code was genuine, why should it have been left here? Left here still intact, fifty
thousand years after its intended usefulness to the Builders had ended, exposed to the possibility
that enem es ni ght sonmeday capture and examine it?

Harivarman coul dn't guess why, except that the Buil ders were denonstrably capabl e of naking gross
m st akes. Even col ossal blunders. And he knew from experience that even berserkers could sonetines
simply mal functi on.

As part of his intensive study of the eneny during his years of fighting berserkers, the Prince
had taught hinself the Builders' ancient |anguage too, or alnbst as nuch of it as any living human
bei ng knew. That was not much; it included the little that had been picked up fromrarely captured
records of the Builders and what little nore had been deduced fromthat. The audi ble form of the

| anguage was all clicks and whistles, beyond any Earth-descended throat and vocal apparatus. But
the witten synbols could be mani pul ated. And the electronic signals of this code he was now
uncovering ought to be easy to reproduce.

Never before, to Harivarman's know edge, had anything like this seem ng control code been found by
any human seeker. Had such a discovery ever taken place, it would have been of trenmendous

i mportance for all humanity, for all Galactic life, and the news of it nust have been spread
rapidly. O course, the only reasonable place to |ook for such a control code would be in a
berserker device that had been captured nore or less intact. The Prince knew that the total numnber
of captured intact berserkers in the whole war had been no nore than ten or twelve, an amazingly
smal | nunber considering that the human war agai nst them had raged through thousands of battles,
fought across millions of cubic parsecs of the Gal axy, and had dragged on over a span of nany
centuries. The nachines as a rule destroyed thensel ves when they could fight no nore. O they
destroyed at |l east their own inner secrets. And if the ten or twelve other berserkers known to
have been captured had ever carried sinilar controlling information in their nmenory banks, they
had erased it before they fell into human hands. But it had not been erased fromthis one...

Harivarman at length had to force hinself to lay down his tools for the day. He had to avoid
rousi ng suspici ons of any kind by an unusually prol onged absence fromthe City. He packed sone of
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hi s equi pment back into his flyer and comranded the machine to take himback into the Gty. And he
was even nore thoughtful on this return flight than he had been on the |last one. But this tine he
i mredi ately programmed the flyer to head for his own garage; all thought of announcing his

di scovery to the Tenplars had been abandoned for the tinme being. The realization that he had done
this crossed his mnd, and he told hinself vaguely that he woul d nmake t hat announcenent

eventually, but in his own way, and in his own good tine.

He had left his tenporary workshop erected in the distant chanber, with the berserker drive and
part of the control systeminside it, open to discovery and inspection by anyone who ni ght happen
to come along. Doing so would save himtime when he cane back for the next work session, and tinme
was all-inportant now. He would just have to risk discovery of his work site. If anyone should
stunble on it or seek it out, there would be no doubt anyway as to what sort of work was going on
or who was doing it.

But no one, it appeared, was interested in his renmote archaeol ogi cal research. Harivarnman spent
the rest of the day unnolested, thinking and resting part of the tine, and quietly obtaining a few
nmore tools and materials.

Next norning Beatrix called himearly.
"Harry. Am| going to see you? Or did | waste ny tine and effort conpletely in com ng back here?"

"I...you'll see ne, | prom se you." He was known for not naking promises lightly. "But not just
yet. | appreciate your com ng back."

"Do you? | wonder. | suppose | thought that perhaps at |ast you would."

He did his best to be brilliantly convincing. They talked a little I onger. But what it came down

to was that he put off seeing her, as tersely as he could-let her think that he was afraid of
bei ng spied on. He put off Lescar, too, by ordering himto remain in the City to gather

i nformati on.

Hari varman was soon back at his |onely task

By the end of his second | ong session of work on the berserker's drive-controlling circuits, the
Prince considered that he had done all that was possible, under the conditions, to confirmhis

di scovery. He had actually recorded a version of the basic control signal, and had | oaded the
recording into a handheld radio transmitter. H's next experinental investigations, if he were ever
able to conduct them would necessarily be nuch nore daring.

But it was tinme now to forsake science and get back to engineering, specifically to the driving
necessity for escape. Periodically the Prince's nenory, |ike sone nagging robotic secretary,

rem nded himthat any day now, any hour, another ship would arrive at the Fortress, a ship of his
enem es, and he woul d al nost certainly be arrested. A rational, conservative part of his mnd was
starting to argue that he should go to the Tenplars now, before that happened, go to themthis
hour, this mnute, with what he had di scovered.

The rational argument with which he tried to convince hinself went like this: No human authority
woul d al l ow t he agent of such a discovery, an achievenent of such great and gl ori ous consequence
for all life in the Galaxy, to be arrested for sone crime conmitted in a place far fromwhere he
was, to be taken away and quietly nurdered. But Harivarman had been involved in politics too |ong
to allow nere rational argunment to determnine his decisions. Maybe the wi dely bel oved Enpress had
come to believe that she could never be nurdered either

And there was still another reason why Harivarman held stubbornly to his secret. In his mnd faint
naggi ng doubts about the truth of his discovery persisted. Those doubts in thensel ves ni ght have
been enough to hold himback from nmaki ng an announcenent. Instinct whispered to himthat sonething
was not right, sonething about what he thought he had di scovered...maybe it was only because the
revel ati on seenmed too perfectly well-timed, comng as it had.

But there it was. The interstellar drive was real and right enough. Not only the control circuits
but the whole drive unit was functional, or ought to be, as far as Harivarman's rough tests could
tell

If the Prince was not going to be able to depend on the great value of his discovery to save his
life, then escape, using the berserker's drive, appeared to be as much of a necessity as ever. For
his third work session on the berserker the Prince brought Lescar out to the job site with him He
told Lescar very little nore than he had told himat the start, and showed himonly the roomin
whi ch the innocent-1ooking drive unit now reposed, and got himstarted working on it. Lescar's
first assigned task was to dissect the control systemof the drive further, in preparation for its
installation in a different kind of vehicle.

As Harivarman had expected, Lescar's only open reaction to this assignment was to signify his
understanding of it and imedi ately take up a probe and get to work. The servant's w llingness to
take on any task the Prince assigned hi mwas understood by both.
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But the Prince was frowning, even as his assistant took his tools energetically in hand. To
Harivarman hinmsel f, the necessity of explaining sone of the technical details of the escape
project to a helper, putting the whole idea into plain wrds, had been enough to nake it begin to
seem i mpossi bl e.

And the nore fiercely Harivarman tried now to reconvince hinself, the nore unlikely the whole
schene of using the drive unit began to appear in his thoughts. It was an interstellar drive they
were concerned with here, and not the notor of a groundcar. It was even a drive of a largely
unfam liar type

For a few nonents the Prince hovered on the brink of changing his mnd suddenly, of telling Lescar
to abandon the project and go back to the house and forget what he had seen. But the Prince did
not do so. Instinct forbade that too. The troubl e was, thought Harivarman, that they had no
choice. The nore tinme he had in which to consider the political situation, the nore firmy he
becane convinced that now, with the Enpress gone, his enenies were soon going to attenpt to finish
him of f, one way or another.

A day of intensive effort passed, and then another, with the two men working busily-nbst of the
tinme not really side by side, but just out of each other's sight. Lescar's job in its present
stage could rarely benefit fromtwo pairs of hands, and the Prince was still keeping his own work
secret even from Lescar. Harivarnman | abored in the adjoining room now tracing the paths of
control signals through the body and the nain brain of the berserker, seeking additional nenory
banks, |ooking for nore confirmation of his find. The indications that he found were intriguing,
but still somewhat anbi guous. A large part of the thing's brain was evidently inaccessible, inside
an inner seal of arnor inpervious to any of the tools he had on hand. In there, if anywhere, he

t hought, would al so be a destructor device, a booby-trap

The Prince had contrived to keep the berserker covered nost of the tine with a sheet of opaque
plastic, material he sonetinmes used as a background or |ight-reflector when maki ng phot ographs.
Lescar, on the couple of occasions when he happened to glance into the roomwhere the Prince was
wor ki ng, saw nothing that startled himparticularly. Harivarman had inplied that he was trying to
get the astrogation systemof a Dardanian |ifeboat worKking.

Thr oughout these days of hard work the Prince actually grew increasingly skeptical regarding his
wor | d- shaki ng di scovery. O perhaps he was not so nuch skeptical of the discovery itself as of its
i medi ate value to him To announce a revelation of such magni tude now especially if it were

qui ckly chal | enged, as any such clai mwould be-would lay himopen to charges of making up wild
lies in an effort to save hinself. And there was no way his claimcould be quickly proven

But, if he had not discovered what he thought he had-then what had he found?

He badly needed to talk to soneone, and he could not talk to anyone. Not yet. Not even to Lescar.
And doubt still whispered to himthat sonmething was not right. A kernel of unease still nagged at
him Perhaps it was only because he had to bear his know edge all al one.

Hari varman found hinmself continually being struck by the fact that his discovered control code, if
such it truly was, appeared to be so easy to use. There was even a fairly w de choice of frequency
and nodul ation of the signal. The signal itself, suitably conpressed, could be transmitted in a
fraction of a second, conplex though the code-sequence was and virtually inpossible to arrive at
by accident or through trial and error

O course, ease of use, if you thought about it, was really logical enough. If you had a contro
code for berserkers at all, you' d certainly want it to be easily and quickly usable.

Al'l very logical, but yet sonething about it nagged.

By the second day after Lescar had been added to the work force, something like a routine had been
established, and the two nmen put in several hours of effort w thout anything out of the way
happening. By this tine Harivarman was ready for a break, and he had left his own job for the
nmoment, as he did periodically, to confer with Lescar. The Prince was standing, alnost drifting,
in the roomwhere his assistant |abored, though he had not joined Lescar inside the inflated
shelter. Wth the transparent wall of the shelter between them the two men were discussing, in
the private code of gestures they had worked out, the length of tine a flyer mght have to be
imobilized to fit it for escape.

Suddenly through the stone around themthere came a faint vibration, frightening because it was
unexpected and at first inexplicable. Harivarman could feel it through the one hand with which he
was gripping the wall, holding hinself in position

Si nul t aneousl y Hari varman observed an odd change, as of a moving shadow, in the Iight that shone
through the inperfectly closed doorway fromthe next room That shadow would nove in his
nightnmares for the remainder of his life.

In the next nonent, before Harivarman coul d speak or nobve, the connecting door between the roons
burst fully open. That intrusion was acconpani ed in vacuumsilence by some destruction of the
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adj acent wall, as a large object that was too wide for the doorway came through it anyway on siX
| ong nechani cal |egs, stone bursting and erupting around it. The berserker's half-gutted belly
still hung open, a cable or two trailing fromthe site of Harivarnman's surgery. The |legs were all

unf ol ded now and at |east four of themworking, performng at |east well enough to propel the huge
berserker at the speed of a wal ki ng nan.

If Lescar cried out, the sound was not broadcast on radio and Harivarnman did not hear it.
Harivarman did not spare a nonment to | ook at his hel per, but instead took one | ook at what was
com ng through the doorway and sprang for the doorway |eading out to the corridor. It was an
instinctive effort to reach...no, not the flyer. Nothing in the flyer would be useful to himnow.
It was a prisoners' vehicle, weaponless.

Even as the Prince sprang to escape, he saw fromthe corner of his eye how the thing turned after
him it mght still be powerful enough to brush stone walls aside, but this first real sight of it
i n uni npeded notion suggested that it was crippled, and terribly slow for a berserker. Now Lescar
in his shelter mght be given tine to get his helnet on, before the plastic was ripped away from
around him

The Prince scranbled through the door and | eaped fromits outer sill. He flew across the corridor
caroned off the far wall, and in another practiced |ow g dive spun back again directly for the
doorway of the berserker's original room He had |left his recording of the supposed control signa
in there.

Meanwhi | e t he berserker, perhaps only belatedly recognizing the presence of another life-unit, had
turned back after Lescar. Reaching out one of its linbs it tore the shelter down, the ruptured
plastic exploding in a puff of briefly visible atnospheric fog. Harivarman, reentering the room at
top speed, holding what he hoped was a control device in hand, was just in time to catch the faint
wavefront of that puffy blast, and to see that Lescar had i ndeed managed to sonmehow cl ose up his
hel net .

In both hands the Prince raised like a gun the small recorder-transnmitter that held what he had
deduced was the control code. He transmitted the signal

The machine, just on the point of seizing Lescar, halted. It had actually caught himby one arm
before the signal reached it, but the novenent of the berserker's armthat would have crushed the
man if it had been foll owed through was instead aborted. The slowed effort of the netal armonly

| aunched Lescar gently into a harmess hurtling flight, a flight that ended when his naster caught
himin m dspace as he went by.

That | ast aborted movenent of the berserker had left its own body spinning gently. It brought
itself to a neat and al nost gentle halt, a giant spider hangi ng agai nst the big roomls opposite
wall. It clung there, obviously still in control of itself, no doubt still alert, but nmaking no
further denonstration of hostility.

The Prince clutched his servant in his powerful arns, danping the desperate struggles that the
smal l er man was nmaking in his blind panic. Eventually, talking on radio, westling, soothing,
Harivarman got Lescar under control, held back fromcrazy flight.

According to Harivarman's el enmentary understandi ng of how the code shoul d work, the berserker

m ght now be susceptible to spoken orders transmtted on the sane frequency as the first disabling
code had been.

Lescar had frozen in terror and shock. Still gripping himcautiously with one hand, the Prince
managed to turn on his own hel net m crophone to that frequency. Then, pointing with his free arm
at the machine, Harivarman said: "Rermain there. Do not nove until | order you to nove." It

scarcely occurred to himas a possibility that the nmachine m ght not be able to understand his
speech. Hi s | anguage was, he knew, not greatly changed fromone of the human tongues that had been
in conmon use on a nunber of worlds in the days of Dardani an greatness; berserkers, |ike humans,
made an effort to | earn the | anguages of the eneny.

The machi ne renai ned.

The Prince still held on to Lescar, who was still in pitiable shape though not seriously injured
physically. The man was cowering, and his face seen through the hel net gl ass | ooked stunned;
Harivarman could feel the trenors in the other's body even through their two suits and his own

gl oves. "You're safe now, Lescar. It's not going to nove."

Hari varman was not yet trenbling hinself. He thought that he might, later, when he could afford
the luxury. Now, dragging his servant with him not taking his eyes fromthe inert berserker

Hari var man backed fromthe roomout into the corridor. Lescar did not resist, or try to help.

Hi s master had himinside the flyer, both their helnets off in breathable air, before the servant
spoke. "Your Honor, | will go and get weapons. Sonmehow. Then we nust destroy it."

"Later, my old friend. Later. For now, this noment, do nothing. Just wait here and rest. WII| you
prom se ne?"
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It took the Prince a few nore m nutes of talking, persuading, calming, before he was sure that
Lescar was going to follow orders strictly.

Then Harivarman reseal ed his own hel net, and went back to face the thing that he had found, and
the thing that he had done.

Chapter 9

In the process of soothing and coaxing Lescar out of his near-catatonic state the Prince had
gained tinme hinself to recover fromthe ghastly initial shock. He saw Lescar settled safely into
the flyer. Then, feeling hinself nore intensely alive than he had felt for years, he returned to
the room where he had | eft the berserker, to again confront the deadly thing that he had evidently
been able to bring under his control

Looki ng through the doorway fromthe corridor, he saw that the nmachi ne was exactly where he had
left it a fewmnutes earlier, clinging like a spider against the opposite wall of the big room
The Prince stood in the doorway. He keyed in his suit radio's transnitter on absol ute m ni mum
power, carefully choosing the sane frequency at which he had sent the inmobilizing code. It was
not a frequency in conmmon use within the Fortress, and with the | ow power he was using it was
unlikely that Lescar in the flyer, or any other living listener, was going to pick up this
transm ssi on.

Speaki ng softly, again raising one armto point at the machine, he demanded of it: "Do you

under stand nme?"

The answer in his helnmet was |low, but clearly, slowy spoken. "I do." The tones of that voice were
strange, fragmented and uneven. The Prince had heard the |ike often enough in his years of
warfare. That voice had been put together as the berserkers in the old days had fashi oned hunan
voi ces for thenselves, electronically nelding words and syl |l abl es together fromthe recorded
speech, the preserved enotions, of sone of their multitudes of hunman prisoners.

Harivarman felt a faint shudder go through him It was as if sonmething in the space around hi m had
sucked heat out of his suit. He said: "Use the nmininumeffective power in your transm ssions,

pl ease.” Then, marveling at that |ast word he had just used, he added: "That is an order."

"Order acknow edged, " the berserker answered. Then it paused for two seconds before it asked him
bluntly: "Are you goodlife?"

Sormehow t hat shook the Prince, and turned his fear to anger. He felt a wild inpulse to deny the
accusation, to clear up any msunderstandi ng that the berserker m ght have on that point. But he
was only tal king to a nachi ne.

Bef ore he could speak to the dammed thing at all he had to clear his throat. It had been a |ong
time, he thought, a decade or two at |east, since he, Prince Harivarman, had been so affected by
nervousness.

When his throat was cl ear he denanded of the berserker: "Are you ready to receive further orders
now?"

"I am standing by for orders.” It was not going to press him then, to respond to the question
about his goodlife status. Harivarman felt relieved, and at the same tine sonehow guilty for the
feeling.

He said: "I order that fromnow on you do nothing harnful to ne or any other human." Hi s throat
felt dry again, and again he had to pause before he added: "Unless or until | specifically order
ot herw se. "

"Order acknow edged." The broken-soundi ng syl |l ables cane out eerily, possibly the words of hunman
prisoners that it had killed a thousand years ago. Its voice-tones chimed and changed, as if in
nmockery.

"And it will be obeyed? You will obey that order?"

"That was ny neaning. | will obey. | nust. | amconstrained to do so."

Harivarman rel axed slightly, clinging with both gauntleted hands to the stone frame of his
doorway. Now his suit was too hot, and he could feel hinself sweating inside it.

So, what was he going to do now? He felt exhausted. And Lescar needed to be taken back to the
house, to have a chance to pull hinself together. And it was necessary to find out what was
happening in the Cty, to knowif those who would be com ng to arrange his death had yet arrived...
And now, the berserker. It appeared that Harivarnan was sinply going to have to go away and | eave

it here, as it was, still essentially functional
"I order you," he said, "to remain in this roomuntil | return. | order you also to transmt no
signals of any kind till | cone back."

"Orders acknow edged. "
"And harmno one. No unit of human life."
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"Order acknow edged. "

"Good," he said, and cl osed the door on the dammed thing, and wi shed that there were gravity
enough for himto | ean and sag agai nst the door.

Anyway, he reassured hinself, the chance of anyone el se stunbling on it out here was
astrononically remote. If no one had found it here in two hundred years...He rem nded hinself to
enphasi ze that point to Lescar

Still, Harivarman found hinmsel f al nost unable to sinply leave. He was tenpted to weld shut both
doors of the room Only the vivid nenory of the death nmachi ne breaking its way through the stone-
wal | ed doorway between roons kept himfromwasting tinme on that.

Leavi ng the doors of both roons closed, all traces of his investigation, as far as possible,
renoved fromthe corridor, Harivarman rejoined his servant in the flyer. Wen he clinbed into the
vehicle's cabin, Lescar |ooked at himin silence. On the little man's face was a haunted
expression the Prince had never seen there before.

The Prince sighed to hinself. Managing Lescar in the imediate future was not going to be easy.
Still, at the nmonment, Harivarman felt oddly confident and happy. It was his usual response when
there was a real and i medi ate chall enge to be faced.

He raised a hand to the control panel, to start the flyer, then Iet his hand fall w thout touching
the controls. "Wll, Lescar? Speak, tell me all of your objections."

Lescar only shook his head, a slow, slight novenent.

The Prince, making his voice urgent, full of soft energy, said: "You see, don't you, what a
monument al di scovery | have nmade? | found a way to stop the thing in its tracks-to make it obey ny
orders.™

Lescar's |lips noved; the words were so | ow that Harivarnman could not nake themout. H's eyes stil
stared at the Prince hopel essly.

Harivarman, gripping himby the arm giving hima little shake, persisted. "Do you see what this
could mean?"

The servant's eyes turned away, and he was silent. And now Harivarman was distracted fromhis task

of managenent. There was a faint newillumnation growing in the corridor around their flyer. It
signaled the immnent arrival of another flyer, or at |east a vehicle of sone kind.
The two nmen | ooked at each other. Lescar with a slight head notion indicated nutely: 1'll be all

right. Harivarman | eft himat once, closed his helnmet and cycl ed hinself out through the flyer's
small airlock. In a long, gently curving dive he projected hinmself to where the approaching
Tenpl ar staff car had just drifted to a stop. He wanted to neet its occupants, whoever they were,
before they got out and started nosing around, noticing nearby doors and roons and ot her things.
Only one vehicle had arrived. If they were comng to arrest me, thought Harivarnman hurriedly,
there'd be nore of them..but he wasn't really sure of that. He supposed it mi ght depend on whet her
the new arrest warrant from Salutai or the Council nessage addressed himas Prince or only
General. Al a matter of status.

Conmander Bl enheim wearing a spacesuit marked with the insignia of her authority, her hel net
open, was seated in the rear of the newy arrived staff car. He could see her watching his
approach. When Harivarnman appeared just outside her wi ndow, she notioned for himto use the
airlock and join her. Already sitting beside her in the back seat was a young man, unknown to
Harivarman, and al so wearing a spacesuit, though wi thout insignia of rank. Like the comuander he
was wearing his helmet open. Up front in the driver's position, separated fromthe rear by a gl ass
panel , sat a driver-bodyguard with sergeant's stripes on the shoulders of his suit, |ooking
dutifully straight ahead.

The Prince cycled hinself in through the airlock. This staff car was a sonmewhat |arger vehicle
than his own flyer, and notably nore luxurious as well, with a touch of artificial gravity laid on
inthe interior. Down, as Harivarman entered, was suddenly toward the tiny cabin's deck

"I'"ve been rather curious about what you do out here," was Commander Anne Bl enheim s greeting.
“I'"l'l gladly include sone of these sites in the next tour," the Prince replied al nost absently,
easing hinself into a seat facing her. He realized that he nmust sound and | ook happi er than the
last tine this wonan had seen him and he wondered what she, who probably had a good grasp of the
political situation, mght nake of that.

Fromthe seat beside hers, the spacesuited youth whose nane he thought he could guess was gazi ng
back at Prince Harivarman, favoring the eminent man with a nuted stare. It appeared to be an
attenpt to disguise sheer awe. The Prince had been the subject of enough awed gl ances in his tine
to know. But it was inpossible for himto tell whether the young man was wearing a uniform or
civilian clothing inside his spacesuit. At |east he was not a Tenplar officer, Harivarman was sure
of that.

The Prince said: "Commander, if your conpanion here is who | think he is, well, 1've | ooked
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forward to meeting him™"

"Good, " Conmander Anne answered dryly. "That's why he's here now " She paused. "Also, | wanted
rather urgently to have a talk with you, General Harivarman. To confront you with certain-facts.
wanted to nmake up nmy mind about certain things, as nuch as possible, before | amcalled on to nake
deci sions."

"I'f you mean your approaching decision as to whether to hand ne over, when soneone who hates ny
guts cones to the Radi ant and denands that you do so-yes, | think you're right to give that one a
| ot of thought."

Anne Bl enheim s blue eyes, trying to conceal their own strain, studied himcarefully. "Wat nakes
you so sure that someone is coming to arrest you?"

He only | ooked at her

She | ooked away at last. "Yes..well, | may as well tell you, General. W've had radi o contact
within the past hour from another unschedul ed ship; it'll be the third to arrive here in two days.
It was reluctant to identify itself very precisely. But it's fromSalutai, and it will of course
be here in a matter of a few hours.”

Harivarman was once nore | ooking at the young man, who still gazed back at himwth starry eyes.

The conmander sighed. "General, this is Chen Shizuoka. From Salutai."

The two nmen touched hands in traditional greeting.

The youth said: "Prince...| feel honored to nmeet you." It was obviously a considerable
under st at enent .

The Prince was unable to see either a nad assassin or a crafty schemer in this young enthusi ast
before him But something odd was goi hg on. Harivarnman said coolly: "I hear that you arranged a
denonstration in ny favor."

"I't was an honor to be able to do so, sir." Now Chen's face and voice grew qui ckly troubl ed. "But
then...a few days later-only after | had been brought here to the Radiant-1 found out that Her

I mperial Majesty had been killed. Even while the denonstrati on was going on. As | say, | was

al ready here before |I found that out. But even before | left Salutai, someone had tried to kill me
too. They fired at me in the street.”

"Aha. | hadn't heard about that." Harivarman gl anced at the commander, who evidently had.

She gently prodded young Chen. "But you sai d nothing about anyone havi ng shot at you when you
enlisted?" It sounded |ike she had been over this ground with the youth before, and doubtl ess nore
than once, but she was going to do it once nore for Harivarman's benefit.

"No ma'am | didn't. | wanted to get offworld, to save nmy life. | thought then that it was
Security shooting at ne. Now | think it nmust have been soneone connected with the Enpress's rea
assassins." Chen, without further pronpting, now related his whole version of the events on

Sal utai, beginning with the secret preparations he and his friends had carried out for their

i mpressi ve denonstration. It sounded |ike about the hundredth tinme he'd told the story, so that by
now it had a rehearsed tone.

Harivarman found hinself inclined to believe it anyway. He said to the young man: "If all that's
true, it seens to ne that you have been used."”
Chen nodded, mserably, reluctantly. "I still can't believe that ny friends-the ones who hel ped ne

organi ze the denonstration-were mxed up in an assassination."”

"Perhaps not all of themwere." Harivarman | ooked into the blue eyes of Anne Bl enheim and there
saw hi nsel f bei ng wei ghed, even as he had just weighed Chen and his story. The Prince hoped she
was as perceptive as he was hinsel f.

Harivarman said to her: "The young man here nay be as innocent in this matter as | am you see.
But | shall be very much surprised if accusations, indictnments, are not soon brought in from

Sal utai agai nst ne."

She shook her head. "I suppose we may know nore about that when this third ship arrives. But your
guilt or innocence is not up to ne to deternine, General."
"Theoretically that is so. But in practice you may very well have to decide ny future. You will be

the highest Tenplar authority here on the Fortress when that ship gets here. If they're coning to
get ne, as | assune they are, you will have to decide whether to turn ne over to themor not."

She regarded himsilently.

He pressed her. "lIsn't that what you neant just now when you spoke of having to nake up your mnd
about certain things? And in bringing the young man out here to see ne? Do you really think |I've
been spending my spare time in captivity trying to arrange an assassinati on of the Enpress? When
you can see what peril that puts nme in?"

Conmmander Bl enhei m shook her head. "How am | supposed to know that? |'ve only been here a few days
mysel f."

"You're going to have to know it."
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She didn't like to be told, by her prisoner, what she had to do. "I repeat, that is not ny
decision, General. W'Ill talk of this again. Very soon, | suspect." She keyed a circuit, and spoke
to her driver: "The general is getting out now. Then take us right back to the base.”

Harivarman cl osed up his hel net that he had opened on entering the vehicle; and shortly he was
drifting in the corridor's near-wei ghtl essness again, watching the staff car depart. He had

di stracted the comander neatly fromtaking nmuch interest in what he was doing out here.

When Harivarnman reboarded the other flyer, he found Lescar hunched in the sanme seat as before. The
little man had apparently not noved at all, though his face now | ooked a little nore nornal

| npassively he heard his master's description of the encounter with their chief jailer, and with
Chen.

At |ast Lescar commented: "A close call, Your Honor."

"Yes." The Prince was being determinedly cal mand regal. Close calls didn't count. "Now, where
were we? How far did you get with your job, before we were interrupted?"”

Lescar dared to give his naster a severe glance. "Forgive ne, Your Honor, but we had reached a
poi nt where no hunmans should ever be."

"Lescar, Lescar, listen to nme! Do you think | enjoy this, working secretly on a berserker?
thought that it was dead, when | brought you out here; obviously | was wong about that. |I'm
sorry."

The apol ogy nade Lescar unconfortable, as the Prince had expected it would; the little man
fidgeted, and nuttered sonething.

Hari varman went on. "lI'mno real engineer or scientist, obviously. Al | can tell you is that now
I'"mreasonably sure that the machine is under ny control. It's following ny commands. It's not
attacking us. And I'malso sure that it offers us our only chance of saving our lives. That | ast
judgrment does fall within ny field of conpetence, and on that point |I'mvery sure indeed."

Lescar noved at last. Not rmuch. Only, as if he were cold, to huddle within his folded arns. "But...
if it's as you say, Your Honor, and soneone's already coming fromSalutai to arrest us..well,
isn't it too late now for us to start trying to put together a starship?”

"It may be too late. O it nmay not. When Roquel aure's people get here | may be able to..well, to
stall themfor a tine. For a few days. If | can get the commander to see the truth. | have a few
i deas about that now. They can't take us away unless she turns us over to them To get that drive
installed in one of our two flyers is still our only chance, | think."

Lescar had nade a good start toward recovery fromhis savage shock. Harivarman judged it safe to

| eave him al one now. But it was only against his servant's advice, and even pleading, that the
Prince hinmself now returned once nore to the berserker chanber, intending to resunme his cautious
di al ogue with his chai ned beast.

At the | ast nonent, Lescar, aghast, actually got out of the flyer too and followed him whatever
el se m ght happen, he was unable to allow his Prince to face a berserker al one.

As the two of themdrifted in their sealed suits along the airless corridor, the radi o whisper of
his servant's minimally powered voice cane to Harivarman: "But why nust you talk to it again, Your
Honor? W have the drive extracted, we don't need the rest. For a chance to escape, of course it's
worth the risk of continuing our work on the drive. But the other thing...why take the chance? \Wat

do we gain? At best we'll just get ourselves arrested. Sooner or later it'll be found out, what
we' re doing."
"Lescar, | spoke a nmonent ago of creating a delay, to give us time to nodify our ship...l think

now see a possible way to manage that."
Lescar was stubbornly silent.
Hi s master continued inflexibly along the corridor, with the other following, until they were just

outside the deadly room There Harivarman halted. "If | can control it, talk to it-"

"No sir! No!"

"-that should solve our control problens for the escape. And perhaps for other things as well ...now
I want you to go back to the flyer. |I think I can nanage this particular job better and nore

safely al one."

Lescar sighed. He was obviously far from convinced. But he had | ong ago nade his decision as to
whomto devote his life. He went as ordered.

Then the Prince alone went once nore into the roomwhere the berserker waited, to see what he

nm ght be able to earn fromhis new netal slave

As before, the thing did not appear to have noved so nuch as a centinmeter while he was gone. It
was still against the wall where its |last aborted action against Lescar had left it, clinging to
the stone with its six long insect-1egs outspread, each leg as long as a nan's body.

But now the |l enses on the thing's head turned, snoothly, to focus on Harivarman as he entered.
That was all, but it was enough to bring a weakness to his knees.
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Once nore nmaking sure that he was using the proper radio frequency, and at a mini num of power, the

Prince demanded of it: "Are there any other nmachines-allied with you-still functional on the
Fortress? You understand what | nean by the Fortress?"
The tinny, squeaky, disjointed whisper came back into his helnet: "I understand. The answer to

your question is affirmative.”

Hari var man paused. He had not really expected that.

He had thought he was only elimnating a renote possibility. But now...

"How many such nachi nes exist? \Were are they?"

"Forty-seven such machines exist. Al of themare gathered in a single chanber, approxinmately two
hundred and fifty nmeters fromthis one.”

"Forty-seven." He couldn't help whispering it aloud. Could berserkers |ie? OF course they coul d.
But presumably not while under the constraints of the controlling code.

Harivarman had to clear his throat again before he asked anot her question. "How do you know t hat
they are there?"

"They were and still are under ny comand."

"But they are not-active." Otherw se, surely, they would have cone out killing, a hundred years
ago or nore.

"No nmore than | have been active, or amnow They were all in a slave node when | was damaged, and
have been inert, as | have, ever since. They depend on ne for activation."

Presently, noving as the machine instructed him while it in obedience to his orders renai ned
behi nd, Harivarman went out into the corridor again. On the regular comunicati on channel he
exchanged a few words with Lescar, reassuring his servant and reiterating his orders that Lescar
wait for himin the flyer. Then the Prince went on, as the machine's radi o whisper directed him
He traversed another nearby corridor, one that as far as he knew had al so been unexplored for
centuries. Fromthis passage he broke his way into another room whose doors had been seal ed by
binding tine. This chanber was even | arger than the one where he had | eft the berserker
controller, and even closer to the cratered outer surface of the Fortress.

This was certainly a roomfull of machinery. The Prince noved quickly and boldly to nmake a cl oser
exam nation of the contents. Considering the risks he was already facing, it seened a waste of
time to try to take precautions now.

Here was evidence that the thing in the other roomhad told himthe truth. Here were a whol e
fighting conpany of its inanimate brothers, slaved to it in sleep. Death machi nes were cramed in
here cheek by jow until they rem nded the Prince of so many terrified human infantry, stupefied
with the strain of waiting for the order to go on an assault. There were a variety of types: Here
wer e awkwar d, i nhuman-1 ooki ng androi ds. And here were a few transporters, sonme of them strongly
resenbling the flyers that humans used to nove about the Fortress. Others looked like little nore
than quasi-intelligent nissiles. Here was a nuclear pile on caterpillar treads, ready to rol
itself wherever it was told, then nelt itself down on command; the Prince had encountered the type
before. O her types of berserkers, even nore rare, including sone that Harivarman could not at
once identify, filled out the roster

It was a whol e assault force, the equivalent perhaps in fighting power of a snall human arny,

wai ting to be awakened by the orders of some evil robotic general. The Prince counted twoscore of
the sinister netal shapes before he stopped. Then he nade hinself go on

He counted forty-seven in all, just as the controlling berserker had told himthere would be. All
of themwere as inert, faintly filnmed with dust, as the first had been when he had discovered it.
There was at | east one inportant difference-as far as Harivarman coul d see, none of these nachines
were damaged in the |east. They nust have nade their |anding on the Radiant Fortress at the tine
of the great battles, and then have been gathered here in this roomas a ready reserve. And then-
or else humanity m ght not have won those battles-they had been i nmobilized by the fortuitous
damage to their controller in the other chanber.

So they should be, they nust be, as it had said, still under its control. It had never been able
to unl eash them because of its paralysis. And it could not do so now, because the Prince had
ordered it to hurt no one.

Hari varman had seen the death nachines at close range a few tines before, in several shapes and
sizes. But never before had he seen themin such perfectly preserved variety. Perhaps no human
being until now had ever seen the like, and lived. A vast treasure trove of know edge of the eneny
wai ted for human researchers here

That treasure would be used, eventually. He would see to it that it was used, and properly. He
certainly woul d.

But first...

The Prince closed the doors on the assault force.
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He nade his way back to the flyer, hardly conscious of what he was doing.

Headi ng back to the City in the flyer with silent Lescar, the Prince | aughed suddenly, and quoted
somet hi ng:

"I can call spirits fromthe vast deep..

"Why, so can |, or so can any nan...but will they cone when you do call for thenf"

"Shoul d | have understood that, Your Honor?"

"Don't wish so, Lescar. Don't w sh so."

Chapter 10

Young Chen was still riding with Conmander Bl enheimin the back seat of her staff car when it
rolled to a stop at dockside. She had conme directly fromher chat with General Harivarman to
witness the arrival of the |atest unexpected ship fromSalutai. This was the third such arrival in
two days, and she was thinking to herself that it nmight have been years since this port had seen
such a burst of unplanned activity.

Had she wanted to, she might have tuned in one of the car's renpote viewers while being chauffeured
to the docks, and got a |look at the stranger while it was coming down the entrance channel, or
even caught a glinpse of it telescopically imged as it approached in space. But the conmander's
thoughts were still concentrated on Harivarnman, and she waited for her first |look at the arriving
ship until it appeared directly before her eyes.

As soon as the hull of the vessel, approxinmately spherical and a hundred neters in dianeter, rose
into view through the forcegate she recognized it as an advanced type of battlecraft, bearing the
insignia of the planetary defense forces of Salutai. As such, it would be under the direct conmand
of that world's controversial prine mnister, Roquelaure. Commander Bl enheim for the nost part
studiously avoided taking an interest in politics, at |east outside that which went on within the
Tenpl ar organi zation itself. But Harivarman had once or twi ce nentioned the prinme mnister to her
as one of his bitterest enenies.

The conmander in passing renmenbered hearing someone say that Prine Mnister Roquel aure, one of the
I mperial officials who had been closest to the Enpress, was now al so one of the nost likely

candi dates to replace her. And Roquel aure would al nost certainly represent Salutai when the
Council of Eight net, as they nust neet in the near future, to decide who woul d now occupy the

| mperial Throne.

She got her driver's attention, tapping on the staff car's wi ndow "Sergeant, |'mgetting out

here. Call for an escort, and see to it that Recruit Shizuoka is taken back to his quarters and
confined as before." The young man sitting in the rear with her |ooked at her silently,

hopel essly. The commander said nothing to him there did not appear to be anything to say.

Now Anne Bl enhei m got out of her car, for a better |ook at the warship. The insignia on the hull

a mythical beast ranpant with upraised claws, gave the whole ship an arrogant | ook, she thought.
The ship now energed conpletely fromthe gate, and at that point ceased its rising. Mdst of the
top half of the hull was now in view, the bottomhalf cradled invisibly in nore fields and in
massi ve pads that had cone into position snmoothly as the traveler cut power on its engi nes. Now
movi ng passively, under harbor power and control, the great hull was being eased sl owy sideways

t hrough the broad channel that would guide it into dock. The commander's educated eye took the
opportunity to study the warship's armanent; the variations in hull shape that defined a
battlecraft were unnmi stakable to the experienced eye. The exterior weapon projections were under
hat ches now, but there was no doubt that they were there.

As soon as the docking was conpleted, the visitor's main personnel hatch opened, and some nilitary
peopl e in sharply designed unifornms began trotting out of it onto the dock. They continued to cone
out, pair after pair of themlike mrror imges, until the watching commander could count sixteen
sharp military uniforns in all, in tw rows |leading fromthe hatch. They were actually bearing
arns, the conmander noticed with surprise and di sapproval, as they took up their positions for
what was evidently to be sone kind of a guard-of-honor show.

The depl oyment of these troops had the incidental effect of providing a pretty effective
occupation and coverage of dockside space, as if they were on the | ookout for snipers, or ready to
repel a boarding rush. Wether intentionally or not, these arned peopl e-dragoons, she thought
Roquel aure called the little army she had heard he was so proud of-were confronting the two or
three Tenpl ar guards, who were always posted in positions overlooking the docks on what really
anounted to no nore than cerenonial duty. The dragoons stared up at their outnunbered cousins-in-
arnms belligerently, while the young Tenpl ars goggl ed back in sheer surprise, for which their
commander could hardly blane them The invaders' -well, that was the inpression that they gave-

uni forms | ooked sharper than the Tenplars', too.
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Moti oning her driver to follow with the car, the commander had begun wal king briskly toward the
visitor's main hatch even before it opened, and by now she had come down a flight of stairs and
was on the sanme | evel as that hatch, ready to greet or confront whoever had sent out all these
guards as they energed.

And now in the ship's open hatchway appeared the man who had to be the object of this belligerent-
| ooki ng guard of honor. Comander Anne recogni zed himas soon as he appeared, though she had never
seen himbefore in person, and had certainly not been expecting to see him now, alnpst anyone in
the Eight Worlds would know that gaunt, aging face on sight, trade-narked as it was with | ong,
curled nustaches. It belonged to Gand Marshall Beraton, a Niteroi native and a | egendary hero to
all the Eight Worlds. His career in anti-berserker warfare went back | ong before Genera
Harivarman's in that ancient and apparently endless field of endeavor. The grand narshall, Anne

Bl enhei m t hought to herself, nust now be at |east a couple of hundred years old, and if anyone had
recently asked her about hi mshe woul d have said that he nmust have retired | ong ago. In passing,
she wondered suddenly if the grand marshall mnight have been on the Fortress during or before the

| ast berserker attack against it, and whether he m ght therefore be able to advise her on sone
points of historical restoration.

The grand nmarshal |l stal ked out of his ship and stood | ooking rather fiercely about him ignoring
the two ranks of his guards. Then his stern expression altered as his gaze |ighted on Commander

Bl enhei m s approaching figure. It was a subtle change, in keeping with his dignity. So was his
beari ng as he advanced toward her now on his long legs. O course her uniformand her insignia
made her quickly recogni zable by rank and status if not by her personal identity.

Coming in that cerenonial pace to nmeet her, the inpressive old nan halted four paces away, and
granted Anne Bl enhei mthe salute that was her due here as commandi ng officer; el sewhere, of
course, his own rank would be far greater

She returned his salute sharply.

"Press coverage?" Those were the grand marshall's first words of greeting. At |east that was how
Anne Bl enhei m understood them They had been delivered in an aristocratic accent with which she
was not overly famliar, and the question was asked in a | ow, alnbost conspiratorial tone, as the
grand marshall |ooked alertly to right and left.

"l beg your pardon, Grand Marshall ?"

Beraton's great age was even nore obvious at this close range, but by all appearances age was
still treating himvery kindly. Bending near, smling faintly as he towered over Anne Bl enheins
own nodest height, he said, this time not quite so softly: "Thought there m ght be press on hand
Not sure that it's a good idea at this stage. Just as well there's not." She got the inpression
that the grand marshall was enjoying hinself, that he woul d have enjoyed sone press on hand even
nmore. The old man's expression was just suitably tinged with sadness, in keeping with the gravity
of what she supposed nust be his mnission

It was one of those occasions, Anne Bl enhei m decided, when it might be better not to push

i Mmediately to clarify the neani ng of what someone had just said.

She had hardly begun her formal wel cone, offering the hospitality of the base, before another
officer, this one a nmuch shorter and younger man, canme narching out of the open hatch and
approached themw th short-1egged, energetic strides. Behind him well inside the ship, a man in
civilian clothes appeared nonentarily, and retreated out of sight before Anne Bl enheimwas able to
get a good | ook at him

"Captain Lergov," the short, energetic officer introduced hinself, at the | ast nonent breaking off
what was al nost a charge to toss her a quick salute.

"My second-in-conmand," Beraton anplified.

"Conmander Anne Bl enheim" she told them |ooking fromone to the other. "Wl conme to you both,
gentlenen, and to your crew." She was a little surprised, not at the coolness in her own voi ce-she
t hought the visitors' behavior so far had earned that-but that she did not regret that there was
cause for coolness. "Is this a duty call?"

"Afraid so," said the grand marshall. Looking a trifle sadder and keener than ever, he fell silent
at that point, as if the subject were too painful for himto continue. Lergov neanwhile nuttered
sonet hi ng about seeing to his people, and turned away to give his honor guard a quick | ooking-
over; Anne Bl enhei m observed how the sixteen young wonen and nmen who conposed it stiffened
visibly, fearfully, under his inspection.

The seeing-to did not take long. Lergov turned back, able now to spare a few nore nmonents, it
appeared, for a nmere Tenplar colonel. But no, he was ignoring her. "Grand Marshal | ?" he asked, in
a tone of deferential prodding.

"Hunf, yes." And froman attache case that had heretofore been tucked under one of his arns,

| ooking l'i ke part of his elegant uniform Beraton now produced a fol ded document of what | ooked
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| i ke genui ne heavy paper. This, with a gesture conveying understatenment, he now presented to the
base commander.

She exam ned the docunent. It was indeed real, heavy paper, as far as she could tell. Unfolding it
she saw that it cane in both electronic and statparchnent fornms-the electronic in the formof a
smal | black tab attached to the paper-and it was fromthe Council thenselves. O at |east, though
this was not explicitly noted, froma quorum of the Council's menbers. As many of them as possible
must have been convened in an extraordinary session as soon as possible after the shock wave of
the Enpress's death struck through the Ei ght Wrlds.

To Commander Bl enheimat first inspection, the order seened undoubtedly authentic, legal, and
official. As such it would seemto require that the base commander of the Tenplar Fortress at the
Radi ant turn her fanopus prisoner over to these people at once.

So, he was right, was Anne Blenheim s first thought after reading the sense of the nmessage, seeing
in her mnd s eye the general's inpassioned face. She felt angry with Harivarnman for being right.
Then why has he been hiding out there in the enpty regi ons, occupying hinself w th archaeol ogy?
Wy wasn't he-doi ng sonething? O course, he might have seen that there was nothing to be done.
"Can you pl ease order himbrought here at once?" the grand marshall was inquiring of her. It
sounded rather as if he were asking sonme junior officer to have his car sent round. Evidently the
old man, inpetuous as any youth, was ready to turn in his tracks, undock his ship again, and
depart in a matter of mnutes.

The conmander continued to study the printed order in her hands. She felt glad that she had

al ready had sone time, a few days, in which to anticipate this nmonent, and ponder the severa
choices that it mght pose.

She said: "lI'mafraid, sir, the business nentioned here can't possibly be concluded that quickly.
Thi s paragraph calls on nme to hand over other people to you as well...offhand | don't know that |
have a right to do anything like that."

"No right? No right?" The old man | ooked her up and down, in a way that gave the inpression that
he was revising his opinion of her downward. "I understood that | was speaking to the conmandi ng
Tenpl ar officer.”

"And so you are, Grand Marshall. But civilians here are only very tenuously under my jurisdiction
At a mininuml'mgoing to have to talk to the judge advocate first on the subject of those people.
As for General Harivarman hinself, |'ve already sent courier relays out to informthe Superior
General of my order-informhimof the assassination of the Enpress, and the possible inplications-
and | hope to have sone reply fromthe SGin a few days.

"Meanwhi l e, won't you conme aboard? We may be a |ittle short of conpletely finished quarters for a
crew the size that yours nust be"-she glanced at the two arned ranks, letting a touch of

di sapproval show "but we can offer you all sone hospitality."

Actual 'y, prodded by Harivarnman's warni ngs, she had several hours ago ordered such |egal staff as
she had available to get busy researching the situation. So far there had been no report. The
commander suspected that no one was going to be eager to stick his or her neck out and advi se her
firmy as to what to do-no one of course but CGeneral Harivarnman hinself, and now t hese peopl e who
had come here to arrest him

But the order |ooked dammably authentic. And, at |east regarding the general hinself, it |ooked
convi nci ng too.

It looks like I"mgoing to have to give himup to these people. And | don't want to do that. And
Anne Bl enheim s own silent words surprised her, for they suggested an unconfortabl e and unwel cone
personal attachnent.

For the nonment, the commander was politely adamant with her visitors, assuring themthat all the
peopl e nanmed in the arrest order were on hand, but that she needed to hear from her superiors, or
her advisers at |east, before any of them could be sinply handed over

Beraton, his feelings perhaps wounded by his failure to overawe her instantly, seenmed to w thdraw
uncomuni catively inside a protective shell, perhaps to heal them Lergov becane rather omni nously
silent. The grand marshall formally accepted hospitality for themall, but he infornmed the base
commander that nost of his ship's crew would probably remain aboard his ship. One inplication was
that their stay was going to be quite brief.

Five minutes after ordering the arrangenents for hospitality, Commander Bl enheim the Council's
formal docunment still in hand, was conferring in her office with her judge advocate. Mjor

Nur nberg was a rather short, stout worman who took her usually dull job quite seriously.

The commander conpl ai ned: "They want Shizuoka, too, and not only him The way this thing is
worded, it seens to be telling ne that they can arrest anyone on the Radiant Fortress wi th whom
Hari var man has becone cl osely associated during his stay. If they discover soneone who they think
fits that category, they can just direct me to hand that person over. | frankly can't see nyself
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giving themthat, or anything like it. Not w thout some clear directive fromthe Superior General
hinself. O some equivalent authority."

"You nmay have a point, ma'am"™ Major Nurnberg was evidently going to play it cautiously, for which
her boss could hardly blame her. "Looks to ne |like they're just fishing to see how nmuch they can
get. This is our territory. As to the general, of course he's not a Tenplar.

I don't see that you have any possible grounds to refuse themin his case. As for Recruit Chen
Shi zuoka...maybe we can wait for word fromthe SG"

"And the civilians they' re demanding | hand over to then®"

"Well...1"d like to do sonme nore research, ma'am before | say yes or no definitely on that."
"Thank you, Major. |'Il keep putting our visitors off for a few days, then."

"That seens |ike a good plan, ma'am"”

Anne Bl enhei m could only hope that word fromthe SG cane soon

Chapter 11

Wthin a few nminutes after Harivarman had concluded his talk with the base commander in her staff
car, he had arrived back at his house with Lescar. And as soon as he entered the house he found
that now, in a kind of apparent tine-reversal, the |ong-awaited sunmons to a conference with the
commander had finally arrived.

The conmmuni cation waiting for the Prince in the menory of his hol ostage was couched in the form of
a courteous invitation: If the general would visit Commander Bl enheinm s personal office at his
earliest convenience ...He didn't bother to check the tinme the nessage had been received to see if
she had sent it before she spoke to him At |east she hadn't called back to cancel it afterwards.
Approxi mately an hour after receiving the nessage, Prince Harivarman was standing in the
commander's drab office-it was a tenporary facility, for the wave of renobdeling had evidently
reached here too. The room was nuch nore spartan than even a tenporary base conmander's office
woul d have been in the ascendancy of Col onel Phocion. There were only two or three pieces of
furniture, and the craggy face of the current Superior General of the Order glowering down froma
hol ographic portrait on the wall. Harivarman had net the current SG several tinmes, and there had
been nmutual respect.

As Harivarman entered, Anne Bl enhei mgot up from behind what nust also be her tenporary desk, and
cane around it as if to neet himat close range. But there was hesitancy in her novenent, and it
stopped al toget her before she had | eft the desk conpletely behind her

Nei t her of them said anything until the door had been cl osed behind him by the clerk who had
shown himi n.

Wth one hand still on her desk Anne Bl enhei m said: "They've cone for you. As you predicted.”
"And you' ve made your decision.” He smled; that she had hesitated just now nade hi mconfident as
to what that decision was.

"And they want your nman Lescar, too.
The Prince nodded. "OF course."
"And the recruit Chen Shi zuoka-"
"My co-conspirator. Yes, of course."
"-and sone other people too. Al of themcivilians."

"I see. And out of this list you are going to give them?" Then, struck by a thought, he
interrupted hinself. "I suppose the list includes ny wife as well?"

"I't does now. They were sonewhat surprised to find her here, but they put her on the list as soon
as they | earned she had cone back to the Fortress."

Hari var man nodded. The yacht that Beatrix had come in was conspicuously visible, and naturally his
enen es woul d have nanaged to find out who had been on it when it arrived.

Anne Bl enhei m drew a deep breath. "I hope to hear fromthe SG before | have to give themany fina
answer. It should really be his decision."

"But, as we know, it's quite likely that you are going to have to make it."

"Perhaps. Quite probably I will."

"Havi ng made sone difficult decisions of my own in ny tinme, | synpathize." Harivarmn paused
again. "So, who else do they have down on their list? | suppose it's fairly elastic, so they can
open it up again any tine they want and stuff nore people in."

They were both still standing in the nmiddle of the room facing each other. The commander sai d:
"I'"'mafraid your friend Gabrielle Chou is on it too."

" AR

"And you're right, the Council order does contain a vague, blanket clause: Any other person
intimately associated, and so forth, with the aforesaid General Harivarman can be arrested. |
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shoul d have no trouble in finding | egal precedent for refusing to go along with that one. Unless
of course the SG should show up and give me a direct order to the contrary, which seens unlikely."
The Prince was silent for a little tinme. "The bastards are worse than | thought, really. More
arrogant, | nean. But | suppose | should have expected nothing better of them"

Commander Bl enheimsaid: "OF course | haven't agreed to anything as yet, except that they can see
you. There's a Captain Lergov who insists that he nust see imediately with his own eyes that

you're really still here.”

"Lergov." Harivarman coul d hear the change in his own voice. He raised both hands in an aborted
gesture.

Anne Bl enhei m asked: "You know hi n?"

"I know of him To know himthat way's bad enough. If the two of us had ever net, | suppose one of

us might not have survived the encounter."

"But he's not the one in comuand."

"I thought his rank was a bit low for that. Wo's in charge, then?"

"Cone along. You can see for yourself." The comrander noved to open a door at one side of the
room

The Prince did not know who he expected to see. But a nonent |ater he found hinself surprised,
alnost as if sone ancient news recording had cone to life before his eyes. He was confronting

G and Marshall Beraton. Harivarman had nmet the old nan once or twi ce before, briefly, on
cerenoni al occasions, and held himin contenpt, for several reasons. The Prince had no reason to
doubt that the feeling was reciprocat ed.

There was a | ong nmonment of silence as the two nen faced each other. Their nutual contenpt on the
grounds of philosophy and politics was tenpered by a certain grudgi ng nutual respect. Each nman
woul d have agreed that the other had in the past done well fighting agai nst berserkers.

It was the tall old man who spoke first. "I nust say, Prince, | amgreatly surprised and saddened
to behold you here before nme, under such circunstances."

Harivarman was in no nmood to suffer fools gladly. "Grand Marshall, | nust say that | amnot really
surprised to see you. Roquel aure has a well-known knack for choosing the proper tool."

A flush mounted in Beraton's aged cheeks. "I should have expected better from one of your rank,"
he nur nur ed.

"You don't really think that | conspired to kill her-? But | suppose you have been nmade to believe

just that, or you wouldn't be here. That's why the prine mnister picked you, isn't it, after
al | ?"
A short man who had been standing at one side of this room by his uniforma junior officer in the

armed forces of Salutai, approached themin an arrogant manner. "I am Captain Lergov." He gave
Hari varman an i npassive | ook, and a perfunctory sal ute.
"Ah. | have heard of you, Lergov." The Prince scarcely glanced at Lergov, but kept his gaze fixed

on the grand marshall

"Prince Harivarman." Evidently the old man had forgotten, or nobody had told him or he had chosen
to ignore, the rule about calling the exile General. "Prince Harivarman, you are under arrest, for
high treason to the Inperial Throne, and for regicide."

Hari varman only | ooked at himcoldly.

Commander Anne, standing at one side, said: "l have informed the general that | have not formally
transferred himinto your custody as yet. As base commander here | amstill responsible for him"
Beraton protested to her: "I would say your authority over the prisoner has now become a nere
formality. You don't contest the legality of the Council's order, surely?"

"I have not yet accepted it, Grand Marshall. For one thing, the order as witten invol ves other
peopl e besi des General Harivarnan. You seemto intend to inplenment the provision for the arrest of
his wife, his friends, and even sone people who are only vaguely associated with him"

"The I nperial Council in emergency session has authority to issue such orders.”

"That may be for all | know, Grand Marshall Beraton, or it may not. But here | have the authority,
and the responsibility as well."

The tall old nman stared at her frostily. "Yes, madam Responsibility. Indeed you do."

Conmander Anne continued: "And the arrest order you have presented ne specifically includes Cadet
Chen, who is on the Templar rolls."

Beraton repeated: "Wen the Inperial Throne is vacant, as now, the Council, in a case of high
treason to the Throne, has supreme authority."

"Perhaps, sir. Though in the case of arresting a Tenplar, on Tenplar territory, | doubt it very
much. But in any case | amstill responsible to sone degree for all of these people on your list,

and | must be sure. Before making any formal response at all to the Council's docunent | want to
clear the whole natter with ny legal staff."”
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Captain Lergov, who had been hovering at a little distance to one side, denonstrated inpatience.
"How long is that going to take, ma' anP"

Anne Bl enhei m | ooked at hiny her al nost-plunp face was capabl e of surprising hardness. "These are
difficult questions. It may well take several days, Captain."”

The grand nmarshall made a snmall well-bred noise in his throat. "A sinple search for |ega
precedent s? Come, now, Commander."

"Perhaps not sinple, Gand Marshall. 1'Il let you know when | have reached a decision."
Harivarman said suddenly: "I presume that this neeting is being recorded."”

"It is,"” Commander Bl enhei m assured him

"Good. | want to put it formally on record that | protest the terns of this arrest order. If the
base commander here turns nme over to these people, | will be nmurdered by them or ny nental
faculties will sonehow be destroyed while | amin their custody, probably before | arrive at

Sal utai . "

That was enough to set the grand marshall quivering faintly with rage. "And | would |like the
record to show ny own formal protest, that the prisoner's remarks are a damed |lie, and that this
man, the prisoner, knows it."

The Prince said: "You had better check with Captain Lergov first."

Beraton glared at himbut said nothing. Nor did Lergov, who only gazed back stolidly.

There was little nore to be said. In a few nonents, both grand marshall and captain were gone.
Hari varman stood gazing at the base commander. Sone of her aides had reentered the room and were
wai ting, as if now they expected Harivarman to | eave too.

The commander dismissed themwith a |ook. "CGeneral, | would like to see you briefly back in ny
private office."

When the two of them were al one again, she sat behind her desk and touched a control. "W are no
| onger being recorded," she said, and hesitated briefly. "In your wife's case, and the others, |
don't know yet what ny final decision will have to be."

The Prince stared at her. His right armthat had started to rise in a confident gesture dropped
back at his side. "Well. Like nost final decisions, it will have to be whatever you make it. |
assune you're not going to-"

"Let me finish, please. I"'mafraid | nay have m sl ed you sonehow. |In your case, there's really no
doubt, I'mafraid, what |I nust do."

"-what - ?"

"I amsaying that in the case of you personally, General, it appears to me nore and nore certain

that | have no grounds for refusing the Council's order, or even del aying conpliance."”
Stunned, he stared at the uniforned wonan. He could find no words to say to her. It was all too
obvi ous that she was deadly serious.

"I amsorry, General, if you failed to understand that point clearly fromthe beginning. | thought-
At |ast he found his tongue. "I see | nust tell you again. Perhaps you' re the one who has failed
to understand. | am not speaking rhetorically, or fancifully, or for some political effect. Once
they have ne on that ship, I'Il be nurdered.”

"I have no evidence of that, General Harivarman."

So, she'd do it to him She really would. There were a thousand words of protest, of outrage, to
be said, but he could say nothing. Rage, of unexpected intensity, choked him He wanted to hit
her, smash her in the face.

She went on, with cold control: "As a favor, | amtelling you now, privately, ahead of tine, what
I amshortly going to have to tell the grand marshall. | really have no choice. You nust soon be
transferred into his custody."

"His custody. As if the old fart were capable of.." Sonehow Harivarman had nmastered hinsel f, at

| east enough to speak coherently. "I amvery grateful for the favor, Commander. And your
responsibility for my welfare, as your prisoner?”

"The Council's order is clear, and nmy responsibility is to obey it. You are to be returned to
Salutai for trial on these charges of-"

"I see why you need no recording in here. You turn into a recording yourself. Yet once nore |'l
say it. Beraton would not willfully nurder a prisoner, but he's too great a fool to have any real
control over what happens on that ship. If you hand nme over to Lergov, and his political crew,

I"lI'l never see Salutai alive. Or at least not with nmy brain intact. Does that nean nothing to you?
I had thought, in ny foolishness, that we had even conme to mean sonething to each other on a nore-
"General Harivarman, | have been aware that fromour first neeting you have been trying to-
establish some such relationship. Foolish though it would have been, as you say. Fortunately none
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has been established. "

There was a little silence. Her eyes challenged himto find a trace of weakness in them

"l see," he said at last. His throat again was growing tighter and tighter, so that it was hard
now to get even those two words out.

There was nore tense silence. At |ast the comander began to repeat: "I have no evidence to

i ndicate that-"

"I was right about themconming for me. I'mright also about their intentions. Once nore | tell you
if you put me on that ship with them 1'll never see Salutai alive. |I can easily think of severa
ways by which they'Il be able to destroy nme en route and get away with it. Do you believe ne?"
"Even if you were right-"

"I am"

"I''I'l recite nmy speech one nore time, General." Now it was as if she were exasperated with sone
dull recruit. "I must act on facts, evidence, not political opinions. And even if you were right
about their intentions, | have no evidence. Can you show ne any?"

"The past record of these people stands as evidence. Fatuity in the case of the grand marshall, a
fiendi sh propensity for evil in the case of Lergov, and of those who sent themboth. Specifically
Pri me M nister Roquel aure.™

She hesitated marginally. "There are strong differences of opinion about the history and the
politics of the Eight Wrlds. Your own record is perhaps not spotless.”

"And yours is."

"My record is irrelevant."”

"1 would have thought mne was too, now that | am hel plessly in Tenplar custody and soneone wants
to murder ne."

She said: "My orders, and the Conpact of Exile, |eave ne no choice."

"You're just doing your duty."

"That is the truth."

"I hearby volunteer to enlist in the Tenplars."

"Are you speaking seriously? You can't be, you nust know that that's absurd."”

And even as she spoke, she was hoping in a way that he would keep on with this futile argunent; if
he had faced the inevitable with dignity it would have been nuch harder for her to go through with
what she had to do, and it was hard enough to do so anyway.

But the general's argunents ceased abruptly. He let out a long sigh. A renoteness suddenly cane
into his manner. It seenmed to Commander Bl enheim watching closely, that his anger had not

di ssi pat ed; but had hardened.

At last he asked, in an altered voice: "Can you at |east stretch your concept of duty enough to
give me this much-a little tine to nmyself? A couple of hours of freedom before they take ne away
and kill me? There are a few farewells that | would like to say."

It seemed to her that he was posing, trying to arouse her pity, not really concerned about saying
farewell to anyone. "You are |lowering yourself in ny estimation, General." Then she w shed she had
not said that. But she, too, was very angry now. As if in sonme effort to be fair, to nake anends,
she added: "WII| two hours be sufficient?"

Hari varman si ghed again. "Two hours should give nme the chance to take care of everything," he
answered softly.

Conmander Bl enheim started to turn away, then swng back, wondering. He hadn't seened to her at
all the suicidal type...although under present circunstances, if he believed what he was saying
about being nmurdered..."You will report back here to nme at the end of that tinme?"

Cal mnow, his rage certainly controlled, the general gazed back at her solemly. "I'll be here, or
at ny house. You needn't worry."

"Then you can go. Two hours."

"You have ny word."

Lergov was waiting in the outer office when Harivarman came out. She saw him give the Prince

anot her inpassive glance as the two nmen passed each ot her.

Harivarman gl ared back, at both of them one after the other, and departed.

Anne Bl enhei m faced Lergov, and denanded: "Is there anything else | can do for you, Captain?"
"When you are ready, hand over the prisoners to us, ma'am W don't necessarily need to have them
all at once." Lergov sounded nore courteous than he had before.

“I'"ll let you know, Captain."

"I"'d like to renmind the colonel, if | may, that General Harivarman is now under Council authority,
and it would not be well received by the Council if you should allow anything to happen to him
before-"

"I said, Captain, that | amstill responsible for the general. |I'm about to order guards posted at
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his quarters. As soon as the situation changes, | will let you know "
"Yes ma'am" This time Lergov's salute was closer to the proper military form

Chapter 12

Very rarely, no nore than two or three tinmes in all the years of his association with the Prince
had Lescar seen his nmaster as angry as he was now. The little man cringed away fromthis fury,
even though he knew that it was not directed at hinself, and hesitated even to speak to try to
calmit. Prince Harivarman, coming back fromthe neeting with the base conmander, went stal king
through the exiles' house as if he sought some object for his wath, and cane as cl ose to raving
as Lescar had ever heard him cone.

To Lescar's great relief, this unproductive phase of behavior |lasted only for a m nute or two.
After that the Prince, regaining control of hinself, went to his roomand started to change
clothes, donning utility garnents as if he were going back to his secret work. Lescar understood,
or thought he did. Some |ast attenpt at conceal ment or destruction of the berserker nust be nade
Though whet her such an attenpt could succeed or not...At the same tine the Prince, now giving the

i npression of being very much in control of hinself and of the situation, began to issue orders.
Lescar was to see to certain arrangenents, and to nake very sure that they were carried out. The
chi ef task assigned himwas to sumon both Gabrielle and Beatrix to the house, telling the wonen
what ever seened likely to get themthere.

"Here, to this house, Your Honor? Both of them here at the same tinme?"

"That's right. They nust come here. Call themas soon as | |eave. | probably won't be back yet
when they arrive. But see that they stay here, no matter what happens, till | get back. And stay
here yoursel f, unless you hear otherw se fromne."

"Yes sir. | will do ny best."

"I know you will." The Prince's tone softened slightly. He had now, noving with great speed, got
hi nsel f dressed and ready, for all the world appearing as if he were only going out for another

af ternoon of archaeol ogy. At the door he turned back. "The bastards are out to get us, ny friend,
but they'll find it's not going to be that easy. W'll see themall in the ninth hell yet!"

"The | awers on Salutai will help us, I'msure. Your Honor. Wen we get there-"

The Prince cane a step back into the house. "The |l awers on Salutai? W'd never reach there alive.
Haven't you been listening to anything |I've told you over the past few days?"

"Yes sir. | just thought that perhaps now"

"Lescar. Did you think I'd let themargue me into that? Going to the slaughter peacefully, and
bringing you al ong?" If there were secret |listening devices in the house, the Prince had evidently
given up trying to evade them

"What ever Your Honor wi shes." Then, suddenly, Lescar thought he understood his master's new plan
the Prince was not about to destroy his discovered berserker, but to reveal it to the world, claim
it boldly as a great discovery. "You said, Your Honor, that you had sorme plan for arranging a

del ay?"

The Prince | ooked at himin an odd way. "Yes, Lescar, that's it. | think |I have. A good |ong
delay. 1'mgoing to see about it now "

"The conmander is not-altogether convinced, then? | nean, still not convinced that our enemes are
right?"

The Prince sniled; Lescar had seen that particular smle on his naster's face before, and knew it
probably boded ill for someone. But right now he was glad to see it. Wen the Prince fought he
general ly won, whereas his giving up neekly would have led themall into totally unknown
territory. And a shade of worry had even crossed Lescar's mnd that the Prince when brought to
this kind of an extremty mght even kill hinself. Thank all the Powers that was not to be.

The Prince said: "I think perhaps Commander Bl enhei mcan yet be nade to see the justice of ny
cause."

"That will be excellent, sir. Excellent."

"I amglad to be able to offer you-a certain hope."

"And sir, of course.! Lescar let his eyes nove sideways, in what night have been the direction of
the | ast archaeol ogi cal site.

"I amgoing to take care of that too. Right now It all fits in. Don't worry." And the Prince

sei zed his servant's hand and shook it. That al so had happened only two or three tinmes in the
past, at noments of great crisis. The Prince went out. A nonent |ater Lescar heard the faint sound
of a flyer departing the garage.

Left alone, the little man hastened to put through the two calls as he had been ordered.

The first was to the fornmer Princess-she had had to relinquish the title on separation-Beatrix, in
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her | odgings at one of the City's nore luxurious tourist facilities. Beatrix, wthout asking
guestions, w thout appearing to be particularly surprised, agreed to cone to Harivarman's house at
once. Lescar said nothing to the Princess about who el se he was supposed to sunmon.

Next Lescar called the City apartnent of Gabrielle Chou, where the answering robot said that its
m stress was not in, and insisted that there was absolutely no way that she could be reached at
present.

"I repeat, this is an energency."

"I amsorry, sir, but-"

"Then | mnust |eave a nessage. Tell her," said Lescar, "that it is vitally inportant to-to her own
future welfare, that she cone to Prince Harivarman's | odgi ngs as soon as she can."

He broke off, wondering and worrying. He had never really |iked Mss Gabrielle. But he neant her
no harm and of course he had done his best. Her own future welfare. That was what his master had
told him provide whatever reason woul d get themthere.

It took the Prince only minutes in his swift flyer to reach the roomin which the berserker
controller unit awaited him There were nmonments on the way in which he imgined hinself finding it
gone; but it seened that he had al ready had enough bad luck for one day. The thing was there, just
as he had left it.

It took himonly a few m nutes nore, standing in the doorway of that renbte room with his suit's
lights shining on the metallic and deadly beauty across fromhim to issue the machine his orders.
He di scovered that, as in his old days of nmilitary planning, when the nonment came to issue orders
the details lay ready in his mnd. Sone part of himnust have known that he was going to do this,
must have been at work on the details already, perhaps for days.

"Orders acknow edged," the controller said. The tones of its voice sounded |ike, and no doubt
were, the exact sane tones that it had used with those words before.

Trenmbling a little, the Prince got out of the way of his new slave as soon as it began to nove
again on its six legs. As far as he could tell fromwatching these first ordered novenents, the
great belly wound that his experimenting had inflicted on it did not inconvenience it at all, no
nmore than the old wound whose trauma had now evidently been sonmehow bypassed. He retreated farther
as it canme past him through the doorway into the corridor. This doorway was w de enough for it to
get through wi thout knocking nore bits out of the walls. He drifted near it as it hovered in the
corridor, and he tried without success to pick up its radio signals as it called in its extra

bodi es fromthe deep.

But the signals certainly were sent. Only seconds had passed before the Prince saw the forty-seven
fighting units come swarmng in waith-1ike silence around the corner of the nearby corridor
intersection. Alnost instantly they had roused thensel ves fromthe inanimacy of centuries. They
were com ng toward Harivarman now, and toward the controller that had sumoned them

In the weak gravity the android types anong them noved al nost |ike suited expert hunans, shoving
thensel ves in graceful trajectories fromcorridor wall to corridor wall. The miniature flyers
hovered on the invisible forces of their drives. The self-propelled guns, the crushers and the
gamal asers escorted one another in |oose fornmations calculated to allow for nmutual support.

Still the Prince, using his conparatively sinple suit radio, could nmanage to detect nothing of the
conpl ex conmuni cations traffic that nust be passing between them and the controller

He was reassured when all but one of the silent assenbly shanbled to a harm ess halt sone neters
away fromhim That one, a tall, three-legged thing, came to drift harm essly close beside him in
evi dent obedi ence to one section of his detailed orders. There was a certain voice recording that
he wanted to nake now, a recording that this particular machi ne woul d be assigned to carry on a
certain m ssion.

It was all working, or it was going to work. A great feeling of triunph arose in Harivarman. Hi s
naggi ng feeling of sonething not quite right, something faulty in his perception of events, had
been al npst swept away.

Al nost, but not entirely.

After the recording had been conpleted to his satisfaction, he placed hinself directly in front of
the controller once nore. The vague feeling nagged himstill. He supposed it was unnecessary
guilt. "My orders are understood? And they will be obeyed, in every particul ar?"

"Orders understood. And will be obeyed." It had already told himso, but it would patiently tel

hi m agai n and agai n, however often it was ordered. Inpatience was no part of its programr ng. He
was truly in control, as far as he could tell. Again the man felt reassured.

Hari varman reentered his flyer, and gave the final signal. This conmmand too was pronptly rel ayed
and obeyed. He let the wave of his assault troops get under way ahead of him First he foll owed
the Iinping controller inits progress toward the City, while the other machi nes swept on ahead
and were soon out of sight. Just to keep up with the controller he had to drive the flyer faster

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Fre...Saberhagen%20-%20The%20Berserker%20Throne.txt (50 of 88) [11/1/2004 12:23:06 AM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/Fred%20Saberhagen%620-%20T he%620Berserker%20T hrone.txt

than he had expected. He had al nbst forgotten how swiftly and effectively berserkers of any type
coul d nmove, what good machi nes, considered purely as machi nes, they were.

Suddenly the Prince found hinself talking aloud. "Now if only the Tenplars don't fight."” O course
there never had been any Tenplars who would not fight. But perhaps this tinme, if everything went
as he had planned, this tine they m ght see, they might be convinced, that they had no chance.

I npatient, exultant, and fearful all at the same time, Harivarman accelerated his flyer's
progress, passing the controller, leaving it behind. The thought crossed his nind that he shoul d
per haps have nade nore recordi ngs, and sent one or two nmachi nes ahead, warning the Tenplars to
surrender. But he could renenber that a day ago, two days ago perhaps, he had al ready consi dered
that plan and rejected it. To have warned the Tenplars would only have nade conbat and killing
certain.

The Prince set his radio to scanning the conmmuni cati ons bands again, this tinme trying to pick up
the first human reactions broadcast fromthe City ahead. So far there were none, none that he
could receive here anyway. Damm the Fortress and its ancient peculiarities...

So far he had passed no traffic comng out of the City. That was not necessarily significant.
Traffic here in these renote ways was never heavy, and frequently it was nonexi stent.

At last Harivarman's flyer energed through a forcefield gate at the end of the ship passage, and
came up into atnosphere. These inner gates had no real autonated defenses, and he thought that the
berserker machi nes had probably been able to come through them wi thout fuss or difficulty.

Above himnow there shone the famliar fiery sun-point of the Radiant, centered within the great
interior curve of distant surface that here answered for a sky.

The first change fromnornmality that Harivarman noti ced was snoke, over on the other side of the
Fortress's vast central space. Snmoke nottled the conparatively thin, concave |ayer of the

at nrosphere there, spreading grayly across the distant curve of surface. And nixed in with the film
of smoke, pocking it and di sappearing, there were detonating flashes, silent at this distance.
Harivarman swore, wearily. It had perhaps been inevitable that not all the Tenplars could be
caught conpletely off guard; nor even, perhaps, had all of the dragoons been taken unawares.

The second change was nuch cl oser. He passed a wecked flyer, a fairly sizable machine, that |ay
agai nst one of the roadway's sl oping edges, crushed and flattened there as if a human bei ng had
hurled a berry or a nut against a wall. There were no outward signs of the flyer's occupants,
living or dead. He did not stop to | ook for them

The Prince drove his flyer on quickly, past the silent weck to which, he noted, no emergency
vehi cl es had yet responded. He kept his vehicle under manual control, to be able to react
intelligently to any sudden energency, relying on his reflexes to slide it safely through tight
corners. He had to get over to the other side of the inner surface, where the fighting seened to
be.

Only now did the Prince cone in full view of the City, which occupied only a relatively small part
of the rounded and sel f-mapping world that was the inner habit-able surface of the Fortress. Now
there was suddenly plenty of radio traffic for Harivarman to listen to, and now he behel d ahead of
hima ni ghtmare scene. Mre snoke, nore detonations-he could hear the sounds now, del ayed by

di stance-the sky-tracks of berserkers and their projectiles tw sting and dodgi ng through the Iight
counter-fire that was still going up froma site near the Tenplar base.

Hari varman accel erated again, turning down a new street. He had al ways seen vehicular traffic
here, but there was none now.

Headi ng for his house, fearful now of what he was going to find there, he passed several danaged
houses, pocked with flying fragnents, debris of some kind hailing fromabove. Now he saw

snol dering parts scattered in the street, fragnments of what | ooked to Harivarnman |ike the renmains
of a wecked berserker. The fighting had not been totally one-sided, then, surprise or not.
Looking into his rearview screen, he saw the controller pacing after him nuch faster than any
human coul d have run, keeping his speeding flyer in sight. He had the flyer still in off ground
nmode, wheels retracted, for greater speed and nmaneuverability, but he was keeping within a neter
of the road surface, not wanting to draw fire fromeither side.

Now he sl owed just enough to let the controller catch up with him Pulling beside it, Harivarman
shout ed questions and orders at it, denmanded a report.

It focused |l enses on himas it paced tirelessly beside his speeding vehicle. In the sane half-
human-soundi ng tones that it had used before, it reported that his orders had been obeyed, were
still being obeyed, that its units were killing only when they net resistance. It reninded him
that he had authorized themto do that.

He glared at the machi ne, nunbl ed sonething, and drove on rapidly. He had to get to his house.
Each scene of violence encountered on the way made himnore fearful of what he was going to find
when he arrived there.
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A minute |ater he was passing within fairly easy sight of the docks. He could see quite plainly
that all of the ships in dock had been smashed, imobilized. One of themwas still exploding, one
flare and shock after another, and sonmething in it burning. Snoke went up to foul the air, but the
aut onat ed damage control devices at docksi de had been allowed to operate, and the air was being
cl eaned, the destruction so far contained.

Rage returned to Harivarman, as sick and bitter as before, but this tinme never to be satisfied.
What was done, was done. Even if it had been against his orders, though how that would be
possi bl e... perhaps not against his orders, after all. Perhaps the docks, the ships, had been a
center of resistance. He had given the berserkers authorization to kill, to shoot back when
necessary to achieve their objective. He had said to the controller that they could crush human
resi stance whenever and wherever it threatened to hold them up

He had never expected that there would be resistance on this scale.

But it was all on their own heads, on the heads of those who would have gone calmy on, satisfied
to do their duty, watching as he and Lescar and Bea and others were taken away to pre-judicial

mur der .

Harivarman's flyer passed the weckage of still nore human-built machines. There was the first
human casualty he had seen clearly, a Tenplar body lying in the street. There had been nore
fighting then, nore killing than he had planned for. Wll, so be it. He had hoped for a greater
surprise, for Tenplars taken totally unaware, nade prisoners, rendered ineffective w thout

bl oodshed. He gl anced back toward the docks. Above all he had hoped for the berserkers to be able
to capture an intact ship for him one in which he would be able to get away. He shoul d have known
that no attack would be likely to achieve such a nmeasure of surprise. Not here, and not agai nst
Tenpl ars.

Everywhere the Prince | ooked now, his determination, and what was left of his self-possession
recei ved anot her shock. He sinply hadn't expected that there'd be this nuch physical destruction.
But the whole City was certainly not in ruins; there had been no whol esal e massacre, such as
uncontrol |l ed berserkers would surely have acconplished with the advantage of surprise. At |east
the Prince could be sure now, with considerable relief, that the entire civilian section of the
Fortress, with the exception of the civilian area i medi ately around t he docks, appeared to have
been spared any general attack. On the whole, the berserkers appeared to have carried out the
detail ed, conplicated orders fromtheir new human master at |east as well as could have been
expect ed.

He had had no choice. He had had no choice. He had had no choi ce.

He had pull ed ahead of the controller again, and now when he stopped his vehicle to | ook around,
it caught up with himonce nore. As it did so he comanded it to stay near him ready to receive
his further orders. But at the noment he could think of no nore to give it. Wen he drove on
again, it maintained its position near his flyer, pacing swiftly on its six giant |egs, stil
apparently untroubl ed by the severed cables and other |oose ends that trailed fromhis dissection
of its belly.

When the Prince arrived at his exile's house he found two dead Tenplars |ying outside his door.
He coul d see that one of the Tenplars had drawn a pistol, and he could see how the weapon had been
crushed, along with the hand that held it, and for a nmonent Harivarnman thought that he could feel
his heart stop, wondering what he was going to find inside. Bea was in there, or he had done his
best to arrange it so. Then he saw that one of the fallen figures outside the door was stil

alive, and he stopped, feeling the inpulse to try to help the wounded young woman. He coul d do
not hi ng at the nonent. Maybe there would be help for her inside.

He gave the front door his voice and his handprint to identify, and it opened for himimediately.

I nside, Lescar, of course unarned, canme running in ecstasy to see his master still alive. But the
servant was also in an agony of terror. He blurted out the story of how the house had already been
visited by berserkers, but sonmehow, inexplicably, the nachines had left without killing themall.

Beatrix was there too, and to Harivarman's vast relief she was unhurt. At first she was sinmply
overjoyed to see him But it took Bea only a nonent, even less tine than Lescar needed, to realize
that sonet hing had changed in the Prince's situation, sonething besides the nere fact of the

att ack.

Hari varman shunted aside the first tentative questions of her terrible suspicion. He demanded:
"Where's Gabrielle?"

Beatrix only fell silent, staring at him Lescar said: "Mss Gabrielle did not answer ny call

Your Honor, or return it.”

The Prince was silent for a noment. "All right. Can't be helped. Gve ne a hand with this girl out
here." Then he and Lescar carried the wounded Tenplar into the house and put her on a bed, and
Lescar summoned the household first aid robot. The nmachine i medi ately began calling the base
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hospital, which did not respond. It kept trying.

Beatrix was still staring, silently, at her husband.

Hari varman | ooked around for the controller, but could not see it anywhere. It could have entered
t he house, he thought, and be in the next roomnow. Al the doorways were probably too small for
it, but small doorways had not troubled it before.

Beatri x demanded of himtensely: "What are you | ooking for?"

"Never mnd."

Now t here were sudden sounds outside the house, a wonan's voi ce screani ng, and poundi ng.

Hari varman dashed to open the front door that he had cl osed and | ocked agai n when they brought in
the girl. Gabrielle, her appearance transformed by terror and sone slight physical danmage, fel
into his arns.

Gabrielle reported, as soon as she could speak coherently, that she had tried to reach the Tenpl ar
base quarters as soon as she realized that an attack had started. But there was fighting,
destruction and smoke all around that area, and she had been forced to run away fromit. She had
been able to think of no other place to turn for protection except to Harivarmn

She | ooked back over her shoul der and began to scream again. The Prince raised his eyes and saw
that the controller had arrived.

Harivarman took a step toward it. "Conme no closer,"
now are offering resistance."

"Order acknow edged. "

Bea and Lescar were both staring at himnow, in a way that he had never seen either of them | ook
at anyone or anything before. Cbviously they were each realizing in their respective ways sone
portion of the truth. Gabrielle's face as yet showed nothing but aninal relief, as the berserker
obediently stopped its approach

He was not going to take the time to try explaining or justifying hinmself now |nstead he issued
orders. Wth Lescar's and Bea's help the Prince got Gabrielle and the still-breathing Tenpl ar
guard into his flyer. Taking the driver's seat hinself, on manual control, he set off at once for
Sabel's ol d | aboratory. Sone of the machi nes should be there already, in accordance with
Harivarman's earlier orders, setting up a conmand post for him

The three wonen were in the back seat, Bea working efficiently at being a nurse. To Lescar

sitting beside him the Prince explained en route why he was novi ng out of the house so quickly.
Besi des avoi di ng the presunmed el ectronic bugging there, the transfer should nmake it harder for the
Tenpl ars or dragoons to zero in on himwith any mssiles or other deadly tricks.

Lescar agreed nechanically, as if he mght not really know or care what he was agreeing to.
Meanwhi |l e he stared out his wi ndow at the controller that paced beside the flyer, keeping up with
it. Only now, Harivarman thought, was the little nman really beginning to understand just what his
mast er had done. Expl anations were in order, of course, but they would have to wait.

When Harivarman eased the vehicle to a stop near Sabel's old |ab, a berserker unit was already on
guard outside. And the controller, stopping beside the car, reported that in accordance with the
Prince's orders the place had al ready been given a security check.

The controller stayed right behind himas he went inside; here the doorway happened to be |arge
enough. Bea cane after it, giving it a wide berth but |ooking as if she night already have
accepted its presence.

She spoke for alnost the first time since he had rejoined her. "I want to send that vehicle to the
base hospital, with that girl in it. She night live then. WII it be shot down if | do?"

The Prince opened his nouth, closed it, then | ooked at the controller. "See that it's not," he
ordered.

"Order acknow edged. "

"That takes care of half the problem Programthe pilot not to fly, Bea. Maybe it can drive into
the base on the ground wi thout the Tenplars shooting it up...are you going with it?"

Beatri x noistened her lips. "lI'mstaying with you," she said.

Harivarman turned a little shakily to | ook at Lescar-but of course, in Lescar's case there was no
need to ask.

He turned to the controller, and demanded fromit a report concerning the machine that was sent to
extricate Chen Shizuoka fromhis house arrest.

"I't has proven inpossible to locate the life-unit Chen Shizuoka as ordered. Efforts continue."
"Dam. | thought they had himin confinenent, near the base."

"A search of the designated area failed to locate the life-unit Chen Shizuoka. A w der search is
proceedi ng, as rapidly as possible under the constraints that you have pl aced upon nmy operations."
"Those constraints nust be observed. Carry on." The Prince turned away fromthe thing, and went to
Beatri x where she was sitting on the floor in one corner of the large and al nost enpty room Maybe

he called out. "None of these people with ne
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he thought, trying to rouse her from her shock, he should have sent her off with the wounded
Tenplar girl. But Harivarman had nental reservations about the flyer's being allowed into the
base, whether it stayed on the ground or not. Most |likely the Tenplars would shoot it up
"Life-unit Harivarnan." The Prince turned, slowy. He had never ordered the controller to call him
sir.

"What is it?" He had the feeling that it was about to tell himthat the gane it had been pl aying
was over now, that he and those with himwere about to die.

"Why," it asked him "are you especially interested in the life-unit Chen?"

He stared at it. What next? "What do you care why? If it makes any difference, | think he nay have
information that 1'mgoing to need."

"It is only that | nust allocate resources and set priorities anong the various comrands that you
have given."

"Carry on as best you can. Right now | have yet another job for you. Setting up sone
conmmuni cati ons. "

And presently, through a juggled comunications relay that he hoped would be inpossible to trace,
the Prince, sitting in his new command post, nanaged to nake contact with the base conmander in
her headquarters.

"I''"'m back at my post sonewhat early. | keep nmy word, you see."

"Harivarman, where are you?"

"In a safe place, for the time being, Conmander. As you are."

"What do you nean by that?"

"That you won't be hurt, and that no nore of your people will be hurt, as long as you follow ny
orders fromnow on. But you're good at follow ng orders, so you should survive."

Real i zation grew on her only slowy. "You' ve done this, then. Sonehow. Damm you."

"I't became necessary, Commrander. You see, | really had no choice. | understand that necessity, a
| ack of choice, excuses anything." It gave himgreat pleasure to throw some of her own words back
at her.

It came as no surprise to find that the pleasure did not |ast.

Chapter 13

"I never got to go to a university," O ga Khazar was saying, alnost w stfully.

"I'"'mnot sure you missed nuch," Chen Shizuoka said. His feeling at the nonment was that his own
efforts to obtain an advanced education had never done him any particul ar good.

He was into practical |earning now He had discovered that if he set one chair on top of another
and then | eaned the tall double mass of them against the control of the door-intercomof the hotel
roomthat was his prison cell, he could keep the intercomunit turned on steadily. O ga Khazar had
again been left on duty outside, and she was willing to talk to him al nbst continuously. None of
the other guards who had so far taken their turns watching over himin his various roons of
confinenent had been anywhere near as conmunicative as O ga was, and she was not going to stay on
guard forever. He wanted to benefit from her presence while he could. For Chen, having sone kind
of regular contact with the world was practically a necessity.

"Looks quiet out there in the hall now," he commrented. "Were's everybody?" He had been | ocked up
in this roomfor several hours now, and had already realized that at | east sone of his fell ow
recruits fromthe transport were being housed in nearby roons; Chen had been able to hear sone of
their voices, half-fanmiliar, passing his door fromtine to tine.

O ga, trimlooking as usual in her uniform mean-Iooking pistol on her hip to show that she was on
guard duty, was |eaning against the wall outside. Through the intercom Chen could see her little

i mge conplete fromhead to toe, along with a little bit of wall on either side. Her posture was
unm litary, he supposed, but right now probably no one could see her but hinself. She said: "Right
now | think they're all out on the firing range."

"Al ready? They've only been here a couple of days. | thought that kind of thing came later."

"I't's three days now since your ship got here. W like to start people early with weapons. It's a
big part of being a Tenplar. What were you studying at the university?"

"1 thought | was going to be a | awyer."

"I wish | had a chance like that. | conme from Torbas."

"Aren't there any |awers on Torbas?" Chen knew it was perhaps the poorest of the Ei ght Wrl ds.

O ga only shrugged and | ooked sad. Chen tried to think of what he might say to O ga to console her
for being born in poverty and mssing out on a university education, but at the nonment he felt too
envious of her to be able to come up with anything useful along that line.

He was the one who needed consol ation. She, after all, was not |ocked up. Nor was she suspected of
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sone insane crine that she woul d never have conmitted. Nor-no, he wasn't paranoi d-was she the
victimof an involved and omi nous plot.

Chen was still trying to think of the best thing to say next when conversation was interrupted by
a distant blast, a faint vibration racing through the floor. In the little intercomscreen, Oga's
i mge turned its head away, distracted by the noise.

"More renodeling," Chen decided. "Clearing the sluns."

"I don't know. It didn't sound..

"Didn't sound what?"

"l don't know." Then she surprised him "Wait, I'll be right back."

"Leavi ng your post? Ch, I'll wait, all right."

She was back in about five seconds, properly at her post again, standing up straight in a mlitary
way and using her conmunicator. "Post Seven here. Oficer of the day?"

O ga repeated the call. Apparently she was having trouble getting anyone's attention. She called
again, several times, but Chen could tell that no one was answeri ng.

She paused to look into the intercomat Chen. "I don't think that was blasting," she said, and
then went back to trying the conmuni cator on her wist to hail her superiors. But still nobody

r esponded.

Her manner remai ned calm but sonmething about it was alarming. It didn't take nuch to alarm
sonmeone who was al ready | ocked up, Chen realized. He demanded: "What's wong? What is it, then?"
And even as he spoke, there were nore faint blasting sounds, this time acconpani ed by faint

di stant screans.

"l think it's berserkers,"” said Oga Khazar, in a renote, taut voice. She had paused, holding the
communi cator a few centinmeters fromher |ips. Her head was turned away from hi m again.
"Berserkers. Berserkers?" It couldn't be, not really. Not here on the Tenplar Fortress. And yet,
sonehow, he already knew it was.

She didn't answer, she was busy.

"You've got to let me out!"”

Her dark eyes in the screen turned toward him "I don't have a key."

"I don't care! You've got to-"

For ten | ong seconds they argued back and forth.

Abruptly she gave in. In a way that scared himall the nore, naking the whole threat real. She
said: "All right, all right. Stand back away fromthe door, way back. Better go into the latrine."
Her image was drawing its sidearm

Going all the way into the toilet was unnecessary, thought Chen. He didn't want to | ose a second
getting out of the roomonce the door was open. He retreated into the mddle of the room | ooked
about wildly, and dove behind a sofa just in time. There was a ripping, shattering noise, and he
heard snal | pieces of sonething fly against the walls.

O ga's voice, heard directly now, yelled at him "Come on!"

Chen burst from conceal ment, and ran for the room s door, which now hung open, ami d aerial dust
and the snell of sonething scorched. Fragnents of netal and stone powder were strewn everywhere,
and O ga Khazar had her firearmin hand. Chen noved forward, through nore dust, out of the room
The corridor was enpty except for A ga and hinself, but in the distance he could hear people

yel i ng.

"Thanks!"

She | ooked grim "1 figured it was part of ny duty, to keep you alive. Cone on, follow ne."
Chen foll owed. He thought he knew where they were headed, or the first stop at |east. Yesterday
he'd al ready been taken, under heavy guard, through one practice drill with the spacesuits, and

he'd had to wear one on his little drive with Conmander Bl enheim He now knew enough about the
suits to use one in an energency, which this certainly seenmed to be. He followed O ga at a run
down one corridor and then another to where their assigned emergency suits were stored.

O ga hol stered her pistol, then took the belt and holster off and |aid them down. She opened two
of a row of |ockers and dragged out two suits.

Chen said: "I could use a gun, too."

"I don't have one of those to give you. Get that suit on quick." She knew the tone for giving
orders, all right, even if she was at or near bottomrank herself.

Probably, Chen thought, she had listened to enough of themto master the technique.

He asked: "Were are we goi ng now?"

She had her own spacesuit on already, over her regular uniform and was clipping the hol stered
pistol on at her hip. "I'mgoing to rejoin ny unit, and you're comng with ne."

That was all right. The young | ady sounded as if she knew what she was doi ng, and Chen was not
about to try going anywhere alone just now if he could help it.
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Suits on, helnets closed, they nmoved again. The suits were so light and well designed that they
hardly sl owed one down. As they trotted, Chen keeping up with O ga, there was nore bl asting, m xed
wi th other sounds of weaponry, to their right and left. And now a | arge detonati on ahead of them
as well. Berserkers, streaking units in the sky, were intermttently visible. Fast as m ssiles,
sonme of the assault units projected thenmselves in streaking curves that bent around the Radiant's
di storted core of space, picking up speed again as they neared their intended spots of inpact or

| andi ng.

@un in hand now, O ga slowed down, then stopped, then peered around a corner. "I don't know how
much farther in this direction we can go..” She noved to a different corner. "Let's try down here

i nstead. Some of ny squad shoul d be around..” She stopped abruptly.

Chen peered over her suited shoul der. Ahead, part of a wall had been denvolished, along with
sonet hi ng el se. The mangl ed body | ooked unreal to Chen, a dummy in a Tenplar uniform

But O ga recogni zed the dead young man, and called him by nane. Chen could see that she was al npbst
si ck.

Chen, feeling only nunb (this isn't really happening), spoke to her-later he could never renenber
what words he had used-trying to confort her sonmehow. Then he bent and picked up the fallen

Tenpl ar' s weapon, a kind of short rifle. He thought it was what they called a carbine.

Looki ng as pale as her dark skin would allow, Oga nmuttered: "I'll show you how to use that when
we have a chance."

"Better show nme now. "

"Aimit. Get an approximate aimfirst. Look at your target through the scope sight, here, if you
have the chance.” Her eyes were distracted, searching for terror and death around them but her
fingers nmoved surely on the carbine. She was repeating a | esson that she could have given in her
sl eep. "Here's the |ocking sight control. Touch it when you're |ooking at your target; the sight
reads your eyeball and | ocks on. Your trigger is here, your safety here."

Chen rose to his feet, the weapon cradled in his arms. He | ooked up. He saw an eneny nachi ne
passing swiftly in the distance. He tried to aim knew he was m shandling the sight somehow, but
bl asted of f some rounds anyway, w thout noticeable effect.

O ga struck his armdown violently. "Don't draw them down on us, you dammed fool! Don't shoot

unl ess you have to. | don't know how nmuch good a carbine's going to do us."

"Al right."

"We can't get through to the base this way. We'll try the docks. Cone on." They started in another
direction.

They were now comng into a different part of the Gty fromany that Chen had visited before; soon
he woul d be hopel essly disoriented. But that worry dropped fromhis mnd al nost at once, replaced
by sonet hing nore i nmedi at e.

Looki ng back across a plaza, he started and then grabbed O ga by the arm "One of them..one of th-
them s conming after us."

At a distance of a couple of hundred neters it |looked tall, and it was wal king on three legs, a
relatively slow noving machine. Maybe it was a primtive type, but there was little confort in the
t hought .

"Let's nove!" O ga ordered. It had been noving directly toward them and there was no reason to
doubt that it had seen them no reason at all, except for the fact that it had not killed them

yet. Maybe it was out of ammunition, and would have to get within reach to do that...

They pounded around a few corners, and then on the edge of a plaza, behind a screen of masonry,
they tried to hide fromit.

A few seconds passed before the nmachine cane into sight again, in the mddle of an otherwi se
deserted street. It was approaching their |location, but not directly, and it mi ght not have
spotted them yet.

Presently Chen heard the berserker calling his name, in the tones of a human voice, a voice he

t hought he coul d recognize. It booned out |oudly through the streets, uttering words in a world
gone nad

"Chen Shi zuoka. Cone with this machine and it will guide you to a place of safety. Chen Shizuoka
this is Prince Harivarman speaking. Cone with this machi ne-"

Chen | ooked into the eyes of O ga, who was standing close beside him The only answer he could see
there was that she was as frightened as he was hinself.

Chapter 14

Servi ng as defensive bunkers for the high conmand on the Radi ant Fortress were chanbers cut or
built like other rooms out of the mass of stone, but hardened with thicknesses of special arnor,
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and equi pped w th shiel ded conmuni cations conduits | eading to what were consi dered key defensive
points in various other sections of the Fortress. Conmander Bl enheim s bunker was directly
underneath her ordinary office-not her tenporary one-and it had taken her two full mnutes to
reach the bunker after the attack started.

Grand Marshall Beraton had not visited the Radiant Fortress for well over a century, but he still
remenbered perfectly where the bunkers were. He and Captain Lergov were taking shelter in their
own assi gned hardened chanber within a minute after the commander had reached hers.

Bef ore the grand marshall had gone underground, he had dutifully tried to find out what had
happened to the crew of the Salutai ship on which he had arrived, but that information proved at

| east tenporarily inpossible to obtain. Al around the docks was devastation, and at Lergov's
continuous urging the grand marshall soon cane away. The bunkers, as Lergov kept repeating, would
of fer the best comunication facilities, the best chance to try to get a |ine on what had happened
to their troops

Thei r bunker connected through a hardened, seal ed passage with that of Conmander Bl enheim They
joined her presently, and listened with her while reports outlining the situation kept com ng in.
There was no question that a real berserker attack was in progress, though where the nachines
could have conme from was beyond anyone's ability to guess. The automated outer defenses and al arns
were not what they had been in the old days, but it was hardly possible that they had pernitted a
I anding force to get by themwi thout at |east sounding the alarm Another nystery was that

al t hough the eneny had seized a conmmandi ng position, they were not pressing their advantage.

That was fortunate. There were only a few hundred Tenplars on the Fortress, nmpst of thema cadre
preparing for the cadets' school that was to have opened here in the near future. And here on the
i nner surface of the Fortress they had little, alnbst nothing, in the way of heavy weaponry with
whi ch to defend thensel ves. And what little the Tenplar base had of such arnmanent had al ready been
knocked out. Mre such ordnance, a |lot nore, was available out on the outer surface of the
Fortress, and a little nmore at the interior firing range. But none of the strongpoints on the

out er surface had been manned by humans for a long time, and as far as the commander could recall
no one at all had been at the interior firing range.

One bright spot in the situation, though it was of no i medi ate benefit to the now besi eged
garrison of the base, was that one ship, a nessage courier that had been standing by to receive
messages in one of the snmall outer docks, had nanaged to get away when the attack struck. At |east
the avail abl e evidence indicated that the courier had escaped successfully. O course if there
wer e spacegoi ng berserkers in the area, it would seemthere nust have been to effect a | anding,
then the courier's fate was probl ematical at best.

Once inside the conmander's bunker, Captain Lergov retreated into the background, where he was
presently joined by a civilian man as short and inpassive as hinself. This newconmer was introduced
to Commander Bl enheimas M. Abo, a cultural representative, whatever that was, fromPrine

M ni ster Roquel aure's office. Captain Lergov in a few words to the conmander expl ained who this
man was, and that he had remained on the Salutai ship up until the attack

Commander Bl enheim who had other things to think about, was not greatly interested. Neither was

Grand Marshall Beraton, she could tell. He was hovering, acutely conscious of the fact that he was
not really in comand here, yet aching, as a veteran, as a grand marshall, to take over
Well, she was a veteran too. There were her conbat decorations on her jacket if he wanted to see

them The garnment, taken off when she got into her spacesuit and conbat gear, hung on the wall
behi nd her now

Sparing no tinme for discussion with her visitors, she was busy trying to stiffen the nerves of
sonme of her junior officers when the call cane in fromPrince Harivarman.

Hi s face, |ooking al most unruffled, appeared on the screen, and his voice was alnbst calm "I'm
back at ny post sonewhat early. | keep nmy word, you see."

"Harivarman, where are you?"

"In a safe place, for the time being, Conmmander. As you are."

What ever she had been about to say to himwas suddenly forgotten. Sonething in his face, his

voi ce, made her catch her breath. "Wat do you nean by that?"

"That you won't be hurt, and that no nore of your people will be hurt, as long as you follow ny
orders fromnow on. But you're good at follow ng orders, so you should survive."

Beraton and Lergov | ooked at each other. The commander sat back in her chair, realization grow ng
on her slowy. She said to the inage in the screen: "You' ve done this, then. Sonehow. Damm you."
"It became necessary, Commander. You see, | really had no choice." Harivarman's i nmage paused; it
seened to be smling. "I understand that necessity, a lack of choice, excuses anything."

"You had better get here, to the base, if you can."

"Ch no. No. You are conming to see ne instead."
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"To see you! Where are you?"

He ignored the question. "I suppose you're down in your bunker now. | want you to go up to the
i nner surface and get in one of your staff cars; you won't be blasted. Cone unarnmed and al one;
that'll save time and argunent at this end. I'Il give you directions, once | get a report from one

of my | ookouts that your staff car is under way."

"You nust be mad."

"Not in the least."

"If you're able to nove about freely, Harivarman, conme here."

The i mage shook its head. "I just said | was not insane. You re com ng here. You have half an hour
to get here, and | promi se you an explanation of all this when you arrive. Unless, of course, you
prefer another attack. If so, just stay where you are. This tine I'lIl tell nmy machines not to be

so gentle. And one nore thing. Be sure to bring with you the original Council order for ny

arrest." And Harivarman broke the connection

"Goodlife." Beraton, watching over Anne Bl enheinm s shoul der, breathed the word unbelievingly. He
drew hinself up to his full height. "I will go and talk to him the madman. Your post is here
Comander . "

"You will obey orders, Grand Marshall, and | order you to remain here. I'mgoing to talk to him |
expect | can handle him But if | don't return in tw hours-" She hesitated. "I want you to take

conmand of the Fortress." Anyone el se she left in command, she thought, would be incapabl e of
argui ng successfully with a | egend anyway.

Per haps the grand marshall was surprised; at any rate, he gave her a salute, and ceased to argue
On the way out of her bunker, Comrander Bl enheim glanced into the adjoining one. Lergov was back
in there now, with his civilian aide. They were on a conmuni cator there, trying to reach sone of
his people; the radio space in the Fortress seened to be filled with berserker-induced noi se,
janmi ng everything but their own signals.

Arriving in her surface office again, Anne Bl enheimissued a few final orders to Mjor Nurnberg
and others who had cone up, it seened only to argue with her, out of their own protective holes.
She woul d not argue, but issued orders instead. Everyone was to hold their fire, unless fired upon
by the berserker eneny. They agreed, and tried yet again to argue her out of going to the neeting
with the lunatic Prince. But she squel ched them quickly. Instinct, feeling, sonething, had told
her at once to go, despite the obvious danger. Not going would hardly be safe either. Her staff
car was ready now, and as she clinbed into it, shedding her gunbelt on the way, she reviewed the
situation as it now stood in her own nind

The Tenpl ar conpound was surrounded by the enemy in three dinmensions. The fighting in and around
t he base, agai nst perhaps three dozen berserkers, had been sporadically fierce since the first

i ghtning onslaught. But the sounds of fighting had di ed away.

Everyt hing she saw as she began to drive indicated that her earlier assessnent of the situation
had been correct. If the berserkers launched an all-out attack they would al nbst certainly w n,
overrunni ng her handful of surviving Tenplars in a short tine. But as yet no such attack had cone,
and it seemed to Commander Bl enheim of overriding inportance to find out why. Harivarman had
promi sed her an explanation if she came to confer with him and at the noment she could think of
not hi ng that she needed nore.

As she cruised slowy away fromthe base in the staff car, she suddenly recall ed somethi ng about
the firing range. Col onel Phocion was out there today, with the new recruits, or sone of them
Phoci on had wanted to fill in time until his new orders cane, soneone had infornmed her, by taking
a hand in the training of the small group of raw enlistees who had arrived on the ill-starred
transport ship along with Chen Shizuoka. There night al so have been, the conmander supposed, a few
non-coms out there at the range with them when the attack hit. But there had as yet been no word
received in the command bunker from those people. The comuni cations with the firing range, as
with several other areas of the Fortress, had been disrupted by the berserkers' pul se technol ogy.
Shoul d she call back to the command bunker now, from her car, and rem nd Nurnberg or one of the
ot hers about the people at the firing range...but no, the enenmy would nost likely intercept the
message. No, the people at the firing range woul d have to cope as best they coul d.

Harivarman's voice, so suddenly and unm stakable that it made her junp, came clearly over her
car's speakers. "Turn left at the next corner, Commander."

She acknow edged the instruction with what she thought was admrable calm and then presently
realized that she was headed in the general direction of Sabel's old | aboratory.

"Stop the car where you are," the general's voice ordered presently.

She obeyed. The street here | ooked familiar. WAs this the very route that they had taken on that
first outing with Harivarman?
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"Cet out," said the speaker in front of her. "Walk down the alley to your right, please."
Conmander Bl enhei m got out, expecting to feel a weakness in her knees. She was not di sappointed.
She started walking in the indicated direction. Around the first corner, a berserker was waiting
for her. It was a tall thing, standing notionless, rather like a nmetallic scorpion bal ancing on
its hind |egs.

Her stomach cl enchi ng suddenly, she sl owed her steps. She could no | onger make hersel f wal k
forward. Then she saw and recogni zed Lescar, the general's driver, who was beckoning to her. The
little servant was standing within a few neters of the machine, but not |looking at it, as if he
were able to pretend it was not there.

Lescar's manner was apol ogetic, but determ ned. "This way, please, madam The Prince is waiting."
The general, Anne Bl enhei mthought, with what she acknow edged as |unatic determ nation. But she
did not utter her correction aloud. Instead she followed himdown a deserted street and into the

| aboratory, by a different doorway than the one she had used before. The tall berserker escort
came with them following her silently.

In a roominside the snall |lab conplex Lescar cane to a halt, indicating the door that she should
enter. Inside the door, she found herself |ooking at the Prince, who was seated behind a built-in
tabl e, alone except for two nore machines that flanked him |ike huge and netallic bodyguards, on
ei ther side.

She said: "It's really true, then. But | can't believe it. Not of you. | really can't believe it."
Her voice was only a whisper, and it seenmed to cone fromher alnost involuntarily. "How could you...
o

He flared back at her bitterly: "Al right, I'mgoodlife, then! Wat good did it ever do ne not to
be goodlife? The everlasting gratitude of humanity for ny victories over the berserkers? O
course. We've seen how long that |asted. These machines are now tools in ny hands, no nore, |ike
any other tools. A sawto cut my prison bars. If Tenplar guards stand in ny way, | can't help
that. They're wong to be there." He paused. "I see you came unarned. Good. You brought the
docunent ?"

"They' re wrong? Harivarnman, how could you?"

"How coul d | discover evil out in the dark corridors, evil that the Tenplars nmanaged to mss for
two hundred years? Wiy, | suppose | have a unique affinity for evil."

"Then you are really in control of them However it happened. You really are."”

"I amindeed. But don't be a fool and think me goodlife. Do you suppose | serve and worship
these?" And he swung out an arm and rapped his knuckl es contenptuously agai nst the carapace of one
of the towering things beside him the one on his right with cables hanging fromits opened belly.
He said to it: "Send this other unit out. Surely you can deploy it to better purpose sonmewhere

el se. Make sure the Tenplars prepare no tricks while |'mdistracted here in conference."

In a nonment, noving silently in obedience to sone silent order, the other unit left the room

Anne Bl enheimhad to do sonmething to keep from screani ng. She approached the table and threw the
par chnent document down on it. "You wanted to see this. What el se do you want?"

"Right to the point, as usual." Harivarnman took up the Council's order, glanced at it for a

nmonent, and tossed it aside. "All right, I"msure that right to the point is best. | now have
infornmation indicating that a ship, a nessage courier, was standing by in an outer dock when the
attack hit. I want that ship, for nyself and whoever wants to join ne."

"Every ship in dock has been destroyed, the nmessage courier included." She w shed herself a nore
practiced liar. The courier was already gone, taking news of the attack to the Ei ght Wrlds. A
fleet would be here in a matter of a few days at nost. If only it were possible to sonmehow stall
to maintain until then whatever nmad precarious bal ance was hol ding the berserkers back from

sl aughter.

He studied her. "Or, one way or another, it's gone."

She nodded. "And | have a better plan to suggest to you."

"Aha? And it is?"

"Surrender."”

That got a quietly scornful reception. "If | were the type to surrender | needn't have gone to al
this trouble. |I have no taste for allowing nmyself to be quietly nurdered. No thank you."

Sonewhat to her own surprise and anger, she found that she was still really hal fway concerned for
this man's welfare. "I'mcurious. Were would you go, if you did get away? Were could you go?"

"There are places.”

"As goodlife you won't be allowed to exist in any decent human society. Not even in nost of the
societies that nost of us would call indecent. Only the other goodlife and the berserkers

t hensel ves will have you."

Sounds as of fighting flared up sonewhere outside. Perhaps, thought Anne Bl enheim they were from
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as far away as the Tenpl ar conpound.

Harivarman turned al nost casually to the nonster renmining beside him a six-legged giant that

| ooked as if it had been badly damaged itself, with cables and | asered-off | oose ends hangi ng from
a cavity inits belly. Wth this thing he alnost calmy exchanged sone words. In a voice that to
Anne Bl enhei m had the nightrmare flavor of old training tapes, the killer machi ne assured hi mthat
the situation outside was still essentially calm

It struck the commander that the nman sounded not at all servile, as she had heard that goodlife
al ways were before their hideous gods and masters. He sounded |ike a man giving orders to a robot-
except that Earth-descended humans, with the frightening exanple of the berserkers always before
them had never dared to build robots as independently powerful as these.

He turned back to her. "Well?"

"I can't believe it," she nurnured again, as if to herself.

"Ch? Just what is it that you can't believe, exactly? That | want to go on living, and not as a
per petual prisoner? Probably with nmy behavior so nodified that | spend a great deal of ny tinme
smiling?"

"Things like that aren't done any-"

"Don't tell ne that. |'ve seen sone of the people that Lergov's worked on. |'ve tal ked to sone of
those who could still talk. You couldn't believe that | would take steps to protect nyself? That's
not what the individual is supposed to do, is it? You might recall that | tried appealing to | aw
and justice-yes, and to nercy, too. | tried with nmy best el oquence, at our |ast neeting. As usual
in the real world, eloquence and a just cause were not enough.”

"Where is your just cause now?" she asked him

"Where you put it. But it's still surviving. It will survive."

"l see...and what are you going to demand of nme now? A ship is inpossible, even if | were willing
to give you one. As you can see for yourself, after what your allies have done, there are no
ships."

"Al'l right. Forget for the nmonent what | demand. First 1'd |ike someone to understand what's
really at issue here. Do you realize what |'ve discovered?" He rai sed one hand, hol di ng what
appeared to be a snall electronic device. "The controlling code of the berserkers. Even if the
code | have here only works for sone of them it also tells us the type of code that's likely to
control the others. There's at |east a chance now that we, that all hunmanity, can be freed of the
dammed nachines at last."

The berserker he had spoken to, evidently one of their controller units, enotionless and uncaring
as they always were, | ooked over his shoulder. And undoubtedly it listened to his words.

"The controlling code.."

"Whuld you like to sit down? Sit on the edge of ny table here, we'll be informal. |I'"mafraid your
Guar di ans unfurnished this roomsone tine ago, and we have a certain shortage of chairs."”

"The controlling code," Anne Bl enheimrepeated, in a whisper. No Tenplar officer would need nore

than a monent to grasp the inplications of that. "If you really have..
"Aha. | have, | really have. And that puts a slightly different face on the whole matter, hey?"
"Yes." She said the word reluctantly, but she had to say it. "If you're telling ne the truth. Wat

greater advantage than that could anyone have over an eneny?"

"I ndeed, yes," said Harivarman. "Now.."

H's words drifted to a halt. Commander Bl enheim | ooking closely, saw that sonething had just
happened to General Harivarman. He still sat in the sane position as before. H's expression had
al tered-not by nuch. But now he was staring at the control device in his hand, as if sonething
about that small object had suddenly struck him sonething he hinself had been unaware of unti
this noment.

The conmander stared at him waiting. Sone new nmadness...?

At |ast the general |ooked up at her. It was a strange, unreadable glance, and perhaps it was nad
i ndeed. But his voice, as before, still sounded quite sane and calm He asked her: "What did you
just say, exactly?"

"l said, what greater advantage..

"Yes. OF course you did." Waving her to silence with an inperious gesture, he stood up fromthe
desk. "Now, as to ny denands.." But, having said that much, the general once nore fell silent,
regarding her with the same odd | ook

Anne Bl enhei mdrew a deep breath. All she could think at the noment was that maybe this man had
truly gone insane at last; at |least this conversation seemed to be tending toward nadness. She
woul d take it over, then, if she could, and try to dom nate

She began: "If you can truly control the berserkers conpletely, as you say...

Again it seened to take the general a great effort to bring his attention back fromthe snal
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device in his hand, to what his visitor was saying. "Yes?"

"Then order themto stop their attack."

This time the pause was shorter. He was com ng back from whatever borderland he had been roam ng
for the past few nonments. "Stop their attack? | have already done so. They are no | onger
attacking. They are maintaining their controlling positions."

"Render themtotally inert, then, if you can do it. Do that now, and in turn |I'll see what | can
do for you."
He had by now regai ned sonething of his original bitter manner. "l suppose | should really have

expected nothing better. You' re not going to give ne your solem prom se that | won't be
prosecut ed?"

"Woul d you believe ne if | did? I'"'mno politician, no courtier, no..
"What you're trying to say is that you're no experienced liar."
"Harry." The nane canme out suddenly, as if she really hadn't nmeant to say it. "That's what your
friends call you, isn't it?" That wasn't |eadi ng anywhere, and she tried again. "Sorry, that was

i nadvertent. General, | will tell you only the truth, since | amnot an acconplished |iar, and
will make only prom ses that | intend to keep."

There was a long silent pause between them Then Harivarnan said: "Unfortunately, none of the
proni ses you have made so far are of the |east use to ne. Even though | do believe you nean them
So...as soon as | let your Tenplars up off the floor, you're going to arrest ne. If you can keep
Lergov or Beraton from shooting me down on sight."

"You are going to have to let us up off the floor, as you put it, sooner or later, aren't you?"
She drew a breath. "Either that or you'll have to slaughter us all."”

He | ooked at his control device again. "We'll see. | think I'll not necessarily have to foll ow

ei ther course of action."”

"What el se?"

He considered carefully before he answered. "Sooner or |ater another ship is going to dock here.
It probably won't be very many days until one cones al ong."

" AR,

For a nonent the idea of attacking himphysically passed through the comander's m nd. She was
better than nost wonmen at hand-to-hand conbat, better by far than nost nmen, |ooking at her, would
expect her to be. Still it was far fromcertain, very far, that she would succeed if she tried
attacking this man now. And if the berserker that was still with themdid not squash her when she
tried, and she did succeed, and the control device cane into her hands, what exactly would she do
with it? She had no i dea whether the controller would then obey her automatically or not. Wat
controls on the device to press? How m ght her actions upset the delicate forces that at the
monent were hol di ng the eneny back from whol esal e sl aughter?

Rej ecting that plan, at |least for the nmonent, the conmander said: "There's a point you mi ght want
to consider. Goodlife activity nakes you subject to a Tenplar trial, right here and now The
peopl e who have cone from Salutai to arrest you would not have jurisdiction. They could not rmurder
you as you fear."

"And what outcone could | expect fromthe Tenplar trial?"

She was silent.

"On the other hand, what if |I were found innocent? Wy, then, | suppose |I'd be free. No | onger
under Tenplar jurisdiction. Therefore quite free to be arrested by Lergov and carted off to

Sal utai, as soon as a functioning ship becane available. Not that 1'd ever reach that world alive-
but we've been through that, haven't we? My being nurdered woul d not affect your |egal position in
the | east. An acceptable outcome to you, as no one could accuse you of breaking regul ations. No, |
intend to have the next available ship for nyself."

"Al right, forget that suggestion. It wasn't well thought out." She hesitated, then took a
plunge. "But | don't think your plan is well considered either."

"What do you nean?"

"Suppose | were to agree to it." The conmander had to force herself to speak those words. "Suppose
you did obtain a ship sonehow, captured the next one to try to dock, and you got away. How woul d
we be any better off here? W'd still be facing an overwhel ning force of berserkers."

"But no, not at all. |I would | eave themon a tinmer, as it were. They woul d deny you access to the
docks for a tinme, sinply to prevent any quick repairs of the remaining ships, and use of themfor
hot pursuit of me, assuming such were possible. After the set tinme had el apsed, they would disable
thensel ves or allow thensel ves to be disabled. A treasury of know edge, such as the Tenplars have
al ways sought. And you woul d have obtained it for them I|'m nmaking you an offer that no rea
goodl i fe woul d nake, and you knowit."

"But at what price?" Comander Bl enhei m whi spered. "At what price? You' ve hel ped themto kil
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human bei ngs here, people under ny command, Tenplars. No one but a goodlife would have-"

There was anot her outburst of noise, of fighting, somewhere outside the echoing enpty roomin
which they were talking. Again the general turned to the controller at his side. "Wat was that?"
"As before," the machi ne-voice answered him "It was necessary to take action against a | oca

i nstance of aggression by the badlife."

"Are you sure? Your communications nust be inperfect too."

"The probability is nore than eighty percent.”

"Not good enough, for nme." Harivarman waved a hand at the berserker. "Go out and see for yourself,
about that fighting. Report back to ne directly.”

"I't is not necessary-"

The general thunbed sonething on his control device. "This is an order. Go out and see to the
matter yourself."

There was no nore hesitation. The nachi ne noved away, pacing with silent el egance, despite its
damaged appear ance.

Now t he two hunmans were al one. Now, thought Conmander Bl enheim | could risk everything, attack
himwi th nmy bare hands...

Across the table from her, Harivarman, |ooking al nost absentni nded, was again picking up the
Council's order for his arrest. "There are sonme changes | would like to see made in this," he
announced, surprising her when she thought that she was beyond surprise. "Before |I'd even want to
start negotiating with the Council."

And, | ooking at her neaningfully, he pulled a witing tool out of his pocket.

It was half an hour | ater when the base conmander |eft the man who had once been her prisoner. Her
head was whirling as she departed, with relief at her own survival thus far, and with fear. And
with a new and tw sted hope.

Chapter 15

The berserker nmachine that had called to Chen Shizuoka in Prince Harivarman's voice was now
calling to himagain, as it advanced al ong an otherw se deserted street that |ed obliquely toward
the plaza where Chen and A ga were trying to hide:

"Chen Shi zuoka. Conme with this machine to safety. Chen Shizuoka, this is Prince Harivarman. Cone-"
And even as the Prince's voice booned forth fromthe berserker, it kept wal king closer to where
Chen and O ga were holding their breath, afraid to nove.

Chen was peering out at the approaching nonster through small chinks in a decorative screen of
masonry. The tall screen separated the snmall plaza where he was standing fromthe nearby street
down which the nurderous thing was wal king toward himon its three |l egs. Hi s carbine, probably
usel ess against this foe, was in his hands, the nmuzzle pointing up into the air. He was afraid to
move a nuscle, even the mni mal novenment necessary to ai mthe weapon, because aining it would
probably be a waste of tinme anyway.

H s eyes noved again to his conpani on. 4 ga Khazar, standing pressed agai nst the screen beside
him appeared to be on the verge of fainting, |eaning on the screen, her hand that held the pisto
pal e- knuckl ed with the tightness of her grip.

The machi ne conming toward them down the otherwi se deserted street was less than fifty nmeters
distant now. It stopped briefly after every one or two of its triangular steps, turning its head
fromside to side at every pause, as if to sweep the area with its nultitude of senses. The thing
was alnost twice as tall as a man, and pot-bellied as if its central torso mght contain sonme kind
of a cargo conpartnent. Now and then it raised its head even higher on an elongating netal neck
peering over stalled, abandoned vehicles and into upper-story w ndows.

Just behind the two people who were holding their breath and trying to hide fromthe berserker was
the flat expanse of the small plaza, nmuch |ike a hundred other plazas scattered around the City,
and behind the plaza in turn there were sone three- and four-story civilian buildings. In one of
those buil di ngs people were clanoring, oblivious to the approaching terror. It sounded |ike sone
stupid argunent about what to bring and what to |eave, as if there were sonmepl ace avail able for
City people to flee. Chen could only hope that maybe the noi se and nmovenent behind hinsel f and

O ga, together with the screen in front of them mght be enough to mask their presence. The
chinks in the decorative screen were very small.

For whatever reason, the prowing machine did not discover them At the last intersection before
the plaza it turned down a side street, and in another nmonment it was out of sight.

As soon as it was gone, O ga gestured, silently, urgently, for Chen to follow her. Then she turned
and fled, noving as quietly as possible, crossing the plaza, going in the opposite direction from
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t he machi ne.

Chen ran after her.

After a couple hundred neters she paused, and pulled himinto a recess between buil di ngs. Panting
with the effort of the run, she whispered: "These weapons we've got aren't doing us any good."
"I'"ve figured that," said Chen, nodding. Hs helnet and O ga's were both open; they could talk in
| ow voi ces without breaking radio silence.

"I'f we could only get into the base..! She broke off, gesturing frustration; the base was where
nmost of the fighting was going on.

"All right, so we can't get in there. W tried. Wiere do we try next?"

O ga only shook her head. Presently, when they had both caught their breath, she noved on
gesturing to Chen to follow Chen didn't ask where they were going; he was anxi ous to go anywhere.
He didn't want to sit in one place and do not hi ng.

Now t hey began to encounter a few other people, all of themcivilians, on the streets. Mst of the
civilians appeared to be in flight, headed out away fromthe center of the Cty toward the
relatively renote areas of the Fortress. Those anpong the refugees who took notice of the two
spacesuited Tenplars at all |ooked at themnore in fear than in reassurance.

O ga was setting a nore noderate pace now, sonetines wal king, sonetinmes noving at a jogging run
Chen, thankful that he had tried to keep to a program of running at home, kept up with her fairly
easily. They had traveled nore than a kiloneter fromwhere they had | ast seen the berserker before
A ga stopped. Wien she spoke again, it was in sonething like a normal tone. "Maybe from here we
can get a better |ook at what's going on."

She | ed Chen into another small plaza, and nounted the broad steps of its elevated centra

section. It offered them sonething of a vantage point, alnost as if they had clinbed a hill. This
el evation, like every other on the interior surface, gave a fine view, as from above, of the
surrounding territory at a distance of a kilometer or nore. They had now made nore than that much
di stance fromthe base, and fromhere it appeared to Chen at first that the conflict around the
docks and the Tenpl ar base had cool ed. The snoke in the air there had | argely dissipated. But no,
the fighting was not over; the sight and sound of it flared up again, and flared yet once nore
even as they watched.

"Lookout!"

Chen turned quickly at O ga's warning. On a rooftop, several hundred nmeters back in the direction
they had cone from he could again see the berserker that had called to themin Prince
Harivarman's voice. As far as he could tell, the machine was facing al nost directly toward him
VWhether it could see himor not he did not know But it called his name again, in an anplified
bel l ow, and sinultaneously it dropped fromthe rooftop out of sight, as if it were hurrying toward
hi m agai n.

O ga was already running, fleeing in the opposite direction. Terrified, Chen followed her at the
best speed that he coul d nanage.

They rounded several corners, running hard. When O ga next stopped for breath, in a tw sted alley,
she demanded, al nost accusingly: "What's it want you for?"

He had to gasp twice nore before he could get out words. "How the hell should I know?"

Hi s injured i nnocence was apparently convincing. Oga led the way again, this time at a nere
wal ki ng pace, into a street where there were several abandoned flyers. She halted at one of these.
"Let's take this one. We'll never be able to outrun that bl oody thing on foot."

"Way didn't we try this sooner?"

Thi s, Chen soon decided, mnmust be sonme kind of service vehicle, for it appeared to need no speci al
key or code to start. O ga took the driver's seat, and they were off. Under her control the flyer
| eft the ground and swooped away, staying near ground level as it hurtled through streets and
al l eys. The thing pursuing themwoul d never be able to travel this fast on the ground, thought

Chen. But he could not imagine it giving up, and so it was probably still coming after him If she
separated from him..he was too scared to suggest that.

O ga' s thoughts were evidently on other tactics. Driving, she nused aloud: "If we only had sone
heavi er weapons...maybe | know where there are sone."

"Wher e?"

"Qut on the firing range. W've never used 'em nmuch, since |I've been on the Fortress, but | think
they're there."

There was little traffic in these streets. Fortunately so, for O ga was taking blind corners under
manual control at high speed. Chen wondered if the civilians knew something that he and d ga
didn't, if it had already been denonstrated that |arge noving targets got shot at by either side,
or both.

They rounded a corner swiftly and al nost crashed into an onconing flyer, a vehicle airborne and
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hurrying recklessly like their own. Chen opened his nouth to yell a warning, but it was already
too late for that. O ga had barely avoi ded the head-on crash, but in the process their flyer had
brushed a buil ding. Damage al arns sounded aboard. The vehicle canme down heavily, pancaking on the
street with an ear-nunbing roar, and skidded roughly to a broken halt.

Seat restraints held. Chen saw objects flying at him but nothing hit himhard enough to do him
damage t hrough the tough spacesuit.

O ga was unhurt too, and already she was junping out of the weck. "Cone on!"

Agai n, w thout discussion, she led the way. Mwving as if she knew what she was doi ng, she opened a
door in a wall and charged through it, down a ranp leading to sone |ower, relatively outer |evel
There m ght have been a sign to indicate where they were going, but if so it had gone past Chen
too fast for himto read it. Through one subl evel passage after another their flight continued.
At |ast O ga changed course again, clinbing a narrow spiral service stairway to the street. \Wen
they had regai ned the surface level, Chen inmrediately tried to scan the great nap that the
interior surface of the Fortress made of itself, to determine their |location. But he was too
unfamliar with the Fortress to be able to tell where they were in relation to where they had
started. Al he felt sure of was that they had been fleeing for a nunber of kiloneters.

O ga realized what he was doing, and pointed out to himthe Tenplar base and its i nmedi ate area,
whi ch were now al nbost overhead, partially obscured behind the miniature solar brightness of the
Radi ant itself.

Chen was about to try to insist that it was tine for conscious planning of their next nove, when
their conversation was interrupted. Chen's suit radi o suddenly whi spered sone kind of gabble in
his ear.

O ga waved himto silence; sonething was evidently coming in on her radio too. "Wiit," she

whi spered, waving at Chen again.

The voice canme again. It sounded to Chen |ike sonmeone was operating a radi o wi thout being properly
famliar with it.

O ga cautiously responded, at |ow power, asking for identification

The voice replied, indistinctly. Chen couldn't make out any of the words, until it asked: "Any
nore survivors out there?"

O ga said crisply: "Just tell nme where you are, and then get off this channel."

"We're close to what |ooks like a firing range."

Her head swi vel ed, |ooking up at another portion of the self-mapping surface. "Stay put. W'l
join you."

The firing range, as Chen was able to see for hinself an hour later, was like a giant pit dug
diagonally into the surface of the inner Fortress, with the targets at the outer, |ower end of the
pit, a hundred meters or nore below the lines of firing positions. These positions were arranged
in a series of semcircular terraces, each recessed and shielded to be out of the line of fire
fromthe terraces above it.

As Chen and O ga canme over the |lip of the pit, people in uniforns strange to Chen appeared on the
next terrace down, energing fromvarious shelters and hiding places and wavi ng cauti ous greetings.
"What are those unifornms?" he asked O ga quietly. They rem nded hi m sonewhat of the security
peopl e who had chased himthrough the streets of the capital of Sal utai

"Dragoons. The people who canme on the ship to arrest your Prince."

There were nore than a dozen dragoons, Chen estimated, |ooking bedraggled and | acking spacesuits.
Chen had seen not hing of the dragoon force until now, though O ga had earlier nentioned their
arrival. These were not the proud inperialists she had depicted, but only a haggard, wounded,
nerve-shattered remant of that force.

There were two Tenpl ars anong them both wounded but wal ki ng.

"Where're your officers?" O ga asked the first dragoon to approach, comng wearily up a stair. The
pits and revetnments and shelters built around the terraces of the range at | east gave the illusion
of somewhat greater security than you felt when standing around out in the open, and the neeting
quickly moved to a relatively indoor |ocation

The young man shrugged. "They were at some kind of a neeting, | guess, when the attack cane; |
think nost of themmade it into a shelter, back there near the docks. W were still aboard our
ship when it was hit, and we had to get ashore; then we just lit out running." He spoke in the
accents of Salutai, which sounded |like hone to Chen. "W ran into a couple of your people, and
they said there might be heavy weapons out this way. If there were, sonebody nust have beat us to
Cem "

"Looks |i ke you've got sone kind of conmunicator set up down there." Chen pointed. In one of the
revetnents on the next |lower |level, the dragoon troops had brought from sonewhere a portable
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screen conmuni cator with scranbler set up or, for all that Chen could tell, what they were using
m ght have been a part of the built-in intercombetween the command bunkers and this contro
center of the firing range.

"Come on down and join us."

"We' || stay up here on the rim" said AOga. "It's easier to keep an eye out fromup here."
"Ckay. Right. Suit yourselves. I'Il report that you're here. Be back in a nminute." The young man
went down to rejoin the others, who were still mlling about in a purposel ess, disorganized

f ashi on.

There was a man's face, rather blurry, on the comruni cator screen they had down there, and a
conversation going on between the face and one or two of the dragoons. Chen stared at it absently,
then recalled hinself with a start to watch the interior sky again.

But his eye returned to the man's face on the communi cati ons screen. Sonething about that face,
and the hal f-audi ble voice that issued fromit, struck Chen as disturbingly famliar. Yes, he
certainly ought to recognize that face; did it belong to sone Tenplar officer he had seen on the
transport, or near the docks right after landing? But in that case, it wouldn't be a dragoon
uniformthat the man was wearing now. Yet the man on the screen was uni forned as a dragoon
certainly-the picture wasn't that blurry-and wasn't that a captain's rank insignia on the collar?
I f dragoons used the same insignia as the security police...But sonehow t he appearance in dragoon
uniformwas jarring, it brought the face out of its expected context.

It took Chen a nonent nore. But then he had it. That face belonged to M. Segovia. Hana's friend,
the man Chen had nmet just once or twice, a mllion years ago, back in the university library on
Salutai. There was probably some |ogical reason for Segovia' s presence here, sone reason that he,
Chen, was too shocked by events to grasp just now.

But yes, it was certainly odd. How could it have happened that M. Segovia was here, and wearing...
5

He was distracted by the problem and ignored the sound of hunman feet approaching along a w nding
catwal k. Then someone spoke to him in another famliar voice.

"Hel l o, Chen."

He | ooked up to see Hana Cal deron

Chapter 16

"I"'msorry now that you cane back here, Bea."

"At this nonent,"” Bea replied to her husband in controlled tones, "I amtoo."

It hurt Harivarman to hear his wife say that, and for the noment he had no answer to give her. It
hurt nore than he woul d have expected since for a long tine he had thought that things were
totally over between them

The two of themwere sitting in sinple, brightly colored chairs, on opposite sides of a snall
patio table. Leafy trellises overhead shaded them from much of the direct Iight of the Radiant,
and blurred the bright distant curve of inner surface, so that the fragments of it that were

vi sible mght al nost be taken for bits of a real sky. The Prince and his wife were in one of the
"outdoor" patio roons of a large and el aborate house, of the type that the old Fortress

i nhabitants liked to call a villa. It was |ocated about half a kilonmeter from Sabel's old

| aboratory. Soneone had been living here quite recently, sonmeone who had evidently abandoned the
dwel i ng on short notice when the berserker attack hit-there were conpl ete househol d furni shings,
clothing in the several closets, food in the kitchen. There was even a jug of wine still on the
table in front of Prince Harivarman.

"So, why did we nove here?" Bea asked him Her voice was so bright and interested, a nmedia
interviewer's or perhaps even a psychol ogi st's voice, that he wondered if she thought himnmad. Bea
was sitting with her feet tucked under her in a deep chair. She had answered Lescar's sumpns

wearing a coverall, a practical garnent, as if she fully expected that visiting her husband again
was going to involve sone physical risk
Leani ng back in his own chair with his eyes closed in weariness, her husband answered. "I thought

that noving night be prudent, once Commrander Bl enhei m had gone back to the base with the know edge
that I was occupying the other place.”

"You just told ne you thought you had an arrangenent with her now. After that private talk you had
with her in the lab."

"I do think so. But still..!

"I see. And what kind of arrangenent do you think you have?" Beatrix the interviewer wanted to
know.

The Prince tried to think of some way to explain things to his wife, here in the controller's
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presence. He couldn't think of any way. His mnd felt wearied, exhausted, as if he had been in
battle for hours on end. As in a sense, of course, he had. At last he said: "A tacit

under st andi ng. You know, Bea, | didn't plan things to work out this way."

"How did you plan them then?" Still not accusing; interested. He wondered envi ously how she
managed such control

Yes, the controller was with them It was out of the Prince's field of vision just now, but he
didn't have to look directly toward it to nake sure. For the past few hours, ever since it had
returned to himfollowi ng the commander's visit, the machine had hardly been out of sight and
heari ng of Harivarman for a noment. At present the nmachine was standing nore or |ess behind him
on one side of the patio, listening to the Prince's every word and waiting for nore orders. Not
caring what the orders were.

In a sudden spasm of anger, Harivarman junped to his feet and whirled around and threw the w ne
jug at it. The ceranmic snashed on netal, and the red pungent liquid spattered. The target of his
anger, the nmetal thing, did not nobve or react.

Hari varman turned his back on it and sat down heavily. He knew that he was going to have to take
action, real action of sone kind, soon, or risk cracking under the strain if he did not. This

wai ting was al ready beconi ng i nmpossi bl e.

How di d you plan them then?

The question was still hanging in the air, along with the smell of wine fromthe smashed jug. It
was not a question that Harivarnan wanted to attenpt to answer. He got up and wi thout |ooking at
the berserker again went to find Lescar, wanting to get the nmess fromthe broken wi ne jug on the
patio cleaned up. If Lescar caught himtrying to do such a nenial job hinself there' d be hell to
pay, and Bea had not stirred fromher chair.

The Prince had to |look in three other well-furnished rooms before he found the little man, and the
finding was not imediately hel pful. Lescar was sitting alone in silence, face buried in his hands
as if he were slowy going catatonic. Harivarman hesitated, and then left himas he was.

When the Prince came back to the patio to face Bea again, she asked himinterestedly: "Wy did you
have Lescar call ne, and tell nme to conme to your house?”

He nade an al nost hel pl ess gesture. "I thought it nmight save your life, since you were already
back on the Fortress. | didn't ask you to cone back to the Fortress. Do you want to go back to
your hotel now?"

"I was wondering," said Bea, "why you didn't make the call yourself. Were were you when..!

The last word rather trailed away, as Beatrix raised her eyes past the Prince's shoul der. He
turned. Gabrielle was slowy descending an open, fragile-looking stair that curved gracefully down

to the patio fromencl osed roonms on the upper floor. She was still wearing the once-fancy gown in
whi ch she had conme to himseeking safety. Her clothes, |like her face and body, now showed ravages
of rough usage in recent hours.

When Gabrielle saw the two of them | ooking up at her, she paused on the stair and said: "I heard a

crash.” She surveyed the splashed berserker and the fragments of pottery, and sniffed the w ne-
tinged air w thout meking any direct comment. But when Gabriell e spoke again her voice was
different, as if fear were entirely gone. "I thought for a nonent that you had done sonething."
The dom nant look in her delicate face was no | onger fear, but contenpt, as she gazed down at
Har i var man.

"What are you doi ng now, Harry?" Bea asked, speaking from behind him

He turned to face her. "Waiting."

"Waiting for what?"

He was silent for a nonent. "For three things,
"And they are?"

"The first two are reports fromny machines."
"Your machines," said Gabrielle contenptuously. Now it was her turn to tackle himfrom behind. The
Prince ignored her, and continued speaking to Beatrix. "Primarily," he said, "a report fromthe
machi ne that | sent after Chen Shizuoka."

he said then

"The supposed assassin," said Bea, still sounding brightly interested.
"No-" He had been about to say, no nore than | am "Chen's not an assassin."
"Well. Whether he is or not, 1'd like you to fill ne in on what inportance he has to us now. Wy

are we waiting for a report about hinP"
"Do something!" This was Gabrielle again. She was now starting to scream hoarsely at Harivarnan
from above. "You just stand there |ike...do sonmething, do something, do sonmething!" It was as if
she were enbol dened by the inertness of the splashed berserker. She turned and ran back up the
stairs as if she were going to her newy adopted room

The Prince faced Beatrix again. "There's a second report |'m expecting at any tine,

he said. "It
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will have to do with nore arrivals, |andings on the outer surface of the Fortress."

Bea swal | owed. "Human | andi ngs?"

"Yes, of course, that's what | had in mnd. If you ask ne who's going to land-that's what |'m
interested in finding out. Bea, I'mtrying to work out a way to get away fromhere in one piece.
Wth nmy friends, with you, now that you're conmitted to ne. And without any nore fighting, if it
can be done that way."

"And the third thing?"

"Some equi prent |1'm having them gather for ne. | want to do sone serious research on berserker
conmuni cati ons. "

"Can't that wait?"

"I don't think so."

Bea's control was suddenly slipping. She was shrinking down, huddling in her chair involuntarily.
Her head turned, as if she could no | onger keep fromstaring at the controller. She said: "Harry,
I don't want to walk out on you again. But if you're doing this nowin any sense for nme...1 don't
know if | can stay here any longer...Harry, whatever it is you' re doing with the damed nachi nes,
for God's sake stop it!"

"Bea. I-"

"Quit! Just give up, let Lergov arrest you! Watever happens would be better than this!"

But then, having heard herself say that, she couldn't stand by it. "Harry, | don't know what |'m
saying. The problemis |I don't know what's going on, and you won't tell nme! | can't believe,

can't believe, that you' re just-just-"

He found hinmself crossing the patio, pulling Bea out of her chair, and taking her in his arnms. He
said, close to her ear, knowi ng that the nmachines would hear himanyway: "If only | could just
quit and give up, at this nonment. If only |I could."

She gripped his arns, ready again to persist. "You don't have to be arrested, Harry. You could
make a deal . Let Roquel aure and his people have the dammed control code, or whatever they want
fromyou. Just so they' Il let us get away together. Harry, | found | couldn't live w thout you:
thought | could cone back and live with you, this tine. |I could have, too, but.' Bea' s voice died
away. Once nore her eyes were staring upward past his shoul der.

Gabrielle was coning down the stair again, and this tine she had a gun in her slender, pale,
entertainer's hand, a tiny weight that still made her thin fingers shake. It was a little pistol
jewel ed and al nost | adylike. She must, the Prince thought nunbly, irrelevantly, have had the gun
with her since she arrived, brought it with her fromher apartment. Unless she had just found it
here in her adopted room which seened unlikely. Sonehow it seened to suit her, though he had
never thought of her as bearing arnmns.

"Dam you," Gabrielle said to him her eyes crazed. "I'mgoing to kill you, Harry." And she waved
the gun. And then she started to level it at himwith intent.

Most of the shock of fear felt by the Prince was not directly for hinself. "Gabby, no! Put it-"
He had no time to get any farther than that, no tine to do nore than raise one hand in a usel ess
gesture. Gabby was not |istening anyway. She might or mght not have actually fired on him But
what she might or m ght not have done did not matter. A tenth of a second before the pistol's
nmuzzl e came actually to bear on Harivarman, his |life was saved.

The controller had been ordered to protect him In this case it had probably no need to nove its
body or its linbs to do the job. He wasn't looking at it and he couldn't tell for sure; perhaps it
turned its head. Harivarman knew t hat somewhere on its upper body a small weapons port had opened.
A bolt of energy, instantaneous and al nost invisible, stabbed past him directed upward toward the
wonan on the stair. A bright flash filled the patio, acconpanied by a dull throb of a sound.
Gabrielle virtually disappeared. The Prince's only clear visual inpression was of red hair
bursting into flame. He heard the snall bejewel ed gun clatter on the stair, bouncing endl essly
toward the bottom A snmell of singed flesh spread out to mingle with that of pungent, splattered
Wi ne.

Now Beatri x, conmbat veteran that she was, huddl ed deeper in her chair, hands covering her face.
Lescar, no |longer catatonic, came running into the patio where a nonent | ater he veered to a
hel pl ess halt.

"We'll nove again," was all the Prince could think of to say, when he coul d speak agai n.

Grand Marshall Beraton had now installed hinself as a nore or |ess permanent fixture in Conmander
Bl enhei m s bunker. She had never invited himto do so, but neither had she thrown himout as yet.
The conmmander found the old nman continually underfoot there, but she kept expecting that at any
monent sone real use for himwas likely to come up, sone problemor decision in which his
experience might be invaluable. Wth this in mnd she kept putting off the all-out effort it would
doubt|l ess take to shunt the grand marshall off permanently to an adjoi ni ng chanber.
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Ri ght now Beraton was pushing his |uck, though. Now he was starting to argue that she ought to try
to take out Sabel's old lab with some kind of missile, nowthat they were certain that the Prince-
the general -was hol ed up there.

"I"'mnot really sure he's still there in the lab, G and Marshall. Are you?"

"I'd say he's dammed sure to be. Fellow with that kind of arrogance." The grand marshal |l paused,
then added with sudden bitterness: "Should have clapped himin irons as soon as | laid eyes on
him You should have, if | nay say so, Conmander, |ong before that. Well, can't be hel ped now. "
Still, Anne Blenheimrefused to use a small missile on the old | aboratory, giving as her reason
that any such try would quite |likely unleash a full berserker attack, or at |east another

puni shi ng bonbardnent. And anyway, she told the grand nmarshall, she thought there m ght be
antimssile weapons enpl aced around the | aboratory.

She coul d see that she was getting some strange | ooks fromthose of her subordi nates who were
present. Quite likely they were wondering, not only at her refusal, but at the odd way she tal ked
around the subject. Well, there was no help for getting odd | ooks just now

Beraton, balked in his effort to take over her command nore or |less conpletely, his advice about a
m ssile attack rejected, now cane up with a new idea. He had to do that, she supposed, because it
must gripe himthat a nmere young wonan had gone out to neet the eneny face to face while he sat
here in a shelter

Now he wanted to at | east duplicate the commander's bravery. He didn't put it that way, of course.
Beraton's proposal was that he go and talk to Harivarman face to face. "W fought together once,

he and I, you know O at least in the sane theater. W net...| can't really believe that a fell ow
who fought so well once could-I"mgoing to go and face himwith it. Do what | can to talk himinto
a surrender. | |ecture you about your duty-hn? And here I'mnot really doing my own."

The ol d man | ooked visibly older than he had only a few hours ago, she thought. "No, G and
Marshall. |.." Anne Bl enhei m paused nmonmentarily, struck by a new idea. "Wy not? Very well. Go and
talk to him if you like." She would at |east get the old man out of her own hair, at least for a
time. What would Harivarman think? Well, he could always send his visitor back

Then, havi ng second-or third-thoughts, she quickly qualified her approval: "But we'll have to cal
General Harivarman first, and see if he'll agree to another conference."

Sitting between her husband and Lescar in the slow y-nmoving groundcar, hal fway through the process
of noving to yet another villa, Beatrix announced that she was | eaving Harivarman. "I can't do you
any good staying with you, Harry. Not like this."

To Harivarman it was a door closing, with his Ilife cut off behind it. But he couldn't say that he
was surprised. Nor did he even know if he was truly sorry. It was as he supposed the fina

approach of death nmight be: a relief. He could handle it well, with a steady voice. "Were do you
want to go, Bea? I'll send an escort with you."

Beatrix reacted al nbost violently to that suggestion. "No! No escort. Not of..them" Two tal

machi nes, one of themthe controller, paced beside the groundcar, one on either side. "Just |let
Lescar cone with ne for a little way. No nore than that."

Wien they arrived at the newy chosen villa, one that scouting berserkers had reported as
abandoned, Bea would not enter the house, or delay the separation

A few mnutes later, two bl ocks away, for the nonment at |east out of sight of berserkers, Beatrix
was getting into an abandoned flyer, and tearfully saying goodbye to Lescar. The little man in his
own odd way had always | oved her, and now he was weepi ng too.

"I don't know what he's really doing, Lescar. He won't trust me with the know edge, or 1'd stay.
What ever it is."”

"l don't know either, My Lady. But | nust stay with him?"

"OfF course, of course." She started to add sonething el se, and choked it back

"Where will you go, My Lady?"

"To the base, eventually. |I'lIl have to work nmy way there slowy. | can nanage, |'ll be all right.
I know the Fortress, and | know nmy way around in a battle. Go back to him You can help him
perhaps, and | can't. | never really could.”

Grand Marshall Beraton was standing beside a snall defensive outpost at the aboveground | evel of
the base headquarters, trying his best to think through the problemof where his duty really [ay.
The job had been sinple and clearcut at the start-sinply arrest the wetched fell ow and take him
back to Sal utai-but questions of rank, jurisdiction, and conmand had started to tangle things, as
such questions usually did when they arose.

As now. The three enlisted people in the small half-shelter of the outpost were all too aware of
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hi m st andi ng cl ose behind them Perhaps they thought he had come up here to conduct some kind of
an inspection...it rem nded the grand nmarshall of the time when...

He went off into some of the pleasanter rooms of nmenory, review ng some of the happier events of
his long, long life and |ong career. This process went on for sone tinme, with no | oss of
enjoynent. Grand Marshall Beraton had to bring hinself back sharply fromnere remniniscing. He
hadn't conme up here to be effectively alone just to do that. He had to concentrate sternly on
duty, for the situation was perhaps grinmrer than al nost any that he had ever seen. Thousands of

i nnocent civilian lives, not to nention mlitary, hung in the balance...all because of the evil of
one nman.

The grand marshall's neditations on Prince Harivarman's treachery were threatening to lead him
into reverie again, when they were violently interrupted. A berserker flying device, probably on
some kind of a recon nission, cane skimring in | ow over the base, then arrogantly hovered al nost
directly above the surface headquarters buil ding.

It seened a direct challenge. It was too great an outrage, conming on top of strains and stresses
old and new, sone of them going back two hundred years. It was unendurable. The grand marshal
snapped out an order to the three enlisted Tenplars who were gaping at the eneny beside him

The young non-com s voi ce was quakey, but he got the words out. "Sir, our orders are not to fire,
unl ess they fire first."

Beraton | eaned forward, a century and nore of decisive conmand telling himwhat to do. He seized
the small control unit of the launcher hinmself, and took a blast at the foe. He saw the fiery dart
of the small missile spring up fromthe launcher itself, sone forty or fifty meters fromthe half-
shel tered position where he and the Tenplars crouched. Saw the dart fly up, only to be deflected,
hurl ed aside by sone invisible force like a ray of light reflected froma nirror

Then the berserker blasted back

Beraton was flung down on his face; the young nmen around him better protected in their suits and
hel mets than he was, were |less affected. The next thing he knew, the berserker was gone, flown
away, and people in conbat arnor were turning himon his back, arguing anong thensel ves whet her he
shoul d be noved.

Where the launcher itself had been, sone fifty neters distant atop a | ow buil ding, there was now
only a smoking crater.

Gunting inperiously, clutching at their arns, he pulled hinself to his feet.

"Sir, you'd better wait. W'll call a nedic-"

"l need no nedics, danmit. Back to your post."

He had needed that shock, it seemed, or sonething like it, to clear his mind. As his mind cleared
fromthe concussion, it seemed to go on clearing, until hours, days, perhaps years of cobwebs had
been swept away. He saw truth now in glaring daylight. The truth about the goodlife villain, that

made hi mno | onger fearful of the swarming evil in the sky. Duty called. Seldomif ever in his
life before had that call, that nessage, cone so clearly and unequivocally to Grand Marshal
Ber at on.

It took himless tine than he had expected to |locate Captain Lergov. So things usually went when
one's duty had been understood clearly, when worries about nonessential difficulties had been
abandoned.

Lergov was just conming up a stair fromthe third underground |level to the second when Beraton
intercepted him The grand narshall guessed that the near m ss on the surface had sent the timd
captain down tenporarily to a shelter still deeper, if one not necessarily really safer

Well, there would be no nore of that.

"Captain, | require your assistance."

The stocky man, who had once seenmed to Beraton to possess a kind of inpassive courage, but now
seened only secretive, replied: "Certainly, sir. Wiat can | do?"

"Conme this way. We can discuss it as we wal k. "

"In a monent, sir." And the captain turned away briefly. It was a way he had of putting off a
grand nmarshall's requests and even orders: finishing sone detail of his own. This insolent habit
had never really struck Beraton as forcibly before this noment as it did now This nmonent's del ay
was used by Lergov to | eave his precious subordinate, M. Abo-the grand marshall had never had
much use for nost politicians-in charge of his precious and utterly usel ess comuni cator. But
Beraton let the irritation pass now. He had sonet hing nmuch nore vast on his mnd

Lergov | ooked about apprehensively when the two of them had reached the surface, and took note of
the newly devastated building nearby. But for the nonment things were quiet again, and the captain
only asked: "Were are we goi ng, Grand Marshall Beraton?"

Beraton was already | eading the way toward some nearby staff cars, all of them apparently so far
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undanmaged. He spoke crisply over his shoulder: "W are going to arrest the traitor. You and | were
sent here to do that. It is our duty, and we shoul d have faced up to our duty long before this
nmonent . "

Captain Lergov stopped. It was a dull dead stop. His eyes had a stunned |look, as if he were the
one who had an achi ng head.

"Arrest the traitor, sir?"

"To arrest Ceneral Harivarman. Yes. He is the nan we have come here to arrest. W are going to
obey our orders and take himinto custody."

Lergov said: "Grand Marshall, he is..

"He is what? Speak up, man, if you have anything to the point to say."

"He is, he is protected, sir. It doesn't seemlikely we can just, just..!

"Well, we are not protected, whether we sit here |ike cowards or go about our duty like nmen. Wen
in doubt, Captain, proceed to do your duty. There's an axiomthat will carry you through."
Beraton's head had suddenly begun to hurt abom nably, and for a nonent he could see at |east two
Lergovs in front of him But wll power hel ped him straighten his vision out.

"Sir. In ny opinion we cannot sinply go out there and...there is the matter of coordinating the
dragoons' defense. Qur soldiers are scattered.."

"Scattered in the face of the eneny, while you want to hide in a shelter. Captain, | amgiving you
a direct order. Get in this car. Take the driver's seat; | shall ride in the rear."

"Sir, you are tired, you are hurt."

"I amnot hurt. | amperfectly capable.”

"You are injured, wounded, sir. Grand Marshall, | nust with all due respect refuse to.." There

Lergov stopped again, staring with disbelief at the drawn pistol that had suddenly appeared in the
grand narshall's fist.

That fist was trenbling a little now, but only partially with age and weariness. "Mitinous scum"
Beraton roared. "Hand ne your sidearml" He snatched it fromthe other's trenbling hand, know ng
proudly that the heavy weapon in his own was staying |level with nmurderous steadiness. "I'm placing
you under...no. No, by all the gods, I'mnot arresting you. You'll have one chance yet to redeem
yoursel f, and why should you sit safe in a buried cell while better nen and wonen die up here? Get
in the car, and drive!"

Chapter 17

Chen stared at Hana. Even after the shocks of recent days and hours, her nere presence here at the
Fortress still jolted and astoni shed him

The inplications of her presence began to cone upon himonly gradually, in the nonments after the
first shock.

Hi s response to her greeting was not entirely happy. "Wat're you doi ng here?" he denmanded.

While O ga stared at the two of themin silence, Hana | ooked around, then grabbed Chen by his
spacesuited armand pulled himaside, a few steps down a narrow catwal k nearby. It was a passage
anong exposed structural elements, where it seenmed likely that they woul d be able to count on at

|l east a few nonments of relative privacy.

"I'"mdoing the same thing here that you are," Hana said to himthen. "They had ne | ocked up on the
ship, but nowl'mfree."

"Locked up."

"Yes, of course." Hana gave her head a rapid little shake, her usual way of expressing the opinion
that someone el se was being unnecessarily slow "The prine nminister's security people rounded ne
up near the capital shortly after the Enpress was killed. OF course | didn't even know at the tine
that she was dead. Neither did you. But now they think that we had some connection with it." And
she favored Chen with her familiar little conspiratorial smile.

Chen nodded. The gesture was not really a sign of agreement or belief, only that he understood
what she was saying. A few days ago he woul d have taken at face val ue just about anything that
Hana m ght have said to him But no | onger

As if she sensed sonme change in him Hana's own manner now turned mldly accusing. "Wat've you
been doi ng since you got here, Chen? What're you up to now?"

O ga, who was hovering near, was | ooking as if she m ght at any nonent renenber that Chen was
officially still her prisoner. But before she intervened in the conversation, one of the dragoons
who had separated hinself fromthe nmain group that was still on the next |ower terrace cane up a
nearby stair to Hana. The manner of this soldier's approach was not that of a guard approaching a
prisoner, but rather that of a private addressing an officer-in recent days Chen had becone
famliar with both attitudes
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"Uhh," said the soldier. It was a tentative sound, made in his throat as he approached Hana
hesitantly.

Chen had the strong inpression that his next word was going to be "Ma'am"”

Hana turned to himw th annoyance. "You guys figure it out, can't you? Let ne alone for a mnute."
The sol di er nodded silently, turned and wal ked back toward his group, obediently |eaving her

al one. Hana, as soon as the young nman was gone, turned back to Chen and saw how he was | ooki ng at
her. Quickly she offered an explanation: "Sonme of them seemto think |I'm someone inportant, just
because | was kept | ocked up in a private cabin-but never mnd about that. Wat's been going on
here? Were did these berserkers cone fron®"

Chen studied her. Hana's clothes, the only civilian garnments on anyone in sight, were worn and
dirty-1ooking. She had evidently not had an easy tine of it, traveling the kiloneters between here
and the Salutai ship at the docks. But the clothes Hana was wearing now had been expensive
garments once, not the kind Chen was used to seeing her wear. She had no spacesuit. Neither did
any of the dragoons in sight. OF course, so far the Fortress's life support systens were stil

wor ki ng beautifully, and no one needed spacesuits. So far.

"I don't know where the berserkers cane from" said Chen

"And what've you been doi ng?"

He started to open his nmouth to tell his old friend Hana about his nmeeting with the Prince, but
the words di ed sonmewhere inside himbefore they could be spoken. "Surviving," he said instead.
Definite suspicion had been born.

A ga, |ooking increasingly suspicious herself, and ill-at-ease at being so outnunbered by
dragoons, was hovering nearer and nearer to Chen and Hana.

"This is Oga," said Chen, turning to make the belated introduction. "She and | came out here
trying to find some heavy weapons."

"So did we," said one of the two other Tenplars who had been visible anong the diffuse group
Evidently drawn by the sight of famliar uniforns, they had been approaching slowy. Both of them
| ooked worn and shocked. The Tenpl ar who had just spoken went on: "But soneone's already hauled it
all away, what little heavy stuff there really was out here.”

Chen turned back to Hana. "So, the security people grabbed you on Salutai and | ocked you up. But
why did they bring you here?"

She accepted the question coolly. "They had sone idea of confronting the Prince with ne,
evidently. Trying to make it ook as if we had some deadly conspiracy going, and he was in on it-
it's all really stupid." She paused. "Of course, now..!

"Now what ?"

"Well. | hate to credit it, but it |ooks nowas if the Prince may have turned goodlife."

"Prince Harivarnan ?"

Chen had been about to ask Hana about M. Segovia's face on the conmuni cator screen, but the
accusation against the Prince-and coming from Hana herself of all people-had tenporarily bl asted
M. Segovia entirely out of Chen's thoughts. Before he could refocus, Hana was off in a different
direction.

"Tell you what, Chen. Let ne go down there and talk to these people for a few mnutes. I'll see if
I can get themto organize thenselves a little better, so we can all do sonething constructive
together. Don't you and your friend go away."

"W won't," said Chen mechanically.

Wth a parting smile Hana noved away fromthem going down another stair to talk to the dragoons.
O ga stepped up beside Chen as the other young wonman departed. O ga said: "She's supposed to be
their prisoner? She doesn't act |ike one."

"No, she doesn't," agreed Chen

Most of the dragoons were now gathering in one place, making a knot of people on the next terrace
down. The two Tenplars, who appeared to be wandering around rather dazedly, had now rejoined the
gathering there. Chen saw that the dragoons were now nmovi ng the comuni cator. Mybe they were
hoping for better reception. Hana was enbedded in the group, talking to them At this distance
Chen couldn't tell what she was saying, but a couple of the soldiers were now repositioning the
communi cation device so its screen was no |onger visible where Aga and Chen were standing.
"Where'd you neet her?" O ga nuttered suspiciously.

Chen sighed. "On Salutai. O course. It was a kind of a political club. W were supposed to be
working to get Prince Harivarman recalled to power. And now she's trying to tell me that the
Prince..!

Chen broke off. His menory had suddenly shown himthe tall robot pacing in pursuit of him wth
Prince Harivarnan's voice calling him boonming fromits speakers. The Prince, goodlife. Goodlife.
But no, it couldn't possibly be.
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"Huh." 1t sounded as if O ga di sapproved of organization on Prince Harivarman's behalf. O maybe
she was only envious again, of people who had tine and opportunity to make up things |ike
political clubs.

Chen said suddenly: "Conme on. Let's nobve over this way just a little. | want to try to see
sonet hi ng. "

The two of them with Chen for once in the lead, did a little clinmbing, maneuvering around and
behi nd some structural supports, the titanic bones of the Fortress, that stood exposed here in the
i Mmediate vicinity of the firing range. In a few nonents Chen had reached a point fromwhich it
was possible to see the conmuni cator screen once nore.

"What is it?" O ga asked, hanging on his shoul der from behind. "Wat's w ong?"

Chen got one nore good | ook at the comunicator's screen, before someone in the group around it
turned a control on the device and the screen went blank. But even after that the man's voice

still issued fromit. At this distance, nost of the incom ng words were indistinguishable, but the
tones of the voice still came through. And Chen was nore than ordinarily good at renenbering
Voi ces.

"I think I know the man," said Chen, "that one they're talking to."

"So. W is it?"

"Hs nane's Segovia..dga, | don't like this. | think we'd better nove on."

"I"'mnot crazy about it either," Oga admtted.

"There're no weapons here anynore, and those people are all disorganized. They're going to get

t hensel ves wi ped out, one way or another. Al right, conme on."

O ga sounded junpy, which was natural enough after what they had been through already. She added,
as they clinbed back to the catwal k: "If | could signal to those two Tenpl ars-but maybe | can get
themon their suit radios afterwards."”

And she noved off at a quick pace, heading away fromthe firing pits, with Chen right on her
heel s. Hana must have been keeping half an eye on the two of them or else she had soneone el se
doing so, for they had gone only a little distance when Chen heard Hana's voice calling after him
Chen said: "lgnore her. Let's keep going."

Three seconds |ater a sound, as of a struck gong, reverberated through the structural beam beside
his head. It was not quite |ike any sound that Chen had ever heard before, yet there was sonething
hi deously familiar in it. For the second tine in a few days, he knew that he was being fired on
Less frightened than outraged at Hana's treachery, Chen turned and fired back, alnost blindly, the
carbine throbbing in his hands as it projected mssiles. Aga' s handgun bl asted. Then the two of
them ran again. Wen shots sounded around them they stopped again, crouching behind girders to
return fire. Chen caught only quick glinpses of dragoons, and couldn't tell if he had danaged any
of themor not. He saw Hana herself appear briefly, back near the pit, then drop out of sight as
if she might have been hit.

O ga was running again and he turned and followed her, putting distance and angles and walls and
nmore girders between thensel ves and the dragoons. There were shouts behind them but no nore
shoot i ng.

He fled on, following A ga's noving back. He counted the steps of his flight for a while, trying
to estimate the distance they had cone fromthe firing range, and then gave up. He had no idea
where they were going now. All he was certain of was that now two sets of powerful enemies were
after them

The only faction that wanted to keep them alive-unless he was willing to trust what a berserker

had said, calling his nane in a Prince's voice-were the Tenplars, who were still holding out
around the base. An internmittent thunder-runble of fighting fromthat direction testified that the
base was indeed still holding out, that it was the only place where they mght find help, and al so

that trying to reach it mght well be suicidal

When they had put nore than a kil oneter between thensel ves and the range, Chen and O ga stopped
for a brief rest, then drove thensel ves on. Chen worried and worried at the question of why the
machi ne that had pursued hi mshould have called on himin Prince Harivarman's voice. He could come
up with nothing that seened very satisfactory in the way of an expl anation

Al'l the fountains were still running in the plazas that they passed, though the plazas were enpty
of people. Very few flyers or groundcars appeared to be in use anywhere in the Cty, and the
tenptation to borrow anot her one was correspondi ngly reduced. O ga and

Chen passed several wecked vehicles, one of themin particular |ooking scorched, as if sonething
other than a nmere accident had brought it down.

Here and there people were starting to | ook out of their doors and wi ndows. Sonme of the civilians
call ed out questions when they saw Tenpl ars passing. O ga called back their ignorance, and advised

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Fre...Saberhagen%20-%20The%20Berserker%20Throne.txt (72 of 88) [11/1/2004 12:23:07 AM]



file://IG)/Program%20Fil es’eM ul e/l ncoming/Fred%20Saberhagen%620-%20T he%620Berserker%20T hrone.txt

the questioners to stay in shelter as nuch as possible. The drinking founts in the plazas and the
streets still worked, the air remained normally breathable. For whatever reason, the berserkers
were not attenpting to destroy all life within the Fortress.

"He's made a pact with them that's what he's done," Oga nuttered. "A regular damed treaty, to
save his neck."

Chen refused to believe it. Even if the Prince were willing to turn goodlife, why should
berserkers care to make a treaty with him a powerless exile?

But if they were here, as they were, with a mlitary advantage, which they appeared to have, why
were they not slaughtering the human popul ati on, expunging life fromthe Fortress down to the
bacteria in the air and in the scattered gardens of inported soil? That was what berserkers did,
whenever they had the chance.

Not this tine, though. Sonething was different about this tine.

O ga wanted to know nore about the man on the conmmuni cati ons screen. Why had Chen thought the
presence of that particular man's face on the screen so inportant?

"Because now that man is one of Roquel aure's dragoons, and when | saw him before, he wasn't." Chen
paused. It seened to himthat an interior light was dawning. It was an ugly light. "Or at |east he
didn't have his uniformon then."

O ga had no imedi ate reply. Chen wondered if the | ook she gave hi m neant she thought that he was
crazy.

Chen tried to explain. "I thought then that he was one of us, our group. O at |east that he was
synmpathetic to our cause, to get Prince Harivarman set free."

O ga had evidently given up trying to understand about Segovia. But she had an opinion on the
Prince: "They should have kept that nan | ocked up. Instead they et himrun around the Fortress
wher ever he wanted."

"I know." When O ga |ooked at him Chen anplified. "The comuander took me along in her staff car
to neet him | think she wanted to see, well, if we mght have been in any sort of plot together.
We weren't, of course. She took me way out in the boondocks to neet him into the airless area.
Sonewhere near the outer surface of the Fortress, it nust have been.”

They hi ked on, heading in the general direction of the Tenplar base, but not hurrying to get there
or taking the nost direct route. They paused to rest fairly often

"Way' d you join the Tenplars, 4 ga?"

"CGetting away fromthings." She didn't sound anxious to give details, and Chen didn't press for
them He understood how that coul d be.

They had been under way again for only a few mnutes when a civilian called to them from an
apartment wi ndow, wanting to know what news they had. The man told themthat the regul ar broadcast
news channel s were usel ess due to sonme kind of sophisticated janmi ng, and a thousand runors were
circul ati ng anong the people. They gave the man what information they could, and were invited in
for food. At that point both O ga and Chen discovered that they were ravenous. And despite their

frequent rest stops, the hours of exertion and danger had taken their toll in exhaustion. Feeling
like fugitives, the two of themtook a wel come chance to sleep, one at a tine, in the apartnent,
keeping their suits on and weapons ready. Like everyone around them they were still breathing

anbient air, which seened as safe and as steady in pressure as ever

Several hours later, O ga and Chen were on their way again, passing now through an area of the
City that had so far been practically untouched by the fighting. Here the abandoned vehicles

| ooked intact, but there was no use in tenpting fate, no need for vehicular speed. During their

| ast rest stop O ga had voiced a vague plan of trying to circle around to the other side of the
base and get in that way. But she had had no answers to Chen's questions about details. If he

t hought about it, he realized they did not really know where they were going. He tried to think
about it as infrequently as possible.

In a plaza larger than al nbst any other they had passed, they cane upon an anci ent nonunent that
O ga expl ained was dedicated to the | egendary Hel en Dardan. Fountains played at the four corners
of the plaza, and in the center the bronze statue of Ex. Helen stood. It was a statbronze statue
dom nating the plaza, fromits place atop a nonunent with marble steps. Helen the Exenplar, Helen
of the Radiant. Helen Dardan, ruler and patron of the Dardani ans during the tine they had built
the Fortress. Helen's tinme, as O ga explained, was centuries before Sabel's. But everybody knew

t hat .

Shortly after |leaving the plaza of Helen's nonunment, they cane to what had to be the entertai nnent
district. Here as el sewhere in the City npst doors and wi ndows were shut, and al nost al

busi nesses were closed. One that wasn't had a sign in front proclaiming it the Control Rouge.
Recorded music wafted bravely out fromthe relative di mess of the shadowed interior.
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O ga and Chen | ooked at each other. "Maybe they've got some information in here," she suggested.
Chen licked dry lips. "Sounds |ike a good idea. W can find out."

Inside, the dimMy, romantically |ighted place appeared at first to be conpletely enpty of hunan
bei ngs. There were only the bartenders, squat, half-witted service robots devoid of any

i nfornation aside fromthe service nenu. These appeared ready to serve custoners, but the humans
could all too readily inmagine the robots sullenly ready to revolt, to follow those other machi nes
out si de.

Chen suggested: "How about if we have a beer? |'ve got a little nmoney."

"l can't see howit's going to do any harm"

They noved to settle in a booth. "Hey, Oga, look." The optics in the translucent walls produced
their bizarre effects.

Then they both junped to their feet, weapons at the ready. One other booth, a little distance from
their own, was not enpty. They noved down the aisle toward it.

The sol e occupant of the other booth was a woman, hol |l ow cheeked, brown-haired, and well preserved
for her age, which was obviously advanced when one | ooked at her closely. Her garnments were
considerably nore flanboyant than the clothes nbst ol dsters wore.

Chen lowered his carbine again. "Hello, ma' an? Are you all right?"

The | ady did not appear greatly surprised to see them though otherwi se she appeared to be al one
in the Contrat Rouge. Her snile gleamed up at Chen, easy perfection in a carefully made-up face.
"Ri ght enough. Time some customers cane around." The voice was careful and clear, that of a
performer, but the words ran into each other here and there; the lady, sitting with a gl ass of
dark liquid in front of her, was pretty obviously not on her first drink. "Sit down, kids. Care to
join ne? |'m G eta Thamar."

The nane neant nothing to either O ga or Chen. But they | ooked at each other, sat down, and
ordered beer froma robot which had been foll owing them since they entered.

G eta Thamar ordered another drink. The robot waiter |ooked into her eyes with careful |enses, and
went away w t hout acknow edgi ng her order

VWhen the beer arrived, alnost i mediately, her ordered drink was not on the tray with it. Nor did
the robot of fer explanations.

The aging lady said: "I'mdrinking nore than is good for ny worn mind." And she | aughed. It was
quite a young | augh, alnost carefree, with sonething i ncongruous about it. Now she appeared to
noti ce her conpani ons

weapons and spacesuits for the first tine. "You two are in the service, hey?"

"Yes ma'am " said Oga, and then asked deferentially: "Have there been any berserkers around here,
ma' anf"

"They were here. Oh yes. But | never saw them" Geta Thamar | ooked vaguely into the distance.
"The Cuardians wouldn't believe me. But | knew nothing of what Sabel was doing with the
berserkers.”

"The Guardians, ma'anP" That was O ga, puzzled. She | ooked at Chen. Everyone knew that the
Quar di ans had exi sted centuries ago.

And Sabel ? Chen thought, lowering his beer stein with a grateful sigh. Was that supposed to be a
joke, or what? It was his turn nowto | ook at O ga, but he got no help from her

"W neant just recently, ma'am" he offered. "Have you seen any berserkers near here today?" And
then on inpul se, Chen added anot her question: "Do you know where Prince Harivarman is, ma'anP"
"I"'ve met the man. Can't say | was all that inpressed. | net a Potentate once." Chen had sone
vague i dea of what that neant: another ghost-name out of ancient history.

Oga, as if consulting sone oracle, asked the elderly woman: "Do you know if the Prince is

goodl i fe?"
G eta Thamar only | ooked at her, the perfect snmle frozen on her face.
O ga, as if defensively, went on: "If the Prince is really working with the berserkers, then he's

goodlife. If he's the one who found a way to let them get aboard the Fortress sonmehow. "
Chen broke in. "Maybe they've been here ever since the |ast attack hundreds of years ago."
"It was here," said Greta Thamar. "Georgicus found it, out in the far corridors sonewhere. There

m ght still be nore of themout there. He did all the things they said he did, but | was
i nnocent . "
A ga spoke, answering Chen. "lnpossible. The way all those roons and corridors were searched in

Sabel 's tine?"

"You weren't here when all that happened.™

She had to admit the truth of that. "Well, no. But | had to learn the history when | joined the
Tenplars. And if the Prince is under arrest, it nust be for sonething."

"Ch, really? What about ne? Does that mean |'mguilty too?"
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She [ ooked at him "I'mnot entirely convinced you're not."

"Love is the answer," said Greta Thamar suddenly. That was a line froma song, Chen realized
suddenly, as the lady began to sing the rest of it under her breath.

He was ready for another beer, and here were two, no, three bartender robots coming along the
aisle in a row. Business nust be | ooking up. The booth-optics showed them as three kinds of
danci ng ani nal s.

And then he caught a clear glinpse of the noving figures, through |ined-up openings in booth
wal | s, when they were still two curving aisles away. Mdre of them now. Not dancing aninals at al
but dragoon unifornms, nmen and woren novi ng with weapons ready. As Chen gaped at themthrough the
wal | s again, they turned into prancing nynphs and satyrs.

Chen wasn't waiting to see what mght cone next. A ga, alarmed at his alarm was right beside him
as he hit the deck. He started to cry a warning to Greta Thamar, but there was no tine. The
shooting had already started.

O ga was quicker with her pistol than Chen was with the nmore awkward carbine, and he adnmitted to
hi msel f that she was probably nore effective too. GQunfire started and rose at once to a crescendo.
Greta Thamar ducked under the table, crying her alarm

The booth walls burst in at Chen, spattering himwith bl eeding i nages and nelted plastic. He
stayed on the floor, pinned down under heavy fire. He tried to use his carbine and it quit on him
out of ammo, he supposed, though he had earlier reloaded froma spare pack on O ga's gunbelt;
fortunately nost Tenplar small arms used the sanme | oad.

Craw i ng desperately fromunder one table to under another, under the sagging booth walls, he
realized that he had | ost sight of O ga now Things |ooked very grim He thought he heard Hana
calling out, but with the firing there was no way to hear actual words.

He craw ed under another booth, saw boots running in front of his face, and lay still. Then he
craw ed until an open door cane into view, and he junped up and ran for the door and tripped and
fell before he reached it.

Soneone shouted behind Chen, and he rolled onto his back. A dragoon only five meters off was
leveling a rifle or weapon of some kind at him

Wth a great crash, what | ooked |ike one whole side wall of the place burst in. The dragoon who
had been on the verge of shooting Chen was gone, wi ped away |ike a bad drawi ng. Sonething tall and
metallic, something that noved three-|legged through walls and space ali ke was comi ng on. Another
dragoon, gun blazing, was flung out of its way.

In mad terror, Chen craw ed away, got to his feet, and fled again. The Prince's recorded voice
booned after himin an appeal. Scranbling desperately, Chen nmade his way out over and through the
rubble of the tavern's denolished outer wall. He could hear dragoons, or soneone, still scream ng
behi nd him

The familiar, three-1egged shape was close behind. It followed Chen out into the street and there
swooped down on him

He scranbled and tried to run fromit. Useless. He fell again. It closed in on him |oomed above
hi mreached out an armfor him He saw it open the internal conpartnent of its torso, to tuck him
into it, and he knew why it had been chosen for this job.

-and at the last nmonent, a blinding explosion in front of Chen. He saw the nonster toppling,

headl ess, and then for the second time in as many days he saw and heard no nore.

Chapter 18

The Tenpl ar staff car came gracefully over the low patio wall and then, its gravitic engine
gamal asered into little nore than a lunp of exotic lead isotope, it fell like a ton of scrap
metal inside the barren courtyard of the building that had once been occupi ed by Georgi cus Sabel
The berserker whose beam had di sabled the staff car did not bother to pursue it to fina
destruction.

Lescar, out doing a little scouting on behalf of his master, had been watching the vehicle
suspiciously for the last mnute, as it had noved erratically up one street and down another
hoppi ng now and then over walls and buildings as if whoever controlled its nmovenents were
uncertain of his goal. Then a hovering berserker half a kilometer away had evidently becone
suspi ci ous of the odd nmaneuvers al so, and had fired. Lescar, his own inescapabl e berserker escort
close at his heels, was at the wall of Sabel's old lab within a nminute, and over the wall a few
monents later. It had occurred to himthat sonme of the Prince's friends might possibly be aboard
that staff car, in which case they would certainly need help. O on the other hand it m ght be,
happi ly, some of the Prince's enem es who occupied the car, in which case there mght be a good
chance for equally appropriate action
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Lescar dropped over the wall and | ooked at the crashed vehicle. None of the occupants seenmed yet
to have stirred. For a few nonments |onger there was still no novenment. Then one of the doors on
the vehicl e's undamaged si de opened slowy, and a short man in the uniformof a captain of Prine
M ni ster Roquel aure's dragoons energed. He straightened up slowy and stood there dazed for a
nmonent. Then he turned back to the car and dragged out an old man whose uniformwas also nmilitary
but of a different color. The chest of the old man's tunic was alnost fully covered by a nmultitude
of decorations, and there was bl ood on the uniformjacket now, anong the ribbons. The old nan

could not support hinmself. It appeared to Lescar that he was still breathing, but not rmuch nore
than that.
Carel essly the short man let the old one fall. Then he rummaged inside the disabled car again, and

came up with a handgun. Then he started to aimthe weapon at the collapsed old nman. And only then-
per haps the dragoon captain had been a little dazed hinmself-did he at |ast catch sight of Lescar
wat ching him The captain's eyes w dened, as if he recogni zed Lescar, though Lescar did not know
him And he started to change his pistol's aim toward the small, gray, unarned man

"We are not alone," Lescar informed himalnost calmy. Lescar's escort had not followed himover
the wall directly, but it was now wal king into the courtyard on its six |egs, through a doorway

al nost behi nd the other nan.

The eyes of the short captain al nbst tw nkled: You can't fool ne like that. And he was starting to
aimhis gun again.

"The Prince will want to talk to him" said Lescar hastily to his escort; his master had deputized
hi m | oat hsome thought-to be able to give certain types of orders to the machi nes whenever the
Prince hinmself was absent.

The dragoon captain was still aimng carefully, when the netal arm cane over his right shoul der
from behi nd and took himby the wist.

Lescar on returning with his single prisoner to the Prince's new headquarters-a villa not unlike
the last, though somewhat |arger-found the Prince hinself engaged in an electronic dialogue with
the controller. A considerable anbunt of test equipnment, nore el aborate than anything the Prince
had been able to use as a lonely field historian, had been set up in this new courtyard and was
al ready in use.

Hari varman | ooked up when Lescar entered, wal king behind a prisoner with his armin a sling. Wen
the Prince saw who the prisoner was, he silently put down his electronic tools and came forward,
staring.

"He was riding in a staff car,'
old man is dead."

Lescar reported succinctly, "with Grand Marshall Beraton. But the

The commuters' tube-car nust be | ess crowded than usual this norning, thought Chen. It nust be so,
because how ot herwi se coul d he have dozed off, as he nust have, sprawl ed out here on a pile of
sonet hing or other aboard the train, lulled by its famliar swaying notion. And around himthis
nmorning his fellow students and other assorted travelers were being unusually silent. Because...

An approximation of full nenory returned with a jolt, causing Chen to open his eyes quickly. He
was |ying on his back, indeed riding on sone kind of a vehicle, jouncing faintly up and down on an
i mprovi sed paddi ng of what | ooked |ike household quilts and bl ankets. He had even been tied to his
transportation, kept fromfalling off by a single strap around his wai st.

The vehicle was sonmething new to Chen's experience, a little too small to be a regular car. Wth
considerable difficulty Chen finally recognized it as the carriage of a sizable self-propelled gun-
the barrel would be retracted, sonmewhere under him and he wondered what woul d happen if it had to
be unli nbered suddenly.

He was being carried along a City street of the Fortress at a pace no swifter than a fast wal k.

I ndeed, wal king not far from Chen's side at the nonent, keeping pace with his transport, was a
coveral | -cl ad woman whose face he felt he ought to recognize, though he had never seen her in
person until this nmonment. Finally he identified the w dely-known countenance of the Lady Beatri x.
Well, he had never seen her depicted in a coverall

He nust have murnured sonething, for the forner Princess turned to him Wen she saw that Chen was
awake, she cane to wal k closer at his side. Meanwhile the gun carriage, alnost the size of a staff
car, rolled on, as far as Chen could tell under the control of no one at all

The | ady said, matter-of-factly: "I see you've decided to be with us again. How do you feel ?"
"I"'mall-ow" Chen had tried to sit up, and felt evil reaction in several parts of his body at
once. "Wat happened?"

"Col onel Phocion shot the head off a rather |arge berserker, just as it was about to pick you up
and tuck you away into its cargo conpartnment. And you were stunned, either by the blast or when a
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| ot of various parts fell on top of you. But we couldn't see that there was anything nuch damaged;
I think you're going to be all right now"

"Col onel Phocion?" He'd heard the name sonewhere; yes, soneone who was supposedly gathering up
heavy weapons.

"That's right. Using this seventy-five mllinmeter you' re riding on now. That's the col onel wal ki ng
up ahead of us. You'll get to talk to himpresently; right now we're rather intent on getting to
anot her part of the City. Shooting tends to draw berserkers." And the |ady |ooked up and around
warily; right now the sky i medi ately above them was enpty, the street around them free of nenace.
Squinting down past his feet, in the direction he was being carried, Chen could see a |lone figure
paci ng about half a block ahead of the gun carriage. The figure was clad in what nust be heavy
conbat arnor, just as in the adventure stories.

Then Chen suddenly renenbered sonething el se. "Oga. \Were's dga?"

The | ady | ooked at him "I don't know any O ga. Were was she when you saw her |ast?"

"Back in that tavern. Ch. Own"

"Then I'"mafraid the outl ook mghtn't be too good for her."

"Ch." He | oosened the strap that held him and nade hinself sit up

The | ady wal ked closer, put a hand on Chen's arm "W can't turn back now, |I'mafraid. And we've
al ready cone quite a distance fromthat tavern. So, you're Chen Shizuoka. My nane is Beatrix, if
you haven't already recogni zed ne."

At any other tinme, Chen would have been overwhel ned at nmeeting the forner Princess. Now he could
only ask: "Were're we goi ng?"

"Following the colonel. He seenms to know what he's about."

Chen | ooked ahead again, at the inpressive figure in heavy conbat arnor. Chen supposed that anyone
who put that on became inpressive. Even fromthe back the striding figure was inposing, with
portions of the arnor's outer surface streaked and bl ackened, suggesting recent exchanges with
berserkers.

The sel f-propelled gun that Chen was riding on had evidently been programed to follow the col one
along the street, rather Iike a giant robotic bulldog. The col onel turned a corner now, and
presently it followed.

Chen took a quick | ook back, then another. "Sonething's follow ng us-"

The Lady Beatrix gl anced back too. "That's only our robotic amo trailer."

"Ah." It was maintaining a distance of about a half bl ock behind.

The | ady raised her voice a little and called out. The striding figure in heavy arnor stopped at
once and turned, then gestured the robotic gun carriage to catch up. It accelerated, then stopped
itself when it had nearly reached him

"Col onel Phocion," said Lady Beatrix, "this is Chen Shizuoka, as we thought. As you can see, he's
awakened. "

A flushed, al nost chubby face and graying tenples showed behind the col onel's heavy faceplate. "I
want to talk to you," he told Chen grimy, his voice coming froma small speaker bel ow the
transparent plate. "But right now we have to keep noving." He glanced back, into the curving
grayness of the sky. There were a few nore berserkers to be seen swarnmng there, well to the rear

of the three traveling people. "Qur firing brought themout," the colonel added. "It's a little
easier to fight themout near the outer surface. They're not there to interfere," he added with a
brief grin.

Wth a stride forward, and a nmotion of his hand, the colonel set the gun carriage in notion again
"The outer surface?" Chen asked. He was feeling somewhat better already; not quite ready to junp
down of f the carriage and wal k, but inproving.

"The colonel's been out there alnpst since the attack started," the Lady Beatrix explained. "I
just joined himw thin the hour, when he cane back into the interior."

"Sir, how do you fight themif they' re not there? I nean-"

" Communi cati ons, young man," the colonel said. "There'll be a human fleet arriving here sooner or
later. |I've been knocki ng out comuni cati on channels. Wen the fleet cones, the berserkers won't
necessarily be able to tell that it's arrived."

"I see, sir," said Chen

"Do you? There's sonething |1'd like to see, something that's made nme very dammed curious about
you." He stopped again, stopped his follow ng machi ne, and denmanded: "Wy was that damed
berserker robot running all over the City bellow ng your name? Did the Prince truly send it after
you? |If so, why?"

"I know he really sent it," said the Lady Beatrix. "lI've told you that. And al so that he wouldn't
tell me anything."

"Yes, My Lady," said Phocion, and al nost bowed. Then he glared at Chen. "WelI?"
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"I have no idea, sir. Ma'am |'ve talked to the Prince but once, and that briefly. Very briefly. |
think he believed me, that | had nothing to do with the Enpress being killed."

Phoci on glared at himsone nore, shook his head and nuttered, and finally | ed on again. He turned
off the street presently, and down a narrow all ey through which the gun was barely able to pass.
Then he stopped, kneeling beside a |large but hardly conspicuous utility box. From sonewhere

Phoci on's arnored hand had produced a key, which he now used on the box to open it.

"Not supposed to still have this," he nuttered, regarding the key. "Legacy of ny tour as CO here.
Looks like it's just as well | kept it."

From a tool box underneath the gun carriage, Phocion took out an optical device that he plugged
into a comunications nexus in the utility box. The snmall hol ostage on the device |it up, and a
nmonent |ater Prince Harivarnan's head was inmaged in it. The Prince's face turned sharply toward
them apparently he was aware that at |east a tenuous contact had been established. H s inage was
streaked with noise. Its |ips nmoved, but no sound was comi ng through

Phoci on swore. "Can see just about everywhere, except where | really want to-the Prince, and the
base- damed berserkers still have a pretty effective comrunication curtain up around those areas.”
"If he wants to conmunicate with us, he can order it opened, can't he?" The Lady Beatrix stared at
her husband's image, as if she could not inmagine what to nake of it.

At |ast sonme words canme through clearly. Harivarman, recognizing the colonel at |east, shouted a
question: "Do you plan to go on attacking the berserkers?"

"Of course | do."

"At your own risk. | can't give you immunity. | need the berserkers active to keep nyself from
being arrested. Do you nean to arrest me, Col onel, when you can?"
Phoci on shouted back. "I've got nyself in trouble, General. But | draw the |ine at being goodlife.

O tolerating them"

The Prince was speaki ng again, words that were now hal f-obscured by noise. "...real evidence, |ook
in the outer regions. Around where | was working.” There was a little nore; Chen thought he heard
the word "surrender,"” but he couldn't tell the context now. Noi se had increased.

Presently there was nothing left on the screen but noise. Colonel Phocion turned it off. He | ooked
at the others.

"The outer regions," said Lady Beatri x.

Phocion turned to her. "Wat do you think of that? Now am | supposed to shoot himor try to help
hi n?"

"He's still ny husband, Colonel. If you're going to try to shoot him you' d better start now, wth
me. "

"I don't knowif |I amor not, blast-damm it all! Should I be out to get hin? |Is he out to get the
rest of us? Has he told the berserkers not to shoot at ne? Not so's |'ve noticed it!"

"Actually he mght have, | suppose. They've not been pursuing us, though you did blast one of
them"

Phoci on si ghed, a heavy sound on radio. "All right, the outer regions, then. At |least there'll be
fewer berserkers out there, | expect. A better chance for us to be picked up alive, if and when a

human fleet arrives. But | don't know where he was working, and he expects us to find sone kind of
evi dence there."

"I know that," said Chen. "I've seen the place. |I renmenber what the nunbers were, the coordi nates.
They were on the screen in the staff car that we rode in."

"Then we go there," said the lady. "I don't know what kind of evidence we'll find, but we can
try."

"I"'mafraid | do know," said Phocion, in a |ow voice.

The others | ooked at him He amplified: "I'mafraid | let themin."

Phoci on, having made that remark, was willing to explain it. Beatrix insisted that they keep

novi ng, starting for their new goal at the outer surface, even as he spoke.

They found a twi sting service ranmp that went that way, w de enough to accommopdate the heavy gun.
They tranped downward through dimlight, the weapon and the amo trailer follow ng. The col one
said: "A few nonths ago | was in sonething of a bad way. Knew | was going to have to | eave ny
command here, being eased out-there cones a tinme in a nan's career when he knows he has no nore to
| ook forward to. A point when he realizes that the rest is certain to be all downhill

"However, not by way of excuse: explanation. |'ve hesitated to tell, naturally, but I've got to
tell someone. | might cash in at any ninute here, and no one would ever know...\Wat it conmes down
to is that about three standard nonths ago | accepted a bribe. Yes, in ny capacity as base
commander. O course the idea of berserkers never entered nmy mind then. Didn't know who the people
were, who talked to ne. Never thought of goodlife...This sector had been peaceful for so |ong-
however, as | said, this is not nmeant as an excuse.
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"Snuggl i ng was what | thought | was selling nyself out for. Supplying certain civilian needs-I
even had the bastards' word for it that Tenplar people would not be involved at all...and | took
their word...| don't know who they were. Shows you how far down | was. | was going to set nyself up
for a pleasant retirenent...well.

"Point is, there was a tine three nonths past when a | andi ng-of anyone, or anything-could have
taken place on the outer surface of the Fortress, and none of us in here any the wiser. For all |
know now, it could have been berserkers."

"But if they arrived only a few nonths ago, that means-" The Lady Beatrix, Chen could see, was
struggling agonizingly to think clearly. He could al so see what she nmust be thinking. If Col one
Phoci on' s suspicions were correct, it nmeant that the Prince's claimof having discovered ancient
berserkers was al nost certainly fal se.
"I still believe him | can't helpit,'

the | ady whispered finally.

At the | owest |anding of the descending ranp that was still in atnosphere, the col onel brought
themto a large | ocker containing spacesuits-it was, he told them where he'd stashed his gear
when he canme in fromhis first raid on the outer part of the Fortress. Just beyond the airl ock

| eadi ng down, the vehicle that he had used then waited.

Presently the three of them the self-propelled gun and amo cart followi ng as before, were
traversing airl ess passages on the way back to the outer surface.

They were three quarters of the way there when Beatrix, driving, brought the flyer to a quick
halt. She reported that she had sighted several nysterious figures in the distance. They had

| ooked |ike a Tenplar or Tenplars, moving quickly.

Chen at once thought of O ga. But assunming she had survived the shootout in the tavern, how could
she be here, ahead of him already?

It seened to Col onel Phocion, and he said so, that Conmander Bl enhei m m ght have managed to get
sonme people out of the base to carry out sone unknown mssion in these parts. "I expect she m ght
have nanaged that. | could have, and she's a snmart gal."

They waited for a few mnutes, the flyer's lights out, in alnost total darkness. There were no

i ndi cati ons of Tenplars, berserkers, or any other entities being in the vicinity.

Cautiously, they proceeded.

Lescar, in one roomof the latest villa-this one large and gl oony-was listening in surreptitiously
as Harivarman and Lergov began a strained conference. The Prince had given Lescar other orders,
meant to keep himout of the way, but as the servant had observed to hinself on certain occasions
in the past, there were sone tinmes when | ooking out for his master's welfare required himto do
things even against his master's will.

Lergov was so far being allowed to sit at his ease. He began the conversation by informng the
Prince rather stoically that he was worried about his fate.

There was sone Dardani an nusic playing, fromsone small part of the electronic equi pnment that was
now strewn everywhere. Prince Harivarman liked to listen to it. He ignored Lergov's worries about
fate, and took a nore positive approach: "\Wat do you want, Lergov?"

"What do | want, sir? I'Il settle for very little at the nonent. To get out of this with a whole
skin."

The Prince nodded slowy. "I happen to want sonething too, Captain. | wish to be Enperor." (And
Lescar, listening secretly, drewin his breath.) "And not only that, but to be Enperor with sone
security-sonmething | fear would be hard to nanage as long as Prime Mnister Roquelaure is still a

force to be reckoned with."

"Al'l quite understandable, sir."

"l amglad you are easy to converse with, Lergov. And | amcertain you have other talents. To
arrange things as | want them | could use the help of a dependable man |ike yourself."

There was a pause, in which Lergov swallowed. "Wat will Your Honor trust ne to do?" he asked at
| ast .

"Tell me a fewthings, to begin with."

"What do you want to know, sir?"

Here Lescar turned and | ooked around him bothered by the feeling that perhaps soneone el se was
also listening in. But there was only the house around him as far as he could tell. And the
scattered itens of electronics. OF course, soneone night be |istening.

Prince Harivarnman was saying to the captain: "Tell nme about the prime minister's involvenent in
the Enmpress's assassination. And what part you played. | know sone of it already."

Lergov told a strange and revealing story. O his adoption, on Salutai, of the identity of a

i beral protestor named Segovia, and of his role as liaison with a wonan naned Hana Cal deron, al so
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in the enploy of the secret police. She had played the role of chief provocateur, naking sure
there woul d be a denonstration before the Enpress by a pro-Harivarman protest group, who could
then be bl anmed for her assassination, as could the exile hinself.

Harivarman signaled to the controller, as always at his side. He gave sone | ow voi ced orders.

Lescar could not hear what they were, but he could see Captain Lergov turn pale.

Hari varman asked his prisoner: "But it was Roquel aure who was really behind it all?"

"Ch, absolutely, sir."

The Prince said, as another berserker entered, bearing tools: "You will not be harmed here. The
machi nes are only going to see to it that you stay where | can find you later, while we are-busy."
Lergov said: "l appreciate your consideration, sir." He sat still, quivering a little, as the

machi nes began to weld together a steel cage surroundi ng him

"Think nothing of it," said Prince Harivarman. Then he asked the captain: "Aren't you afraid that
|'ve been recordi ng what you've told nme?"

The captain |ooked as if he didn't know whether to take that seriously or not. "Perhaps you have
been too long in exile, Prince. | have in the past concocted a good many recordi ngs of ny own.
Sone of them were even truthful -perhaps | should say genuine. Truthful is a word that...but the
point is that no one fears supposed secret recordings anynore, or even pays them much attention
Faki ng them i ndetectably, creating false images and voi ces, has becone too easy...sir, if you don't
m nd ny asking, when are you going to let nme out?"

"An inmportant nmessage for you, life-unit Harivarman." It was of course the controller speaking.
Harivarman stood up. "See that this little welding job is finished. I'Il hear the nessage

el sewhere.”

Chapter 19

The procession was a small one, noving first under the grayish interior sky that held the Radi ant,
and then turning down into the airless regions, out of sight of any sky at all. In consisted of
two human bei ngs, both garbed in heavy conmbat arnor, who rode together in a conmandeered flyer,
and two berserker nachines that alternately paced or glided beside the humans in their vehicle.
Lescar was occupying the right front seat of the flyer, riding beside the Prince who sat at the
controls. For the first long mnutes of the journey, neither man had anything to say.

When Lescar spoke at last, his voice was weary. It sounded even in his own ears |ike the voice of
sonmeone ready to give up, as if his body and his mnd were nunb. He didn't want to sound |ike
that. It was a matter of pride, which sonetines seened to be all he had left. "Were exactly are
we goi ng, Your Honor? Wuld it nake any sense for us to be going now back to the place where you-
performed your research?"

Hari var man sounded tired too, drained of enmotion. "All I'mdoing right nowis follow ng the
controller. It says it'll take me directly to the people who have just |anded. Sounds |ike nore
dragoons, fromthe description it gives of them"

It seened odd to Lescar that his naster would want to go directly to confront nore dragoons, but
the servant did not consider it his place to coment on anything so obvious. There were ot her

poi nts, though..."Your Honor? | dislike to bother you with questions."”

"Go ahead."

"Qur | atest domicile. Even a bigger house than the last..

"...even though there are now only two of us. Yes, what about it?"

"Why, Your Honor, were there so nmany suits of heavy conbat arnor stored in a basenent |ocker?"
There were few enough ot her furnishings of any kind, and the house had not been occupied
recently.”

Hi s nmaster, face obscured by noving shadows, gave hima quick | ook. "The place was sone old
Tenpl ar officers' quarters, evidently, and lucky for us..what's that trying to cone on the
screen?"

The smal |l conmuni cator on the panel in front of themhad Iit up, and a nmonent later it presented
the face of Commander Anne Bl enhei m Sonehow, for the nmonent, the channel was free of static.
"Harivarman. There you are." The comrander paused for a nonment, as if she were now uncertain what
to say with the nonentary chance to tal k. "Have you any know edge of what's happened to the grand
mar shal | - ?"

"Beraton is dead. Captain Lergov can be picked up when you get around to it." The Prince tersely
specified the location. "Send sone people with tools. He's welded into a sort of cage. | thought
that woul d keep himout of trouble for a while."

Anne Bl enhei mwas ready to say nore, but the conversation was broken off, by blast after blast of
recurrent noise.
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"Your Honor, | recognize this corridor. W do appear to be going to your research site."

"So we do." And the Prince sounded uncharacteristically, fatalistically calm They were already
very close to the place, and the controller could hardly have brought them along this path by
chance.

"Your old field workshop, Your Honor." Then Lescar stiffened. "There's soneone inside." There were
lights glowing within the plastic bubble, though it was not inflated and the walls sagged |inply.
Through them a lone figure could be seen noving about.

"I think I can guess who it is."

The figure canme now frominside the shelter to stand in its doorway, |imed by the interior

lights. It too was wearing conbat arnor. Lescar squinted, trying to recognize the nake of arnor,
the small painted insignia, and the face inside the helnmet. The arnmor was not Tenplar, of that
much he could be certain.

As Harivarman eased their vehicle to a stop at a distance of ten nmeters or so fromthe shelter
Lescar caught sight of the small one-seater conbat ship parked, alnbst wedged in a corridor, at a
little distance on the shelter's other side. It was not a craft with interstellar capability, but
it could fight powerfully at close range.

"Who can it be, Your Honor?"

"I expect it's Prine Mnister Roquel aure.™

Lescar couldn't tell if his master was serious or not.

Wt hout saying anything further, the Prince reached up and cl osed and seal ed his hel net, which he
had been wearing open. Lescar silently followed suit.

Then Harivarman was the first to break radio silence. He spoke again, in words that were obviously
not directed at Lescar beside him "You are a little earlier than | feared you m ght be, Prine
Mnister. Waiting for your arrival was beconing sonething of a strain."

"Ah." The voice that answered was well known in all the Ei ght Wrlds and beyond, instantly

recogni zabl e. "Thank you. | naturally got here as fast as | could when the courier ship reached ny
little squadron. Fortunately we were on maneuvers in what turned out to be an ideal place to get
the news. Everyone must be ready to respond instantly when there's word of a berserker attack
Everyone, of course, but goodlife." The figure in the doorway nade a small nocki ng bow.

"Or even goodlife, sonetines."

"Ah. Can it be then that you have grasped sonething of the truth?" The figure in the doorway of
the tenporary shelter shifted its position, standing now in such a way that its face becane
partially visible through the hel met faceplate. The prime mnister's physical trade-marks-Lescar
had seen himbefore, at a distance;-were a wild shock of hair that for many decades had been just
touched with distinguished gray, a nobly chiseled profile, a tall spare frane. He was naturally

el egant, as the Prince was not.

"I think I have by now grasped sonething of the truth,” the Prince replied. "Are you ready, then
for me to know it all?"

The flyer was still drifting lightly in the corridor, with the two powerful machines that were its
escort nmmintaining thenmselves at a little distance fromit, one on each side.

If Roquelaure was in the |east perturbed by the arrival of his eneny with an escort of berserkers,
he was doing a marvel ous job of concealing the fact. "Yes, | should say that the tinme has now
arrived for you to know the whole truth...I"'ve just been | ooking over your diggings here, Ceneral
Fasci nating. And | rather expected you'd be along. Wth nmetallic conpanions."

"Ah? And still you canme unacconpanied to neet me?"

"Yes." The figure in the doorway still seenmed perfectly at ease. "You see, a |lot of people-npost of
the Inmperial Quard included-m ght have a hard tinme dealing with certain aspects of the truth that

| wanted to discuss with you."

"I can well believe that."

"So, | left ny soldiers back with ny two ships. Were we | anded, a couple of kiloneters from here.
They have things to do there to keep them busy. And they adnire ny al nost fool hardy courage in
com ng here without their protection. Actually when | really wanted was this little talk with you
al one. Lescar is there with you, of course-how are you, Lescar?-but he doesn't count."

The Prince said: "Speaking of little talks, |'ve just been having one with Captain Lergov."

"My dear man. | thought you said you were concerned with truth."”

"I believe | heard some of it fromhim this time. The Tenplars are going to hear it too."

The prospect of revelations by Lergov seemed to have no nore effect on the prine nminister than did
the presence of berserkers. Roquel aure only shook his head inside his helnmet. "Ah, truth. A chancy
busi ness, trying to deal with that."

In another large airless chanber half a kil oneter away, Chen Shizuoka was wat chi ng Col onel Phocion
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pat ch anot her conmuni cations connection into another utility box. The journey to this point from
the interior had seened a |l ong one to Chen, though in fact it had taken only m nutes.

The sel f-propelled gun, here with themin near-weightl essness, was clinging to a wall nearby.
Phoci on had stopped frequently en route, at each stop using his old base conmander's key, gai ning
secret access to the various comunications networks of the Fortress. He kept |ooking as they
progressed for traces of berserkers or other people in areas nearby.

This time his caution was rewarded.

Beatri x noved cl oser, watching with the men as a picture appeared. The col onel had nanaged to get
a renote video pickup working in an area ahead of them where prelimnary readi ngs had i ndi cated
there was activity.

"It's Harry," she breathed, as the picture steadied. "Harry, and...ahh

Harivarman ordered the controller to send its compani on machi ne scouting, to check whet her

Roquel aure had really cone here unguarded and al one.

"Affirmative," the controller replied, after the other nmachine had been gone for a couple of

m nut es, searching the nearest other roons and corridors.

The Prince said: "You appear to take your status as ny captive quite calmy, Roquel aure. Are you
so sure | won't give the word to nmy machi nes and have you pulled to pieces?"

"I"'mnot sure what word you will give them Are you sure of the result?"

"Yes, | think so. I've had sone tinme to get used to it, watching berserkers operate at close
range, having their power at ny command. Have you ever tried to i magi ne, Roquel aure, what it would
mean to a man to have the berserkers' control code in his hands?"

"Ch, | have tried to inmagine that, yes. | too enjoy power, you know. Though perhaps ny inmagi nation
is not as fertile as yours, Prince. Anyone would be able to nake certain deductions about you

t hough. Anyone who saw you come here escorted by berserkers. And | suppose that you have been
hol di ng the surviving inhabitants of the Fortress hostage until you are sonehow provided with a
getaway ship."

"I't would seemthat | can now count a prinme minister anong ny hostages."

"I't might seemso to you. But in reality, it is not so at all." The prime mnister turned his head
calmMy to one side, looking directly at the controller. "Your berserkers are not going to harm ne.
Because, you see, | amnot here at all. It is a mere phantomthat discourses with you. The real

hi storical neeting between us is comng a little later, in an hour or so. | amgoing to catch you
wi t hout your escort then and kill you, earning the cheers of billions of people by elininating the
despi sed arch-goodlife. Meanwhile ny nen will be defeating the berserkers and driving them off,
savi ng the precious population."

"I see. | hadn't realized all that...but did | understand the first part correctly? At the nonment,
you are not here?"

"That is correct.”

Prince Harivarnan shook his head. "My eyes and instrunents assure ne that the inmage of a sonewhat
overly handsone assassin before ne is not a creation of hol ography. So explain that claimto ne,

if you will."
"Tut. You could be sued for that, calling ne an assassin. You seemto be projecting all your own
little flaws upon ne...1 nean that nmy presence here, tolerated by the machi nes escorting you, is

going to be invisible to history-because only | will survive to tell humanity about this tal k that
we are having. This nonent of history is going to be exactly what | say it is. No nore and no

| ess. "

"Ch indeed?" Harivarman sounded as confident as ever, but suddenly very curious. "And how do you
pl an to acconplish that? Wat bluff is this?"

"No bluff at all, ny dear Prince." Roquel aure gestured of fhandedly at the controller. "How | ong
woul d you say our friend here, and its auxiliary machi nes, have been on the Fortress?"

"l have seen evidence that they have been here for several centuries. They were even filned with
dust-"

"No. Not at all. There you are wong. Dust can be arranged. Several nonths is much nore like it."
Harivarman smiled slightly. He raised his control device near the window at his side. "You have
carried off some amazing bluffs in your career. But not this tinme. Can you see this? Wiat woul d
you say this is?"

"Tell me. | want to hear you tell ne.
"Very well. Suppose | tell you that | have here the control code for the berserkers?"

"I would say that you are naking a false claimas you have often done. You are not only goodlife,
and an assassin, but a fraud!"

"l can denonstrate the fact."
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"Ch indeed? Can you? | |look forward to witnessing the attenpt.”

Harivarman thunbed his device. At the sane time he spoke in a changed, commandi ng voi ce.
"Controller, seize that man. Do not kill him but bring himhere, closer to ny vehicle, away from
his own."

It was a direct order, if Lescar had ever heard one.

The controller ignored it. The tall netal shape, still incongruously trailing cabl e-ends, was

clinging to a wall approximately equidistant fromHarivarman and the prine minister. And it did
not nmove a centineter.

The Prince triggered his device again and again. "Seize him | order you!"

The controller turned another one of its lenses toward the Prince's vehicle. But it did nothing
el se.

Roquel aure had begun to | augh when the Prince's first order was ignored. He was still laughing. It
was a very confident and a very ugly sound.
The Prince slowy lowered his hand, the radio device still in it. He sat there, his hel net

shadowi ng his face from Lescar's gaze. Wen his voice came into Lescar's headphones again it
sounded nore nunb, nore utterly defeated, than Lescar had ever heard it sound before. "But...it
worked. | found them..| opened the controller unit..

Lescar bent over his seat, hands raised to his own faceplate. But that did not shut out their
eneny's laughter, or their enemy's voice. Those cane through inexorably.

When he could stop laughing, the prine mnister said: "Do | need to explain to you what the rea
controlling code is? Even berserkers can be-well, no, unlike humans they cannot be corrupted.

Unli ke people, they remain forever true to their basic drive. But they are honestly, openly, ready
to be bought."

"You' ve bought them then...there's only one kind of coin they' |l accept."

"OfF course. They have an apt termfor it thenmselves: life-units. For a rather |arge nunmber of
human life-units, scheduled for future delivery, | have actually concluded the bargain that the
bad side of your own nature was finally able to westle your better nature into making. After |I'm
Enperor, they can have Torbas...it can be arranged. It'Il never be anything but a poor and
unprofitable world anyway."

"There are a hundred nillion people living on Torbas."

"Pah. Closer to two hundred million. But there is no audience here, don't bother posing. History
is going to be blind to your words and actions fromnow on, General. Two hundred million life-
units. Useful coins. Ch, it occurs to ne. Are you recording ny voice perhaps, ny inmage? WII it
di sappoint you too cruelly if I tell you that it will not matter?"

"I know," the Prince said, slowy, after a long pause. H's voice was hardly nore than a whisper
"No, I'mnot recording. But will you tell ne sonmething? One thing nore. For ny own final-

know edge. "

"Wel |, possibly. What would you like to know?"

"Col onel Phocion. Did he-?"

"Did he know that it was berserkers he was letting aboard his Fortress? Gods of all space, no.
There nust have been rather a lot of them| cane past their |ander back there; it's rather |arger

than | had expected. Well, guardi ng agai nst human treachery of some kind, | suppose. The way the
wi cked world is, one can hardly blanme themfor that."
"But Phoci on.."

"Look, Harivarman. The man knew he was being corrupted, but he thought it was only some sinple
snmuggl i ng operation, acconmodating certain sinple civilian needs-all he had to do was create a
blind spot or two in the outer defenses for a tinme-no trick at all for soneone with his know edge
of the system"

"Way do you do it, Roquel aure? You already have wealth, power, everything-"

"I do it because it pleases ne to do it. And why should | not use the world and what's in it to
pl ease nyself? If the universe has any higher purpose than that, |'ve yet to observe it...and the
I nperial Throne will be nmine now, and that will please nme, nore than nost people are capabl e of

i magi ning. But you can inmagine it. That's why | wanted to tell you. The Inperial Throne, ny

friend. | will have it, I've made up ny mind to that. 1'll take it with the berserkers' help if
that's the only way that | can nanage it."
The Prince's |lips noved. The words were hard to make out. He said: "Well. | had hopes.."

"Of being the next choice for Enperor yourself. Munting fromthe berserkers' backs. Announcing
the discovery of the control code"-a chuckle-"after of course sone judicious use of berserker
nmuscl e to punish your |ocal enem es." Roquelaure had to pause, to laugh again. He was really
enjoying this. "It nust really have been quite a strain, for you, to turn goodlife...but no,
Prince. No. The berserker throne is nine, not yours."
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And a giant's hand seened to cone slanmming agai nst the back of Lescar's seat. The Prince, who
could still act quickly enough to take him by surprise, had gunned his flyer into maxi num
accel eration. The corridor ahead cane | eaping at Lescar; the shelter with Roquelaure in its
doorway, that had been to one side, had al ready been whi sked from sight.

But the try was too slow by far to avoid the controller's weapons. Lescar, saved by his heavy
arnmor, felt and saw the hurtling vehicle torn and bl asted open around him Hi s arnored body
hurtled free. A huge bone of the Fortress, an exposed nmmjor structural elenent, cane flying at
him The inpact was a gl ancing one and Lescar canme through it essentially unhurt.

At first the Prince was a suited figure tunbling beside him Then the Prince was grabbing his arm
hel ping himget his bearings, pulling himon. Sonmewhere. And once nore there cane the flare of
heavy weaponry around them..

Beatri x, when she saw on the screen her husband's vehicle shoot forward, tried to rush out from
her position of relative safety, to do what she could to help him to be with himat |east. She
heard the bl ast of the berserker's shot echoing down the corridor just outside. The scene she was
wat ching renotely could be no nore, she thought, than half a kil onmeter away.

She had al nost reached the door when figures in heavy arnor, Tenplar arnor, sprang in fromthe
corridor to hold her back. A tall man gripped her with both hands, then savagely made a gesture
that woul d be understood by any veteran of space warfare, fiercely commanding her to radio

sil ence.

Then the astoni shnent of the Lady Beatrix was conpounded. Looking into the faceplate of the nan
who hel d her back, she recognized the craggy features of the Superior General of the Order of the
Tenpl ars.

Chapter 20

When the heavily arnmored figures of Harivarman and Lescar went scranbling away fromthe weckage
of their flyer, they were out of the direct line of sight of the controller, and it forbore to
fire after them again.

Nor did the controller attenpt to pursue the man who had clained to be able to control it, whose
orders it had in fact been following for days. As far as Beatrix could tell, watching the smal
screen, the berserker was intent now on nothing but observing the prime mnister

Pri me M nister Roquel aure, |aunching hinself out of the plastic workshop's doorway with an expert
push and drift, noved through the low gravity toward his own small fighter ship. dancing back
over his shoulder, he saw the controller following himslowy, and he said to it: "I see that you
understand. It does not nmatter that he should get away for the nonent. If he does not take his own
life sonmehow now, I'Il soon take it for him"

The radi o whisper of the berserker's reply, relayed by pickups in the roomwhere it was speaking,
canme thinly to the ears of the people watching in the chanber half a kil oneter away. "You are

right in that it does not matter. | will kill himsoon."

The man who was al one now with the controller paused. It was taking himlong unhurried seconds to
drift the last few neters to his fighter. "No. No. | see that after all you do not understand. You
can kill any nunber of life-units you wish to in the Fortress, as long as you save a few to
testify to ny heroic rescue of themall as we discussed. But in the case of the badlife
Harivarman, it will be better if you are not the one to kill him | want to claimhis death for

mysel f; that will make me something of a hero. If later it appears that he was killed by a
berserker, that could cast doubt on nmy story. It could even tend to make hima nmartyr in the eyes
of many badlife units. Do you know what a martyr is? W don't want that."

In the gloony chanber five hundred nmeters away, Beatrix met the eyes of the SG slowy, with a

| ast warning gesture, he let her go. Mre gestures had al ready been exchanged between hi m and
Beatri x' s conpani ons. Wrking in al nost conplete silence, though for the nost part in darkness,
Phoci on was tapping into the communi cati ons nexus again, this tine in a nore el aborate way, naking
mul ti ple connections for sone purpose that Beatrix could not immediately conprehend.

People in Tenplar arnor, with nore el ectronic equi pment in hand, were hel ping him

O her arnmored Tenplars were, with an agonizing effort for speed and silence at the same tine,

unl i mberi ng Col onel Phocion's heavy gun and turning it out into the adjoining corridor

"We?" the controller asked.

"You and I. | was speaking of our common interest." The tiny figure of the prime mnister on the
small screen had now finally reached the open hatchway of his fighter. Roquel aure was pausi ng
there, casually, seenmingly nerveless, with one hand on the door before he got into the shinp.
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The controller had cone drifting-just as casually-after him and was now no nore than three or

four neters away. The other berserker machine still had not returned; it had evidently found other
busi ness of some kind to occupy it.
How many nore berserkers were there, Beatrix wondered, still prowling in the interior of the

Fortress, surroundi ng the bel eaguered base? A few of them had been destroyed. There night be forty
left. Even if the controller were fired upon, destroyed, it was very unlikely that they would al
sinmply go dead. No. Berserkers did not work that way...

The tiny berserker on the screen was asking the prime mnister: "How far do you consider that our
conmon i nterest now extends?"

"To a considerabl e distance...don't tell ne that you're having second thoughts about our agreenent.
If you don't go on with it now, all that you' ve done so far would nake no sense from your point of
view. So far you have hel ped ne, but | have not hel ped you. You have derived no substantial
benefit."

"My conputations on the subject of our agreenment have not changed in the slightest."

"CGood." Roquel aure turned his head, about to enter the ship

"And you have hel ped ne. Wth the badlife unit Harivarman now effectively out of the experiment,
nmost of ny i medi ate goal s have been achi eved.”

Roquel aure's head turned back. "But you have killed very few so far. Your |ong-range goals, al

the life-units-"

"Two items remain."

"Excuse me for interrupting." The prine mnister sighed faintly; irony, of course, was lost. "All
life on the planet Torbas will be yours, in tine, as | have pronised."

"All life everywhere will be mne, in tine." The words were spoken with nmechani cal certitude; they
seened to hang endlessly in space, all along the airless, ancient Dardani an corridors.

Roquel aure drew a deep breath. "No doubt. Then what are the two itens that you say remain? | warn
you, you will jeopardize ny ability to help you, if you do anything here that will interfere with
my accession to the-"

"You have already given ne alnost all the help that | have cal cul ated on receiving fromyou."

For the first tine the attitude of the small arnored figure appeared other than casual. "I have

pl edged you ny future help, which we agreed will be to ny advantage to give. But | have as yet
actual ly given you al nbst no-"

The controller interrupted again: "I repeat, you have given ne alnost all that | expected to
receive. The first iteml| still want here is the destruction of all life within the Fortress. The
second is information. Mst of the information | sought here | have obtained, but a few data
remain. To gain them| intend to observe your reaction when you learn the truth."

This time Roquel aure paused for a longer time before he spoke. "If you are bargaining for nore-"
"The tine for bargaining is past. | will now disclose the truth to you, that | nay observe your
reactions to it. The life-unit Prince Harivarman was calculating in error during its dealings with
me. Yet it was closer to the truth than you have realized. A very inportant experinent has indeed
been in progress here, concerning the neans by which a dangerous opponent can be controll ed,

per haps rendered totally harm ess and ineffective, by nothing nore than transmtted information. A
control code, as you have terned it. | was able to convince the life-unit Harivarman that he was
conducti ng such an experinent upon ne."

"I know that. Al according to our agreenent. |-"

"Even as | convinced you that you were bargai ning successfully with ne."

There was silence. To that statenent Prine M nister Roquel aure appeared to have no answer at all
"The truth," said the controller, "is that | amthe experinmenter. You, like the life-unit

Hari varman, are a subject. Fromthe beginning | have been testing you and your fellow life-units.
We that you call berserkers have | ong sought a control code for the life-units that cal

t hensel ves hunmanity, particularly the nore proninent |eaders anong them It has been an
exceedingly difficult search, and | nust conpute that the results so far are still uncertain. It
is doubtful that any perfectly reliable code exists or can as yet be devised for the control of
units of such conplexity.

"Neverthel ess, nmuch information of great inportance has been gai ned. Wiat does a human life-unit
seek that | can offer it? Wth a very high degree of probability, it seeks power over other |ife-
units of the human type. Also, the notive called revenge nust be classed anbng the nost powerful

i nducenments. Also greed, the affinity for wealth as neasured in your systens of finance. Using the
proper codes of information, | have been able to control you both.

"You, life-unit Roquel aure, have been a very val uabl e subject.”

The prime minister was only a second, perhaps two seconds, of fast novenent away from being inside
his fighter "with the hatch sl amred cl osed behind him But he did not nove. He whi spered
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sonet hing. Beatrix was unable to nake it out; perhaps the berserker heard it and recorded it as

i nfornmation for study.

Around her in the roomfrom which she watched, the feverish maneuvering of equi pnent was goi ng on
still in a strained effort to maintain silence. The clang of tools or weapons, the tread of feet,
m ght conme traveling through the fabric of the airless outer Fortress corridors to alert the keen
senses of the berserker to their presence. She yearned to grab the Superior CGeneral and make him
tell her what was going on-but she did not dare distract hi m now.

The peopl e who were making the effort with the gun and with the communications equi pnent did not
appear to need her help. This is my job just now, she thought, |ooking at the screen. | ama

Wi t ness.

The controller went on: "My purpose fromthe beginning of this experinent, fromthe first indirect
bar gai ni ng between your em ssaries and mi ne, has been to neasure what tenptations of power nay
best serve as a control code for the badlife. To gain such information, the sacrifice of a nunber
of machines, the tolerance of the continuance of many |ives, has been very nuch worthwhile. Now
wi sh to observe your reaction to this information. Express your reaction to nme."

Roquel aure did not speak or nove, and in a noment the berserker spoke again: "It is very probable
that you are the final fully aware human victimthat the remaining human life-units here on the
Fortress will still be wi thout understanding of the situation when | destroy them And | have

al ready observed the truth-reaction of the unit designated Prince Harivarmn."

At last the prime mnister had found words. "A control code. | see. Al right, nmaybe you were
playing that sort of a gane. If so, you've won. But there's no reason why we can't conclude a
bargai n now. Now that you've studied our reactions. And | could still go through with-"

The berserker had evidently heard enough fromits |ast subject. The screen flared brightly, alnost
dazzlingly in Beatrix's face. At the sane instant light flared in fromthe corridor, |eaping from
a distance to wash around the newly positioned heavy gun. At the sane instant the conmunication
channel went silent.

But the small screen cleared again, alnost at once, to show the berserker turning quickly. At
last, in the flare of its own weapon, it had sensed the watchers' presence down the corridor

It turned with weapon hatches opened, just in time to take the full charge of Col onel Phocion's
cannon on the front surface of its upper body. Wen the snall screen had cleared again, there were
not hi ng but fragnents of berserker to be seen

The men around the conmuni cati on connection were thrown into frenzied activity, but not yet of
jubilation. At |least radio silence could now be broken. "Get the gun in here again! They m ght
conme this way. W& don't want to block the corridor."

They? thought Beatrix. The SG had her by the armagain, a lighter grip this tine. H s voice cane
clearly to her over the standard channel. "W' ve been working with the Prince for a couple of days
now, ever since | got here; tell you the details later. W' ve just duplicated one of the
controller's signals to its troops-we hope-and transmitted it froma hundred places within the
Fortress. If all goes well, they're going to be heading for their |ander, and-get it in here!"
This last was directed at his troops, who were once nore in a frenzied scranble, this tine to get
the gun turned again and drawn back into the roomw th them

It crowded the dozen people in, backing them against the walls at back and si des.

And then the waiting resuned. Presently, at a gesture froma Tenplar at the conmunicator, radio
sil ence was reinposed.

And then Beatrix was distracted, to her vast relief, by the entrance of her husband, Lescar's
figure beside him Even in the darkness she could be sure at first look that it was the Prince.
She knew his novenments, his size, his..for mnutes she did not worry particularly about what m ght
be goi ng on out si de.

The Prince and the SG exchanged firm handgri ps. Then all were quiet again, waiting. Bea could fee
her husband's arnored hand resting on her suited shoul der

At last there came a faint sound fromoutside the room that of an inpact made faintly audible in
vacuum by its passage through beanms and frame and fl oor and boots and bones. And only seconds

| ater there began a massive but al nost silent passage through the corridor outside. It was a
parade of sizable machines, gliding through near-wei ghtl essness in darkness, heard only through
their occasional contact with the framework of the Fortress.

At | ast the parade had passed. Col onel Phocion turned on his renote video gear again, and drew in
a signal fromthe proper pickups. The fourteen people huddled in silence were able to watch the
approximately forty berserkers enter their |ander and reenbark, gliding off silently into space.
"The outer Fortress defenses are all yours, Comrander," said Phocion's voice. And Anne Bl enheims
face appeared briefly on the small screen, acknow edgi ng.

The Lady Beatrix heard the Superior General giving orders to the gunnery officers of his two
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shi ps.

And then the night of the universe outside the Fortress was lit by titans' flares and forges.
Seconds | ater there came sound again, the wavefronts of blasted particles hitting the outer
surface of the Fortress hard enough to awaken roaring resonance in stone and netal, sending an
uproar rolling and runbling on toward the far interior

The Prince was first to put it into words: "Got "em CGot "em Got 'em | think we got every | ast
bl oody one."

Epi | ogue

There were two statbronze statues now i n Monunent Plaza. That of Exenplar Hel en, of course, was
there as it had been for many centuries, portraying a beautiful woman wearing a toga-like
Dardani an garment, with a diademin her hair. But now, facing Helen froman equal dais, stretching
out an armtoward her as if to offer conradeship and support, was a netal version of the late
Pri me M nister Roquel aure, who had been nartyred a year, ago in the |atest heroic saving of the
Fortress.

The statbronze prinme minister had one striding foot planted on a berserker, half-crushed but stil
mal evol ent. There were critics of the statue who said he | ooked |ike he was standing on a chair

The new statue had been unveil ed sone nonths past, but a fornmal rededication of the plaza was to
take place today, and the Enperor hinself was coning to preside. Sone thousands of people,
including a few old friends and acquai ntances, were waiting for a chance to greet him

Two enlisted Tenplars, who happened al so to be husband and wi fe, had been excused from regul ar
duties for the occasion, and were at the nmonent standing at one side of the plaza, the |ess
prestigi ous side today, content to be |lost and ignored am d a nervous crush of conparatively m nor
dignitaries.

O ga was wondering al oud how t he Enperor's appearance ni ght have changed since they had seen him
last. Chen, married al nost a year now, wasn't paying all that rmuch attention to his wife. A
politician not far away was trying out a line of a witten speech, nuttering it under his breath.
Chen with his good ear for voices could understand:

"How strange, how fitting, how | ovely, that these two nmen, fierce enenies for nost of their lives
shoul d have put their differences aside to save the Fortress and the lives onit."

"Yes, fitting enough | should say, the way that it worked out." This |last was a renmenbered voi ce,
cl oser at hand, and Chen turned to see Col onel Phocion, a little fatter, dressed in the natty
civilian garnments of retirement. "It's been a long time. How are you two kids getting on?"

On the far side of the plaza, Conmander Anne Bl enhei m had just got out of her staff car, to greet
the Superior General, who had already arrived. Then both Tenplar officers di sappeared into a
throng of their fellow dignitaries gathered around the tenporary speakers' platform

There was a nuted | oudspeaker announcenent, sounding across the plaza: "The ship bringing the
Enpress and the Enperor has docked."

The official story was, of course, that Prince Harivarman had known fromthe beginning, fromthe
monent he di scovered the controller, that the berserkers were out to play a clever trick on the

i nhabitants of the Fortress, to run sonme kind of a test. He had i medi ately suspected sonet hi ng
was not as it seened, and had played along with the eneny to find out what-and because he knew

that if he did not, all life in the Fortress would be i mediately destroyed.

Chen personal ly doubted very nuch that the official story was conpletely true. Still, it was
probably not that far off, as official stories went. And sonmeone had to be Enperor, or Enpress,
after all, and things could have turned out a whole | ot worse.

But, as the Enperor hinself officially admtted, it had taken Anne Bl enheinls nention of an

ef fective control code, during their neeting under the eyes of the berserkers, to trigger his next
flash of insight. He had sent a berserker |ooking for Chen Shizuoka to try to assure hinself of
proof. But of course, without the heroic self-sacrifice of the late prime mnister-

The late prinme mnister had mllions of political followers who were still alive, and it was
necessary for themto be appeased.

Soneone el se was approaching O ga and Chen and Col onel Phocion. A snall gray nan, plainly dressed,
but the heads of the know edgeabl e everywhere across the plaza turned in his direction. Though he
still tried, Lescar could no | onger nmanage to be inconspi cuous.

Looki ng unconfortable in the public eye, he said to Chen and A ga and the retired Col onel Phocion
"Enperor Harivarman would like to see a few old conrades in private. For a few ninutes."

Conmander Anne Bl enheim imediately after the berserkers' defeat, had been able to show evi dence
confirmng the Prince's story: the Council order for General Harivarman's arrest, with her own and
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Harivarman's witten nmessages to each other on it, as they wote themin their silent, secret
conference in those early precious ninutes when no berserkers watched. She had decided in those
monments to trust the Prince, and fromthen on they had worked together as nmuch as possible.

Even as the hunman survivors were playing along with each other now, honoring the |late PM for
political reasons, to appease his many foll owers.

"I must say the controller tried everything to fool nme, even to the point of filmng itself and
its machines with dust."

Actually the Prince did suspect early on that something about this particular batch of berserkers
was well out of the ordinary.

And he had al so been wondering why the controller had failed to activate all of its forty-seven
units at once when it had the chance, in that first supposed nonent of perfect freedom when it
first noved to attack him and Lescar

The of fer of power, even if illusory, has proven well-nigh irresistible.

But it was not quite so.

The SG alerted by warning relayed fromthe courier that had got away, had conme onto the Fortress
at once with what ships he had with him had been able to | and unobserved and unchal | enged, thanks
to Col onel Phocion's disruption of conmunications; had managed to use the communi cati ons system
hi msel f-who knew it better than the Superior CGeneral, after all?-to talk in scranbled nessages

wi th Commander Bl enhei m at the base, and through her had | earned of the ganble she was trying to
win with Harivarman

Representatives of the whole Council, of all the Eight Wrlds and of other hunman worl ds besi des,
were at the Fortress now, taking part in this year-later cerenony. There were going to be a | ot of
speeches.

But they couldn't start until the Enperor and Enpress were ready. And the Enpress and the Enperor
took time first to have a snmall talk with a few old friends.

Then Harivarman |, the Enpress Beatrix at his side, nmoved out to give his speech

Chen foll owed, watching froma distance, his young wife at his side.

O ga was | ooking at the newer of the two statues. "I don't think it looks like a chair, really,"
she said.

file:/l/IG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Fre...Saberhagen%20-%20The%20Berserker%20Throne.txt (88 of 88) [11/1/2004 12:23:07 AM]



	Local Disk
	file:///G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Fred%20Saberhagen%20-%20The%20Berserker%20Throne.txt


